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The plight and struggle of African Americans has been both a unique, individual experience and a group, collective experience. Comparing the Chapter 21 primary source documents 21-5, -6, -7, can you find any areas of agreement? Moreover, concerning requests for either official government action or self-help within the African American community, on which side of the spectrum do these documents fall?


The struggle of the black people in early America through today is well documented. In the late 1800’s and early 1900’s a progressive movement came about that called for a change in the treatment of the black community. Booker T. Washington, Ida B. Wells, and W. E. B. DuBois were all members of this movement, but all called for change in different manners. Some called for self-help, some for direct government action, but they all wanted the same thing; a community free from fear, hatred and injustice.


Booker T. Washington knew of the great number of African-Americans that populated the south. He knew that one third of the population of the south was black, and that chunk of the population was going to have influence, positive or negative. “Nearly sixteen million sets of hands will aid you in pulling the load upward, or they will aid against you pulling the load downward.”(Washington, 297) He knew of the great African-American population in the south, and knew of their influence, either positive or negative.  He was looking for complete equality throughout the races, brought on by self-help, not governmental intervention. “Cast down your bucket where you are- cast it down making friends, in every manly way, of the people of all races whom we are surrounded.” (Washington, 297) 


Ida B. Wells wanted similar results through different measures. Active in the black club women’s movement, women’s suffrage, and a founding member of the NAACP, she believed in a system that involved public and governmental intervention. In her document she talks of the wrongs that white society laid to the charge of the black community, and how the black people were punished for things they did not do. “The government which had made the Negro a citizen found itself unable to protect him. It gave him the right to vote, but denied him the protection which should have maintained that right.” (Wells, 299) She never really outlined a plan of action, but rather put an end to the stereotypical views of blacks, like the myth of black men raping white women. She condoned standing up for yourself against the racial views of whites in the south, but also understood the need for government help.


W. E. B. DuBois was far more interested in governmental action. He outlined a plan at the Niagara movement that set forth detailed plans for equality. He talked of free education for all, upright judges in courts, and a plan for the overall well being of the Afro-American community. While he outlined a detailed plan of governmental action he also knew of the responsibilities of the black communities themselves.


All of these African American leaders were ahead of their time in planning out the desegregation of America. While the main focus of the civil rights movement was 50 years away, these three individuals all had detailed plans early in the 20th century. It is amazing to see just how closed-minded Americans were at that point in history, and it is a miracle we have come so far. 

