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Preface

HEREIN are recorded not opinions but the
reflections of one who for forty years has
participated in the education of the black,
brown, yellow and white races in both
hemispheres and in tropical and temperate
regions. Such experience, too, has been with students in all grades from the kindergarten to
the university. The author, moreover, has traveled around the world to observe not only
modern school systems in various countries but to study the special systems set up by
private agencies and governments to educate the natives in their colonies and dependencies.
Some of these observations, too, have been checked against more recent studies on a later
tour.

Discussing herein the mistakes made in the education of the Negro, the writer frankly admits
that he has committed some of these errors himself. In several chapters, moreover, he
specifically points out wherein he himself has strayed from the path of wisdom. This book,
then, is not intended as a broadside against any particular person or class, but it is given as a
corrective for methods which have not produced satisfactory results.

The author does not support the once popular view that in matters of education Negroes are
rightfully subjected to the will of others on the presumption that these poor people are not
large taxpayers and must be content with charitable contributions to their uplift. The author
takes the position that the consumer pays the tax, and as such every individual of the social
order should be given unlimited opportunity make the most of himself. Such opportunity, too,
should not be determined from without by forces set to direct the proscribed element in a way
to redound solely to the good of others but should be determined by the make-up of the
Negro himself and by what his environment requires of him.

This new program of uplift, the author contends, should not be decided upon by the trial and
error method in the application of devices used in dealing with others in a different situation
and at another epoch. Only by careful study of the Negro himself and the life which he is
forced to lead can we arrive at the proper procedure in this crisis. The mere imparting of
information is not education. Above all things, the effort must result in making a man think
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and do for himself just as the Jews have done in spite of universal persecution.

In thus estimating the results obtained from the so-called education of the Negro the author
does not go to the census figures to show the progress of the race. It may be of no
importance to the race to be able to boast today of many times as many "educated" members
as it had in 1865. If they are of the wrong kind the increase in numbers will be a
disadvantage rather than an advantage. The only question which concerns us here is
whether these "educated" persons are actually equipped to face the ordeal before them or
unconsciously contribute to their own undoing by perpetuating the regime of the oppressor.

Herein, however, lies no argument for the oft-heard contention that education for the white
man should mean one thing and for the Negro a different thing. The element of race does not
enter here. It is merely a matter of exercising common sense in approaching people through
their environment in order to deal with conditions as they are rather than as you would like to
see them or imagine that they are. There may be a difference in method of attack, but the
principle remains the same.

"Highly educated" Negroes denounce persons who advocate for the Negro a sort of
education different in some respects from that now given the white man. Negroes who have
been so long inconvenienced and denied opportunities for development are naturally afraid of
anything that sounds like discrimination. They are anxious to have everything the white man
has even if it is harmful. The possibility of originality in the Negro, therefore, is discounted
one hundred per cent to maintain a nominal equality. If the whites decide to take up
Mormonism the Negroes must follow their lead. If the whites neglect such a study, then the
Negroes must do likewise.

The author, however, does not have such an attitude. He considers the educational system
as it has developed both in Europe and America an antiquated process which does not hit
the mark even in the case of the needs of the white man himself. If the white man wants to
hold on to it, let him do so; but the Negro, so far as he is able, should develop and carry out a
program of his own.

The so-called modern education, with all its defects, however, does others so much more
good than it does the Negro, because it has been worked out in conformity to the needs of
those who have enslaved and oppressed weaker peoples. For example, the philosophy and
ethics resulting from our educational system have justified slavery, peonage, segregation,
and lynching. The oppressor has the right to exploit, to handicap, and to kill the oppressed.
Negroes daily educated in the tenets of such a religion of the strong have accepted the status
of the weak as divinely ordained, and during the last three generations of their nominal
freedom they have done practically nothing to change it. Their pouting and resolutions
indulged in by a few of the race have been of little avail.

No systematic effort toward change has been possible, for, taught the same economics,
history, philosophy, literature and religion which have established the present code of morals,
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the Negro's mind has been brought under the control of his oppressor. The problem of
holding the Negro down, therefore, is easily solved. When you control a man's thinking you
do not have to worry about his actions. You do not have to tell him not to stand here or go
yonder. He will find his "proper place" and will stay in it. You do not need to send him to the
back door. He will go without being told. In fact, if there is no back door, he will cut one for his
special benefit. His education makes it necessary.

The same educational process which inspires and stimulates the oppressor with the thought
that he is everything and has accomplished everything worth while, depresses and crushes
at the same time the spark of genius in the Negro by making him feel that his race does not
amount to much and never will measure up to the standards of other peoples. The Negro
thus educated is a hopeless liability of the race.

The difficulty is that the "educated Negro" is compelled to live and move among his own
people whom he has been taught to despise. As a rule, therefore, the "educated Negro"
prefers to buy his food from a white grocer because he has been taught that the Negro is not
clean. It does not matter how often a Negro washes his hands, then, he cannot clean them,
and it does not matter how often a white man uses his hands he cannot soil them. The
educated Negro, moreover, is disinclined to take part in Negro business, because he has
been taught in economics that Negroes cannot operate in this particular sphere. The
"educated Negro" gets less and less pleasure out of the Negro church, not on account of its
primitiveness and increasing corruption, but because of his preference for the seats of
"righteousness" controlled by his oppressor. This has been his education, and nothing else
can be expected of him.

If the "educated Negro" could go off and be white he might be happy, but only a mulatto now
and then can do this. The large majority of this class, then, must go through life denouncing
white people because they are trying to run away from the blacks and decrying the blacks
because they are not white.

Chapter III: How We Drifted Away from the Truth

How, then, did the education of the Negro take such a trend? The people who maintained
schools for the education of certain Negroes before the Civil War were certainly sincere; and
so were the missionary workers who went South to enlighten the freedmen after the results of
that conflict had given the Negroes a new status. These earnest workers, however, had more
enthusiasm than knowledge. They did not understand the task before them. This
undertaking, too, was more of an effort toward social uplift than actual education. Their aim
was to transform the Negroes, not to develop them. The freedmen who were to be
enlightened were given little thought, for the best friends of the race, ill-taught themselves,
followed the traditional curricula of the times which did not take the Negro into consideration
except to condemn or pity him.

In geography the races were described in conformity with the program of the usual
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propaganda to engender in whites a race hate of the Negro, and in the Negroes contempt for
themselves. A poet of distinction was selected to illustrate the physical features of the white
race, a bedecked chief of a tribe those of the red a proud warrior the brown, a prince the
yellow, and a savage with a ring in his nose the black The Negro, of course, stood at the foot
of the social ladder.

The description of the various parts of the world was worked out according to the same Plan.
The parts inhabited by the Caucasian were treated in detail. Less attention was given to the
yellow people, still less to the red, very little to the brown, and practically none to the black
race. Those people who are far removed from the physical characteristics of the Caucasians
or who do not materially assist them in the domination or exploitation of others were not
mentioned except to be belittled or decried.

From the teaching of science the Negro was likewise eliminated. The beginnings of science
in various parts of the Orient were mentioned, but the Africans' early advancement in this
field was omitted. Students were not told that ancient Africans of the interior knew sufficient
science to concoct poisons for arrowheads, to mix durable colors for paintings, to extract
metals from nature and refine them for development in the industrial arts. Very little was said
about the chemistry in the method of Egyptian embalming which was the product of the
mixed breeds of Northern Africa, now known in the modern world as "colored people."

In the study of language in school pupils were made to scoff at the Negro dialect as some
peculiar possession of the Negro which they should despise rather than directed to study the
background of this language as a broken-down African tongue—in short to understand their
own linguistic history, which is certainly more important for them than the study of French
Phonetics or Historical Spanish Grammar. To the African language as such no attention was
given except in case of the preparation of traders, missionaries and public functionaries to
exploit the natives. This number of persons thus trained, of course, constituted a small
fraction hardly deserving attention.

From literature the African was excluded altogether. He was not supposed to have expressed
any thought worth knowing. The philosophy in the African proverbs and in the rich folklore of
that continent was ignored to give preference to that developed on the distant shores of the
Mediterranean. Most missionary teachers of the freedmen, like most men of our time, had
never read the interesting books of travel in Africa, and had never heard of the Tarikh Es-
Soudan.

In the teaching of fine arts these instructors usually started with Greece by showing how that
art was influenced from without, but they omitted the African influence which scientists now
regard as significant and dominant in early Hellas. They failed to teach the student the
Mediterranean Melting Pot with the Negroes from Africa bringing their wares, their ideas and
their blood therein to influence the history of Greece, Carthage, and Rome. Making desire
father to the thought, our teachers either ignored these influences or endeavored to belittle
them by working out theories to the contrary.
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The bias did not stop at this point, for it invaded the teaching of the professions. Negro law
students were told that they belonged to the most criminal element in the country; and an
effort was made to justify the procedure in the seats of injustice where law was interpreted as
being one thing for the white man and a different thing for the Negro. In constitutional law the
spinelessness of the United States Supreme Court in permitting the judicial nullification of the
Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments was and still is boldly upheld in our few law schools.

In medical schools Negroes were likewise convinced of their inferiority in being reminded of
their rGle as germ carriers. The prevalence of syphilis and tuberculosis among Negroes was
especially emphasized without showing that these maladies are more deadly among the
Negroes for the reason that they are Caucasian diseases; and since these plagues are new
to Negroes, these sufferers have not had time to develop against them the immunity which
time has permitted in the Caucasian. Other diseases to which Negroes easily fall prey were
mentioned to point out the race as an undesirable element when this condition was due to
the Negroes' economic and social status. Little emphasis was placed upon the immunity of
the Negro from diseases like yellow fever and influenza which are so disastrous to whites.
Yet, the whites were not considered inferior because of this differential resistance to these
plagues.

In history, of course, the Negro had no place in this curriculum. He was pictured as a human
being of the lower order, unable to subject passion to reason, and therefore useful only when
made the hewer of wood and the drawer of water for others. No thought was given to the
history of Africa except so far as it had been a field of exploitation for the Caucasian. You
might study the history as it was offered in our system from the elementary school throughout
the university, and you would never hear Africa mentioned except in the negative. You would
never thereby learn that Africans first domesticated the sheep, goat, and cow, developed the
idea of trial by jury, produced the first stringed instruments, and gave the world its greatest
boon in the discovery of iron. You would never know that prior to the Mohammedan invasion
about 1000 A.D. these natives in the heart of Africa had developed powerful kingdoms which
were later organized as the Songhay Empire on the order of that of the Romans and boasting
of similar grandeur.

Unlike other people, then, the Negro, according to this point of view, was an exception to the
natural plan of things, and he had no such mission as that of an outstanding contribution to
culture. The status of the Negro, then, was justly fixed as that of an inferior. Teachers of
Negroes in their first schools after Emancipation did not proclaim any such doctrine, but the
content of their curricula justified these inferences.

An observer from outside of the situation naturally inquires why the Negroes, many of whom
serve their race as teachers, have not changed this program. These teachers, however, are
powerless. Negroes have no control over their education and have little voice in their other
affairs pertaining thereto. In a few cases Negroes have been chosen as members of public
boards of education, and some have been appointed members of private boards, but these
Negroes are always such a small minority that they do not figure in the final working out of
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the educational program. The education of the Negroes, then, the most important thing in the
uplift of the Negroes, is almost entirely in the hands of those who have enslaved them and
now segregate them.

With "mis-educated Negroes" in control themselves, however, it is doubtful that the system
would be very much different from what it is or that it would rapidly undergo change. The
Negroes thus placed in charge would be the products of the same system and would show
no more conception of the task at hand than do the whites who have educated them and
shaped their minds as they would have them function. Negro educators of today may have
more sympathy and interest in the race than the whites now exploiting Negro institutions as
educators, but the former have no more vision than their competitors. Taught from books of
the same bias, trained by Caucasians of the same prejudices or by Negroes of enslaved
minds, one generation of Negro teachers after another have served for no higher purpose
than to do what they are told to do. In other words, a Negro teacher instructing Negro
children is in many respects a white teacher thus engaged, for the program in each case is
about the same.

There can be no reasonable objection to the Negro's doing what the white man tells him to
do, if the white man tells him to do what is right; but right is purely relative. The present
system under the control of the whites trains the Negro to be white and at the same time
convinces him of the impropriety or the impossibility of his becoming white. It compels the
Negro to become a good Negro for the performance of which his education is ill-suited. For
the white man's exploitation of the Negro through economic restriction and segregation the
present system is sound and will doubtless continue until this gives place to the saner policy
of actual interracial cooperation—not the present farce of racial manipulation in which the
Negro is a figurehead. History does not furnish a case of the elevation of a people by ignoring
the thought and aspiration of the people thus served.

This is slightly dangerous ground here, however, for the Negro's mind has been all but
perfectly enslaved in that he has been trained to think what is desired of him. The "highly
educated" Negroes do not like to hear anything uttered against this procedure because they
make their living in this way, and they feel that they must defend the system. Few mis-
educated Negroes ever act otherwise; and, if they so express themselves, they are easily
crushed by the large majority to the contrary so that the procession may move on without
interruption.

The result, then, is that the Negroes thus mis-educated are of no service to themselves and
none to the white man. The white man does not need the Negroes' professional, commercial
or industrial assistance; and as a result of the multiplication of mechanical appliances he no
longer needs them in drudgery or menial service. The "highly educated" Negroes, moreover,
do not need the Negro professional or commercial classes because Negroes have been
taught that whites can serve them more efficiently in these spheres. Reduced, then, to
teaching and preaching, the Negroes will have no outlet but to go down a blind alley, if the
sort of education which they are now receiving is to enable them to find the way out of their
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present difficulties.

Chapter XIII: Understand the Negro

"WE do not offer here any course in Negro history, Negro literature, or race relations,"
recently said a professor of a Negro college. "We study the Negro along with other people."

"An excellent idea," the interviewer replied. "No one should expect you to do any more than
this, but how do you-do it when the Negro is not mentioned in your textbooks except to be
condemned? Do you, a teacher in a Negro school, also condemn the race in the same
fashion as the writers of your textbooks of history and literature?"

"No," said he, "we bring the Negro in here and there."
"How often does 'here and there' connote?"

"Well, you know," said he, "Negroes have not done much; and what they have accomplished
may be briefly covered by referring to the achievements of a few men and women.

"Why do you emphasize the special study of the Negro?" said he further. "Why is it
necessary to give the race special attention in the press, on the rostrum, or in the
schoolroom? This idea of projecting the Negro into the foreground does the race much harm
by singing continually of his woes and problems and thus alienating the public which desires
to give its attention to other things."

It is true that many Negroes do not desire to hear anything about their race, and few whites of
today will listen to the story of woe. With most of them the race question has been settled.
The Negro has been assigned to the lowest drudgery as the sphere in which the masses
must toil to make a living; and socially and politically the race has been generally proscribed.
Inasmuch as the traducers of the race have "settled" the matter in this fashion, they naturally
oppose any effort to change this status.

Many Negro professional men who are making a living attending to the affairs of these
laborers and servants in their mentally undeveloped state and many teachers who in
conservative fashion are instructing their children to maintain the status quo ante bellum, also
oppose any movement to upset this arrangement. They are getting paid for their efforts Why
should they try innovations? The gods have so decreed it. Human beings cannot change it.
Why be foolish?

A Negro with sufficient thought to construct a program of his own is undesirable, and the
educational systems of this country generally refuse to work through such Negroes in
promoting their cause. The program for the uplift of the Negroes in this country must be
handed over to an executive force like orders from the throne, and they must carry it out
without question or get out of line and let the procession go on. Although the Negro is being
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daily forced more and more by segregation into a world peculiarly his own, his unusually
perplexing status is given little or no thought, and he is not considered capable of thinking for
himself.

The chief difficulty with the education of the Negro is that it has been largely imitation
resulting in the enslavement of his mind. Somebody outside of the race has desired to try out
on Negroes some experiment which interested him and his coworkers; and Negroes, being
objects of charity, have received them cordially and have done what they required. In fact,
the keynote in the education of the Negro has been to do what he is told to do. Any Negro
who has learned to do this is well prepared to function in the American social order as others
would have him.

Looking over the courses of study of the public schools, one finds little to show that the Negro
figures in these curricula. In supplementary matter a good deed of some Negro is
occasionally referred to, but oftener the race is mentioned only to be held up to ridicule. With
the exception of a few places like Atlantic City, Atlanta, Tulsa, St. Louis, Birmingham,
Knoxville, and the states of Louisiana and North Carolina no effort is made to study the
Negro in the public schools as they do the Latin, the Teuton, or the Mongolian. Several mis-
educated Negroes themselves contend that the study of the Negro by children would bring
before them the race problem prematurely and, therefore, urge that the study of the race be
deferred until they reach advanced work in the college or university. These misguided
teachers ignore the fact that the race question is being brought before black and white
children daily in their homes, in the streets, through the press and on the rostrum. How, then,
can the school ignore the duty of teaching the truth while these other agencies are playing up
falsehood?

The experience of college instructors shows that racial attitudes of the youth are not easily
changed after they reach adolescence. Although students of this advanced stage are shown
the fallacy of race superiority and the folly of social distinctions, they nevertheless continue to
do the illogical thing of still looking upon these despised groups as less worthy than
themselves and persist in treating them accordingly. Teachers of elementary and secondary
schools giving attention to this interracial problem have succeeded in softening and changing
the attitude of children whose judgment has not been so hopelessly warped by the general
attitude of the communities in which they have been brought up.

In approaching this problem in this fashion to counteract the one-sided education of youth the
thinking people of this country have no desire to upset the curricula of the schools or to force
the Negro as such into public discussion; but, if the Negro is to be elevated he must be
educated in the sense of being developed from what he is, and the public must be so
enlightened as to think of the Negro as a man. Furthermore, no one can be thoroughly
educated until he learns as much about the Negro as he knows about other people.

Upon examining the recent catalogues of the leading Negro colleges, one finds that
invariably they give courses in ancient, mediaeval, and modern Europe, but they do not give
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such courses in ancient, mediaeval, and modern Africa. Yet Africa, according to recent
discoveries, has contributed about as much to the progress of mankind as Europe has, and
the early civilization of the Mediterranean world was decidedly influenced by Africa.

Negro colleges offer courses bearing on the European colonists prior to their coming to
America, their settlement on these shores, and their development here toward independence.
Why are they not equally generous with the Negroes in treating their status in Africa prior to
enslavement, their first transplantation to the West Indies, the Latinization of certain Negroes
in contradistinction to the development of others under the influence of the Teuton, and the
effort of the race toward self-expression?

A further examination of their curricula shows, too, that invariably these Negro colleges offer
courses in Greek philosophy and in that of modern European thought, but they direct no
attention to the philosophy of the African. Negroes of Africa have and always have had their
own ideas about the nature of the universe, time, and space, about appearance and reality,
and about freedom and necessity. The effort of the Negro to interpret man's relation to the
universe shows just as much intelligence as we find in the philosophy of the Greeks. There
were many Africans who were just as wise as Socrates.

Again, one observes in some of these catalogues numerous courses in art but no well
defined course in Negro or African art which early influenced that of the Greeks. Thinkers are
now saying that the early culture of the Mediterranean was chiefly African. Most of these
colleges do not even direct special attention to Negro music in which the Negro has made his
outstanding contribution in America. The unreasonable attitude is that because the whites do
not have these things in their schools the Negroes must not have them in theirs. The
Catholics and Jews, therefore, are wrong in establishing special schools to teach their
principles of religion, and the Germans in America are unwise in having their children taught
their mother tongue.

Such has been the education of Negroes. They have been taught facts of history, but have
never learned to think. Their conception is that you go to school to find out what other people
have done, and then you go out in life to imitate them. What they have done can be done by
others, they contend; and they are right. They are wrong, however, in failing to realize that
what others have done, we may not need to do. If we are to do identically the same thing
from generation to generation, we would not make any progress. If we are to duplicate from
century to century the same feats, the world will grow tired of such a monotonous
performance.

In this particular respect "Negro education" is a failure, and disastrously so, because in its
present predicament the race is especially in need of vision and invention to give humanity
something new. The world does not want and will never have the heroes and heroines of the
past. What this age needs is an enlightened youth not to undertake the tasks like theirs but to
imbibe the spirit of these great men and answer the present call of duty with equal nobleness
of soul.
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Not only do the needs of generations vary, but the individuals themselves are not duplicates
the one of the other; and being different in this respect, their only hope to function efficiently
in society is to know themselves and the generation which they are to serve. The chief value
in studying the records of others is to become better acquainted with oneself and with one's
possibilities to live and to do in the present age. As long as Negroes continue to restrict
themselves to doing what was necessary a hundred or a thousand years ago, they must
naturally expect to be left out of the great scheme of things as they concern men of today.

The most inviting field for discovery and invention, then, is the Negro himself, but he does not
realize it. Frederika Bremer, when reflecting upon her visit to America about 1850, gave this
country a new thought in saying to Americans, "The romance of your history is the fate of the
Negro." In this very thought lies unusual possibilities for the historian, the economist, the
artist, and the philosopher. Why should the Negro writer seek a theme abroad when he has
the greatest of all at home?

The bondage of the Negro brought captive from Africa is one of the greatest dramas in
history, and the writer who merely sees in that ordeal something to approve or condemn fails
to understand the evolution of the human race. Negroes now studying dramatics go into our
schools to reproduce Shakespeare, but mentally developed members of this race would see
the possibilities of a greater drama in the tragedy of the man of color. Negroes graduating
from conservatories of music dislike the singing of our folk songs. For some reason such
misguided persons think that they can improve on the productions of the foreign drama or
render the music of other people better than they can themselves.

A knowledge of real history would lead one to think that slavery was one of the significant
developments which, although evil in themselves, may redound sometimes to the advantage
of the oppressed rather than to that of the oppressor. Some one has said that the music of
Poland was inspired by incidents of a struggle against the despots invading and partitioning
their prostrate land. The Greeks never had an art until the country was overrun by hostile
Orientals. Some one then began to immortalize in song the sons who went forth to fight for
the native land. Another carved in marble the thought evoked by the example of the Greek
youth who blocked the mountain pass with his body or who bared his breast to the javelin to
defend the liberty of his country. These things we call art.

In our own country the other elements of the population, being secure in their position, have
never faced such a crisis; and the Europeans, after whose pattern American life is fashioned,
have not recently had such experience. White Americans, then, have produced no art at all,
and that of Europe has reached the point of stagnation. Negroes who are imitating whites,
then, are engaged in a most unprofitable performance. Why not interpret themselves anew to
the world?

If we had a few thinkers we could expect great achievements on tomorrow. Some Negro with

unusual insight would write an epic of bondage and freedom which would take its place with
those of Homer and Virgil. Some Negro with esthetic appreciation would construct from
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collected fragments of Negro music a grand opera that would move humanity to repentance.
Some Negro of philosophic penetration would find a solace for the modern world in the soul
of the Negro, and then men would be men because they are men.

The Negro in his present plight, however, does not see possibilities until it is too late He
exercises much "hindsight," and for that reason he loses ground in the hotly contested battles
of life. The Negro as a rule waits until a thing happens before he tries to avert it. He is too
much like a man whom the author once saw knocked down in a physical combat. Instead of
dodging the blow when it was being dealt he arose from his prostration dodging it.

For example, the author has just received a letter from a lady in Pittsburgh complaining that
the librarian in one of its schools insists upon reading to the children "a great deal of literature
containing such words as "nigger,' Blackie,' "Little Black Sambo,' etc." This lady, therefore,
would like to place in that school some books by Negro authors. This is a commendable
effort, but it comes a little late; we hope not too late.

For centuries such literature has been circulated among the children of the modern world;
and they have, therefore, come to regard the Negro as inferior. Now that some of our
similarly mis-educated Negroes are seeing how they have been deceived they are
awakening to address themselves to a long neglected work. They should have been thinking
about this generations ago, for they have a tremendous task before them today in dispelling
this error and counteracting the results of such bias in our literature.

There has just come, too, from a friend of humanity in Edinburgh, Scotland, a direful account
of the increase in race prejudice in those parts. Sailors who had frequented the stronghold of
race prejudice in South Africa undertook recently to prevent Negro men from socializing with
Scotch women at a dance; and certain professors of the University of Edinburgh with the
same attitude show so much of it in their teaching that this friend entreats us to send them
informing books on the Negro. We are doing it.

Here again, however, the effort to uproot error and popularize the truth comes rather late.
The Negro since freedom has gone along grinning, whooping, and "cutting capers" while the
white man has applied himself to the task of defining the status of the Negro and compelling
him to accept it as thus settled forever. While the Negro has been idle, propaganda has gone
far ahead of history. Unfortunately, too, Negro "scholars" have assisted in the production of
literature which gives this point of view.

For the complete e-book of The Mis-Education of the Negro visit:
http://www.historyisaweapon.com/defcon1/misedne.html
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