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Understanding the ideological differences between Booker T. Washington and W.E.B.. Du Bois is
essential when exploring the historical debates over African American progress in the late 19th and
early 20th centuries. These two prominent leaders offered contrasting visions for how African
Americans should pursue equality, education, and civil rights. The Commonlit Part A exercise focusing
on their viewpoints aims to clarify which statement best encapsulates Washington’s perspective. In
this comprehensive analysis, we will explore their differing philosophies, the context behind their
ideas, and how each leader’s approach influenced the course of African American history.

Introduction to Booker T. Washington and W.E.B. Du
Bois

Who Was Booker T. Washington?
Booker T. Washington (1856–1915) was a prominent African American educator, author, and leader.
He is best known for founding the Tuskegee Institute, an influential vocational school in Alabama.
Washington’s philosophy prioritized vocational training and economic self-reliance for African
Americans, emphasizing that social equality could be achieved gradually through hard work, patience,
and accommodation to segregation.

Who Was W.E.B. Du Bois?
W.E.B. Du Bois (1868–1963) was a scholar, historian, and civil rights activist. He believed in
immediate and full civil rights for African Americans, emphasizing higher education and the
development of a "Talented Tenth"—a leadership class that would uplift the race through advanced
education and activism. Du Bois opposed the accommodationist stance of Washington and advocated
for direct action against segregation and discrimination.

Core Philosophies and Perspectives

Washington’s Views on Education and Civil Rights
Washington’s approach to civil rights was rooted in the idea of economic progress and vocational
skills. He believed that African Americans should focus on practical skills to gain respect and



economic independence, which would eventually lead to social acceptance. His famous Atlanta
Compromise speech in 1895 encapsulated this philosophy, suggesting that African Americans accept
segregation temporarily while demonstrating their worth through labor and education.

Key points of Washington’s philosophy include:

Focus on vocational and industrial education rather than classical academics.1.

Gradual approach to racial equality, emphasizing accommodation rather than confrontation.2.

Building economic self-sufficiency as a foundation for social progress.3.

Promoting patience and perseverance in the face of racial discrimination.4.

Du Bois’s Views on Education and Civil Rights
Du Bois’s vision was rooted in the belief that African Americans should pursue higher education,
develop leadership skills, and advocate for immediate civil rights. He argued that a well-educated
“Talented Tenth” would lead the fight against racial injustice and uplift the entire race through
intellectual development and activism.

Key points of Du Bois’s philosophy include:

Emphasis on liberal arts education and the development of a leadership class.1.

Immediate demand for civil rights and an end to segregation and discrimination.2.

Use of political activism, protests, and legal challenges to fight racial injustice.3.

Rejection of the idea that African Americans should accept segregation or delay civil rights.4.

Contrasting Strategies for Progress

Washington’s Accommodationist Approach
Washington’s strategy was pragmatic, focusing on self-improvement and economic development with
an acceptance of segregation in the short term. His approach was based on the belief that social
integration would come gradually as African Americans proved their worth through hard work.

Main aspects include:

Building institutions like the Tuskegee Institute to provide vocational training.

Encouraging African Americans to accept Jim Crow laws temporarily.



Promoting cooperation with white allies when possible.

Minimizing direct protests to avoid backlash and violence.

Du Bois’s Immediate Civil Rights Approach
Du Bois championed immediate action to secure civil rights and full equality. He believed that African
Americans should demand their rights and challenge segregation and discrimination head-on.

Main aspects include:

Forming organizations like the NAACP to fight for legal rights.

Encouraging higher education and leadership development among African Americans.

Advocating for protests, legal challenges, and political activism.

Rejecting patience as a strategy for racial justice.

Impact and Legacy

Washington’s Influence
Washington’s philosophy gained support among many white leaders and some African Americans who
prioritized economic stability over immediate civil rights. His approach helped establish vocational
institutions and improved economic conditions in some African American communities. However,
critics argued that his accommodationist stance slowed progress toward racial equality.

Du Bois’s Influence
Du Bois’s emphasis on higher education and political activism contributed to the growth of African
American civil rights movements. His leadership in founding the NAACP provided an organized effort
to challenge segregation legally and politically. His approach inspired future generations of civil rights
leaders who believed in immediate action and higher education as tools for social change.

Which Statement Best Describes Washington’s Views?

Based on the contrasting philosophies and strategies discussed, the statement that best describes
Booker T. Washington’s views is:

"African Americans should focus on vocational education and economic self-reliance while accepting



segregation temporarily, working patiently toward gradual racial progress."

This statement encapsulates Washington’s belief in patience, accommodation, and practical skills as
the path toward racial uplift, emphasizing gradual change rather than immediate confrontation.

Conclusion

The debate between Booker T. Washington and W.E.B. Du Bois epitomizes the broader struggle and
differing philosophies regarding racial equality in America. Washington’s emphasis on vocational
training, patience, and accommodation offered a pragmatic approach in a hostile environment, while
Du Bois’s call for immediate civil rights and higher education aimed for rapid social change. Both
leaders left enduring legacies that continue to influence discussions around race, education, and civil
rights today. Understanding their perspectives helps us appreciate the diversity of strategies
employed in the ongoing fight for equality and justice.

---

If you want to explore more about the differences between these two influential figures, consider
examining their writings, speeches, and the organizations they founded. Their visions reflect different
responses to the challenges faced by African Americans during a pivotal period in American history.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main difference between Booker T. Washington's
and W.E.B. Du Bois's views on African American progress?
Booker T. Washington emphasized vocational education and economic self-reliance, advocating for
gradual progress and acceptance of segregation, while W.E.B. Du Bois believed in immediate civil
rights, higher education, and political activism to achieve racial equality.

Which statement best describes Booker T. Washington's
approach to racial equality?
He believed that African Americans should focus on vocational training and economic development to
improve their status gradually rather than challenging segregation laws immediately.

How does Part A of the Commonlit passage illustrate
Washington's philosophy?
Part A highlights Washington's belief in hard work, patience, and education as means for African
Americans to gain respect and improve their social standing over time.



What is a key characteristic of Washington's views as
described in the question?
A key characteristic is his emphasis on patience, vocational education, and self-improvement as
pathways to racial progress.

Which statement best reflects Washington's stance on civil
rights?
He believed that African Americans should concentrate on vocational skills and economic progress
rather than immediate demands for civil rights.

In the context of the passage, how does Washington's
viewpoint differ from Du Bois's?
Washington's viewpoint favors a gradual approach and accommodation, while Du Bois advocates for
immediate civil rights and higher education to combat racial inequality.

Why is Washington's emphasis on vocational training
significant in his philosophy?
Because he believed it would lead to economic independence and improve the social status of African
Americans over time.

What does the statement in Part A suggest about
Washington's attitude toward segregation?
It suggests that Washington saw segregation as a temporary and acceptable condition, focusing
instead on self-improvement within that framework.

How does Washington's philosophy aim to benefit African
Americans in the long term?
By promoting education, hard work, and economic self-sufficiency, his philosophy aims to gradually
gain respect and equal rights for African Americans.

Which of the following best describes the overall message of
Part A regarding Washington's views?
It portrays Washington as advocating for patience, self-reliance, and vocational education as essential
steps toward racial progress.



Additional Resources
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In the landscape of African American history and the struggle for civil rights, two towering
figures—Booker T. Washington and W.E.B. Du Bois—stand out for their contrasting philosophies and
strategies. Their divergent approaches to advancing racial equality in post-Reconstruction America
have shaped debates that continue to resonate today. A pivotal question often posed in educational
resources, including Commonlit’s Part A exercise, is: Which statement best describes Washington's
views? Understanding this question requires delving into the core beliefs and strategies advocated by
Washington, contrasting them with those of Du Bois, and examining their historical context.

---

The Historical Context: Post-Reconstruction America and Racial Challenges

To appreciate the viewpoints of Booker T. Washington, it’s essential to understand the environment in
which he developed his philosophy. After the end of Reconstruction in 1877, African Americans faced
the rise of Jim Crow laws, disenfranchisement, and widespread racial discrimination.

- Disenfranchisement and Segregation: Southern states implemented laws that restricted Black voting
rights and segregated public spaces.
- Economic Hardship: Many African Americans sought economic stability through manual labor and
vocational skills.
- Limited Political Power: Due to violence, intimidation, and legal barriers, Black political participation
was severely curtailed.

In this milieu, African American leaders sought strategies to improve the lives of Black Americans,
with differing visions emerging about how best to achieve equality and dignity.

---

Booker T. Washington’s Philosophy: Accommodation and Vocational Education

Core Beliefs and Strategies

Booker T. Washington, born into slavery in 1856, became a prominent leader advocating for a
pragmatic approach to racial uplift. His philosophy centered on accommodation—working within the
existing social order to gradually improve Black Americans' economic and social status.

Key Principles:

- Vocational and Industrial Education: Washington emphasized the importance of practical
skills—agriculture, trades, and industrial work—as a means for Black Americans to attain economic
independence. He believed that economic self-sufficiency would earn respect from white society and
open doors gradually.

- Gradualism and Patience: Washington promoted the idea that Black Americans should accept
segregation and disenfranchisement temporarily while focusing on self-improvement. His famous
"Atlanta Compromise" speech in 1895 exemplified this stance, suggesting that Blacks would accept



segregation if they could secure vocational training and economic opportunities.

- Emphasis on Character and Morality: Washington believed that moral development, hard work, and
patience were essential for Black progress, fostering respect from white Americans and
demonstrating Black Americans’ worth.

- Appeal to White Moderates: Washington aimed to build alliances with white leaders, seeking support
for Black vocational schools and economic programs.

Implications and Criticisms

While Washington’s approach gained widespread support among some segments of the Black
community and white allies, it was criticized by others for seeming to accept segregation and
inequality passively. Critics argued that his emphasis on vocational training and accommodation
delayed demands for civil rights and political equality.

---

Contrasting Perspectives: W.E.B. Du Bois and the Talented Tenth

To fully understand Washington’s views, it’s instructive to compare them with W.E.B. Du Bois's
philosophy.

- Immediate Civil Rights: Du Bois advocated for immediate pursuit of civil rights, political activism,
and higher education for the "Talented Tenth"—the top ten percent of educated Black Americans who
could lead the race to greater equality.

- Higher Education and Liberal Arts: Instead of vocational training alone, Du Bois stressed the
importance of liberal arts education and the development of a well-educated leadership class.

- Challenging Segregation: Du Bois opposed accommodation to segregation, instead calling for
challenging discriminatory laws and practices through legal action and protest.

This fundamental divergence highlights the contrasting visions of gradualism versus activism,
accommodation versus confrontation.

---

Which Statement Best Describes Washington’s Views?

In educational contexts, particularly in Commonlit’s Part A exercise, students are often asked to
identify statements that encapsulate Washington’s beliefs. These statements typically emphasize:

- The importance of vocational and industrial education over liberal arts.
- A focus on economic self-sufficiency as a pathway to respect and equality.
- Acceptance of segregation and disenfranchisement as temporary measures.
- The strategy of accommodation and patience in the face of racial discrimination.

Sample statements that best describe Washington’s views include:

1. "Black Americans should focus on vocational training and economic self-sufficiency, accepting



segregation while working quietly to improve their social standing."

2. "Progress for Black Americans depends on patience, character, and hard work, rather than
immediate civil rights activism."

3. "Working within the existing social order and emphasizing practical skills is the best way for Black
Americans to gain respect and improve their lives."

These statements highlight Washington’s pragmatic, accommodationist stance—prioritizing economic
progress and moral character over immediate political rights or social integration.

---

The Impact of Washington’s Philosophy

Washington’s approach had both supporters and detractors, and its impact is complex.

Supporters:
- His establishment of the Tuskegee Institute in 1881 became a model for vocational training and
Black education.
- He gained influence among white leaders and politicians, helping secure funding for Black
educational initiatives.

Critics:
- Many Black leaders and activists felt that Washington’s philosophy compromised too much and
delayed the fight for civil rights.
- Du Bois and others believed that Black Americans should demand full civil rights, legal equality, and
integration.

Long-term Effects:

Washington’s strategy contributed to the development of Black educational institutions emphasizing
vocational skills. However, it also sparked debates about the best path to racial equality—debates
that continue to echo in discussions of civil rights strategies.

---

Conclusion: Understanding Washington’s Views in Context

In summary, the statement that best describes Booker T. Washington’s views emphasizes his focus on
vocational education, economic self-sufficiency, patience in the face of segregation, and
accommodationist strategies. His philosophy was rooted in the belief that tangible progress through
practical skills and moral development would eventually lead to racial equality, even if it meant
accepting certain social limitations temporarily.

While his approach was pragmatic and gained support in many sectors, it also faced significant
criticism from those advocating for immediate civil rights and social integration. Recognizing these
contrasting visions helps us appreciate the complexities of African American leadership during a
turbulent era—a legacy that continues to inform contemporary discussions on race and equality.

---



Final Thoughts

Understanding the nuances of Booker T. Washington’s philosophy is essential to grasping the broader
historical debate about how marginalized communities can best seek justice and equality. Whether
through vocational training, legal challenges, or activism, each approach reflects different beliefs
about the pace and nature of social change. The Commonlit exercise serves as a valuable tool to
engage students in critically analyzing these perspectives, fostering a deeper comprehension of
American history and the ongoing struggle for civil rights.
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