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Exposing Inequality
A

famous line in the Declaration of Independence
states that “all men are created equal.” However,
African Americans were enslaved when the declaration
was written. Many people thought that manual labor
from slavery was too important to give up. As a result,
slavery continued for nearly another century.
Most Southerners wanted to spread slavery across the
United States. However, most Northerners were against
this idea. This conflict led to the Civil War.
Slavery was most common on
plantations in the Southern states.
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Groups of African American
soldiers fought on the side of
the North during the Civil War.
The Civil War was the bloodiest war in U.S. history.
The Northern states won the conflict, and slavery
was abolished.
However, racial discrimination did not disappear
with abolition. Many descendants of enslaved people
still experienced horrible mistreatment, especially
in the South. Fortunately, leaders such as Booker T.
Washington and W.E.B. Du Bois dedicated their lives
to improving the lives of African Americans. In order
to understand how Washington and Du Bois fought
for equality, it is important to first learn about the
Reconstruction era.
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A Legacy of
Discrimination
M

any changes took place during the Reconstruction
era, which was the period of time after the Civil
War. Southern states were reconstructed in order to
help freed African Americans live independently in
society. Freedmen and freedwomen had very difficult
lives. Southern Americans used racist beliefs to justify
mistreating African Americans.

An engraving of a race riot in 1866 in Memphis, Tennessee
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Southern white Americans used violence, literacy tests,
and voting taxes to keep African Americans from voting.
Most African Americans at the time were poor and
uneducated. So they were unable to vote for policies that
could improve their lives.

Jim Crow Laws
A lot of white Americans in the South were against the
abolition of slavery. These white Americans looked
for ways to keep African Americans from becoming
successful in society. The Jim Crow laws were created to
do just that. These oppressive laws were passed in the
1870s. They said that Americans with African ancestry
could be kept apart from white Americans. African
Americans were often forced to use separate public
services and facilities.

In the 1800s, Jim Crow was a term
used to insult African Americans. It
was based on a racist theater routine.

Many businesses refused to serve
African Americans customers.
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Jim Crow laws said that African Americans had to
use separate train cars.
Homer Plessy was an American activist. He was
seven-eighths white and one-eighth African
American. He wanted to challenge the racist Jim
Crow laws. In 1892, he was arrested for sitting in
a train car that was reserved for white Americans.
Plessy challenged his arrest. However, the Supreme
Court ruled against him.
The court’s decision was based on the “separate
but equal” doctrine. This was the idea that races
could be segregated as long as people had access to
equal facilities.

African Americans sitting at
the back of a bus in 1956
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However, African Americans were not treated as
equals. Racial segregation affected housing, schools,
restaurants, and even cemeteries. Many facilities had
signs that read “whites only.” African Americans who
used these facilities were arrested. African Americans
were also not given equal job opportunities. White
employers often gave African Americans unpleasant or
dangerous jobs. On average, African Americans were
also paid far less than white Americans.

Schools for African Americans received
as little as 12 percent of the funding that
was given to schools for white Americans.
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Segregation also affected the
seating at sporting events.

White Americans often felt threatened by successful
African Americans. They expected African Americans
to cater to the needs of white people. For example,
they expected African Americans to step off the
sidewalk to make room for white pedestrians.
African Americans who were on trial would face
all‑white juries. Many innocent African Americans
were convicted simply because they were African
American. In addition, white Americans got away
with crimes against African Americans.
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There were a number of ideas that African Americans
considered for escaping discrimination in the United
States. One idea was to create a territory in the country in
which African Americans could live separately from white
Americans. Another idea was to emigrate from the United
States to Africa. However, these solutions would have
been very difficult to carry out. The problems that African
Americans faced inspired visionaries to fight for racial
equality within the United States.
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Leading the Fight
for Reform
B

oth Booker T. Washington and W.E.B. Du Bois
were very important figures in the fight for racial
equality. They drew from their personal experiences
and their principles to develop their approaches.

Booker T. Washington
Booker T. Washington was
born on April 5, 1856. He
was born into a family of
enslaved people on a
large plantation. He
wanted to learn to read,
but his mother was
illiterate. So he had to
learn to read by himself.
As a boy, Washington had to
Booker T. Washington
work to support his family.
Even after slavery was abolished, Washington
experienced racial discrimination. However,
he wanted to make his life better by getting an
education. He traveled 500 miles to attend
Hampton Normal and Agricultural Institute. There,
he learned how an education in the trades could help
African Americans by teaching them useful skills.
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Washington cofounded Tuskegee Normal and
Industrial Institute in 1881. Before long, the school
had grown from a single building into a full campus.
Washington did not want African Americans to
actively fight for civil rights. He wanted them to use
their work ethic to demonstrate that they deserved
the same civil rights as others. This approach made
him popular with white Americans. He even advised
President Theodore Roosevelt about racial equality.

Washington was the first African American to dine with
a president (Theodore Roosevelt) at the White House.
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W.E.B. Du Bois
W.E.B. Du Bois was born on February 23, 1868. He
lived in Great Barrington, Massachusetts. Unlike
many other towns at that time, Great Barrington
was not segregated by race.
Du Bois went to Fisk University in Nashville,
Tennessee, when he was 17. He was shocked at the
discrimination that Southern African Americans
faced. This made him see American society in
a new light. After graduating,
Du Bois attended Harvard
University in Cambridge,
Massachusetts. Like
Washington, Du Bois
believed that educated
African Americans
would be able to
overcome discrimination.

W.E.B. Du Bois
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Du Bois believed that African Americans should
actively fight for equality. He worked as a teacher and
sociologist. He visited African American communities
to learn about people’s living conditions. He found
that the African American communities he visited
experienced high rates of poverty.
Du Bois dedicated his life to improving the lives of
African Americans. He thought that an education in
the liberal arts would help African Americans to voice
their opinions and fight for their rights.

Du Bois (second from the left) with
the Fisk University class of 1888
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The Atlanta Compromise
Washington spoke at the Cotton States and International
Exposition in Atlanta, Georgia, in 1895. The speech he
gave is known today as the Atlanta Compromise.
In his speech, Washington suggested that African
Americans temporarily accept segregation. He said
that African Americans should focus on learning
trades instead of actively fighting for civil rights. He
also asked white Americans to give African Americans
work opportunities. This way, white Americans and
African Americans could work together to make the
country stronger.
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At first, Du Bois viewed Washington’s
Atlanta Compromise as a way to improve
relations between races. However, Du Bois
later criticized Washington’s conservative
approach. He felt that the compromise
would lead to further inequality. After
the Atlanta Compromise, violence
against African Americans increased.

Washington gave many speeches
across the country.
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Getting Organized
Du Bois cofounded the National Association for the
Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) in 1909.
This group funded and organized actions to pursue
racial equality. Du Bois became the editor of The Crisis,
the NAACP’s magazine. He used the magazine to
criticize Jim Crow laws. Many people called Du Bois
an extremist for speaking so strongly about wanting
equality. However, Du Bois
thought that it was wrong
to stay silent just because
protesting was unpopular.
The Crisis became the most
widely read African American
publication in the United States.
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Washington died on November 14, 1915. However,
the fight for racial equality continued. Du Bois and
the NAACP kept resisting Jim Crow laws. African
Americans and white American allies increased
their protests against racial injustice.

Du Bois at the headquarters
of the NAACP
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A Shared Cause
Washington and Du Bois did not always agree with
each other on segregation and other issues. However,
they both fought to help African Americans improve
their lives.
Washington was born into slavery, so he could relate
to the experiences of freedmen and freedwomen who
had to integrate into society. Washington’s methods
appealed to African Americans who wanted jobs and
to white Americans who wanted workers.
Du Bois was born free and grew up among open
and accepting white Americans. However, he
later experienced harsh
discrimination in the South. He
refused to accept segregation
to please white Americans.
Many other African Americans
started to share his opinion
and joined his struggle
for reform.

Washington and Du Bois
have been honored on
U.S. postal stamps for
their achievements.
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The Civil Rights
Movement
C

ivil rights activism became more and more
popular in the mid-1950s. This led to the Civil
Rights movement, which continued throughout
the 1960s. African Americans and white
Americans opposed Jim Crow laws and the
“separate but equal” doctrine. They filed lawsuits
and organized protests. Year by year, Civil Rights
activists continued to fight for racial equality.

The March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom
took place on August 28, 1963. More than 200,000
people gathered to protest racial discrimination.
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The end of segregation in public schools
was an important event leading up to
the Civil Rights movement.

Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka
In 1954, a lawsuit filed by the NAACP challenged racial
segregation in public schools. This court case is known
today as Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka. The
NAACP argued that the “separate but equal” doctrine
promoted inequality, as African American schools were
underfunded. The Supreme Court ordered public schools
to desegregate. This eventually led to the end of Jim
Crow laws in the South.
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The Montgomery Bus Boycott
Laws segregating transportation forced
African American bus riders to give up
their seat to white riders. In 1955, in
Montgomery, Alabama, an African
American woman named Rosa Parks
refused to stand to let a white man sit.
She was arrested. For more than a year,
African Americans refused to take the bus.
Rosa Parks
Some taxi drivers lowered their fares to help
African Americans get around. Because most bus
riders at that time were African Americans, the city lost
a lot of money. In 1956, the Supreme Court ruled that
segregation went against the U.S. Constitution.

This sculpture of Rosa Parks is
located at the National Civil Rights
Museum in Memphis, Tennessee.
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Freedom Rides
After the Montgomery bus boycott, the Supreme Court
required the Southern states to desegregate buses.
However, the Jim Crow states refused. In acts of protest,
groups of African Americans and white Americans
rode buses from the North to the South. These trips
were called Freedom Rides. The Freedom Rides showed
that African Americans and white Americans could
work together to fight inequality.

The Freedom Rides put pressure on
Southern states to end segregation.
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Gaining Momentum
The Civil Rights movement continued into the 1960s.
Peaceful protests were met with violence. However, the
activists did not give up.
Du Bois died in 1963, but other activists continued
to fight for equality. In 1964, President Lyndon B.
Johnson signed the Civil Rights Act to prohibit racial
discrimination in employment. In 1965, Johnson
signed the Voting Rights Act. In 1968, the Fair Housing
Act made it illegal for landlords to refuse to sell or rent
to someone based on his or her race.

President Lyndon B. Johnson
signs the Civil Rights Act.
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A Legacy of
Visionaries
B

ooker T. Washington and W.E.B. Du Bois used
different methods, but they both contributed to the
fight for racial equality.
Washington helped African Americans to improve
their lives through education and employment.
Du Bois urged African Americans to use their voice
to demand equality. Civil Rights activists built on the
work of Washington and Du Bois during the Civil
Rights movement.
Americans continue to gather to
fight for what they believe in.
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The Civil Rights movement was a very important
step toward gaining racial equality. It led to the end
of Jim Crow laws.
Washington’s and Du Bois’s hard work led to
important progress in American society. However,
people of color in the United States still face many
difficulties. Many people acknowledge that more
can be done to fight for progress.
People of all races are following in the footsteps of
Washington and Du Bois by fighting to promote
equality among all Americans.
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Glossary
abolish: to officially end or
stop
ancestry: the relatives who
are older than a person’s
grandparents
doctrine: a set of beliefs that
is taught or enforced
illiterate: unable to read or
write, or lacking education

oppressive: cruel or unjust
prohibit: to prevent by law
reform: an improvement
that corrects what is wrong
or unfair
visionary: a thoughtful
leader who works toward a
specific goal
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THINK ABOUT IT
1. Both Booker T. Washington and W.E.B. Du Bois
fought to help African Americans. However, they did
not agree on how this should be done. Use a compare
and contrast chart to list the similarities and the
differences in their approaches.
2. Why do you think it took so long for the Southern
states to desegregate?
3. How did Du Bois use The Crisis in his fight for African
American civil rights?

CITIZENSHIP IN ACTION
Throughout the history of the United States, visionaries
such as Booker T. Washington and W.E.B. Du Bois have
had to fight to end discrimination.

Your Turn!
Do some research about Rosa Parks or another
important figure in the fight for civil rights for African
Americans. Prepare a short biography that highlights
how that person fought for social reform.
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