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The question comes next as to the interpretation of these new stirrings, of this new spirit: 
Of what is the colored artist capable? We have had on the part of both colored and white 
people singular unanimity of judgment in the past. Colored people have said: "This work 
must be inferior because it comes from colored people." White people have said: "It is 
inferior because it is done by colored people." But today there is coming to both the 
realization that the work of the black man is not always inferior. Interesting stories come 
to us. A professor in the University of Chicago read to a class that had studied literature a 
passage of poetry and asked them to guess the author. They guessed a goodly company 
from Shelley and Robert Browning to Tennyson and Masefield. The author was Countée 
Cullen. Or again the English critic John Drinkwater went down to a Southern seminary, 
one of the sort which "finishes" young white women of the South. The students sat with 
their wooden faces while he tried to get some response out of them. Finally he said, 
"Name me some of your Southern poets". They hesitated. He said finally. "I'll start out 
with your best: Paul Laurence Dunbar!"   
 
[18]  With the growing recognition of Negro artists in spite of the severe handicaps, one 
comforting thing is occurring to both white and black. They are whispering, "Here is a 
way out. Here is the real solution of the color problem. The recognition accorded Cullen, 
Hughes, Fauset, White and others shows there is no real color line. Keep quiet! Don't 
complain! Work! All will be well!"   
 
 [19]  I will not say that already this chorus amounts to a conspiracy. Perhaps I am 
naturally too suspicious. But I will say that there are today a surprising number of white 
people who are getting great satisfaction out of these younger Negro writers because they 
think it is going to stop agitation of the Negro question. They say, "What is the use of 
your fighting and complaining; do the great thing and the reward is there." And many 
colored people are all too eager to follow this advice; especially those who weary of the 
eternal struggle along the color line, who are afraid to fight and to whom the money of 
philanthropists and the alluring publicity are subtle and deadly bribes. They say, "What is 
the use of fighting? Why not show simply what we deserve and let the reward come to 
us?"    
 
[20]  And it is right here that the National Association for the Advancement of Colored 
People comes upon the field, comes with its great call to a new battle, a new fight and 
new things to fight before the old things are wholly won; and to say that the Beauty of 
Truth and Freedom which shall some day be our heritage and the heritage of all civilized 
men is not in our hands yet and that we ourselves must not fail to realize.    
 
[21]  There is in New York tonight a black woman molding clay by herself in a little bare 
room, because there is not a single school of sculpture in New York where she is 
welcome. Surely there are doors she might burst through, but when God makes a sculptor 
He does not always make the pushing sort of person who beats his way through doors 



thrust in his face. This girl is working her hands off to get out of this country so that she 
can get some sort of training.    
[22]  There was Richard Brown. If he had been white he would have been alive today 
instead of dead of neglect. Many helped him when he asked but he was not the kind of 
boy that always asks. He was simply one who made colors sing.    
 
[23]  There is a colored woman in Chicago who is a great musician. She thought she 
would like to study at Fontainebleau this summer where Walter Damrosch and a score of 
leaders of Art have an American school of music. But the application blank of this school 
says: "I am a white American and I apply for admission to the school."    
 
[24]  We can go on the stage; we can be just as funny as white Americans wish us to be; 
we can play all the sordid parts that America likes to assign to Negroes; but for any thing 
else there is still small place for us.    
 
[25]  And so I might go on. But let me sum up with this: Suppose the only Negro who 
survived some centuries hence was the Negro painted by white Americans in the novels 
and essays they have written. What would people in a hundred years say of black 
Americans? Now turn it around. Suppose you were to write a story and put in it the kind 
of people you know and like and imagine. You might get it published and you might not. 
And the "might not" is still far bigger than the "might". The white publishers catering to 
white folk would say, "It is not interesting" -- to white folk, naturally not. They want 
Uncle Toms, Topsies, good "darkies" and clowns. I have in my office a story with all the 
earmarks of truth. A young man says that he started out to write and had his stories 
accepted. Then he began to write about the things he knew best about, that is, about his 
own people. He submitted a story to a magazine which said, "We are sorry, but we cannot 
take it". "I sat down and revised my story, changing the color of the characters and the 
locale and sent it under an assumed name with a change of address and it was accepted 
by the same magazine that had refused it, the editor promising to take anything else I 
might send in providing it was good enough."    
 
[26]  We have, to be sure, a few recognized and successful Negro artists; but they are not 
all those fit to survive or even a good minority. They are but the remnants of that ability 
and genius among us whom the accidents of education and opportunity have raised on the 
tidal waves of chance. We black folk are not altogether peculiar in this. After all, in the 
world at large, it is only the accident, the remnant, that gets the chance to make the most 
of itself; but if this is true of the white world it is infinitely more true of the colored 
world. It is not simply the great clear tenor of Roland Hayes that opened the ears of 
America. We have had many voices of all kinds as fine as his and America was and is as 
deaf as she was for years to him. Then a foreign land heard Hayes and put its imprint on 
him and immediately America with all its imitative snobbery woke up. We approved 
Hayes because London, Paris and Berlin approved him and not simply because he was a 
great singer.   
 
[27]  Thus it is the bounden duty of black America to begin this great work of the 
creation of Beauty, of the preservation of Beauty, of the realization of Beauty, and we 



must use in this work all the methods that men have used before. And what have been the 
tools of the artist in times gone by? First of all, he has used the Truth -- not for the sake of 
truth, not as a scientist seeking truth, but as one upon whom Truth eternally thrusts itself 
as the highest handmaid of imagination, as the one great vehicle of universal 
understanding. Again artists have used Goodness -- goodness in all its aspects of justice, 
honor and right -- not for sake of an ethical sanction but as the one true method of gaining 
sympathy and human interest.  * Truth as it relates to the artist and to the (social) 
scientist: Is DuBois referring to two different spheres, each with its own particular 
methods of discovering and/or portraying truth? Does he imply that the two realms are 
made distinctive because of their different tools? Yet, we may muse, how similar are the 
2 spheres of truth? There is indeed a commonality: namely, the artist and the scientist 
both implicate in their respective works the "subject matter" of humans.   
 
[28]  The apostle of Beauty thus becomes the apostle of Truth and Right not by choice 
but by inner and outer compulsion. Free he is but his freedom is ever bounded by Truth 
and Justice; and slavery only dogs him when he is denied the right to tell the Truth or 
recognize an ideal of Justice.    
 
[29]  Thus all Art is propaganda and ever must be, despite the wailing of the purists. I 
stand in utter shamelessness and say that whatever art I have for writing has been used 
always for propaganda for gaining the right of black folk to love and enjoy. I do not care 
a damn for any art that is not used for propaganda. But I do care when propaganda is 
confined to one side while the other is stripped and silent.  "Thus all Art is propaganda 
and ever must be...."   
 
[30]  In New York we have two plays: "White Congo" and "Congo". In "White Congo" 
there is a fallen woman. She is black. In "Congo" the fallen woman is white. In "White 
Congo" the black woman goes down further and further and in "Congo" the white woman 
begins with degradation but in the end is one of the angels of the Lord.    
 
[31]  You know the current magazine story: A young white man goes down to Central 
America and the most beautiful colored woman there falls in love with him. She crawls 
across the whole isthmus to get to him. The white man says nobly, "No". He goes back to 
his white sweetheart in New York.    
 
[32]  In such cases, it is not the positive propaganda of people who believe white blood 
divine, infallible and holy to which I object. It is the denial of a similar right of 
propaganda to those who believe black blood human, lovable and inspired with new 
ideals for the world. White artists themselves suffer from this narrowing of their field. 
They cry for freedom in dealing with Negroes because they have so little freedom in 
dealing with whites. DuBose Heywood [sic: Heyward] writes "Porgy" and writes 
beautifully of the black Charleston underworld. But why does he do this? Because he 
cannot do a similar thing for the white people of Charleston, or they would drum him out 
of town. The only chance he had to tell the truth of pitiful human degradation was to tell 
it of colored people. I should not be surprised if Octavius Roy Cohen [sic: Octavus] had 
approached the Saturday Evening Post and asked permission to write about a different 



kind of colored folk than the monstrosities he has created; but if he has, the Post has 
replied, "No. You are getting paid to write about the kind of colored people you are 
writing about."   
 
[33]  In other words, the white public today demands from its artists, literary and 
pictorial, racial pre-judgment which deliberately distorts Truth and Justice, as far as 
colored races are concerned, and it will pay for no other.    
 
[34]  On the other hand, the young and slowly growing black public still wants its 
prophets almost equally unfree. We are bound by all sorts of customs that have come 
down as second-hand soul clothes of white patrons. We are ashamed of sex and we lower 
our eyes when people will talk of it. Our religion holds us in superstition. Our worst side 
has been so shamelessly emphasized that we are denying we have or ever had a worst 
side. In all sorts of ways we are hemmed in and our new young artists have got to fight 
their way to freedom.    
 
[35]  The ultimate judge has got to be you and you have got to build yourselves up into 
that wide judgment, that catholicity of temper which is going to enable the artist to have 
his widest chance for freedom. We can afford the Truth. White folk today cannot. As it is 
now we are handing everything over to a white jury. If a colored man wants to publish a 
book, he has got to get a white publisher and a white newspaper to say it is great; and 
then you and I say so. We must come to the place where the work of art when it appears 
is reviewed and acclaimed by our own free and unfettered judgment. And we are going to 
have a real and valuable and eternal judgment only as we make ourselves free of mind, 
proud of body and just of soul to all men.    
 
[36]  And then do you know what will be said? It is already saying. Just as soon as true 
Art emerges; just as soon as the black artist appears, someone touches the race on the 
shoulder and says, "He did that because he was an American, not because he was a 
Negro; he was born here; he was trained here; he is not a Negro -- what is a Negro 
anyhow? He is just human; it is the kind of thing you ought to expect."    
 
[37]  I do not doubt that the ultimate art coming from black folk is going to be just as 
beautiful, and beautiful largely in the same ways, as the art that comes from white folk, or 
yellow, or red; but the point today is that until the art of the black folk compells [sic] 
recognition they will not be rated as human. And when through art they compell [sic] 
recognition then let the world discover if it will that their art is as new as it is old and as 
old as new.    
 
[38]  I had a classmate once who did three beautiful things and died. One of them was a 
story of a folk who found fire and then went wandering in the gloom of night seeking 
again the stars they had once known and lost; suddenly out of blackness they looked up 
and there loomed the heavens; and what was it that they said? They raised a mighty cry: 
"It is the stars, it is the ancient stars, it is the young and everlasting stars!"   


