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On Being Ashamed of Oneself
An Essay on Race Pride

My grandfather left a passage in his diary expressing his indignation at receiv-
ing an invitation to a “Negro” picnic. Alexander Du Bois, born in the
Bahamas, son of Dr. James Du Bois of the well-known Du Bois family of
Poughkeepsie, N.Y., had been trained as a gentlernan in the Cheshire School
of Connecticut, and the implications of a Negro picnic were anathema to his
fastidious soul. It meant close association with poverty, ignorance and sup-
pressed and disadvantaged people, dirty and with bad manners.

This was in 1856. Seventy years later. Marcus Garvey discovered that a
black skin was in itself a sort of patent to nobility, and that Negroes ought to be
proud of themselves and their ancestors, for the same or analogous reasons
that made white folk fecl superior.

Thus, within the space of three-fourths of a century, the pendulum has
swung between race pride and race suicide, between attempis to build up a
racial ethos and attempts to escape from ousselves. In the years between
emancipation and 1900, the theory of escape was dominant. We were, by
birth, law and training, American citizens. We were going to escape into the
mass of Americans in the same way that the lrish and Scandinavians and even
the Italians were beginning to disappear. The process was going to be slower
on account of the badge of color; but then, after all, it was not so much the
matter of physical assimnilation as of spiritual and psychic amalgamation with

the American people.

For this reason, we must oppose all segregation and all racial patriotism; we

must salute the American flag and sing “Our Country Tis of Thee” with
devotion and fervor, and we must fight for our rights with a long and carefully
planned campaign; uniting for this purpose with all sympathetic people,
colored and white.

From The Crisis, September 1933,
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This is still the dominant philosophy of most American Negroes and it is
back of the objection to even using a special designation like “Negro” or even
“Afro-American” or any such term.

But thete are certain practical difficulties connected with this program
which are becoming more and more clear today. First of all comes the fact
that we are still ashamed of ourselves and are thus estopped from valid
objection when white folks are ashamed to call us human. The 1easons of
course, are not as emphatic as they were in the case of my grandfather. |
remember a colored man, now ex-patriate, who made this discovery in my
company, some twenty-five years ago. He was a handsome bumning brown,
tall, straight and well-educated, and he occupied a position which he had
won, across and in spite of the color line. He did not believe in Negroes, for
himself or his family, and he planned elaborately to escape the trammels of
race. Yet, he had responded to a call for a meeting of colored folk which
touched his interests, and he came. He found men of his own caliber and
training; he found men charming and companionable. He was thoroughly
delighted. | know that never before, or I doubt if ever since, he had been in
such congenial company. He could not help mentioning his joy continually
and reiterating it.

All colored folk had gone through the same experience, for more and more
latgely in the last twenty-hve years, colored America has discovered itself; has
discovered groups of people, association with whom is 2 poignant joy and
despite their ideal of American assimilation, in more and more cases and with
more and more determined object they seek each other.

That involves, however, a drawing of class lines inside the Negro race, and
it means the emergence of a certain social aristocracy, who by reasons of looks
and means the emergence of a certain social aristocracy, who by reasons of
looks and income, education and contact, form the sort of upper social group
which the world has long known and helped to manufacture and preserve.
The early basis of this Negro group was simply color and a bald imitation of
the white environment. Later, it tended, more and more, to be based on
wealth and still more recently on education and social position.

This leaves a mass of untrained and uncultured colored folk and even of
trained but ill-mannered people and groups of impoverished workers of
whom this upper class of colored Ameticans are ashamed. They are ashamed
both directly and indirectly, just as any richer or better sustained group in a
nation is ashamed of those less fortunate and withdraws its skirts from touch-
ing them. But more than that, because the upper colored group is desperately
afraid of being represented before American whites by this lower group, or
being mistaken for them, or being treated as though they were part of it, they
are pushed to the extreme of effort to avoid contact with the poorest classes of
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Negroes. This exaggerates, al once, the secret shame of being identihea with
such people and the anomaly of insisting that the physical characteristics of
these folk which the upper class shares, are not the stigmata of degradation.

When, therefore, in offense or defense, the leading group of Negroes must
make common cause with the masses of their own race, the embarrassment or
hesitation becomes apparent. They are embarrassed and indignant because
an educated man should be treated as 2 Negro, and that no Negroes receive
credit for social standing. They are ashamed and embarrassed because of the
compulsion of being classed with 2 mass of people over whom they have no

real control and whose action they can influence only with difhiculty and

compromise and with every risk of defeat.

Especially is all natural control over this group difficuit — I mean contvol of
Jaw and police, of economic power, of guiding standards and ideals, of news
propaganda. On this comes even greater difficulty because of the incom-
patibility of any action which looks toward racial integrity and race action with
previous ideals. What are we really aiming at? The building of a2 new nation or
the integration of a new group into an old nation? The latter has long been our
ideal. Must it be changed? Should it be changed? If we seek new group
loyalty, new pride of race, new racial integrity —how, where and by what
method shall these things be attained? A new plan must be built up. It cannot
be the mere thodomontade and fatuous propaganda on which Garveyism was
based. It has got to be far-sighted planning. It will involve increased segrega-
tion and perhaps migration. It will be pounced upon and aided and encour-
aged by every “nigger-hater” in the land.

Moreover, in further comment on all this, it may be pointed out that this is
not the day for the experiment of new nations or the emphasis of racial lines.
This is, or at least we thought it was, the day of the Inter-nation, of Humanity,
and the disappearance of “race” from our vocabulary. Are we American
Negroes seeking to move against, os into the face of this fine philosophy? Here
then is the real problem, the real new dilemma between rights of American
citizens and racial pride, which faces American Negroes today and which is
not always or often clearly faced.

The situation is this: America, in denying equality of rights, of employment
and social recognition to American Negroes, has said in the past that the
Negro was so far below the average nation in social position, that he could not
be recognized until he had developed further. In the answer to this, the Negro
has eliminated fve-sixths of his illiteracy according te official figures, and
greatly increased the number of colored persons who have received education
of the higher sort. They still are poor with a Jarge number of delinquents and
dependents. Nevertheless, their average situation in this respect has been
greatly improved and, on the other hand, the emergence and accomplish-
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ment of colored men of ability have been undoubted. Notwithstanding this,
the Negro is still 2 group apart, with almost no social recognition, subject to
insult and discrimination, with income and wage far below the average of the
nation and the most deliberately exploited industrial class in America. Even
trained Negroes have increasing difficulty in making a living sufficient to
sustain a civilized standard of life. Particularly in the recent vast economic
changes, color discrimination as it now goes on, is going to make it increas-
ingly difficult for the Negro to remain an integral part of the industrial
machine or to increase his participation in accordance with his ability.

The integration of industry is making it more and more possible for
executives 1o exercise their judgment in choosing for key positions persons

. who can guide the industrial machine, and the exclusion’ of persons from

such positions merely on the basis of race and color or even Negro descentisa
widely recognized and easily defended prerogative. All that is necessary for
any Christian American gentleman of high position and wide power to say in
denying place and promotion to an eligible candidate is: “He is of Negro
descent.” The answer and excuse are final and all but universally accepted.
For this reason, the Ncglro's opportunity in State directed industry and his
opportunity in the great private organization of industry if not actually grow-
ing less, is certainly much smailer than his growth in education and ability.
Either the industry of the nation in the future is to be conducted by private
trusts or by government control. There seems in both to be little or no chance

of advancement for the Negro worker, the educated artisan and the educated

leader.

On the other hand, organized labor is giving Negroes less recognition today
than ever. It has practically excluded them from all the higher lines of skilled
work, on railroads, in machine-shops, in manufacture and in the basic indus-
tries. In agriculture, where the Negro has theoretically the largest opportunity,
he is excluded from successful participation, not only by conditions common
to all farmers, but by special conditions due to lynching, lawlessness, dis-
franchisement and social degradation.

Facing these indisputable facts, there is on the part of the leaders of public
opinion in America no effective response to our agitation or organized propa-
ganda. Qur advance in the last quarter century has been in segregated, racially
integrated institutions and efforts and not in effective entrance into American
national life. In Negro churches, Negro schools, Negro colleges, Negro
business and Negro art and literature our advance has been determined and
inspiring; but in industry, general professional careers and national life, we
have fought battle after battle and lost more often than we have won. There
seems no hope that America in our day will yield in its color or race hatred any
substantial ground and we have no physical nor economic power, nor any



alliance with other social e economic classes that will force compliance with
decent civilized ideals in Church, State, industry or art.

The next step, then, is certainly one on the part of the Negro and if involves
group action. It involves the organization of intelligent and eamest people of
Negro descent for their preservation and advancement in America, in the West
Indies and in Africa; and no sentimental distaste for racial or national unity can
be allowed to hold them back fromi a step which sheer necessity demands.

A new oiganized group action along economic lines, guided by intel-

ligence and with the express object of making it possible for Negroes to earn a
better living and, therefore, more effectively to support agencies for social

uplift, is without the slightest doubt the next step. It will involve no opposition

from white America because they do not believe we can accomplish it. They
expect always to be able to crush, insult, ignore and exploit 12,000,000
individual Negroes without intelligent organized opposition. This organiza-
tion is going to involve deliberate propaganda for race pride. That is, it is going
to start out by convincing American Negroes that there is no reason for their
being ashamed of themselves; that their record is one which should make
themn proud; that their history in Africa and the world is a history of effort,
success and trial, comparable with that of any other people.

Such measured statements can, and will be exaggerated. There will be
those who will want to say that the black race is the first and greatest of races,
that its accomplishments are most extraotdinary, that its desert is most obvious
and its mistakes negligible. This is the kind of talk we hear from people with
the superiority complex among the white and the yellow races.

We cannot entirely escape it, since it is just as true, and just as false as such
statements among other races; but we can use intelligence in modifying and
restraining it. We can refuse deliberately to lie about our history, while at the
same time taking just pride in Nefertari, Askia, Moshesh, Toussaint and
Frederick Douglass, and testing and encouraging belief in our own ability by
organized economic and social action.

There is no other way; let us not be deceived. American Negroes will be
beaten into submission and degradation if they merely wait unorganized to
find some place voluntarily given them in the new reconstruction of the
economic world. They must themselves force their race into the new eco-
nomic set-up and bring with them the millions of West Indians and Africans
by peaceful organization for normative action or else drift into greater poverty,
greater crime, greater helplessness until there is no resort but the last red
alternative of revolt, revenge and war.
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