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TuskkGEE, Alabama, February 19, 1898.
To THE LoUIsiANA STATE CONSTITUTIONAL CONVENTION :

In addressing you this letter, I know that I am running the risk of appearing
to meddle with something that does not concern me. But since I know that nothing
but sincere love fcr ur beautiful fouthlard, which I hold as near my heart as any of
you can, and a sincerer love for every black and white man within her borders, is the
only thing actuating me to write, I am willing to be misjudged, if need be, if I can
uccomplish a little good." -

But I do not believe that you, gentlemen of the Convention, will misinterpret
my motives. What I say will, [ believe, be considered in the same earnest spirit in
which I write. ‘

{ 1 4m no politician; on the other hand, I have always advised my race to give
attention to acquiring property, intelligence and character. as the necessary bases of
good citizenship, rather than to mere political agitation. But the question upon
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which T write is out of the region of ordinary politics; it affects the civilization of
two races, not for a day alone, but for a very long time to come; it is up in the
region of duty of man to man, of Christian to Christian. '

Since the war, no State has had such an opportunity to settle for all time the
race question, so far as it concerns politics, as is now given in Louisiana. Will your
Convention set an example to the -world in this respect? Will Louisiana take such
high and just grounds in respect to the Negro that no one can doubt that the South
is as good a friend to the Negro as he posseses elsewhere? 1In all this, gentlemen of
the Convention, I am not pleading for the Negro alone, but for the morals, the higher
life of the Wlnte man, as well For the more I study this question, the more I am
convinced that it is not so much a question as to what the white man will do with
the Negro, as to what the Negro will do with the white man’s civilization.

The Negro agrees with you that it is necessary to the salvation of the South
that restriction be put upon the ballot. I know that you have two serious problems
before you; ignorant and corrupt government on the one hand, and on the other, a
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way to restrict the ballot so that control will be in the hands of the intelligent, with-
out regard to race. With the sincerest sympathy with you in your efforts to find a
way out of the difficulty, I want to suggest that no State in the South can make a
law that will provide an opportunity or temptation for an ignorant white man to vote
and withhold the same opportunity from an ignorant colored man, without injuring
both men. No State can make a law that can thus be executed, without dwarfing for
all time the morals of the white man in the South. Any law controlling the ballot
that is not absolutely just and fair to both races, will work more permanent injury to
the whites than to the blacks.

The Negro does not object to an educational or property test, but let the law
be so clear that no one clothed with State authority will be tempted to perjure and
degrade himself, by putting one interpretation upon it for the white man and another
for the black man. Study the history of the South, and you will find that where
there has been the most dishonesty in the matter of voting, there you will find to-
day the lowest moral condition of both races. First, there was the temptation to act
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wrongly with the Negro’s ballot. From this it was an easy step to dishonesty with
the white man’s ballot, to the carrying of concealed weapons, to the murder of a
Negro, and then to the murder of a white man, and then to Iynching. I entreat you
not to pass such alaw as will prove an eternal millstone about the neck of your
children.

No man can have respect for government and officers of the law, when he knows,
deep down in his heart, that the exercise of the franchise is tainted with fraud.

The road that the South has been compelled to travel during the last thirty
years has been strewn with thorns and thistles, 1t has been as one groping through
the long darkness into the light.  The time is not distant when the world will begin
to appreciate the real character of the burden that wasimposed upon the South when
4,500,000 ex-slaves, ignorant and impoverished, were given the franchise. No people
had ever been given such a problem tosolve. History had blazed no path through
the wilderness that could be followed. For thirty years, we have wandered in the
wilderness. We are beginning to get out. But there is but one road out, and all
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make-shifts, expedients, “profit and loss caleulations,” but lead into the swamps,
quicksands, quagmires and jungles. There is a highway that will lead both races out
into the pure. beautiful sunshine, where there will be nothing to hide and nothing to
explain, where both races can grow strong and true and useful in every fibre of their
heing. I believe that your Convention will find this highway ; that it will enact a fun-
damental law which will be absolutely just and fair to white and black alike.

I beg of you, further, that in the degree that you close the ballot box against
the ignorant., that you open the school house. More than one half of the people of
your State are Negroes. No State can long prosper when a large percentage of its
citizenship is in ignorance and poverty, and has no interest in government. I beg of
you that you do not treat us as alien people ~We are not aliens. You know us; you
know that we have cleared your forests, tilled your fields, nursed your children and
protected your families. There is an attachment between us that few understand.
While I do net presume to be able to advise you, yet it is in my heart to say that if
your Convention would do something that would prevent, for all time, strained rela=
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tions between the two races, and would permanently settle the matter of political re-
lations in our Southern States, at least, let the very best educational opportunities be
provided for both races; and add to this the enactment of an election law that shall be
incapable of unjust discrimination, at the same time providing that in proportion as
the ignorant secure education, property and character, they will be given the right
of citizenship. Any other course will take from one-half your citizens interest in the
State, and hope and ambition to become intelligent producers and taxpayers—to be-
come useful and virtuous citizens. Any other course will tie the white citizens of
Louisiana to a body of death.

The Negroes are not unmindful of the fact that the white people of your State
pay the greater portion of the school taxes, and that the poverty of the State prevents
it from doing all that it desires for public educatoin; yet I believe you will agree
with me, thav ignorance is more costly to the State than education; that it will cost
Louisiana more not to educate her Negroes than it will cost to educate them. In
connection with a generous provision for public schools, I believe that nothing will
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80 help my own people in your State as provision at some institution for the highest
academic aud normal training in connection with thorough training in agriculture,
mechanics and domestic economy. The fact is that 90 per cent. of our people depend
upon the common occupations for their living, and outside of the cities 85 per cent. de-
pend upon agriculture for support. Notwithstanding this,our people have been educated
since the war in everything else but the very things that most of them live by, First-
class training in agriculture, horticulture, dairying, stock-raising, the mechanical
arts and domestic economy ,will make us intelligent producers, and not only help us to
contribute our proportion as taxpayers, but will result in retaining much money in
the State that now goes outside for that which can be produced in the State. An
institution that will give this training of the hand, along with the highest mental
culture, will soon convince our people that their salvation is in the ownership of prop-
erty, industrial and business development, rather than in mere political agitation.

The highest test of the civilization of any race is in its willingness to extend a
helping hand to the less fortunate. A race,like an individual, lifts itself up by lift-
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ing others up  Surely no people ever had a greater chance to exhibit the highest
Christian fortitude and magnanimity than is now presented to the people of Louis-
iana. It requires little wisdom or statesmanship to repress, to crush out, to retard
the hopes and aspirations of a people, but the highest and most profound statesman-
ship is shown in guiding and stimulating a people so that every fibre in the body,
mind and soul shall beé made to contribute in the highest degree to the usefulness and
nobility of:the State. It isa long this line that I pray God the thoughts and activi-
ties of your Convention be guided. Respectfully submitted,
BOOKER T. WASHINGTON.
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