
	 In 1978 Atlanta University president 
Benjamin Mays noted, “If America allows 
black colleges to die it will be the worst 
kind of discrimination and denigration 
known in history. To decree that black 
colleges, born to serve [blacks] are not 
worthy of surviving now that white col-
leges accept [blacks] would be a damnable 
act.”1  In spite of setbacks and challenges, 
Black colleges and universities have con-
tinued to thrive. Government support 
and philanthropic efforts have produced 
positive results. Even more important has 
been a renewed appreciation of historical-
ly Black colleges and universities as both 
a traditional and a transformative educa-
tional experience for African Americans. 
Recent scholarship has examined various 
aspects of the history of black higher edu-
cation, including administration, curricu-
lum development, philanthropy, faculty 
relations, and architecture. One problem 
immediately encountered in research-
ing Black higher education, however, is 
the diffuse locations of archival sources. 
While it is reasonable to assume that the 
archival documents for Howard Univer-
sity and Spelman College reside at their 
respective institutions, other records 
prove more difficult to find. The archival 
sources for the philanthropic and church 
organizations that established these colleges, for example, 
can be scattered among institutional archives, research 
universities, and personal papers. In this article, we have 
located much of the relevant archival resources and linked 
them to a general history of historically Black colleges and 
universities. As the reader, it is essential that you consult 
the endnotes as well as the text of this article, as the archi-
val sources are included in the references.

The Beginnings of Black Education and Black Colleges

	 From their arrival on the shores of the United States, 
Black people have thirsted for knowledge and viewed edu-
cation as the key to their freedom. These enslaved people 
pursued various forms of education despite rules, in all 
Southern states, barring them from learning to read and 
write. A few Black colleges appeared immediately prior to 

the Civil War, such as Lincoln and Cheyney universities in 
Pennsylvania and Wilberforce in Ohio.2 With the end of 
the Civil War, the daunting task of providing education to 
over four million formerly enslaved people was shouldered 
by both the federal government, through the Freedmen’s 
Bureau, and many Northern church missionaries.3 As early 
as 1865, the Freedmen’s Bureau began establishing Black col-
leges, resulting in staff and teachers with primarily military 
backgrounds. During the postbellum period, most Black col-
leges were colleges in name only; these institutions generally 
provided primary and secondary education, a feature that 
was also true of most historically White colleges–starting 
with Harvard–during the first decades of their existence.
	 As noted, religious missionary organizations–some affiliat-
ed with Northern White denominations, such as the Baptists 
and Congregationalists, and some with Black churches, 
such as the African Methodist Episcopal and the African 
Methodist Episcopal Zion–were actively working with the 
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Freedmen’s Bureau.4 Two of the most prominent White orga-
nizations were the American Baptist Home Mission Society 
and the American Missionary Association, but there were 
many others as well.5 White Northern missionary societies 
founded Black colleges such as Fisk University in Nashville, 
Tennessee; Atlanta University (now Clark Atlanta) in Atlanta, 
Georgia; and Spelman College, also in Atlanta.6 The benevo-
lence of the missionaries was tinged with self-interest and 
sometimes racism. Their goals in establishing these colleges 
were to Christianize the freedmen (convert formerly enslaved 
people to their brand of Christianity) and to rid the country 
of the “menace” of uneducated African Americans.7 Among 
the colleges founded by Black denominations were Morris 
Brown in Georgia, Paul Quinn in Texas, and Allen University 
in South Carolina.8 Unique among American colleges, these 
institutions were founded by African Americans for African 
Americans.9 Because these institutions relied on less support 
from Whites, they were able to design their own curricula; 
however, they were also more vulnerable to economic insta-
bility.
	 With the passage of the second Morrill Act in 1890, the 
federal government again took an interest in Black educa-
tion, establishing public Black colleges.10 This act stipulated 
that those states practicing segregation in their public col-
leges and universities would forfeit federal funding unless 
they established agricultural and mechanical institutions for 
the Black population. Despite the wording of the Morrill Act, 
which called for the equitable division of federal funds, these 
newly founded institutions received less funding than their 
White counterparts and thus had inferior facilities. Among 
the 17 new “land grant” colleges were institutions such as 
Florida Agricultural and Mechanical University and Alabama 
Agricultural and Mechanical University.11

Support from the Titans of Industry

	 At the end of the nineteenth century, private Black 
colleges had exhausted funding from missionary sources. 
Simultaneously, a new form of support emerged, that of 
White Northern industrial philanthropy. Among the lead-
ers of industry who initiated this type of support were John 
D. Rockefeller, Andrew Carnegie, Julius Rosenwald, George 
Peabody, and John Slater.12 These industry captains were 
motivated by both Christian benevolence and a desire to 
control all forms of industry.13 The organization making 
the largest contribution to Black education was the General 
Education Board (GEB), a conglomeration of Northern White 
philanthropists, established by John D. Rockefeller Sr. but 

spearheaded by John D. Rockefeller Jr.14 Between 1903 and 
1964, the GEB gave over $63,000,000 to Black colleges, an 
impressive figure, but nonetheless only a fraction of what 
they gave to White institutions. Regardless of their personal 
motivations, the funding system that these industrial moguls 
created showed a strong tendency to control Black education 
for their benefit, to produce graduates who were skilled in the 
trades that served their own enterprises (commonly known as 
industrial education).15 Above all, the educational institutions 
they supported were extremely careful not to upset the segre-
gationist power structure that ruled the South by the 1890s. 
Black colleges such as Tuskegee and Hampton were showcases 
of industrial education.16 It was here that students learned 
how to shoe horses, make dresses, cook, and clean under the 
leadership of individuals like Samuel Chapman Armstrong 
(Hampton) and Booker T. Washington (Tuskegee).17 The 
philanthropists’ support of industrial education was in direct 
conflict with many Black intellectuals, who favored a liberal 
arts curriculum. Institutions such as Fisk, Dillard, Howard, 
Spelman, and Morehouse were more focused on the liberal 
arts curriculum favored by W. E. B. Du Bois than on Booker 
T. Washington’s emphasis on advancement through labor 
and self-sufficiency.18 Whatever the philosophical disagree-
ments may have been between Washington and Du Bois, the 
two educational giants did share a goal of educating African 
Americans and uplifting their race. Their differing approaches 
might be summarized as follows: Washington favored educat-
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ing Blacks in the industrial arts so they might become self-
sufficient as individuals, whereas Du Bois wanted to create an 
intellectual elite in the top ten percent of the Black popula-
tion (the “talented tenth”) to lead the race as a whole toward 
self-determination.19

	 Beginning around 1915, there was a shift in the attitude of 
the industrial philanthropists, who started to focus on those 
Black colleges that emphasized the liberal arts. Realizing that 
industrial education could exist side by side with a more 
academic curriculum, the philanthropists opted to spread 
their money (and therefore their influence) throughout the 
educational system.20 The pervasive influence of industrial 
philanthropy in the early twentieth century created a con-
servative environment on many Black college campuses–one 
that would seemingly tolerate only those administrators 
(typically White men) who accommodated segregation. But 

attention from the industrial philanthropists was not neces-
sarily welcomed by institutions like Fisk University, where 
rebellions ensued against autocratic presidents who were 
assumed by students to be puppets of the philanthropists.21 
In spite of these conflicts, industrial philanthropists pro-
vided major support for private Black colleges up until the 

late 1930s. 
     At this time, the industrial phi-
lanthropists turned their attention 
elsewhere. In response, Frederick 
D. Patterson, then president of the 
Tuskegee Institute, suggested that 
the nation’s private Black colleges 
join together in their fund-raising 
efforts. As a result, in 1944 the 
presidents of 29 Black colleges 
created the United Negro College 
Fund (UNCF).22 The UNCF began 
solely as a fund-raising organiza-
tion but eventually took on an 
advocacy role as well.

     Until the Brown v. Board of 
Education decision in 1954, both 
public and private Black colleges 
in the South remained segregated 
by law and were the only educa-
tional option for African Ameri-
cans. Although most colleges and 
universities–the University of 

Mississippi being a notable exception–did not experience 
the same violent fallout from the Brown decision as Southern 
public schools, they were greatly affected by the decision. The 
Supreme Court’s landmark ruling meant that Black colleges 
would be placed in competition with White institutions in 
their efforts to recruit Black students.23 With the triumph of 
the idea of integration, many began to call the need for Black 
colleges into question and label them vestiges of segregation. 
However, desegregation proved slow, with public Black col-
leges maintaining their racial makeup well into the current 
day. In the state of Mississippi, for example, the Fordice case 
was mired in the court system for almost 25 years, with a 
final decision rendered in 2004. The case, which reached the 
United States Supreme Court, asked whether Mississippi had 
met its affirmative duty under the Fourteenth Amendment’s 

Equal Protection Clause to dismantle its prior dual univer-
sity system. Despite ample evidence to the contrary, the 
high court decided that the answer was yes. Although the 
Fordice case applied only to those public institutions within 
the Fifth District, it had a ripple effect within most Southern 
states, resulting in stagnant funding levels for public Black 
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Thurgood Marshall on steps of Vail Hall with Alpha Phi Alpha pledge brothers.

Photo courtesy of University Library, Archives, Lincoln University, Pennsylvania

The pervasive influence of industrial philanthropy in the early twentieth 
century created a conservative environment on many Black college 

campuses–one that would seemingly tolerate only those administrators 
(typically White men) who accommodated segregation.
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colleges and limited inroads by African Americans into pre-
dominantly White institutions.24

	 After the Brown decision, private Black colleges, which 
have always been willing to accept students from all back-
grounds if the law would allow, struggled to defend their 
image of quality in an atmosphere that labeled anything 
all-Black as inferior. Many Black colleges also suffered from 
“brain drain,” as predominantly White institutions in the 
North and some in the South made efforts to attract the top 
ten percent of their students to their institutions once racial 
diversity became valued within higher education.25 

 
	 The Black college of the 1960s was a much different place 
from that of the 1920s. The leadership switched from White 
to Black, and because Blacks had more control over funding, 
there was greater tolerance for political dissent and move-
ments for Black self-determination. On many public and pri-
vate Black college campuses throughout the South, students 
were staging sit-ins and protesting against segregation and its 
manifestations throughout the region. Most prominent were 
the four Black college students from North Carolina A & T, 
who refused to leave a segregated Woolworth lunch counter 
in 1960.26  

The Federal Government’s Increased Attention

	 During the 1960s the federal government took a greater 
interest in Black colleges. In an attempt to provide clarity, 
the 1965 Higher Education Act defined a Black college as 
“any … college or university that was established prior to 
1964, whose principal mission was, and is, the education 
of black Americans.”27 The recognition of the uniqueness of 
Black colleges implied in this definition has led to increased 
federal funding for these institutions.
	 Another federal intervention on behalf of Black colleges 
took place in 1980, when President Jimmy Carter signed 
Executive Order 12232, which established a national pro-
gram to alleviate the effects of discriminatory treatment and 
to strengthen and expand Black colleges to provide quality 
education.28 Since then, every United States administration 
has provided funding to Black colleges through this program. 
President George H. W. Bush followed up on Carter’s initia-
tive in 1989, signing Executive Order 12677, which created 
the Presidential Advisory Board on Historically Black Colleges 
and Universities to advise the president and the secretary of 
education on the future of these institutions. 

Black Colleges Today

	 Currently, over 300,000 students attend the nation’s 105 
historically Black colleges (40 public four-year, 11 public 
two-year, 49 private four-year, and 5 private 2-year institu-
tions). This amounts to 28 percent of all African-American 
college students. Overall, the parents of Black students at 
Black colleges have much lower incomes than those of par-
ents of Black students at predominantly White institutions.29 

However, many researchers who study Black colleges have 
found that African Americans who attend Black colleges have 

higher levels of self-esteem and find their educational expe-
rience more nurturing.30 Moreover, graduates of Black col-
leges are more likely to continue their education and pursue 
graduate degrees than their counterparts at predominantly 
White institutions.31 Despite the fact that only 28 percent 
of African-American college students attend Black col-
leges, these institutions produce the majority of our nation’s 
African-American judges, lawyers, doctors, and teachers.32  
	 Black colleges in the twenty-first century are remarkably 
diverse and serve varied populations. Although most of these 
institutions maintain their historically Black traditions, on 
average 13 percent of their students are White. Because of 
their common mission (that of racial uplift), they are often 
lumped together and treated as a monolithic entity, causing 
them to be unfairly judged by researchers, the media, and 
policy makers. Just as predominantly White institutions are 
varied in their mission and quality, so are the nation’s Black 
colleges. Today, the leading Black colleges cater to those stu-
dents who could excel at any top-tier institution regardless 
of racial makeup. Other institutions operate with the needs 
of Black students in the surrounding region in mind. And 
some maintain an open enrollment policy, reaching out to 
those students who would have few options elsewhere in the 
higher education system.  
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