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BLACK ECONOMIC EMPOWERMENT: THE NATIONAL NEGRO BUSINESS
LEAGUE

Booker T. Washington, founder of the National Negro Business

League, believed that solutions to the problem of racial discrimination

were primarily economic, and that bringing African Americans into

the middle class was the key. In 1900, he established the League "to

promote the commercial and financial development of the Negro," and

headed it until his death.
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The National Negro Business League was a business organization founded in Boston,

Massachusetts in 1900 by Booker T. Washington, with the support of Andrew Carnegie.

The mission and main goal of the National Negro Business League was "to promote

the commercial and financial development of the Negro." The organization was formally

incorporated in 1901 in New York, and established 320 chapters across the United States.

The League included small African American business owners, doctors, farmers, craftsmen,

and other professionals. Its goal was to allow business to put economic development at

the forefront of getting African-American equality in America. Booker T. Washington felt

that there was a need for African Americans to build an economic network and allow that

to be a catalyst for change and social improvement. Also, "(T)he League organized the

National Negro Business Service to ’help…the Negro business men of the country solve their

merchandising and advertising problems,’ promoted advertising in Negro newspapers and

magazines, and ’influenced…national advertisers to use Negro publications in reaching this

importantly valuable group of people with its tremendous purchasing power."

The League promoted the commercial endeavors and economic advancement of African

Americans mainly, but not solely in the South, via a network of state and local Negro

Business Leagues, and affiliated professional and trade organizations. Membership in the

League was open to "any member of the race in good standing in his or her community,"
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whether the person was in business, professional or private life. Meetings provided a forum in

which African-American small businessmen shared stories of their struggles and successes.

Affiliated professional organizations included the National Negro Bankers Association, the

National Negro Press Association, the National Association of Negro Funeral Directors,

the National Negro Bar Association, the National Association of Negro Insurance Men, the

National Negro Retail Merchants’ Association, the National Association of Negro Real Estate

Dealers, and the National Negro Finance Corporation.

Dr. Washington’s last annual address to the League emphasized the economic purpose

behind its founding: "At the bottom of education, at the bottom of politics, even at the bottom

of religion itself there must be for our race, as for all races an economic foundation, economic

prosperity, economic independence."

Source: Library of Congress

Publisher’s Note: This collection comprises the National Negro Business League files in Part

III of the Booker T. Washington Papers in the possession of the Library of Congress.


