What insights might the chosen extract offer regarding the different approaches towards African American civil rights in the post-Reconstruction era?
For my chosen extract I have chosen to analyse Booker.T. Washington’s 1895 speech The Atlanta Exposition Address, born in 1856 as a mixed-race slave in the state of Virginia on a small tobacco plantation, Booker’s narrative is one showing humble beginnings to a quote “Self-made man”. To lend minor insight into approaches towards African American rights the Emancipation Proclamation, issued in 1863, released African Americans in rebel states, and the Thirteenth Amendment, passed after the Civil War, freed all slaves in the United States, regardless of where they were. Despite this, however, America continued to deny full citizenship of freed people.
In 1895 Booker delivered his famous Atlanta Compromise Speech before a primarily white audience at the Southern Cotton States and International Exposition in Atlanta. One of the important themes that Booker emphasizes in his speech is a somewhat pacifist approach on the behalf of African Americans in the South, he encouraged Black people to drive for economical development of the South and through that, they could earn their citizenship. Although might seem somewhat counterproductive from a contemporary standpoint there are a few contextual reasons around Washington’s ideas. In the aftermath of the Civil War Southern states saw an era of reconstruction in the literal sense, rebuilding was a large undertaking. And many Southerners saw this as a humiliating defeat leading to resentment that is still prevalent even today, this build-up of resentment saw a rise in aggression towards people of colour from the South such as increased segregation and terrorist tactics like lynching which Washington’s speech carefully attempts to change; His speech was specifically directed at the esteemed white members of the audience, he refrained from using any contraction words making his speech more formal and tailored as well as avoiding first-person making his speech more technical framing the speech more serious of concern to the crowd. All of these changes were done to convey Washington’s belief that African Americans should earn the respect of their counterparts.
His speech functioned on a triad of points the first being that Black people should focus on vocational education to gain financial security rather than focusing on higher education he repeatedly uses the phrase “Cast down your buckets where you are” to covey his belief that Black people should “work this what they have” in a sense (Harlen, 1974). The idea of Black people turning away from higher education in favour of securing a place in the industry despite being received positively from the white Southern audience did was not received positively by a few, the most notable of Washington’s critics was W.E.B Du Bois who decreased his status for some within the Black community. Du Bois along with many others rejected Washington’s surrendering of civil rights as well as his neglect of the Liberal Arts, increasing appeals from African Americans and liberal whites for more “forceful” measures to abolish discrimination clashed with Washington's outward attitude of tolerance to segregation. Second of the main beliefs that Washington’s ideology functioned on was the belief that Black people should concentrate their efforts on agriculture and industry in order to raise their economic status leading to Black socio-economic progress but while doing so Washington discouraged African Americans from demanding the social equality they deserved.
The third main belief that Washington lays out in his speech is that white people should provide Black people in the South with opportunities for both races to economically advance together instead of separately. Washington termed this idea as an “accommodationist” approach although Du Bois would argue that this term was proof of Washington’s acceptance of racial subordination. Indeed, this point by Du Bois could be supported by the reception of Washington’s speech by Theodore Roosevelt. Although Washington had been close to other presidents for example William McKinley Washington’s friendship with Roosevelt really highlights the separation of attitudes towards the rights of African Americans. To Roosevelt Washington acted as an advisor on racial matters, however, this did not mean that Washington was accepted by the American citizens or completely by Roosevelt himself. In 1901 Roosevelt invited Washington to dinner at the White House marking the first time a Black person had been invited to the building and its reception by white Southern politicians was so severe that it would be almost three decades until any other African American was invited again. It was not only from outside reactions that we see a contradiction in the approach to African American rights however, although Roosevelt and Washington were personal friends and he appointed some Black officials he held a racist ideology towards Black people, indeed his friendship and consultation with Washington part of the desire to do so may have been his policy for accommodation and discouragement of forceful suffrage not seeking to rock the racial boat.
To conclude Washington’s speech lends us but one small insight into the different approaches towards African American civil rights during the post-Reconstruction era by both the white population and the Black. His ideology demonstrates what could be termed a more pacifist approach to civil rights than perhaps other Black activists at the time however it also displays the division in the Black community as some were willing to accept Washington’s approach and others who saw the idea of racial submission as controversial and counterproductive to the civil rights movement.
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