HPHI5006 – Routes and Roots of the Black Atlantic: Cultural Histories of the African Diaspora
Critical Analysis 3 – Booker T Washington: The Atlanta Exposition Address (1895)

Booker T Washington is recognised as being from the last generation of black leaders that were born into slavery. He was not only and educator and author, but was also an advisor to numerous Presidents. Washington gave his Atlanta Exposition address in 1895 and perceived as a ‘revolutionary moment’ (Bauerlein, 2004, p. 106) by blacks and whites the country over. His speech has been the recipient of great support and praise, but also immense criticism. Washington’s speech also has connection to later works such as Gilroy’s Black Atlantic and his use of ships. The tumultuous waters of racial equality politics means that an individual must appeal to both sides of the divide and tread carefully. Washington ensures to address the work and measures of both African Americans and the white population of America.

Washington, similarly to Gilroy, uses reference to ships throughout his speech to emphasise the transport and connection that Americans have to each other. Although the white population of America may not like to admit it, they are also immigrants that travelled to the land they now live on. The black population of America, although taken forcibly, also travelled and had to create a new home. In this sense, all Americans are equal. Furthermore, Washington identifies the ship as a ‘friendly vessel’ (Washington, 1895) suggesting that those enslaved can now view those that helped them become emancipated as allies. In addition, the phrase ‘cast down your bucket where you are’ (Washington, 1895) shows that Washington is encouraging everyone to settle and live in America, together, as it can provide and support them. This links to Gilroy’s Black Atlantic and his argument about the double consciousness as the emancipated have the freedom to figuratively cast their bucket down and live as American citizens but their ancestry connects them to slave ships and Africa.
In further emphasis, Washington uses the repetition of ‘cast it down’ (Washington, 1895) throughout the rest of the speech as an attempt to highlight that equality is a group effort and that everyone needs to cast down together. It is a call for the emancipated population to fill every sector of industry and improve themselves, society and life. It is also a call for white Americans to work alongside the emancipated to ensure ‘mutual progress’ (Washington, 1895).
The main criticism of the speech is one that many felt but W E B Du Bois voiced – that Washington’s Atlanta Exposition gave to much credit and accommodation to the white population. Du Bois went as far to coin the speech the ‘Atlanta Compromise’ (History Matters). This address comes 32 years after the Emancipation Proclamation and yet uses more subtle and sensitive language than those of Sojourner Truth in 1951 and many other activists that highlighted the audacity of slave ownership. Washington is recalled as advocating a ‘go slow’ (Bauerlein, 2004, p. 106) to avoid backlash from the white population. He pays particular attention to thanking white Americans for their help in the progress of equality and even goes as far to compliment them despite their poor treatment of black people. Two particular examples of this are from the beginning and end of the speech: ‘I but convey to you […] the sentiment of the masses of my race when I say that in no way have the value and manhood of the American Negro been more fittingly and generously recognized’ and ‘for the constant help […] not only from the Southern States, but especially from Northern philanthropists, who have made their gifts a constant stream of blessing and encouragement’ (Washington, 1895). While it is undeniable that the white population did have something to do with the emancipation of the enslaved, many feel that it gives undeserved recognition and thanks to them as they were the oppressors and at the time of the speech, still oppressing them in some respects. Much of the criticism to the speech is also because Washington called for progress through education and entrepreneurship rather than challenging discrimination and the Jim Crow segregation in the south.

In conclusion, while his speech received a variety of opinions it is undeniable that it was represents a focal point in the fight for racial equality in America. The Atlanta Exposition became part of a foundation for activists and scholarly work to this day. The issues of the emancipated enslaved became a large and multifaceted issue and this was further sparked through the rivalry of Booker T Washington and W E B Du Bois. While both had different tactics, it cannot be refuted that this influential speech managed to reach through the accommodations of the white audience to inspire real thought into the treatment of the emancipated. The story of ships supports the prevalence that Gilroy places them in the Black Atlantic and demonstrates the double consciousness of American population and the newly emancipated finding their way. The overall message of the piece is for everyone to work humbly together.
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