
Booker T. Washington’s Atlanta Exposition Speech, September 18, 1895

Booker T. Washington’s speech at the 1895 Cotton States and International Exposition in Atlanta was an address directed to the President and board of directors of the exposition. This speech dealt with the race relations in the south and addresses the ways in which black people can start their advancement to equality. This speech is controversial in the area of the civil rights movements, as it led to the Atlanta Compromise which was opposed by many intellectuals and activists and was said to be complicit in impeding the advancement of black people. 

During this speech, Washington displays his vision for the betterment of the black race, as working from the bottom and finding dignity in manual labour, once this foundation is built is when political advancement should be made. It is here that Washington somewhat criticises other advancement tactics such as changes to state legislature or seats in Congress for being implemented too early. Washington urges the black population of the south to remain there, and in turn, use their skills and labour force to better themselves and the south as “it is in the South that the Negro is given a man’s chance in the commercial world”[footnoteRef:1]. Washington also urges the white population of the southern states to instead of hiring foreigners, hire the black population already there, who have worked their fields for years. It is this notion of remaining in the south that Washington believes will bring about prosperity for all in the south and “make the interests of both races one”[footnoteRef:2]. [1:  Booker T. Washington, “Atlanta Exposition Address”, Atlanta, 1895]  [2:  Washington, 1895] 


After this speech, Washington along with both African American and white leaders of the south agreed to a set of terms, the ‘Atlanta Compromise’ which would force the acceptance of segregation, disenfranchisement in return for the right to basic education. This compromise was opposed and rejected by many African American intellectuals such as W.E.B Du Bois and the NAACP[footnoteRef:3]. Washington was notably criticised in Du Bois’ ‘The Souls of Black Folk’ where he dedicates a chapter to critiquing Washington and others[footnoteRef:4]. This opposition shown to Washington gives insight into the civil rights movement and the ongoing struggles, even defining the forward momentum of the movement and the internalised struggles that made the march to progress even harder.  [3:  David Plank and Marcia Turner, "Changing Patterns In Black School Politics: Atlanta, 1872-1973", American Journal Of Education, 95.4 (1987).]  [4:  W. E. B Du Bois, The Souls Of Black Folk (Chicago: A. C. McClurg & Co., 1903).] 


Washington, in his Atlanta address, praises the work of the President and Board of Directors of the Exposition for their work in representing the “value and manhood of the American Negro”.[footnoteRef:5] Washington comments that it is this representation that will advance the relationship between the white and black population of the southern states. It should be noted here that this relationship in the southern states did not improve, despite the terms of the Atlanta Compromise as amidst the ‘Jim Crow’, the following year would give way to the case of ‘Plessy vs. Ferguson’, cementing segregation constitutional in law[footnoteRef:6]. This may be due to the tact which is employed by Washington in his contribution to the civil rights movements, when in comparison to other contemporary intellectuals such as W.E.B. Du Bois, whose ideas for advancement included the bettering of one’s self through education and as a supporter of Pan-Africanism.  [5:  Washington, 1895]  [6:  Plessy v. Ferguson, 163 U.S. 537, 1896.] 


The tone of Washington’s speech is much like the reason for the opposition to Washington’s Compromise, it is pandering to the white people of the south. When Washington is speaking of the exhibits, he comments how it will not be up to the standards of the visitors and thanks the south for their “constant help that has come to our educational life”[footnoteRef:7]. 8 years after the end of the reconstruction era in 1877, the south had segregation laws and commercial implementations such as sharecroppers, making the south at the time not as ideal as Washington perhaps infers, especially when considering the violent attacks against black people in this time in the form of lynch mobs. It is curious that Washington takes this route and with the Atlanta Compromise being ill-received and De Bois critiquing Washington for his outdated tact, it seems this was not the route that other black intellectuals’ thought would bring them greater movement.   [7:  Washington, 1895] 


In conclusion, this address by Washington at the Cotton States Exposition gives great insight into the complex nature and internal debate felt in the civil rights movement of the post-reconstruction era.  The speech gives insight onto Washington’s visions for the future of the black race, his want to focus more on industrial action and working up from the bottom. The difference in theories and values between contemporary intellectuals and civil right activists is critical in any understanding of the black diaspora and is an example of the struggle and arduous journey the black American population had to reach equality. 
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