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HISTORICAL SETTING FOR 
BOOKER T. WASHINGTON AND 

THE RHETORIC OF 
COMPROMISE, 1895 

MELBOURNE CUMMINGS 
Howard University 

By the mid 1890's, hollowness and despair gripped the nation. 
Economic collapse cut deeply into all classes. Wealthy and 
middle class businessmen as well as immigrant farmers and 
destitute black and white sharecroppers searched for a way out 
of 1893. The entire nation was torn by everything short of 
anarchism-riots, strikes, bloodshed, property damage, and 
bitter race conflicts. Lynchings soared to all time highs 
thoughout the South. At the bottom of the economic heap 
blacks suffered most. Their incomes were almost nil when farm 
prices dropped. They nearly starved for they grew hardly any 
food crops; they were dependent mostly on cotton and tobacco 
(Calista, 1964: 242). 

Their politics reflected the economic situation. They 
attempted to agitate through alliances with poor whites. These 
alliances grew into the Populist movement. This movement, 
however, failed for it identified too much with the politically 
unpopular move to substitute silver for gold as the national 
money standard; it identified with the "radical" Democratic 
Party; and most importantly, it identified too much with black 
people. Their (blacks') hopes for equality, justice, and political 
leadership that they had with Populism were replaced by 
despair and fear. Direct political agitation had proved to be 
painful and costly to blacks in the mid-i 890s (Calista, 1964: 
245). They doubtless began to wonder if a new doctrine, a new 
movement, or a new leader might be able to avoid dishearten- 
ing political panaceas such as the one they were presently 
facing, and lead them out of the depressed economic state. 
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Blacks were plagued by further confusion when the dis- 
franchisement and segregation movements started in 1890. 
The South robbed black people of their votes and the North 
treated them with scorn. They were excluded politically and 
socially by acts of states' laws. One-time supporters of the 
black "cause" turned their backs and began sympathizing with 
the White South. The Republican Party also abandoned them. 
By 1893 the race question as a political issue was dead and 
national solidarity was, to a large extent achieved, but at the 
expense of the southern black man (Calista, 1964: 249). 

The time was ripe for new black leadership, new doctrines, 
and new "solutions." Even if blacks wanted to agitate as they 
had successfully done during Reconstruction, they could not, 
for all ears were deaf, and all avenues were closed. The nation 
was in need of a rhetoric of compromise and black people were 
in need of a leader who could gain the respect and ear of a white 
supremist government. The leader needed to be virtually all 
things to all people; his rhetoric, to be successful, could not 
be extreme in any sense. The southern situation was not being 
aided at all with ballot box raiding, open corruption, political 
agitation, and lynchings. It was believed to be improbable at 
that time, to obtain political equality for black people, and it 
was necessary to find a black man who was able to recognize 
and articulate the problem and work toward a solution that 
would be satisfactory to both blacks and whites. 

The policy that was sought was one of appeasement and 
compromise. There was in the 1890s a white reign of terror 
gripping the nation, and especially the South. Something and/ 
or someone was needed to lessen the terror. 

Booker T. Washington seemed to fit the qualifications. He 
had expressed and shown concern for the future of black 
people long before the massive accumulation of troubles in the 
1890s. He had begun a technical and normal school for blacks 
in Tuskegee, Alabama, and had all his life prepared to "better 
himself' and in the process, help his fellow man. 

Washington was invited to speak before a biracial audience 
gathered for the opening of the 1895 Atlanta Cotton States and 
International Exposition. It was the first time that a black man 
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had been asked to share the platform with white Southerners 
on an occasion of national importance. He realized the gravity 
of the occasion, and was determined to say nothing that he did 
not believe and nothing that could be interpreted as offensive 
to the white Southerners in the audience, yet he was painfully 
conscious of the fact that he "must be true to my own race in 
my utterances" (Washington, 1956: 144). The stage was set for 
the rhetoric that was later to be known as "compromise." 

Throughout the speech and, in fact, his whole speaking 
career, Washington advocated a program of economic better- 
ment of the South and individual Southerners through cooper- 
ation between black and white. He admonished blacks that 
they should stop seeking social and political equality, and 
begin working to attain economic respectability. Whites were 
urged to lessen their antagonism toward blacks if they 
expected to get rich, for it could not be done without black 
people's help, and any people work better when conditions are 
peaceful. 

In Washington's speeches, especially the Atlanta Exposition 
Address, he used ideas and material that seemed to cement 
relationships, that attempted to bring together two races, and 
most importantly, material that would not alienate whites 
any further from blacks. His rhetoric was meant to cause 
whites to feel a sense of duty, responsibility, and satisfaction 
in the existing situation. He always endeavored to appeal to 
them in such a way that they would feel the need to donate 
money and supplies to support the continued building and 
maintenance of the school(s) for blacks. His contention was 
that one-third the population of the South was black, and no 
enterprise could thrive if that portion of the population was 
ignored (Washington, 1956: 155). 

Another of the themes of Washington's rhetoric was the 
necessity of educating blacks. He stressed that it would be 
advantageous not only to blacks, but to whites and the 
southern economy as well. He explained that if blacks were 
educated, trained, and experienced, they could help them- 
selves, and by so doing, help whites more efficiently and to- 
gether they could build a more productive South. 
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He realized that the idea of educating blacks was not so 
palatable to some whites, for their idea of an educated black 
man was an affected, incongruously dressed dandy with spats, 
gloves, and cane. Some felt that the best way to ruin a good 
farm-hand was to educate him (Washington, 1904: 15). Wash- 
ington made it clear to whites what kind of education he 
envisioned for blacks. He disagreed very strongly with the 
type that had been provided by the New England missionaries 
who had gone South after the war and had educated black 
people in the same manner as they (the missionaries) had been 
taught. He acknowledged that "We had scores of young men 
learned in Greek, but few in carpentry or mechanical drawing. 
We had trained many in Latin, but almost none as engineers, 
bridge builders, and machinists. Numbers were taken from the 
farm and educated, but were educated in everything else except 
agriculture" (Washington, 1904: 10). Washington, of course, 
believed in education for utilitarian purposes. He proposed to 
take young men and women from the farm, educate them in 
agriculture, and send them back as the backbone of a solid and 
prosperous citizenry. Whites were able to respect Washington 
because they could live with the type of education and training 
he talked about for black people. Those blacks educated in 
academics were whites "uppity" and unmindful of "their 
places" for they wanted to enjoy the same kind of life as whites. 
They wanted to go into politics, be engineers and lawyers, 
speak Latin and Greek, and enjoy reading poetry. Washington 
wanted to teach blacks "what they needed," an industrial 
and agrarian education, and whites could relate to this. So this 
was the strategy of language he used on them in order to get 
money, recognition, and acceptance for blacks. 

This was exactly why blacks respected Washington and his 
compromise strategy. It seems that rhetorically and histori- 
cally, Washington was a movement all in himself. He was able 
to secure money from previously "tight fisted" whites in order 
to build and maintain a school for blacks, when no one else was 
able to do so. He wanted to "lift the veil of ignorance"' from 
the masses of blacks and help them gain economic security. 
Though his ultimate goal was to gain equality for blacks on all 
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levels, Washington tried to work within the confining circum- 
stances of the 1890s, and his immediate goals often seemed 
accommodating. However, looking back on the political, 
social, and economic situation, Washington's rhetorical 
strategy was probably the only kind that would work for 
black people. The rhetorical and actual compromise of black 
people that began with full steam in 1895 gained wide accep- 
tance among both blacks and whites. And that was the purpose 
toward which Washington was working. The nation, he 
thought, needed a rhetoric that would work, one that was 
acceptable, and one that would aid blacks and whites to get on 
with the business of living and bettering the conditions of 
blacks. 

Strongest adherents to Washington's ideas were among the 
articulate and influential middle class, particularly southern 
black teachers. "The Negro will have to work out his own 
salvation. Religion, education, and money will make any race 
great," said a black Virginia school principal (Meier, 1953: 68). 
With Booker T. Washington as spokesman, some felt blacks 
had some direction for the future. Blacks' problems would be 
resolved "when the more intelligent classes of the race unite 
their effort to educate the ignorant classes by example rather 
than by precept," a black teacher hoped (Meier, 1953: 70). 

Washington's views were opposed by the black "intel- 
lectuals." They felt he did not sufficiently emphasize political 
rights, and that his stress on industrial education might result 
in keeping black people in virtual bondage. Washington, they 
believed, was more interested in making black people worthy 
of the franchise, than in agitating for it in ways that might 
inflame public opinion. Judging the controversy several gen- 
erations afterwards, there was truth on both sides, but as far as 
the black people in the South were concerned and considering 
public opinion and the prevailing politics of the time, which 
Washington wished to influence, he adopted the only policy 
which could be effective. 

Washington made no clear statements in the Atlanta speech 
concerning politics. He probably thought it inadvisable to 
mention the views that he had expressed a few weeks before to 



[80] JOURNAL OF BLACK STUDIES / SEPTEMBER 1977 

the congressional committee that black people should not be 
robbed of the vote by unfair means. Silence concerning the 
black vote was, in his opinion, best at that time. The audience 
was more than likely not of a mind to be agitated by "radical" 
views. 

The temper of the South was such that in 1895 a black 
speaker had to use every available means of audience analysis. 
He did not want to alienate either group (he had both blacks 
and whites in the audience), neither did ne want to misrepre- 
sent the plight of the oppressed in an effort to appease the 
whites or the oppressors in the audience. Washington knew the 
tempter of the South and its inhabitants, he knew how to 
appeal to them. He was aware that whites were not interested 
in openly socializing with black people, that they looked with 
bewilderment on allowing them their political rights, but they 
were not as averse to the idea of economic progress and indus- 
trial gains. Since whites were against social equality for blacks, 
Washington denounced it and held up economics as a reason 
for cooperative efforts. 

In all things purely social we can be as separate as the fingers, 
yet one as the hand in all things essential to mutual progress. 
(Washington, 1956: 156) 

Blacks, of course, were tired of being discriminated against, 
harassed, lynched; tired of not having a decent home, enough 
food for their children, and clothes. They wanted schools, 
respect, and peace of mind. They believed they could get all 
they wanted with an economic base. Washington, knowing 
this about their nature and believing as they believed, gave 
them a basis for hope, by saying to them: 

When it comes to business, pure and simple it is in the South 
that the Negro is given a man's chance in the commercial world. 
The masses of us are to live by the productions of our hands, and 
we shall prosper in proportion as we learn to dignify and glorify 
common labor. (Washington, 1956: 157) 
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On subjects of this nature, such emotional arguments were 
absolutely necessary in the South. Appeals had to be made to 
possible latent sentiments of trust and understanding that 
whites held for blacks, and to confidence that blacks displayed 
in whites. 

The triumph of Washington's rhetorical strategy of com- 
promise resulted from a number of reasons. First was the 
matter of timing: the Atlanta speech in 1895 came as the peak 
of black people's troubles. By the mid-1890s the forces work- 
ing against them abruptly and painfully erupted; depression 
raged on, the government deserted them, "friends" disap- 
peared, disfranchisement gained momentum, lynchings were 
rampant, and Frederick Douglass, the recognized leader of 
black people, died; a year later, 1896, Populism, the last hope 
for equality and political representation, collapsed. The 
Atlanta Compromise Address was a ray of hope; it was virtu- 
ally salvation for blacks (and some tend to think whites as 
well). 

The effect of the speech and of the idea of compromise was 
overwhelming. Washington reported in his autobiography, Up 
From Slavery, that 

The first thing that I remember, after I finished speaking was 
that Governor Bullock rushed across the platform and took me 
by the hand, and others did the same. I received so many and 
such hearty congratulations that I found it difficult to get out of 
the building. 

This same kind of reaction followed him everywhere he went. 
Newspapers (Atlanta Constitution, Boston Script, New York 
World) throughout the South and North proclaimed the 
speech "the most notable ever delivered to a Southern audi- 
ence." The speech was considered to be the king of platform 
that both blacks and whites could "stand with full justice to 
each other." 

This speech marked simultaneously the end and the begin- 
ning of an era for black people and their methods of striving 
for equal rights and opportunities in America. 1895 marked an 
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end to the rhetoric of agitation and the beginning of the move- 
ment for compromise and the rhetoric of Booker T. Wash- 
ington. 

The theme of Washington's rhetoric was always the same- 
compromise. Almost everything he talked about after the 
Atlanta Exposition speech was an amplification of that 
address. From 1895 until 1915 when Washington died, other 
rhetoric, other rhetors, other ideas, other proposed solutions 
to the problems of black people were not just secondary, 
but virtually overshadowed by Booker T. Washington and his 
"Compromise Movement." 

NOTE 

1. The excerpt is part of an inscription on a monument to Washington on the 
campus of Tuskeegee Institute. The complete inscription is: "He lifted the veil of ignor- 
ance from his people and pointed the way to progress through education." 
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