4. Booker T. Washington Portrays the Plight
of Black Tenant Farmers (1889)

In the late nineteenth century, most southern blacks remained unskilled agricul-
tural workers—especially in the cotton fields—just as they had been under slavery.
Many became tenant farmers, renting plots of land from big landholders and pay-
ing their rent by the delivery of some share of their crops. Financing for the tenant
Jarmers was often provided by local merchants, who were also often their landlords.
Frequently criticized as shiftless and lacking in ambition, tenant farmers (white as
well as black) were among the poorest and sorriest southerners in the post-Civil War
years. Here noted black leader Booker T. Washington describes their plight, and espe-
cially the role of the merchant in perpetuating it. What are the most objectionable
Sfeatures of the system Washington depicts?
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