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Introduction

Nearly 20 years ago Chelsea House Publishers began to publish
the first volumes in the series called BLACK AMERICANS OF
AcCHIEVEMENT. This series eventually numbered over a hundred
books and profiled outstanding African Americans from
many walks of life. Today, if you ask school teachers and school
librarians what comes to mind when you mention Chelsea
House, many will say—“Black Americans of Achievement.”

The mix of individuals whose lives we covered was eclectic,
to say the least. Some were well known—Muhammad Ali
and Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr, for example. But others, such
as Harriet Tubman and Sojourner Truth, were lesser-known
figures who were introduced to modern readers through these
books. The individuals profiled were chosen for their actions,
their deeds, and ultimately their influence on the lives of others
and their impact on our nation as a whole. By sharing these
stories of unique Americans, we hoped to illustrate how
ordinary individuals can be transformed by extraordinary
circumstances to become people of greatness. We also hoped
that these special stories would encourage young-adult readers
to make their own contribution to a better world. Judging from
the many wonderful letters we have received about the BLACK
AMERICANS OF ACHIEVEMENT biographies over the years from
students, librarians, and teachers, they have certainly fulfilled
the goal of inspiring others!

Now, some 20 years later, we are publishing 18 volumes of
the original BLACK AMERICANS OF ACHIEVEMENT series in revised
editions to bring the books into the twenty-first century and

vi



INTRODUCTION

make them available to a new generation of young-adult readers. The
selection was based on the importance of these figures to American
life and the popularity of the original books with our readers. These
revised editions have a new full-color design and, wherever possible,
we have added color photographs. The books have new features,
including quotes from the writings and speeches of leaders and
interesting and unusual facts about their lives. The concluding
section of each book gives new emphasis to the legacy of these men
and women for the current generation of readers.

The lives of these African-American leaders are unique and
remarkable. By transcending the barriers that racism placed in their
paths, they are examples of the power and resiliency of the human
spirit and are an inspiration to readers.

We present these wonderful books to our audience for their
reading pleasure.

Lee M. Marcott
Chelsea House Publishers
August 2004
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"lo Be a Leader
of My Peaple”

W.E.B. Du Bois was eager to return home. After spending the
past two years overseas, studying on a fellowship at
Friedrich Wilhelm University in Berlin, Germany, he was
ready to go back to the United States and put his education
to work. In Berlin, where he had mixed freely with whites
and had been treated as their equal, the black scholar had
written in his diary that his chief aim was “to make a name
for myself in science and literature and to be a leader of my
people.” Now, at the age of 26, the time to realize his goals
had arrived.

Du Bois stepped onto the main deck of the SS Chester
just as it began to veer into New York harbor. He was fairly
bored after nine monotonous days at sea and decided to
study the passengers who shared his steerage accommoda-
tions. Russians, Greeks, Austrians, Germans, Poles—they were
an impressive sight.



W.E.B. DU BOIS

It was the spring of 1894, and America had recently opened
its doors to great waves of emigrants from eastern and southern
Europe. Of the 800 passengers on the Chester, 350 were men,
women, and children from the lower classes—farmers whose
faces were bronzed and wrinkled from long days spent under
the Mediterranean sun, pale workers who had sweated long
hours in dim factories to pay their passage to the United States.
All strained for glimpses of their new homeland.

Du Bois felt drawn to the “picturesque and laughable
crowd . . . this great stream of hopes and longing,” as he
later described his fellow passengers in The Autobiography of
W.E.B. Du Bois. In only one other place had he seen faces so
deeply grooved with poverty and struggle: in the American
South. There, as a college student at Fisk University in
Nashville, Tennessee, he had observed the daily struggle of
black sharecroppers.

To the immigrants on board the Chester, the black passenger
clad in a smart European suit seemed poised to resume a
prosperous life of which they could only dream. Yet Du Bois
faced an uncertain future. He had only two dollars in the
pockets of his neatly pressed trousers, and despite being
brilliantly educated and a scholar of unusual promise, he had
no immediate job prospects. Indeed, he rather envied the
motley throng of newcomers. They envisioned a shining future
in America. He, however, was returning to a land that offered
little to himself or any other black.

“We wanted Life to end and begin,” Du Bois later said of
the passengers aboard the ship. In that respect, he felt a sense
of kinship with the immigrants. Like them, he had resolved to
wrest something from America, and, also like them, he threw
himself into his mission with unflagging energy.

On arriving in New York City, Du Bois fired off letters to
nearly every black university in the country. He found a job
later that summer at Wilberforce University in Ohio, where he
taught Latin and Greek to black students. From there he



“To Be a Leader of My People”

moved on to the University of Pennsylvania, where he joined
the sociology faculty. One year later, he landed a long-term
post at Atlanta University, whose president encouraged him to
carry out a wide-ranging social study.

Du Bois’s main project at Atlanta University was a thor-
ough examination of the problems faced by black Americans.
His findings, which were issued annually beginning in 1898
as the Atlanta University Publications on the Study of Negro
Problems, earned him a reputation as one of the leading black
scholars in the United States. His renown was buttressed by
other writings, including The Philadelphia Negro, an exhaus-
tive study of a black community that was released in 1899,
and The Souls of Black Folk, a series of incisive essays written
with tremendous literary flair and published to critical
acclaim in 1903.

These triumphs did not give Du Bois what he coveted most:
a position of great influence in the black community. He longed
to attain this status not only because of the prestige it would
confer on him but also because he was deeply troubled by the
direction black leadership had taken around the turn of the
century. His displeasure focused on the most celebrated black
figure of the time, Booker T. Washington, a man who differed
from Du Bois in practically every imaginable way.

A TALE OF TWO LEADERS

Whereas Du Bois had grown up in a quiet Massachusetts town
with few blacks and very few overt signs of racism, Washington
had been reared in Virginia just after the Civil War—a time
when Southern blacks suffered miserably at the hands of their
white neighbors. This essential difference between the two
men led to many others. Du Bois’s intellectual ambitions
had been fed by local white leaders, and he enrolled in Fisk
University on the strength of a scholarship. Washington entered
college with a mop and pail; only by working as a janitor could
he afford to squeeze in a few courses.
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W.E.B. Du Bois was a scholar, an intellectual, and an activist who tackled
the issues of African Americans in the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries. He is the author of dozens of essays and books, including
the renowned The Souls of Black Folk, and the founder of the National
Association for the Advancement of Colored People.

A gifted intellectual, Du Bois mastered the classic works of
Western literature and history, first at Fisk, then as both an
undergraduate and graduate student at Harvard University
(where he was heaped with honors), and finally as a post-
graduate scholar in Germany. Washington, for his part,
applied himself to earthier issues, especially the difficulties that
Southern black sharecroppers faced in farming their meager
plots of land. This matter, which held the key to black progress
in the South, contributed greatly to Washington’s rise as the
nation’s leading black spokesman.
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After becoming the principal of Tuskegee Institute in
Alabama, Washington argued that black sharecroppers could
never escape from debt because the land they tilled and the
farming methods they practiced were equally poor. Victims of
poverty, they had no choice but to look to white landowners
and lawmakers for help. Southern whites thus gained the
authority to deal with blacks as they saw fit, and in many cases
they treated blacks brutally.

Washington held that there was only one way for black
Americans to escape from this cruel cycle: They had to
eliminate their dependence on whites, and they could manage
that only after they acquired industrial skills. This strategy
became the cornerstone of Washington’s program for racial
progress for blacks.

Du Bois did not quarrel with Washington’s contention that
blacks needed to improve their labor skills to become a more
integral part of the nation’s economy. He did diverge from
Washington on another issue. As modest as the Tuskegee prin-
cipal’s aims were, they kindled the wrath of many Southerners,
especially poor white farmers who feared blacks would put
them out of business. Washington, wary of these opponents,
tried to placate white America by urging blacks not to agitate
for equal rights. That would come in time, he said, after blacks
became an indispensable part of the nation’s economy. In the
meantime, blacks should adopt the passive, humble stereotype
that whites found nonthreatening.

This last tactic troubled Du Bois. He admired Washington
and agreed with his emphasis on economic growth, but he
felt that by cautioning blacks to assuage whites, Washington
perpetuated the view that blacks were an inferior people.
This notion galled Du Bois, who belonged to an elite group
of blacks that had begun to make inroads into American
society precisely because they defied the comfortable stereo-
types cherished by white bigots. Du Bois believed that the
black elite—members of the black middle class—should
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enlist their influence, wealth, and knowledge to improve the
lot of other blacks.

Du Bois had a powerful argument, but he failed to secure
much support for it—a fact that frustrated him to no end. No
matter how many eloquent books he published and how much
critics praised them, his influence did not radiate beyond the
confines of America’s small community of liberal thinkers and
writers. To many blacks, Washington seemed rooted in the soil
of hardship, whereas Du Bois was isolated in the ivory tower of
his own intellect. As aloof as he was gifted, Du Bois was not a
dynamic political leader. His ideas commanded attention, but
most blacks tended not to follow his advice on racial matters.

One issue that troubled all black Americans was lynching, a
horrific crime that violated every notion of law and justice. In
turn-of-the-century America, a week did not pass without a
black man being murdered by a mob of whites quick to take
the law into their own hands and act against alleged felons.
Like all blacks, Washington was deeply troubled by these
attacks and tried to develop ways of fighting them. Yet he had
assured whites that the “negro was . . . peace loving” and would
refrain from staging any public protests. In fact, Washington
had made a commitment to that effect.

To Du Bois, passivity was intolerable in the face of such evil,
but he did not have an immediate answer to the lynching
problem. Since his university days, he had believed that the
scientific study of the black community would lead to under-
standing and social improvements. Such study had led to his
path-breaking books. What good had they done? Blacks were
still dying, and no hope glimmered.

Du Bois saw only one solution. Blacks, as a group, must
demand their right to fair treatment before the law. Accordingly,
they must lobby for full recognition as American citizens.

One day in 1903, Du Bois decided to put his plan into
action. A black man named Sam Hose had been arrested in
central Georgia for murdering his landlord and raping the
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man’s wife. The possibility that a black man had harmed a
white woman was what usually lit the fuse of lynch mobs, and
Hose was an obvious candidate for their hangman’s noose.

Du Bois, determined that Hose should receive a fair trial,
banked on his own renown in calling attention to the case and
stopping the mob. He summoned his powers of intellect and,
as he later stated in his autobiography, “wrote a careful and
reasoned statement concerning the evident facts and started
down to the Atlanta Constitution office.” The newspaper, he
was sure, would present the facts of the case to members of the
local white community and calm their anger.

Normally, Du Bois disliked setting foot outside the Atlanta
University campus. This aversion was a form of protest: He
tried to avoid any place where racial segregation was practiced.
On this occasion, however, he violated his own policy and set
off for the newspaper office.

Before Du Bois reached his destination, “news met me,” he
later wrote. “Sam Hose had been lynched, and they said his
knuckles were on exhibition at a grocery store farther down on
Mitchell Street, along which I was walking. I turned back to
the university.” Busy penning his statement to the press, he had
arrived too late for it to do any good.

The image of the lynch mob etched in Du Bois’s mind all
that was wrong with the plight of black Americans and colored
it with a grim hue. No longer would scholarship suffice as his
principal means of inspiring others. If he meant to better the
condition of blacks, he had to guide them along the path of
action. To do that, he had to become a much more vocal leader.



‘A Boy's Paradise’

William Edward Burghardt Du Bois was born on February 23, 1868,
in a small clapboard house on Church Street in Great Barrington,
Massachusetts. Surrounded by the Berkshire Mountains, Great
Barrington was an idyllic middle-class community boasting
tree-lined streets with white picket fences. The town experi-
enced so little crime that it needed just one policeman.

Of the rural community’s 5,000 inhabitants, only about
50 were black. The rest of the population was composed of
Irish and Dutch immigrants and the descendants of New
England Puritans. “Standing did not depend on what the
ancestor did, or who he was, but rather that he existed, lived
decently and thus linked the individual to the community,”
Du Bois wrote of his birthplace in his autobiography.

His mother’s family, the Burghardts, was one of the
oldest clans in Great Barrington, black or white. William’s
great-great-grandfather Tom was born in West Africa about
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1730 and seized as a child by a Dutch slave trader, Conraet
Burghardt, who brought the boy to Berkshire County. By the
time Tom died 50 years later, Massachusetts had adopted a Bill
of Rights, which stated that all people in the commonwealth
were free.

A prosperous farming family, Tom’s descendants found
themselves in an unusual position when compared with
most blacks in America, who were poor and enslaved. Yet the
black Burghardts were not completely integrated into white
society. “The color line,” Du Bois wrote in his autobiography,
“was manifest and yet not absolutely drawn.” Consequently,
his ancestors developed a strong sense of racial pride and
independence.

In 1831, one of Tom’s grandsons, Othello, and his wife,
Sarah, had the last of their dozen or so children, Mary Salvina
Burghardt. Sheltered by her overly protective family, she led a
quiet life and became a housemaid. Then, in 1867, a hand-
some, light-skinned man known as Alfred Du Bois arrived in
Great Barrington.

Alfred was partly of French ancestry. His grandfather,
Dr. James Du Bois, was a white plantation owner in the
Bahamas who had sired two sons with one of his slaves. Both
boys were pale skinned, and their father decided to treat them
as his own and gave them a proper education. Alexander, the
eldest, was sent to a private school in Connecticut, where he
was treated as though he were white. When his father died,
however, he became the responsibility of an indifferent cousin
who decided that Alexander should be regarded as black. The
youth was promptly removed from school and apprenticed
to a shoemaker.

Alexander rebelled against this change in fortune and
spent the balance of his life seeking to recover his former status
as a white gentleman. A restless wanderer, he went from
Connecticut to the black republic of Haiti and then back to
Connecticut before settling in southwestern Massachusetts.
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During his many travels, he married three times and had four
children. One of them, born in 1825, was a son named Alfred.

Alfred—small and handsome, with wavy hair—was cut
from the same cloth as his father. Something of a vagabond
poet, he loved literature deeply and possessed a desire to travel.
In 1867, he arrived in Great Barrington with few prospects. Yet
he quickly won Mary Burghardt’s heart, despite her family’s
protests to her that he was not respectable.

As it turned out, the protests were well founded. Shortly
after William was born in 1868, Alfred left for New Milford,
Connecticut, a town 40 miles south of Great Barrington.
There, in a place far removed from Mary’s domineering
family, he was supposed to establish a home for his wife and
only son. He had promised to write for them once he was
settled, but his letter failed to arrive, and Mary and William
never saw or heard from him again.

A LIFE OF LEARNING BEGINS

Apart from this separation, William’s early childhood was
surprisingly free of strife. “The little family of my mother and
myself must often have been near the edge of poverty,” he
wrote in his autobiography. “Yet I was not hungry or in lack of
suitable clothing and shoes, or made to feel unfortunate.”
Growing up in what he called “a boy’s paradise,” he often
played in the woods and caves of the Berkshire hills and along
the banks of the “golden” Housatonic River, whose gorgeous
color, he eventually discovered, was the result of pollution
from the mills that it powered.

Mary and William lived with Grandfather Burghardt on
the outskirts of Great Barrington for almost five years, until
Othello died in 1873. Then mother and son moved to the
center of town, where Mary once again took up work as a
domestic. William enrolled in public school the following year.

Academic work clearly agreed with him. The work ethic that
the Burghardts had passed on to William helped him become



“A Boy’s Paradise” "

Du Bois, seen here as an infant with his mother, Mary
Sylvina, was horn into a prosperous family in Great Barrington,
Massachusetts. Although he was one of few hlacks in
the town, he encountered little discrimination and excelled
in school.
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an excellent student. In the crowded wooden schoolhouse, he
was promoted ahead of the other children his age.

The fact that William was black and virtually all of his
classmates were white made little difference to his educators,
who often embraced him as the “teacher’s pet.” The brown
color of his skin also made little difference to William, at
least for a while. “I was as a boy long unconscious of color
discrimination in any obvious and specific way,” he wrote in
his autobiography. Yet the realities of racial prejudice slowly
began to enter his life.

One day, William and some of his white friends were
playing a game in which they exchanged calling cards, which
was something their parents did when they made social
calls. William offered his card to a white girl who had recently
moved to town, but she refused to accept it. Shaken from his
insulated world, he was aware from then on that his skin color
marked him as an outcast. “I found it difficult and even unnec-
essary to approach other people,” he said, “and by that same
token my own inner life perhaps grew the richer.”

The resultant sense of rejection also increased William’s
desire to succeed, and he proceeded to study harder than ever
before. His mother, who had not received any formal school-
ing, wanted him to accomplish much more than she had and
kept on reminding him, he said, that “there was no real
discrimination on account of color—it was all a matter of
ability and hard work.” It was a philosophy with which William
could find little fault. “I found it easy to excel most of my class-
mates in studies,” he said. “The secret of life and loosing the
color bar, then, lay in excellence, in accomplishment.”

Yet there was an occasional setback. While William was
growing up, his mother suffered a paralytic stroke that left
her lame in one leg and with a crippled left hand. She was not
able to work as often after the onset of the illness. Accordingly,
the Burghardts and their neighbors attempted to help out
Mary and her son whenever they could. Aunts and uncles
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joined forces with local white families to provide William and
his mother with money to buy shoes and books.

William pitched in as well, delivering groceries, shoveling
coal, chopping wood, mowing lawns, hawking newspapers.
He was as deeply attached to his mother as she was to him,
and he took great pride in trying to make her life as comfort-
able as possible. On those occasions when she was able to
work, he met her at the end of the day and walked her home,
arm in arm.

By the time William entered Great Barrington High School
in 1881, he had become, as he later put it, “thrown in upon
myself” A dutiful churchgoer, he had managed to adopt the
reserved Calvinist air that was characteristic of many New
Englanders and had learned to avoid any situation where there
was even the slightest hint of racial discrimination. Moreover,
his school offered few opportunities for social activity. This
was partly because his high school had an enrollment of just
25 students. Most of the rural community’s teenagers had to
discontinue their formal education at an early age so they
could help out on the family farm.

One of William’s favorite ways of spending his free time was
browsing at a local bookstore owned by Johnny Morgan. The
bookseller took an interest in the promising young student,
and when William was in his second year of high school,
Morgan allowed the 14-year-old to buy a set of history books
on credit. These volumes proved to be so valuable to William
that he kept them for the rest of his life.

Morgan also helped William land a part-time job selling
subscriptions for a black newspaper, the New York Globe.
Shortly thereafter, William, who coedited his school newspaper,
the Howler, also became, at age 15, the Globe’s Great Barrington
correspondent and a reporter for the Springfield Republican.
He suggested in his articles that the public contact him to find
out what were the best books to read. He also urged the
local black community to attend town meetings and take an

13
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Du Bois was one of only a dozen students, and the only black student, to
graduate from Great Barrington High School in 1884. He was considered
by many to be the town’s top student, and several townspeople even set
up a scholarship fund to help him continue his education.

active part in local politics. William had begun to go to these
meetings, which were characterized by lengthy orations and
debates, when he was around 13 years old.

A trip in 1883 to Rocky Point, Rhode Island, for an annual
picnic attended by thousands of black families from New York,
Connecticut, and Massachusetts piqued William’s interest
in black affairs. There he observed “Negroes of every hue
and bearing, saw in opened-mouth astonishment the whole
gorgeous gamut of the American Negro; the swaggering men,
the beautiful girls, the laughter and gaiety, the unhampered
self-expression. I was astonished and inspired.” It was a
striking introduction to a world beyond his own, a world to
which he belonged more firmly than to the community of
Great Barrington—the world of color.
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Before long, William formed the Sons of Freedom, a small
club dedicated to the “advancement of the colored race” in
Great Barrington. Members of the club were expected to
attend lectures, study American history, and take part in
debates. Like his news articles, the activities of the Sons of
Freedom affirmed his growing belief that blacks needed to
organize if they wanted to win their civil rights.

William and a dozen other students graduated from Great
Barrington High School in 1884. The lone black in his class—
and the first black ever to graduate from the school—he gave
a commencement address on the abolitionist Wendell Phillips,
who had died earlier in the year. The rousing applause that
William’s speech received went a long way in encouraging him
to speak out on injustice and ignorance in the coming years.

Wendell Phillips

Wendell Phillips, the subject of W.E.B. Du Bois’s high school commencement
speech, was one in a long line of wealthy Northeasterners who used their
power and privilege to lobby for social reform and civil rights in the nineteenth
century. Born into a prominent Boston family, Phillips enjoyed all of the
benefits of his social standing. He was provided with a solid education,
including education at Harvard University, where he earned a degree in law.
Soon after graduation, however, Phillips redirected his energy toward the
abolition of slavery.

Beginning in the 1850s, Phillips took his voice and his intellect on the
road, giving a series of public lectures on the topic of abolition. A fiery
speaker, Phillips railed against the Southern slave owners, whom he
suspected of seeking to dominate American society and politics. In quick
succession, he opposed the war with Mexico, denounced the fugitive slave
law enacted in 1851, and inflamed passions on both sides of the Mason-
Dixon Line with his defense of John Brown’s 1859 raid on Harpers Ferry.

After the Civil War, Phillips continued his efforts to bring about social
change, particularly in the areas of women’s rights and racial justice. He
spoke and wrote throughout his life in an effort to allow all Americans access
to the fruits of democracy. Phillips died in 1884.
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William’s immediate goal, though, was to go to college—a
substantial ambition for any poor youth in late nineteenth-
century America, black or white. Moreover, he wanted to
attend Harvard College, which was located directly across the
state in Cambridge, Massachusetts, and was widely regarded
as one of the best schools in the country. As one of the few
students in his graduating class who planned to continue his
formal education, William became something of a prize pupil
to all of Great Barrington.

As a result, four townspeople—Frank Hosmer, the high
school principal; Edward Van Lennep, principal of the local
private school; and the Reverends C.C. Painter and Evarts
Scudder—Iabored to set up a scholarship for Du Bois. They
urged him to spend a year working and brushing up on his
studies while they raised the money for his college tuition,
and William agreed. He spent the year after high school as a
timekeeper on a construction project, where he learned a bit
about workers’ rights.

In the summer of 1885, Du Bois was told that enough
money had been raised for him to attend Fisk University in
Nashville, Tennessee. Established in 1866 as a school for blacks,
it aimed at becoming one of the best educational institutions
in the South. Fisk was not Harvard, though, and William’s
mother and his relatives, who were all extremely proud of
his academic accomplishments, grew angry that he was not
remaining in the North and was being sent to a part of the
country where slavery had been a way of life.

Du Bois, too, was disappointed that he was not going to
Harvard, yet the South held a special appeal for him. “T was
going to meet colored people of my own age and education,
of my own ambitions,” he said. Blacks in the South lived in
a segregated society. They were denied the right to vote,
were prevented from holding public office, and found it
difficult to escape from dire poverty. If he wanted to be a
leader of his people, the South, he knew, was the place to
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begin. “Black folk,” he said, “were bound in time to play a
large role in the South.”

Half a year before the 17-year-old Du Bois set out for Fisk,
his mother died. Her love and encouragement had nourished
his ambition and early success, and she had relied on him a
great deal. Her death, as great a blow as it was to William,
made the thought of leaving Great Barrington easier for
him to bear.

In September 1885, Du Bois embarked on the first long
journey of his life. He boarded a train to New York, and at

Fisk University

In the fall of 1885, Du Bois expressed utter joy at the prospect of beginning
his studies at Fisk University. “lI was thrilled,” he later recalled, “to be for
the first time among so many people of my own color . . . .” The chance to
live and learn in a place such as Fisk was exactly what the young Du Bois
had always wanted: a fine education at an institution that welcomed him
as one of its own.

Founded in 1866 in Nashville, Tennessee, a city that had been one of
the jewels of the old Confederacy, Fisk began as a school for ex-slaves. The
founders’ goal was to provide an education to freed slaves in dire need of
the means to pull themselves out of poverty. Good intentions, however,
could not pay the hills, and by 1871, Fisk had hit hard times. Fundraising
required publicity, so the college decided to promote itself and its mission
by putting together a traveling vocal group—the Jubilee Singers. The troupe
moved around the United States, drawing crowds wherever it went with its
unique repertoire of old slave songs and traditional black spirituals. Partly
because of the singers’ efforts, Fisk not only survived but thrived. The school
offered the rewards of education to countless young black men and women
in the late nineteenth century; W.E.B. Du Bois was perhaps the most famous.

Fisk University is anything but a struggling little school. Fully accredited
in 1930, the university established its first Phi Beta Kappa chapter in 1952.
Fisk is now one of the premier black universities in the country, ranking 22nd
out of the top 50 traditionally black institutions of higher learning. Fisk is
rightfully proud. Of all its distinguished graduates, perhaps none owed more
to the opportunities it provided than W.E.B. Du Bois.
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Manhattan’s bustling Grand Central Station switched to a
train that was waiting to take him, as he later put it, into
“the land of slaves.” He was unsure what the days ahead
would bring, but it was clear that he would never again live
where the world intruded as gently as it did between the
“quiet hills and golden river” of Great Barrington.
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Du Bois’s initial reaction to life at Fisk University was
extremely positive. “I was thrilled to be for the first time
among so many people of my own color,” he noted in his
autobiography. A modestly sized assemblage of educated and
confident young men and women, the student body was by
no means a representative group of Southern blacks. Rather,
it was, he said, “a microcosm of a world and a civilization
in potentiality.”

The 17-year-old Du Bois immediately launched what he
called “my plan of study and accomplishment.” He quickly
became something of a campus celebrity. For one thing, the
high quality of his public education allowed him to bypass
his freshman year and enroll as a sophomore, a rare occur-
rence at Fisk. That he was from New England, not the South,
made him seem even more unusual to his fellow students
and teachers. Then there was his tremendously impressive
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intellect, which he displayed in a variety of courses: Latin,
Greek, French, calculus, chemistry, physics, and botany. When
he became ill with typhoid fever a month after his arrival,
the entire campus seemed to take a deep-seated interest in
his welfare.

Du Bois made friends easily at Fisk. He edited the school
newspaper, the Fisk Herald, attended dances in the homes
of his classmates, and spent the rest of his time continuing
“to arrange and build my program for freedom and progress
among Negroes.” He found the Fisk campus, which he termed
“nicely situated,” to be a haven for blacks.

The surrounding area, however, left Du Bois exposed to the
brutality of racial prejudice. The year of his birth—1868—was
also, he liked to point out, the time in American history when
Southern blacks were first granted voting privileges. Three years
after the Civil War ended, liberal members of the Republican
Party, known as the Radical Republicans, began to push
through Reconstruction measures to help freed slaves win
their civil rights.

Their victory, as it turned out, was short-lived. In 1883,
the U.S. Supreme Court overturned the Civil Rights Act of
1875, which had outlawed discrimination in public facilities.
With this decision, the groundwork for the “separate but
equal” doctrine was laid, and Southern states introduced a
number of laws and customs that sought to keep blacks
“in their place.” (For additional information on the progres-
sion of civil rights after the Civil War, enter “1875 civil rights
act and reconstruction” into any search engine and browse
the sites listed.)

The Ku Klux Klan and other white supremacist groups used
violence and intimidation to deny blacks their rights. The
tactics employed by many other white Southerners may not
have been as blatant, but they were just as malicious, and
Du Bois felt their sting. One day on the streets of Nashville,
he accidentally bumped into a white woman. Instinctively, he
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Du Bois attended Fisk University, a historically black college in
Nashville, Tennessee. At Fisk, he was surrounded by people of his
own color for the first time, and he began to realize the problems
and issues faced by African Americans.
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raised his hat in apology. The woman was not pacified. Her
furious response took Du Bois by surprise and left a very deep
impression on him. “I only sensed scorn and hate; the kind of
despising which a dog might incur,” he later wrote. “Thereafter
... I avoided the necessity of showing them [whites] courtesy
of any sort.”

After Du Bois completed his first year at Fisk, he decided
to spend his summer vacation as a teacher in a rural school
so he could become better acquainted with the average
Southern black. He eventually made his way to an area near
Alexandria, a small farming village in eastern Tennessee,
where classes had been held only once in the last 20 years.
Unlike the well-furnished public schools he had attended
in New England, the schoolhouse where he worked as a
teacher was a primitive, windowless log hut. Planks served
as benches for the students. There were no desks and
few books.

Du Bois did not have to look further than the classroom
to see that the lives of his black pupils were blighted by
poverty. Racism and persecution stood as barriers to their
progress. A 20-year-old black named Josie was typical of
his 30 or so students. “She seemed to be the center of the
family; always busy at service, or at home,” Du Bois recalled
in his autobiography. “She had about her a certain fineness,

IN HIS OWN WORDS...

Du Bois began to fully discover his black identity when he moved to the South
to attend Fisk University. His black pride is evident in the following quote
from an 1887 speech delivered by Du Bois at Fisk:

| am a Negro; and | glory in that name . . . | am proud of the black blood
that flows in my veins.
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the shadow of an unconscious moral heroism that would
willingly give all of life to make life broader, deeper, and fuller
for her and hers.”

When Du Bois returned to the area surrounding Alexandria
a decade later, Josie was dead, exhausted by poverty and the
struggle to help support her family. “How many heartfuls of
sorrow shall balance a bushel of wheat?” he asked in an essay
entitled “On Progress.” “All this life and love and strife and
failure, is it the twilight of nightfall or the flush of some faint-
dawning day?”

For Du Bois, teaching in the country clearly marked the
beginning of a new dawn. His work with the rural poor
inflamed his social conscience, and he returned to eastern
Tennessee as an instructor the following summer. Day by
day, he grew ever more committed to trying to help his
fellow blacks by lifting what he called “the Veil that hung
between us and Opportunity.”

Du Bois had developed a clear picture of Southern black
life by the time his third and final year at Fisk rolled around.
He often discussed black rights in the Fisk Herald, to which
he sent an “Open Letter to Southern People,” and in the
public speeches that he had begun to give. He was, he said,
“determined to make a scientific conquest of my environment,
which would render the emancipation of the Negro race easier
and quicker.” He noted in a Fisk Herald editorial that he
was devoting himself “toward a life that shall be an honor to
the Race.”

Du Bois topped off his studies at Fisk by giving a com-
mencement address on the German chancellor Otto Eduard
Leopold von Bismarck. At his graduation ceremonies in
June 1888, Du Bois acknowledged that the German leader had
“created a nation out of a mass of bickering people. . . . This
foreshadowed in my mind the kind of thing American Negroes
must do, marching forth with strength and determination
under trained leadership.”
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ON TO HARVARD
To realize his place as one of the leaders, Du Bois planned his
future with the utmost care. He believed that acquiring the best
possible education was the key to attaining this lofty position,
and so he turned down a scholarship to Hartford Theological
Seminary. He had come to believe “too little in Christian dogma
to become a minister,” he later remarked. Instead, he pursued
his earlier goal of attending Harvard.

Fortunately for Du Bois, the Massachusetts school had just
begun to broaden its admissions policy and to seek greater
diversity among its student body. Four years after the college

Otto von Bismarck

Early in his career, Du Bois decided to study at the university in Berlin. Young
and sure of himself, Du Bois admitted to admiring few men. Otto von Bismarck
was an exception. “Bismarck was my hero,” Du Bois once wrote. “He had
made a nation out of a mass of bickering peoples.”

Bismarck, one of the architects of the modern European state system and
the father of the unified German nation, served as an inspiration for Du Bois.
Before 1871, Germany was little more than a loose collection of ethnically
related kingdoms, minor duchies (territories of a duke or duchess), and
principalities spread across a large swath of central Europe. The Franco-
Prussian War of 1870 changed all that. The utter defeat of France provided
Bismarck with an opportunity to pull Germany into a coherent whole.

In 1871, his work complete, Bismarck presided over the founding of a
new German empire. During his long tenure in office, the Iron Chancellor,
as Bismarck came to bhe called, oversaw Germany’s industrialization and
economic expansion. He engineered a policy of political liberalization that
became an example to other countries seeking to modernize their socio-
political order. Bismarck also directed the rise of German military power and
the acquisition of overseas colonies and taught the world’s diplomats a new
term—*“Realpolitik,” realistic international relations bhased on raw power.
The new emperor, Wilhelm Il, dismissed Bismarck in 1890, but this did
nothing to lessen the historical impact of Bismarck’s achievements. Nor did
it reduce his stature in the eyes of W.E.B. Du Bois.
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turned down his application for admission, it offered him a
grant of $250—provided that he enroll as an undergraduate in
the junior class. The school refused to recognize his degree
from Fisk because its academic program did not measure up
to Harvard’s standards.

Du Bois spent the summer of 1888 in the Midwest, where
he served as the business manager for his friends in the Fisk
Glee Club. An accomplished organizer and planner, he booked
concert dates for the singing group. He also worked as a waiter
in an attempt to supplement his scholarship money. When he
arrived at Harvard that September, he took a cheap room off
campus and set about establishing himself as one of the top
students in his class of 300.

Harvard boasted an outstanding faculty that included
the influential philosopher and psychologist William
James, who became, Du Bois later claimed, “my friend and
guide to clear thinking.” Science, history, economics, and
sociology were among the courses Du Bois took during his
two years as a Harvard undergraduate. His chief subject of
study was philosophy, a field in which he hoped one day to
make a career.

The Harvard faculty quickly recognized Du Bois’s interest
in learning. Among his more notable scholastic accomplish-
ments was winning a Matthews Scholarship in 1889. The
following year, he garnered another award, taking second
place in the Boylston Prize for oratory.

While Du Bois was being embraced as a brilliant black
scholar by his professors, he chose to isolate himself from his
many white peers at Harvard. He joined the Philosophical
Club and Foxcraft, a university dining club. For the most
part, though, he adopted a program of racial segregation.
He purposely declined friendships with whites, he said, so
he would be “encased in a completely colored world.” He
reasoned that he was preparing to enter one kind of society
while the white students at Harvard were readying themselves

25



26

W.E.B. DU BOIS

for another, and he might as well brace himself for the days
ahead by befriending blacks only.

Du Bois was also “desperately afraid,” he said, “of intruding
where I was not wanted.” At Harvard, one of the few orga-
nizations he tried to join was the glee club. He had always
taken great pleasure in singing; indeed, he had been a
member of the choral society at Fisk. Yet his application to
the Harvard Glee Club was turned down. “I ought to have
known,” he said later, “that Harvard could not afford to
have a Negro on its Glee Club traveling about the country.”
He received some satisfaction when one of his teachers
expelled a Southern student from class because he objected
to sitting next to Du Bois.

Du Bois often expressed his increasing dissatisfaction with
America’s racial policies in his classroom papers, several of
which were published in the Boston Courant, a small black
weekly. Even so, he was not content with his writing ability
and made a point of taking an English composition course
to refine his grammar and style. “I believe, foolishly perhaps,
but sincerely,” he wrote in October 1890, “that I have some-
thing to say to the world, and I have taken English 12 in order
to say it well.”

Off campus, Du Bois led an active life. By studying intensively
during the daytime, he was free at night to attend local black
gatherings and help launch a production of Aristophanes’
The Birds in a black Boston church. “I tried to take culture out
into the colored community of Boston,” he said. At a black
protest rally, Du Bois met Maud Cuney, who was attending the
New England Conservatory of Music. They soon fell in love
and became engaged, although they never married.

In June 1890, Du Bois graduated with honors in philosophy.
He was one of six students asked to speak at his undergradu-
ate commencement, and he pointedly decided to make the
subject of his address a champion of slavery: Jefferson Davis,
whose military campaigns in the Black Hawk War in the 1830s
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and the Mexican War in the 1840s had been instrumental in his
becoming the first—and only—president of the Confederate
States of America.

Du Bois’s speech, “Jefferson Davis as a Representative of
Civilization,” was as impassioned as it was caustic. Davis, he
said, satisfied the nation’s hunger for an individualist who
was also an oppressor. Du Bois called the Southern leader
a “peculiar champion of a people fighting to be free in order
that another people should not be free.” Like all “strong
men,” he sought “the advance of a part of the world at the
expense of the whole. . . . It has thus happened that advance
in civilization has always been handicapped by shortsighted
national selfishness.”

The speech received an overwhelming response. “Du Bois
handled his difficult and hazardous subject with absolute
good taste, great moderation, and almost contemptuous
fairness,” the Nation reported. “He is an excellent scholar in
every way, and altogether the best black man that has come
to Cambridge,” added a Harvard professor.

The American Historical Association promptly invited
Du Bois to deliver a speech at one of its meetings in Washington,
D.C., in December of the following year. An early version
of his doctoral thesis, the speech was praised as “thrilling”
by the New York Independent. “As one looked at him,” the
newspaper said of Du Bois, “one could not help saying ‘Let
us not worry about the future of our country in the matter
of race distinctions.”

The Henry Bromfield Rogers Memorial Fellowship in
Political Science enabled Du Bois to remain at Harvard from
1890 to 1892 as a graduate student. He anticipated receiving
his doctorate a couple of years later, as soon as his dissertation,
“The Suppression of the African Slave-Trade to the United
States of America, 1638—1870,” was completed. Therefore, he
had to prepare for the day when his two-year fellowship came
to an end.
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After graduating from Fisk in 1888, Du Bois continued his education
at Harvard University. He graduated from Harvard two years later with
honors in philosophy, and was one of six students asked to speak
at commencement. Du Bois (far right) is seen here with his fellow
commencement speakers.

In late 1890, Du Bois applied for a grant from the John F.
Slater Fund for Negro Education, a philanthropic organization
established by a wealthy Connecticut textile manufacturer.
Du Bois was determined “to become a recognized American
scholar,” and he believed that the best way to make that happen
was by rounding off his education at a foreign university. It
was the general view in the late nineteenth century that several
universities in Germany offered the most rigorous academic
program available. Du Bois set his sights accordingly.

Former U.S. president Rutherford B. Hayes chaired the Slater
Fund. “If there is any young colored man in the South whom
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we find to have a talent for art or literature or any special
aptitude for study,” he reportedly said, “we are willing to give
him money from the education funds to send him to Europe or
give him advanced education.” Du Bois certainly fit the bill.
Buoyed by an outstanding record of intellectual accomplish-
ments, he wrote directly to Hayes in November 1890. When this
letter went unanswered, Du Bois sent off two more applications
to the former president. Finally, in May 1891, Hayes responded.
“The plan had been given up,” the 23-year-old graduate student
was told.

“I am perfectly capable of fighting alone for an education if
the trustees do not see fit to help me,” Du Bois wrote back
angrily to Hayes. “On the other hand the injury you have—
unwittingly I trust—done the race I represent, and am not
ashamed of, is almost irreparable. . . . When now finally you
receive three or four applications for the fulfillment of that
offer, the offer is suddenly withdrawn, while the impression still
remains.” He went on to say, “I think you owe an apology to the
Negro people. We are ready to furnish competent men. . .. But
we can’t educate ourselves on nothing.”

Hayes promised to discuss the matter with the Slater
Fund’s board of trustees at a future meeting. In the mean-
time, Du Bois mailed recommendations from his former
teachers to Hayes, and his perseverance ultimately paid off.
In April 1892, shortly before his Rogers fellowship was about
to end, he received word that the board of the Slater Fund
was allotting him $750 to study abroad for a year. Only half
of the amount was a gift, however. He had to repay the other
half, with interest.

A EUROPEAN SOJOURN

Du Bois arrived in Europe on August 1, 1892, after crossing
the Atlantic on a Dutch steamer. “It is not real; I must be
dreaming!” he constantly repeated to himself during the
two-week voyage. He awoke from his reverie, however, as
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soon as he set foot on shore at Rotterdam, a port city in the
Netherlands. He had two months before school started at
Friedrich Wilhelm University in Berlin, and he wanted to see
as much of the Continent as he could in the interim.

Du Bois’s view of the relationship between blacks and
whites underwent a noteworthy change during his European
travels. “On mountain and valley, in home and school, I met
men and women as [ have never met them before,” he wrote in
his autobiography. “Slowly they became, not white folks, but
folks.” They treated him like the interesting, well-educated
young man he was—not, he said, “as a curiosity, or something
sub-human.”

At Harvard, Du Bois had learned to accept the inevitability
of racial separation. The people he met in Europe, however,
caused him to rethink his views on racism altogether and to
see prejudice and bigotry under a new light. He wrote, “I felt
myself standing, not against the world, but simply against
American narrowness and color prejudice, with the greater,
finer world at my back urging me on.”

Du Bois spent part of the summer in the German town of
Eisenach. There he became enamored of Dora Marbach, an
attractive young Dutch woman with black hair and blue eyes.
She was just as captivated by the dark American and told
Du Bois that she would like to marry him “at once.” Although
they never did wed—trying to endure an interracial marriage
in America was not a pleasant prospect for Du Bois—their
romance clearly left its mark on the black scholar. “I became
more human; learned the place in life of “‘Wine, Women,
and Song,” he later acknowledged. “I ceased to hate or suspect
people simply because they belonged to one race or color.”
That October, Du Bois began his studies in Berlin, the capital
of the German empire. At the university, he took courses in
economics, politics, and history. He supplemented his inten-
sive classroom learning by exploring the lively city that lay
beyond the school’s walls.
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“My attention from the first,” Du Bois said, “was focused
on democracy and democratic development; and upon the
problem of the admission of my people into the freedom of
democracy.” In Berlin, he met students from all around the
globe and listened carefully as they explained their world-
views. He attended meetings of Germany’s Socialist Party
and discovered as he traveled during school vacations that
oppression was not unique to the United States. He witnessed
national rivalries, the incredible poverty of the serfs of eastern
Europe (whose condition he considered worse than that of
Southern blacks), and racial antagonism (especially German
anti-Semitism, with its pronounced discrimination against
Jews) that was, he said, “only too familiar.”

Du Bois also noted how, despite the absence of overt racism
within their home societies, the European colonial powers
exploited the people of Africa. The superiority white Europeans
felt towards nonwhite peoples operated, it seemed to him, in
somewhat abstract terms. While tolerant and nondiscrimina-
tory in an individual, informal sense, Europeans nonetheless
believed themselves to be qualitatively better than the subject
peoples they imposed their rule upon. Thus, while gracious and
accepting of Du Bois as a person, his hosts rarely closed their
eyes to the young American’s black skin. Du Bois accepted this
paradox, but had no intention of overlooking its obvious conse-
quences. He might have found Europe more comfortable than
America, but in the European colonies the oppression of black
people was the same. Thus, in Du Bois’s mind, the destinies
of black Americans and Africans—both of whom suffered, one
under the heel of a racist social and political culture, the other
under the boot of white imperialism—were connected. Du Bois
took, from this point on, a global, international perspective
when it came to matters of race. He wrote on his 25th birthday,
for example, that he intended to “work for the rise of the Negro
people, taking for granted that their best development means
the best development of the world.”
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In mid-1893, the Slater Fund renewed Du Bois’s fellowship
for one more year of study abroad. He remained at the
university in Berlin, taking in the local culture and living
“more or less regularly,” as he later described it, with a young
German woman for about a year. Their relationship ended
for much the same reason that he had broken up with Dora
Marbach: He was unwilling to suffer the consequences of an
interracial marriage.

Du Bois’s fellowship ran out just as he was completing his
third semester at the German university. Doctoral candidates
were supposed to attend classes for five semesters before
they received their degree, and when the director of the Slater
Fund informed Du Bois in the spring of 1894 that his grant
was not being renewed for the coming school year, he packed
up his bags, dejected that he had to return home minus the
prized doctorate.

Even without an official piece of paper to herald his efforts,
Du Bois was ready to claim that his two years at Friedrich
Wilhelm University had put the finishing touches on his
formal education. “The years of preparation were over and
life was to begin,” he remarked. After a brief foray in Paris, he
crossed over to England and booked his passage back to the
United States.

As Du Bois boarded the SS Chester in June 1894, it was clear
from his appearance that his personal habits as well as his
thinking had been deeply influenced by his experiences in the
Old World. Like most European gentlemen, he wore a high
silk hat and white gloves and carried a cane. His beard and
mustache were trimmed in the style of the German emperor,
Wilhelm II. Even his brusque manner of speech had a
Germanic flavor. “I gained a respect for manners,” he offered
as an explanation of his newly adopted customs.

A highly polished, self-made scholar, Du Bois stood on the
deck of the ocean liner nine days later as it approached New
York harbor. The first thing he saw of his native land was the
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Statue of Liberty, then just 10 years old, holding its torch aloft
like a beacon of hope. For many, the massive sculpture was a
symbol of freedom. A little French girl who stood near Du Bois
seemed to know better. She pointed out that the statue had its
back turned toward America. He was home.
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The racial climate in the United States had deteriorated during
the two years that Du Bois was overseas, with the biggest shift
naturally taking place in the South, where about 90 percent of
the country’s black population lived. In 1892, a nationwide
economic depression caused agricultural prices to fall sharply.
Southern sharecroppers were hit especially hard by the declin-
ing economy. Most of the region’s farmers depended on a
single cash crop—cotton—for their living, and having to sell
their harvest at extremely low prices caused many of the farms
to fail completely. Immediately thereafter, out-of-work white
sharecroppers began to vie for the menial jobs that were
normally held by blacks. Racial tensions started to mount,
with the confrontations becoming increasingly hostile.

As the depression continued, black sharecroppers became
the target of white terrorists. Following the Civil War, millions
of freed slaves had rented parcels of land and took up tenant
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farming. Less than 30 years later, with the economy in turmoil
and most farmers desperate to provide for their families,
bands of white farmers decided to take matters into their own
hands and drive blacks off desirable tracts of land.

The conservative white leaders who came into political power
in the South, such as Pitchfork Ben Tillman, the governor of
South Carolina, went a step further. They wanted to return
blacks to slavelike conditions and worked to disfranchise black
voters; they encouraged a segregated society that sought to
keep blacks at the lowest possible social level; they even went
so far as to encourage lynchings in an attempt to intimidate
blacks into total subservience to white authority. In the 1890s,
a black was lynched every three days—the highest rate in
American history, and a murderous amount by any stretch of
the imagination.

After mixing freely with whites in Europe, Du Bois was rudely
reawakened by the treatment of blacks in the United States.
When the SS Chester docked in New York, he returned at once
to Great Barrington and began hunting for a job that would
help him become “a leader of my people.” Feeling that he was
best qualified to teach, he mailed off letters to black colleges
across the country, including Fisk University, Hampton Institute
in Virginia, Howard University in Washington, D.C., and
Tuskegee Institute in Alabama. “I was not exacting or hard to
please,” he recalled in his autobiography. “I just got down on
my knees and begged for work, anything and anywhere.”

In mid-August, Wilberforce University in Ohio offered
the 26-year-old Du Bois a position to teach Latin and Greek.
Although the classics was not his chief area of expertise, he
needed a job and accepted the post. His salary was set at a
modest $800 a year.

TEACHING AND TROUBLE AT WILBERFORCE
Du Bois arrived at Wilberforce with great expectations.
Admittedly “cocky and self-satistied,” he planned to offer a
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When Du Bois returned to America in 1892 after studying in
Europe, he found that conditions for blacks had deteriorated,
especially in the South. He hecame determined to use his
education and intellect to become a leader and help his race.
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class in sociology—the study of society, which was then in
its infancy as an academic discipline—to complement his
teaching of Latin and Greek. “I conceived the idea of applying
philosophy to an historical interpretation of race relations,”
he explained. The school refused to let him go ahead with his
plans, however, and he wound up teaching courses in German
and English along with the classics.

Du Bois worked hard at Wilberforce. He had high aspira-
tions for his students and demanded nearly as much from
them as he did from himself. Yet he failed to become one of
the most popular professors on the Ohio campus. Although
his willingness to work long hours and his excellent educa-
tional background stood him in good stead, his bearing and
outspoken nature sometimes caused problems. He arrived at
his classes and faculty meetings wearing a European silk hat
and gloves and carrying a cane—a style of dress that looked
out of place in Middle America. He was dapper and sharp
tongued and independent minded—traits that did not go
over well at a school run by the staid African Methodist
Episcopal church.

On one occasion, Du Bois created a furor while visiting a
student prayer meeting. As he entered the room, the group’s
leader told the other students that Du Bois would guide them
in prayer. “No, he won’t,” the professor responded, unwilling to
accept the impromptu religious practices that were a regular
part of campus life. His refusal angered the members of the
school board and almost cost him his job.

Du Bois’s religious convictions ultimately isolated him
from the rest of the community, yet he managed to put the
time he had to himself to good use. During his first year
at Wilberforce, he made a habit of staying in his room and
working on “The Suppression of the African Slave-Trade
to the United States of America, 1638—1870,” the doctoral
dissertation he had begun at Harvard University. In 1895,
the dissertation was accepted by Harvard, which awarded
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him a Ph.D. in philosophy. The text was published one year
later, in October 1896, as the first volume in a series of histor-
ical studies issued by the university. All told, the book received
some excellent reviews, especially from the Nation, which
called it “the authoritative work on the subject.”

By the time his first book was published, Du Bois had
agreed to leave Wilberforce and had accepted a one-year
offer to teach at the University of Pennsylvania. In addition
to serving as an assistant instructor in sociology at the
Philadelphia-based school, he was asked to perform extensive
social research on a local black neighborhood. Despite being
called “The City of Brotherly Love,” in 1896, Philadelphia
was facing grave racial problems, with one of its black
ghettos, the Seventh Ward, fast becoming a notorious center
for crime, violence, and poverty. Civic leaders were partic-
ularly interested in understanding the factors that led to
these developments and wanted Du Bois to investigate the
social structure of the black community. “The opportunity
opened at the University of Pennsylvania seemed just what
I wanted,” he said.

Accompanying Du Bois to Philadelphia was his new bride,
Nina Gomer. They had met earlier in the year at Wilberforce,
where she had been a student. “A slip of a girl, beautifully
dark-eyed,” according to Du Bois, she came from the sedate
community of Cedar Rapids, Iowa, a far cry from the dirty,
crime-ridden streets of Philadelphia.

The newlyweds rented a small apartment in the heart of
the Seventh Ward to facilitate Du Bois’s investigation of the
surrounding area. “Murder sat on our doorsteps” was the way
he described the world outside his home. Yet he set about his
research with enormous enthusiasm. “The Negro problem,” he
maintained, “was in my mind a matter of systematic investiga-
tion and intelligent understanding. The world was thinking
wrong about race, because it did not know. . . . The cure for it
was knowledge based on scientific investigation.”
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Du Bois worked entirely by himself on the research project.
He began by interviewing every household in the district,
block by block. Within a few months, he had questioned more
than 5,000 people about every aspect of their life: What is
your occupation? What kinds of jobs are you excluded from?
Do any of your children go to school? Most of the blacks he
interviewed resented being studied like some sort of exotic
species, yet he persisted.

By the end of 1897, Du Bois had compiled a tremendous
amount of information, piecing together two centuries’ worth
of Philadelphia history. The conclusions that he drew from
his findings were published two years later under the title
The Philadelphia Negro: A Social Study. Among Du Bois’s
most important assessments was that the city’s blacks were
“a symptom, not a cause; . . . a striving, palpitating group
and not an inert, sick body of crime.” They had few chances
for advancement because whites denied them such rights as
equal employment and fair housing.

White society was not entirely to blame. The plight of
Philadelphia’s black poor was made even worse by other blacks.
Du Bois’s research showed that a basic class system existed in
the black community, with middle-class blacks doing very
little to improve the life of their lower-class brethren. Chief
among the lapses of what he called the “black aristocracy”
was its failure to create jobs for black workers. “The better
classes of Negroes should recognize their duty toward the
masses,” he wrote in The Philadelphia Negro. He concluded
that blacks would emerge from oppression only when strong
leadership emerged to provide role models as well as a
political voice.

The first sociological study of a black ghetto to be published
in the United States, Du Bois’s book was hailed by a number of
scholarly journals, including the Yale Review, which called it
“a credit to American scholarship and a distinct and valuable
addition to the world’s stock of knowledge.” It remained just
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Du Bois married Nina Gomer in 1896, and the couple had their first
child, Burghardt Gomer, in 1897. That year, the family settled in
the South after Du Bois accepted a position at Atlanta University as a
professor and director of conferences on the issues of hlack urban life.

as highly regarded nearly 50 years later, when the noted
Swedish sociologist and economist Gunnar Myrdal claimed
that the study “best meets our requirements” for an examina-
tion of a black community. Yet this ground-breaking project
was ultimately ignored by the University of Pennsylvania,
which had commissioned the study. The school let Du Bois go
as soon as his fieldwork was finished in 1897.

DOWN SOUTH-AGAIN

That same year, the 29-year-old scholar was appointed
professor of history and economics at Atlanta University, a
black school in Georgia. Horace Bumstead, the president of
the school, had met Du Bois the year before, at an Alabama
conference on the life of rural blacks. Bumstead knew
of Du Bois’s research and told him about his plans for
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holding a conference that would focus on the problems of
black urban life. Du Bois was the ideal man for both jobs,
Bumstead said in offering him the dual post of teacher and
conference director.

In late 1897, Du Bois settled in the South for the second
time. With him were his wife, Nina, and their newborn son,
Burghardt Gomer, prompting Du Bois to approach his tenure
at Atlanta University as a time of elation and hope. The high
expectations of his students added wonderfully to the sense of
excitement. “Not at Berlin . . . not at Harvard nor Yale,” he
wrote, “is there an air of higher resolve or more unfettered
striving.” He felt instantly at home in Atlanta and dropped
most of the mannerisms that he had affected overseas. “I grew
more broadly human,” he said of his years at the university,
“made my closest and most holy friendships.” His deepest
friendship was with John Hope, a fellow teacher who later
became president of the school.

The field of black sociology was established under Du Bois’s
stewardship at Atlanta University. In May 1898, he launched
a series of annual conferences on the problems plaguing
black Americans. Two years earlier, the school had sponsored
a conference that bore little resemblance to the ambitious
program Du Bois put into operation. Much like the annual
conferences held at Tuskegee Institute, Hampton Institute,
and other Southern black schools, the Atlanta Conference of
1896 had been an inspirational meeting aimed at encourag-
ing specific types of social work for blacks. Du Bois, however,
was not interested in reform efforts that followed precon-
ceived notions. The main purpose of his Atlanta conference
was to gather concrete information and have it become
“a basis for further study,” he said, “rather than an organ of
social reform.”

Du Bois initially planned on researching 10 particular
subjects—among them religion, politics, education, and
population—over a 10-year period. After a decade, research
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would start again on the same topics—broadening and inten-
sifying the investigation as needed, decade after decade—until
an encyclopedia of black American life was created, representing
100 years of study. “Through this laboratory experiment I
hoped to make the laws of social living clearer, surer, and more
definite,” he said.

The enterprise continued with Du Bois at the helm for
20 years and was instrumental in transforming him into a
nationally known black scholar. After each conference, Atlanta
University published Du Bois’s studies. These annual publica-
tions—then the only available scientific studies on black life

William James

Born in 1842, William James was the energetic and thoroughly likable son
of Irish immigrants. Brother of the famous writer Henry James, William
was likewise broadly and deeply educated as a youth. His academic career
included periods of study in England and attendance at universities in
France, Germany, and Italy.

James demonstrated an interest and aptitude in many areas; his accom-
plishments came in psychology, philosophy, and religion. It was James’s
abiding interest in religious questions, however, that resulted in his best-
remembered hook, The Varieties of Religious Experience (1902). James
taught at Harvard while Du Bois was there, and the two men became fast
friends. The white professor and his young black student developed a close
relationship that included several dinners and receptions at James’s house
to which Du Bois was invited, a rarity at a time when racial segregation,
however informal, was the rule. Du Bois always prided himself on being
among the finest students of a man who helped change the contours of
American thought.

James’s contributions continue to be recognized today, and his works are
rightfully considered part of the American canon. His Principles of Psychology
(1890) and Pragmatism (1907) are still standard reading in the areas of
psychology and philosophy. James, who died in 1910, left an enduring mark
on all of those around him, none more so than Du Bois, whose thinking was
forever enriched by his patient and considerate teacher.
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in the entire world—were widely consulted by political leaders
and scholars. “I have just looked through the last installment
of your studies on the American Negro,” William James wrote
to Du Bois in 1907. “It is splendid scientific work.” Countless
other men of learning were quick to agree, especially in an
age when virtually all other published material about black
Americans was racist propaganda.

Du Bois did his best to counter these racist views. He
responded to the Georgia legislature’s attempt to disen-
franchise black voters by publishing an essay defending
black rights. He testified before an industrial commission
held by the House of Representatives in Washington, D.C.,
and called for improvement in the education of Southern
blacks. He spoke out against lynchings and Jim Crow
laws—segregation laws sanctioned by the U.S. Supreme
Court’s 1896 ruling that separate accommodations for
blacks and whites were legal as long as the separate facilities
were roughly equal in quality. These laws invariably permit-
ted state and city governments to treat black Americans as
second-class citizens.

As Du Bois watched racism and political oppression
increase in the United States, he seemed to be caught between
two movements: blacks who lobbied for racial solidarity
and decried integration, and blacks who denounced racial
separation and called for full assimilation into white
society. Du Bois, whose scientific method called for him
to base his conclusions on the information at hand, did
not join either faction. Instead, he adopted a position on
race relations that took into account his being both black
and American.

At the first convention of the American Negro Academy
in 1897, Du Bois stated to the other members of this small
organization of black scholars, “We are Americans, not only
by birth and citizenship, but by our political ideals, our
language, our religion. Farther than that, our Americanism
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does not go. At that point, we are Negroes, members of a vast
historic race . . . the first fruits of this new nation.” He urged
his fellow blacks to retain their cultural identity and to foster
black art and literature. Instead of practicing individual self-
reliance, they should cooperate economically with one another
and “buy black.” Above all, they should try to do things for
themselves rather than wait for civil rights bills to be passed on
their behalf.

In the midst of his call for social change, Du Bois suffered a
tragic loss. His son, Burghardt, died in the spring of 1899 after
succumbing to sewage pollution in the Atlanta water supply.
“The child’s death tore our lives in two,” Du Bois said of Nina
and himself. “I threw myself more completely into my work,
while most reason for living left the soul of my wife.”

Among the many projects Du Bois took on was an exhibit on
black American life slated to be shown at the Paris Exposition,
a huge world’s fair held in 1900. That spring, shortly before the
birth of his daughter, Yolande, he traveled to France to set up
the display and was duly rewarded for his efforts. The exhibit,
which occupied a small room, won a grand prize and added
to his growing international reputation as a scholar and a
champion of black America.

Toward the end of his second trip to Europe, Du Bois
met with a group of 32 men and women who shared an even
larger interest: advancing the civil rights of Africans and
their descendants around the globe. Convening in London,
England, they formed the Pan-African Association and named
Du Bois the organization’s chairman. He was the obvious
choice for the post. One of the first thinkers to promote
worldwide unity among blacks as a means for the African
colonies to gain their independence from the industrial
nations of Europe, he was regarded by his peers as the meet-
ing’s most distinguished delegate. Although the association
folded two years later, Du Bois remained devoted to the cause
of a free Africa, and he became known in the ensuing years as



Behind the Veil 45

the father of Pan-Africanism, a movement designed to give
blacks around the world a new center of racial gravity. In
Du Bois’ mind, collective, international action was the only
answer to the shared problems of oppression and exploita-
tion. This meant black governments as well as people.
What Du Bois envisioned was a worldwide cooperative
effort to address black issues and advance black interests.
Racism transcended borders; Du Bois planned for the response
to do likewise. Collaboration and the presentation of a united
front against racism everywhere was Du Bois’ end; the nascent
Pan-Africanism was the means.

Back in the United States, Du Bois made sure to air his
views on Pan-Africanism and other political and social
issues to the general public. In essays written for the Atlantic
Monthly, the New York Times Magazine, and other periodicals,
he discussed such topics as “Strivings of the Negro People,”
“The Freedmen’s Bureau,” and “The Black North.” In 1902, a
Chicago publisher approached Du Bois and offered to bring
out a collection of these essays. They were published one year

IN HIS OWN WORDS...

Du Bois passionately believed in the importance of higher education for
African Americans, something that was unavailable to the majority of blacks
until well into the twentieth century. However, to Du Bois, education involved
fostering certain ideals and philosophies, not just teaching facts. He
discussed these thoughts in his 1903 essay, “The Talented Tenth”:

Education is that whole system of human training within and without the
school house walls, which molds and develops men . . . Men of America,
the problem is plain before you. Here is a race transplanted through the
criminal foolishness of your fathers. Whether you like it or not, the million
[of blacks] are here and here they will remain. If you do not lift them up,
they will pull you down . . . Education must not simply teach work—it must
teach life.
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later under the title The Souls of Black Folk: Essays and Sketches,
and the book became Du Bois’s first literary success.

The 14 essays that make up The Souls of Black Folk had
little in common with Du Bois’s scholarly tracts. Written
with undeniable power and grace, each of these pieces came
across as an impassioned quest for racial identity. Indeed,
these urgent essays still strike a deep chord when they are
read today.

The book’s clever title suggests the probing nature of the
essays. Du Bois picked the word souls to indicate the divided
nature of black Americans: Being black as well as American,
they seemed to have two identities. The use of the double-
edged souls stood in sharp contrast to the term folk, which
emphasized that blacks nevertheless had an identity that
separated them from other Americans.

“After the Egyptian and Indian, the Greek and Roman,
the Teuton and Mongolian,” Du Bois wrote in the first chapter
of The Souls of Black Folk, “the Negro is a sort of Seventh son,
born with a veil, and gifted with second sight in this American
world.” The “veil” was the fabric of racism that kept blacks
concealed from whites, and it also kept blacks from seeing
themselves clearly. “It is a peculiar sensation, this double-
consciousness, this sense of always looking at oneself through
the eyes of others, of measuring one’s soul by the tape of the
world that looks on in amused contempt and pity,” Du Bois
acknowledged. “One ever feels his twoness—an American, a
Negro; two souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled strivings,
two warring ideals in one dark body, whose dogged strength
alone keeps it from being torn asunder.”

The book contained essays on a wide range of topics, includ-
ing religion, Negro spirituals, and slave life. Yet they all touched
on one major point. “The problem of the twentieth century is
the problem of the color line,” Du Bois wrote in “Of the Dawn
of Freedom,” the volume’s second essay. It was to become one
of his bluntest and best-known statements.
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WASHINGTON AND THE TUSKEGEE MODEL

“Of Mr. Booker T. Washington and Others,” which Du Bois
wrote specially for the collection, was the essay that gained
the most attention. Du Bois later described this piece as
“a frank evaluation” of the one black spokesman who had
gained the trust of white leaders. Indeed, Washington’s
actions had an impact on every black in America, above all
Du Bois, whom the Tuskegee principal came to view as his
chief rival.

Washington’s background could not have been more
different from Du Bois’s. Washington, who was born a slave in
Virginia before the Civil War, never had the advantages of an
early education. As a boy, he had been sent to the salt mines,
where he had managed to teach himself to read. He then
found work as a janitor at Hampton Normal and Agricultural
Institute, a black college in Virginia, where he also took
several classes and eventually became a teacher.

Unlike Washington, most former slaves became share-
croppers. Poor agricultural methods, fluctuating prices, and
an overreliance on cotton as a cash crop were just a few of the
problems that left black sharecroppers constantly in debt and
made it seem as though they had simply exchanged physical
slavery for financial slavery. Washington was sensitive to the
economic needs of these former slaves and wanted to teach
them how to make their land more productive. Accordingly, he
developed a philosophy of education that centered on the need
for job training.

The state of Alabama gave Washington the opportunity to
develop a program of industrial training. Because it did not
wish to integrate any of its schools, the state decided to create
a black institute of higher education and asked Washington to
head the new facility. Alabama then showed its true commit-
ment to higher education for blacks by denying Washington
every resource he needed to create the school other than the
land on which it was to stand.
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Tuskegee Normal and Industrial Institute held its first
classes inside a church in 1881. With the help of his fellow
teachers and students, Washington soon built a more perma-
nent school, brick by brick, in the town of Tuskegee. He
courted white philanthropists, such as steel baron Andrew
Carnegie, for the funds that supported the school, and he
assembled a topflight faculty by luring the scientist George
Washington Carver and other black scholars to rural
Alabama. By the turn of the century, Tuskegee had become
one of the nation’s most important black institutions, with
an enrollment of nearly 1,000 students and a teaching staff of
more than 100. Washington himself had become the country’s
leading black spokesman. (For additional information on
this institution and its leaders, enter “George Washington
Carver” or “Tuskegee Institute” into any search engine and
browse the sites listed.)

The key moment in Washington’s rise to national promi-
nence took place in 1895, at the Cotton States and Interna-
tional Exposition in Atlanta. Speaking before an audience of
blacks and whites, he called for blacks to put aside their
aspirations for political and social equality. Instead, he said,
they should take part in the South’s economic development
and focus on improving their industrial skills before
demanding a higher place in American society.

Washington promised the whites in the crowd that blacks, in
building their own industries, would loyally and unresentfully
participate in revitalizing the South. “The wisest among my
race understand that the agitation of questions of social
equality is the extremest folly,” he said. Social and political
equality would follow once blacks had made a substantial
economic contribution to the nation.

In effect, Washington was saying that blacks were willing
to accept racial segregation if whites agreed to let them
have their own institutions. Du Bois dubbed the speech the
“Atlanta Compromise” and saw others embrace it with great
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enthusiasm. U.S. president Grover Cleveland, for one, said
that the speech offered “new hope” for black Americans, and
most of the country’s policymakers seemed to agree. Before
long, Washington was being consulted on every aspect of the
“Negro problem.”

A number of influential blacks, including journalists
Ida Wells-Barnett and William Monroe Trotter, disagreed
vigorously with Washington’s sentiments and felt that his
views were a betrayal of their civil rights. Du Bois, however,
initially was sympathetic to Washington. The Philadelphia
Negro had also promoted the virtues of thrift and self-
reliance as solutions to the problems faced by blacks.
Moreover, Washington was proud of his race and was inter-
ested in black unity. Du Bois wrote that the Atlanta Compromise
“might be the basis of a real settlement between whites and
blacks in the South.”

By the early 1900s, racial relations in the United States had
continued to worsen, and a growing number of blacks believed
that Washington had contributed significantly to this down-
ward turn of events. Blacks faced stiffer segregation laws and
enjoyed fewer voting privileges than they had in decades.
Washington’s thinking had grown more rigid in the process.
He failed to support black voting rights and lobbied for
agricultural and industrial training at the expense of higher
learning—an attitude that clearly irritated Du Bois and the
growing, younger class of educated blacks.

To make matters worse, Washington took advantage of his
position of power to create an influential network that became
known as the Tuskegee machine. This widespread group of
supporters, which included congressmen, philanthropists, and
educators, spread his doctrines, promoted those who thought
as he did, and sabotaged the careers of his opponents. “After
a time,” Du Bois noted, “almost no Negro institution could
collect funds without the recommendation or acquiescence of
Mr. Washington.”
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Du Bois had been in contact with the nation’s leading black
spokesman as early as 1894, when the job-hunting scholar had
declined a spot on the Tuskegee faculty because he had just
promised to teach at Wilberforce. Eight years later, he again
came close to working at Tuskegee, when the industrialist
William Henry Baldwin, the school’s most powerful trustee,
recruited him for a position at the institute. Du Bois sat
through two interviews with Washington in New York but did
not pursue the job any further because the exact nature of the
post was never defined.

That same year, Du Bois was all set to edit a national
journal focusing on black issues. When he indicated to the
periodical’s financial backers, who were Washington support-
ers, that his editor’s pen would not necessarily follow the
principles of Washington’s philosophy, they abruptly canceled
the project. More and more, it seemed to Du Bois, the
Tuskegee machine was looking to silence its critics without
regard to their right to free speech.

A resentful Du Bois wrote “Of Mr. Booker T. Washington
and Others” in an attempt to stop the steamroller effect of
the Tuskegee machine. The essay supported Washington’s
encouragement of thrift and economic growth but went
on to criticize other aspects of the Tuskegee philosophy.
Du Bois argued that Washington’s program was “a gospel
of work and money” that denied “the higher aims of life”
and “tended to shift the burden of the Negro problem to
the Negro’s shoulders.” Moreover, the constant promotion
of industrial training jeopardized the development of
black higher education and thus prevented black leadership
from emerging.

Du Bois lashed out at Washington’s “old attitude of
adjustment and submission” and proposed an alternative.
He said that the educated black elite, the small percentage
of black intellectuals whom he referred to as “the Talented
Tenth,” should provide the strong leadership that the
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nation’s blacks so desperately needed. “The Negro race, like
all races, is going to be saved by its exceptional men,” he
wrote. Rather than attempt to secure good jobs and generate
wealth (as Washington wanted them to), Du Bois insisted
that middle-class blacks use their advanced knowledge of
modern culture to lead the struggle for black rights. The
Talented Tenth theory, which grew out of the conclusions
Du Bois had reached in The Philadelphia Negro, seemed to him
the only way to supplant white—and thus Washington’s—
leadership.

The Tuskegee machine immediately went into action to
discredit Du Bois’s claims against Washington. Black news-
papers attacked the 35-year-old professor for his “petty
annoyances.” One periodical even asked Atlanta University
president Horace Bumstead to silence the “ill-advised criticisms
of the learned Doctor.”

The attacks on Du Bois continued through the spring of
1903 and reached a climax in July, when Washington gave an

IN HIS OWN WORDS. ..

From a young age Du Bois had a thirst for knowledge and hoped to use his
intellect to analyze the source of and find solutions to the racial, economic,
and societal issues in America. In his 1902 essay “Of the Training of Black
Men,” he discussed one theory of African Americans in the twentieth century:

The problem of the twentieth century is the problem of the color line; the rela-
tion of the darker to the lighter races of men in Asia and Africa, in America and
the islands of the sea. . . . | have seen a land right merry with the sun; where
children sing, and rolling hills lie like passioned women, wanton with harvest.
And there in the King’s Highway sat and sits a figure, veiled and bowed, by
which the traveler’s footsteps hasten as they go . . . . Three centuries’ thought
has heen the raising and unveiling of that howed human heart, and now,
behold, my fellows, a century new for the duty and the deed. The problem of
the twentieth century is the problem of the color line.
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address before 2,000 listeners in Boston. William Monroe
Trotter, one of Du Bois’s Harvard classmates and cofounder of
a liberal black newspaper, the Boston Guardian, disrupted the
speech and was subsequently arrested and imprisoned. When
Du Bois stated that Trotter’s monthlong jail term was far too
heavy a sentence, Washington concluded incorrectly that
Du Bois had been behind the disturbance and stepped up
his campaign of retaliation. Washington told the white
philanthropists who supported Atlanta University that they
should stop funding the college.

Despite these shows of power, which further antagonized
Du Bois and other liberal blacks, Washington hoped to
resolve his differences with his opponents. Accordingly, in
January 1904 he sponsored a huge conference of prominent
black leaders in New York’s Carnegie Hall that was to be,
he said, “the most important, serious and far-reaching in the
history of our people.” Yet the three-day conference proved
to be a one-sided affair. Washington and his followers—
including Andrew Carnegie, William Henry Baldwin, and
Oswald Garrison Villard, editor of the New York Evening
Post and grandson of the noted abolitionist William Lloyd
Garrison—seized control of the meetings and garnered
most of the spots on the Committee of Twelve, an execu-
tive group that was to act as a national steering committee
for blacks.

Du Bois tried to work with the committee but found
his path continually blocked by Washington’s supporters.
In April 1904, he finally gave up and attacked Washington
in print. Du Bois charged that Washington had bribed a
number of black newspapers to make them support the
Tuskegee philosophy. America’s leading black spokesman,
Du Bois claimed, “was seeking not the welfare of the Negro
race but personal power.”

Du Bois’s attacks on Washington were accurate, yet
they did little to displace the Tuskegee principal from his
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position of influence. To accomplish that, Du Bois realized,
he would have to take a completely different tack. He had
been suggesting for years that new black leadership was
needed. Now it was up to him to step forward and see that
it emerged.
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In June 1905, Du Bois boldly issued a call “for organized
determination and aggressive action on the part of men who
believe in Negro freedom and growth.” The appeal was not
very far-reaching, but it was not meant to be. Du Bois limited
the call to a select group of influential blacks, asking them to
convene the following month in a remote location—Fort Erie,
Ontario, close to Niagara Falls—to discuss the current state of
black affairs.

Booker T. Washington soon found out about the Canadian
conference and made certain that the black press gave it little
coverage. He also pressured a number of blacks into avoiding
the summit. Still, 29 men and women from 14 states answered
Du Bois’s call and gave rise to an organization known as
the Niagara Movement. Among the objectives that they
established at their first conference were “freedom of speech

»

and criticism,” “the abolition of all caste distinctions based
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simply on race or color,” and “the recognition of the principle
of human brotherhood.”

Acknowledging that the infant organization was extremely
small in comparison with the powerful Tuskegee machine,
Du Bois launched a liberal journal, the Moon: Illustrated
Weekly, to publicize the Niagara Movement’s views. The first
issue, published in December 1905, failed to reach a large
audience, and the magazine ground to a halt a half year later.
Du Bois then started up another journal, Horizon, which was
slightly more successful. It lasted for three years.

Du Bois supplemented his editorial work by writing
articles on black issues for some of the nation’s leading
magazines, including the Nation, Collier’s, and Dial. He
tackled lengthier projects as well. In 1903, he published a
Bibliography of Negro Folk Songs, a compilation of black
spirituals. The following year, he started work on a novel,
The Quest of the Silver Fleece. In 1905, he began writing John
Brown, a biography of the white abolitionist who led a slave
uprising at Harpers Ferry, West Virginia, in 1859; it was
published four years later.

“My career as a scientist,” Du Bois noted in his autobi-
ography, “was to be swallowed up in my role as master of
propaganda.” Atlanta University’s mounting financial
worries did not make his situation any easier. Washington’s
continued opposition to Du Bois resulted in a decrease in
funds coming into the school, which made it increasingly
difficult for the Atlanta-based scholar to organize the univer-
sity’s annual conferences.

Yet Du Bois continued to criticize the Tuskegee philosophy,
and Washington continued to attack the Niagara Movement.
Despite the small size of the rival organization, Washington
was disturbed by its existence and attempted to crush the
movement in a variety of unscrupulous ways, including
getting his supporters to infiltrate the Niagarites’ second
conference, held in 1906 at Harpers Ferry. By that time,
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W.E.B. Du Bois in a 1918 portrait. Du Bois often had trouble
finding support for his ideas hecause, unlike other black
thinkers and reformers of the time, he advocated taking
strong actions to promote equality and prevent racism.

the membership of the Niagara Movement had grown to
170 people, all of them obvious examples of Du Bois’s
Talented Tenth.
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In the end, the battle between the Tuskegee machine
and the Niagara Movement to gain the support of America’s
blacks proved to be a one-sided contest. Washington had few
problems containing his opposition, and by 1908 various
members of the Niagara group had started to jump ship
and join other civil rights organizations, most notably the
interracial Constitution League. Du Bois accepted part of
the blame. “I was no natural leader of men,” he wrote in
Dusk of Dawn. “I could not slap people on the back and
make friends of strangers.”

As the Niagara Movement began to wane, a rising tide of
racial violence created a new set of problems for Washington.
In August 1906, the nation’s attention was captured by a race
riot in Brownsville, Texas, which resulted in the dishonorable
discharge of the black army troops stationed there. One
month later, another attack on blacks occurred in Atlanta. The
Tuskegee machine was predictably ineffective in combating
the forces of white racism.

If there was any further need to dramatize the necessity
of having a strong organization to lobby for and protect
black rights, it came in 1908, when the white journalist
William English Walling witnessed an assault on blacks in
Springfield, Illinois, the resting place of “the Great Emanci-
pator,” Abraham Lincoln. Walling was so outraged by the riot
that he challenged white liberals to take up the fight for
racial justice. “We must come to treat the Negro on a plane
of absolute political and social equality,” he wrote in an essay,
“or [white supremacists James] Vardaman and [Pitchfork
Ben] Tillman will soon have transferred the Race War to
the North.”

Walling’s challenge was answered by 43-year-old Mary
Ovington, a white social reformer. Du Bois had been in
contact with her since 1904, when she had asked for his advice
in undertaking a sociological study of black New Yorkers.
They met the following year at the annual Atlanta Conference,
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and thereafter her commitment to black civil rights never
wavered. In response to Walling’s essay, she organized—with
the help of Walling and the social worker Dr. Henry
Moskowitz—a conference on the status of blacks in the
United States. Oswald Garrison Villard, a former Washington
supporter, issued the call for a National Negro Committee for
black advancement. Sixty people attended its first session,
which was held on May 31, 1909, in New York.

DU BOIS AND THE NAACP

Some of Washington’s most ardent critics, especially William
Monroe Trotter, were suspicious of the aims of the white-
dominated conference. Du Bois, however, refused to let slip
away an opportunity to speak to a roomful of social activists,
even if many of them were Washington backers. In his address
to the assembly, he carefully outlined his objections to the
Tuskegee philosophy and asserted the need for black equality.
“I was more impressed with him than ever before,” Villard
noted afterward.

Du Bois was enthusiastic as well. He believed that the
National Negro Committee marked “a new alliance between
social workers and reformers.” A Committee of 40, a steering
group that included Du Bois, was formed to map out the
workings of the association. Shortly thereafter, it established a
permanent organization, the National Association for the
Advancement of Colored People (NAACP).

The members of the NAACP elected their national officers
at a conference in May 1910. Moorfield Storey, a prominent
lawyer, was made president, Walling was named head of the
executive committee, and Villard became disbursing treasurer.
Du Bois was given the position of director of publicity and
research—the only black to be offered a position on the new
organization’s board.

Three months later, Du Bois left Atlanta and moved with
Nina and 10-year-old Yolande to New York City, where the
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NAACP had its headquarters. They stayed with one of his
former students in Brooklyn, and each day Du Bois traveled to
the NAACP office, located on Vesey Street in Manhattan.

Life in the thriving city was vastly different from the world
Du Bois had experienced on the secluded campus of Atlanta
University. Racial segregation was far less conspicuous in New
York. “All the days of their lives they had heard about it,” the
poet Paul Laurence Dunbar said in describing how most black
Americans regarded the nation’s largest city, “and it seemed to

National Association for the
Advancement of Colored People

A shining example of organized political action by a determined racial minority,
the NAACP represented a hold step toward justice and equality. Founded in
1909-1910, the association initially worked not only to stop the epidemic
of lynching that swept through large parts of the United States in the early
twentieth century but also to end racial segregation. As an activist organiza-
tion, the NAACP assumed a very high public profile, as exemplified by its
flagship publication, the Crisis, edited by W.E.B. Du Bois.

The Crisis spoke openly and forcefully to blacks and sympathetic whites
about American racism. Using the Crisis to communicate its message to the
largest possible audience, the association led the fight against institutional-
ized racism and violence during the decades hefore and during World War II.
After the war, the NAACP moved into the nation’s courtrooms, growing
stronger in the process. By the mid-1950s, it had become a formidable
weapon in the struggle for black civil rights. NAACP lawyers throughout the
country defended wrongfully accused people and fought to change public
policy. The group’s most stunning and famous victory came in the 1954
Supreme Court decision Brown v. Board of Education, which ruled that the
concept of “separate but equal” was unconstitutional and put an end to
formal, legal segregation in the nation’s schools.

The 1960s witnessed the rise of a new militancy among young blacks.
The Black Power movement drew off some support and threatened to make
the relatively conservative NAACP irrelevant. The association survived the
radical challenge, though, and today continues to work for justice and to
serve as a hulwark against discrimination.
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them the center of all the glory, all the wealth, and all the
freedom of the world.”

New York was not quite the paradise many blacks made it
out to be—racism was practiced there as much as in other
Northern centers—but the bustling city did have its attrac-
tions. Chief among them was Harlem, a northern district
with plenty of affordable housing. In 1910, the same year
that Du Bois arrived in New York, blacks began to move
to Harlem in increasingly large numbers. By the end of the
decade, they had managed to turn it into the largest and
liveliest black community in the country, filling it with a
variety of black institutions and organizations.

As NAACP director of publicity and research, Du Bois was
anxious to make his mark on Harlem and other black com-
munities. Stepping “out of my ivory tower of statistics and
investigation,” he later wrote in Dusk of Dawn, “I sought with
bare hands to lift the earth and put it in the path in which I
conceived it ought to go.” His main project was establishing a
monthly journal that would “set forth those facts and argu-
ments which show the danger of race prejudice, particularly
as manifested toward colored people,” he explained in the
first issue of the monthly, which he called the Crisis. “It takes
its name from the fact that the editors believe that this is a
critical time.”

Du Bois outlined the journal’s makeup in his very first
editorial. “It will record important happenings and movements
in the world which bear on the great problem of interracial
relations,” he wrote. It would also serve as a review of opinion
and literature and feature an editorial page that would “stand
for the rights of men.”

An enthusiastic Du Bois ordered the printing of a thousand
copies for the first issue, which he had ready by November
1910. It was sold by mail, in bookstores, and later at some
newsstands. He figured that its only readers would be
members of the Talented Tenth. The Crisis, however,
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Shortly after the establishment of the NAACP, Du Bois hegan the publication
of a monthly journal, the Crisis. The journal, whose office is seen here,

served to publicize the organization’s activities as well as draw attention
to issues of race relations.

appealed to a wider audience, from Northern liberals to rural
blacks in the South, and the circulation of subsequent issues
increased dramatically. By the following year, 16,000 copies
were being printed, and within 10 years the circulation
surged to 100,000.

NAACP board members noted how effectively the Crisis
publicized the association’s activities. With the growth of the
journal came a significant rise in the organization’s member-
ship, and branch offices soon sprang up across the country. By
the end of its first decade, the NAACP had approximately
90,000 members.

The militant tone of the Crisis, which was new for black
journalism, was largely responsible for attracting so many
readers. The monthly features were designed to interest a large
readership as well. Each issue included brief biographies of
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prominent blacks, a column on recommended reading, and an
educational and legal directory. Another regular feature was a
list of the names and addresses of the NAACP leadership so
readers knew where to reach the association.

The Crisis may have been the NAACP’s official organ,
but Du Bois controlled its contents and made certain that it
reflected his own views. His ability to gain absolute authority
over the journal was a startling accomplishment considering
that the organization was ruled principally by whites and
depended chiefly on white philanthropists for its funds. Yet it
was difficult to argue with the success of his approach.

As each issue reached the public, it became more and more
obvious that Du Bois had a remarkable ability for absorbing
and commenting on all aspects of society. His articles and
editorials covered a wide range of topics—among them
politics, business, health, education, literature, and music.
There was only one subject that did not receive the full brunt
of his editor’s pen. In keeping with the moderate feelings
of the organization’s board, the journal did not become an
anti-Washington periodical.

Nevertheless, Washington made a number of attempts to
silence the Crisis. He attacked the NAACP whenever he had the

IN HIS OWN WORDS...

As director of the Crisis, the NAACP’s monthly journal, Du Bois wrote essays
and selected other content that expressed his support of active opposition to
racism and white supermacy by blacks. In a 1911 editorial for the journal
that reflected the increasing spirit of resistance to discrimination in America,
he wrote:

The great day is coming. We have crawled and pleaded for justice and we
have been cheerfully spat upon and murdered and burned. We will not
endure it forever. If we are to die, in God’s name let us perish like men . . .
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chance and went so far as to encourage journalist T. Thomas
Fortune to turn his New York Age into a rival black paper.
“When we get done with Dr. Du Bois,” Washington said, “I am
sure that he will have some trouble in handing over leadership
of the race to white men.”

Washington, however, was the first one to fall. In March
1911, he went looking for a friend in a New York apartment
building and accidentally entered the residence of a white man
named Henry Ulrich. Believing that Washington was there to
burglarize his apartment, Ulrich grabbed a walking stick and
beat the nation’s most noted black. Washington responded to
Ulrich’s attack by filing an assault charge. Yet the Tuskegee
principal was so evasive with his answers during the trial that
a cloud of doubt settled over his integrity, and his political
influence began to decline.

Things got worse for Washington the following year.
Woodrow Wilson’s election to the presidency in 1912 marked
the first time in more than 15 years that the nation was headed
by the Democratic rather than the Republican Party, which
ardently supported Washington’s views. Many of the big
wheels in the Tuskegee machine who had spent years attaining
their political clout soon fell out of power.

By the time Washington died, on November 13, 1915, in
Tuskegee, many of his supporters had joined the NAACP
camp. Worsening racial conditions in the South, where
segregation laws were being tightened and lynchings were
still being practiced, prompted the realization that a bolder
approach than the Tuskegee philosophy was desperately needed.
“He was the greatest Negro leader since [the abolitionist]
Frederick Douglass,” Du Bois wrote in the Crisis one month
after Washington’s death. “On the other hand, in stern justice,
we must lay on the soul of this man, a heavy responsibility
for the consummation of Negro disfranchisement, the
decline of the Negro college and public school and the firmer
establishment of color caste.”
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With Washington gone from the scene, Du Bois was
regarded by many as the outstanding black leader in the
United States. Yet his relationship with most NAACP board
members was frequently strained in spite of his lofty status.
As the months passed and the viewpoint of his editorials
became evident, they sought to dissociate themselves from
his opinions. Villard, never a strong supporter of the black
scholar, especially disliked having Du Bois as the sole voice
of the Crisis.

In September 1911, Du Bois wrote in the Crisis that blacks
should arm themselves during racist attacks. “We have crawled
and pleaded for justice and we have been cheerfully spat upon
and murdered and burned,” his editorial argued. “If we are
to die, in God’s name let us perish like men and not like bales
of hay” The statement made Villard, who served as board
chairman, very nervous, and he let Du Bois know about it.

Villard was also irritated by Du Bois’s practice of listing
the previous month’s lynchings in each issue of the journal.
In March 1913, he ordered Du Bois to print “a list of Negro
crimes” alongside the lynching totals. Du Bois refused,
prompting Villard to inform the other board members that
the editor’s lack of cooperation was jeopardizing the asso-
ciation. Du Bois later complained to Ovington that Villard
“is used to advising colored men and giving them orders
and he simply cannot bring himself to work with one as an
equal.” He knew Villard’s participation in the NAACP was
vitally important to its fund-raising efforts. That was not
enough to make Du Bois relinquish control of the Crisis. If
his thinking was sometimes too forward for those around
him, so be it.

In January 1914, just when the disagreements between the
two men seemed ready to divide the organization, Villard
resigned from the board. Joel Spingarn took his place as
chairman and helped smooth things over with Du Bois, who
had been insisting that some of the white board members
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were dragging their feet in the civil rights struggle. In early
1916, the board agreed to guarantee Du Bois absolute control
over the Crisis.

In August of that same year, Spingarn sponsored a three-
day conference at his farm in Amenia, New York, that brought
together the various factions of the black rights movement.
“It marks the birth of a new spirit of united purpose and
effort that will have far-reaching results,” the New York Age
said of the Amenia Conference. It was an opinion that was
echoed by Robert Moton (Washington’s replacement as
Tuskegee principal), John Hope, William Monroe Trotter, and
Du Bois, who were among the more than 50 prominent black
leaders in attendance.

James Weldon Johnson, a well-regarded black author and
diplomat, was also there to support the Amenia resolutions,
which called for higher education and complete political
freedom for blacks. Four months after the conference, the
NAACP named him its field secretary and gave him the
responsibility of setting up additional branches and recruit-
ing new members. Du Bois called Johnson’s appointment
“entirely desirable.”

In December 1916, the NAACP also decided to act on
Du Bois’s request and publish material about the organization
in a newsletter, the Branch Bulletin, completely freeing up the
Crisis for broader matters. Du Bois remained the driving force
behind the journal. When he entered the hospital in late 1916
and early 1917 for two operations that resulted in his losing
a kidney, Spingarn wrote in the Crisis, “I walked out of the
hospital, thinking of all that it would mean for 12 million
people if this champion of theirs were not permitted to live.
Others might wield brilliant pens; others would speak with
something of his quiet eloquence. But never again could these
millions find another leader exactly like him.”

Although Spingarn and Ovington supported Du Bois,
the NAACP board members who deemed him too radical
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spurred the editor to look outside the association and coor-
dinate with other activist groups. Du Bois formed links
with feminists, birth control advocates, socialists, and others
during his first decade in New York. Greenwich Village, New
York’s center of cultural and intellectual life, was where he
met many of the men and women interested in promoting
social change.

THE RADICAL ALTERNATIVE

After the turn of the century, American industries enjoyed a
boom that changed the nation’s entire makeup and led to the
Progressive Era, a period that began in the second decade of
the twentieth century. Southern migrants seeking work arrived
in Northern industrial centers. Cities grew in population, and
the influx of job seekers created a considerable number of
social problems, especially in the areas of housing and labor.
Socially minded intellectuals like Du Bois attempted to address
these ills.

The more radical activists maintained that America’s social
problems were caused by a concentration of wealth in the
hands of a small group of people that exploited the masses.
Europe had been struggling with a similar situation for some
time, and there the leaders of urban workers embraced the
idea of socialism, a system in which the means of production
and distribution of goods are owned and controlled by the
state. Before long, several Greenwich Village activists started
spreading strong socialist messages, and Du Bois listened to
their arguments.

Socialism in the United States was not confined to the
cities. Wherever people worked for low wages—the mines of
West Virginia, the steel mills in Pittsburgh—the Socialist
Party took hold. By 1912, it claimed to have 118,000 members,
and the steady rise in the party membership prompted
Du Bois, a Republican, to reconsider his political views. For
several years, he had been disenchanted with his party, which
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had been the traditional party of black Americans ever since
the days of Abraham Lincoln. When Eugene V. Debs, the
charismatic Socialist Party leader, declared in 1911 that his
party was a friend of the black worker, Du Bois decided to
join its ranks.

Du Bois was not a radical socialist. He supported organized
labor and lobbied strongly for women’s rights, but he did not
believe that all industries needed to be owned by the state—
only those that provided essential services. Socialism, he felt,
would free people from their obsession with material acquisi-
tion and allow them the opportunity to focus on spiritual and
intellectual pursuits. He expressed many of these hopes in his
first novel, The Quest of the Silver Fleece, which was published
in 1911.

Nevertheless, Du Bois ended his association with the Socialist
Party after one year. He supported Woodrow Wilson, the
Democratic nominee for president, over Debs in the 1912
election because he felt Wilson had a realistic chance of beat-
ing the incumbent president, William Howard Taft. Du Bois,
as always, based his decision on the best interests of his race.
Wilson had promised to appoint blacks in his administration.
As it turned out, Wilson proved to be a severe disappointment
to Du Bois, who never rejoined the Socialist Party but
remained committed to the socialist cause.

When World War I broke out in 1914, Du Bois supported
the Socialist Party’s stand that the United States should avoid
getting involved in the conflict. Party members saw the war
as a struggle between crumbling European empires, with the
working class serving as cannon fodder. Since his days in
Berlin, Du Bois had observed the relations between European
nations and their colonies, and he saw the war as an attempt by
the imperial powers to exert greater control over their interests
in Africa and Asia. Whites were fighting, he wrote in 1915, “to

M

share the spoils of exploiting ‘chinks and niggers.”” That same

year, he published The Negro, a cultural and political history
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of the black race that discussed his views of the Pan-African
movement in greater detail.

The Crisis covered the war extensively, and the coverage
reflected Du Bois’s continuing interest in Pan-Africanism.
He hoped that the European empires would weaken to such
an extent that their colonies would have the opportunity
to rebel. When the United States entered the war in 1917,
Du Bois rejected the Socialist Party’s position and supported

DID YOU KNOw?

Du Bois’ radical impulses pushed him farther to the left on
the political spectrum with each passing year of his long and
illustrious career. The Pan-Africanism of his youth inexorably
led to socialism as Du Bois matured. As time wore on, Du Bois
expanded his vision beyond race to encompass humanity as a
whole. Justice and freedom became global issues for him; their
benefits, Du Bois came to helieve, had to apply universally. He
also concluded that in addition to race, economic systems
served as tools of oppression, not just in the United States but
around the world.

As early as 1910, Du Bois demonstrated an interest in radical
social reform. At an Atlanta University prayer breakfast, for
example, Du Bois unabashedly linked the African-American
plight to that of Russian peasant farmers and lauded the revolu-
tionaries who sought to improve the lot of the people in what
later became the Soviet Union. Tyranny was the same, he argued,
whether the victim was a black sharecropper in the American
South or an impoverished villager on the Russian steppes (vast,
treeless areas of land).

After World War |, Du Bois hecame even more firmly convinced
that socialism offered hope for a better world, although he
denounced Communism as a political model. By 1921, in fact,
Du Bois publicly declared both his socialist convictions and his
disdain for Communism. “The workers of the world are,” he
claimed, “ignorant, inexperienced men . . . It is not for a moment
to be assumed that the movements into which they are drawn . . .
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American involvement. He wrote in a Crisis editorial in
August 1918, “This is our country: We have worked for it,
we have suffered for it, we have fought for it,” and added,
“then this is our war.”

Du Bois believed that, if black Americans fought for
democracy, then whites would be pressured into allowing
blacks to enjoy the full benefits of democracy. In addition,
he saw the war as an opportunity for black soldiers to show

are necessarily best for them.” Du Bois’s position implied a con-
servative caution that drew the ire of black leaders who argued
for more extreme action. A. Philip Randolph and Chandler Owen,
editors of the Messenger, viciously attacked Du Bois in the
pages of their newspaper. Cyril Briggs, founder of the African
Blood Brotherhood and editor of the Crusader, called Du Bois
one of the “old Negroes.” Briggs fumed that Du Bois’s “abject
crawling and pleading have availed the Cause nothing.” Du Bois,
for his part responded to the criticisms of black poet Claude
McKay by saying that it was “foolish . . . to join a revolution
which we do not at present understand.” Du Bois reminded
blacks how their white neighbors responded when threatened. If
blacks gave into the urge to follow a Communist line, Du Bois
argued, America would “unite as one fist to crush [blacks] and
them alone.”

By the 1960s, however, Du Bois had made stunning about-face.
As racism in the United States persisted, Du Bois’s admiration
for the successful revolutions in China and Cuba and the social
programs in Eastern Europe grew. Despite his earlier misgivings,
Du Bois converted to the belief that Communism, as it was then
applied, represented the full and final realization of the socialist
promise. He completed his transformation by announcing,
“l believe in Communism.” Du Bois acted on this faith when,
in October 1961, he joined the American Communist Party.
“Communism,” Du Bois now claimed, was “the only way of human
life.” He held to this belief until his death.
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that they were competent and courageous and able to coop-
erate with whites. The army remained segregated, however,
and in most cases the war did little to advance the cause of
equal rights.

World War I improved the prospects of black Americans in
only a few ways. Recruitment for the war effort depleted the
white labor force and opened up jobs for many blacks in the
industrial North. As had happened in the early 1900s, droves
of blacks once again left the South for urban centers, where
they became accustomed to a higher standard of living and
developed advanced job skills. Moreover, the black American
soldiers who fought in Europe became accustomed to cultures
that did not segregate blacks—an eye-opening experience that
contributed to a new sense of self-esteem among the returning
troops. This rise in black expectations began to emerge after
the war, especially in Harlem, which flourished as a black
community in the 1920s.

For the most part, though, the end of the war brought
racial strife. White troops returning from the European front
in 1918 found that blacks had taken their jobs and were
willing to work for less pay. These white laborers eventually
expressed their discontent in vicious racial attacks during the
bloody “red summer” of 1919, when race riots erupted in
more than 20 cities.

Du Bois’s call for blacks to close ranks and take part in the
war effort was belittled by most socialists. “No intelligent
Negro is willing to lay down his life for the United States as it
now exists,” avowed the Messenger, a radical journal founded
by the Socialists A. Philip Randolph and Chandler Owen. They
and many of their supporters viewed Du Bois as an accommo-
dationist, much like his former rival, Booker T. Washington,
had been.

Du Bois, however, was skeptical that America was ready
for revolutionary changes. In Russia, where a widespread
revolt had taken place in 1917, the lines in the class struggle
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had been clearly drawn: the workers versus the rich. An
armed struggle in the United States, though, was not only
impractical but objectionable. It was unreasonable to
assume that white workers would join forces with black
laborers and fight a class war, Du Bois argued. “We expect . . .
changes to come mainly through reason, human sympathy,
and the education of children,” he added in a Crisis editorial,
“and not by murder.”

Du Bois agitated for social change in other ways. In
December 1918, the NAACP sent the 50-year-old editor to
the Paris Peace Conference, which got under way the follow-
ing January and was supposed to settle the issues raised by
War World I. Realizing that many other foreign dignitaries
were gathered in France’s capital city, he organized a Pan-
African Congress that met for three days in February. The
57 men and women who attended the congress issued a call
for the “international protection” of all blacks: “They should
be accorded the same rights as their fellow-citizens; they
shall not be denied on account of race or color a voice in
their own Government.” Yet Du Bois’ underlying emphasis
was on providing racial focal point for black Americans.
In concert with their brothers and sisters around the globe,
black Americans would experience genuine uplift and progress.
Du Bois stated emphatically that “the African movement
means to us what the Zionist movement must mean to
Jews, the centralization of race effort and the recognition
of a racial fount.” Despite Du Bois’s claim that the Pan-
African movement acquired many influential supporters
after this summit, the first Pan-African Congress, like all of
its subsequent meetings, brought few substantial gains for
blacks. (For additional information on the first Pan-African
Congress, enter “Pan-African Congress Paris” into any search
engine and browse the sites listed.)

Du Bois returned from overseas eager to see American
society embark on an era of postwar reconstruction and
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During his trip to France for the Paris Peace Conference in 1919,

Du Bois organized the first Pan-African Congress. In this photograph,
dignitaries and speakers from around the world gather at the second
Congress, held in Belgium in 1921. Although it had many supporters,
the Congress unfortunately did not result in substantial changes in
the black community.

more generous legal measures in support of blacks—similar
to what had taken place in the nation immediately after
the Civil War. “We return from the slavery of the uniform
which the world’s madness demanded us to don to the
freedom of civil garb,” he wrote in the May 1919 issue of the
Crisis, asking black Americans to “marshal every ounce of
our brain and brawn to fight a sterner, longer, more
unbending battle against the forces of hell in our own land.
We return. We return from fighting. We return fighting. Make
way for Democracy!”

Yet the militant tone of this Crisis editorial alarmed the U.S.
government, which briefly stopped the May issue from being
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distributed through the mail. Du Bois’s alleged disloyalty was
then taken up by South Carolina congressman James Byrnes,
who argued that the inflammatory writings of the NAACP’s
director of publicity and research had caused the postwar
race riots. Byrnes sought unsuccessfully to indict Du Bois for
espionage. Radical socialists continued to attack him as well.

Similar conflicts hounded Du Bois throughout the 1920s.
“It was thus a decade of infinite effort and discouraging
turmoil,” he wrote in his autobiography. He refused to have it
otherwise. “I had to be a part of the revolution through which
the world was going and to feel in my own soul the scars of its
battles,” he said.

As fate would have it, one of Du Bois’s first skirmishes in the
new decade was to be his most bitter struggle of all.
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In black American history, two personal feuds tower over all
others: Du Bois’s disagreements with Booker T. Washington
and Du Bois’s battle with Marcus Garvey.

Born on the island of Jamaica in 1887, Garvey moved to
Central America when he was in his 20s and actively campaigned
against the brutal treatment of immigrant workers from the
West Indies. Meeting with little success, he went to London in
1912 with the hope of influencing the British government to
improve its treatment of colonial workers. While in England, he
began reading the works of Booker T. Washington.

Washington’s autobiography, Up from Slavery, inspired
Garvey to return to Jamaica in 1914 and form the Universal
Negro Improvement Association (UNIA). This organization
aimed to elevate black pride and introduce a program of
educational and economic development along the lines of the
Tuskegee philosophy. When the UNIA failed to take hold in
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Jamaica, Garvey moved to New York in 1916 and established
the UNIA headquarters in Harlem.

The UNIA promoted itself to the black public by holding
conferences and sponsoring spectacular parades through the
streets of Harlem. Men and women decked out in colorful blue
uniforms marched proudly before thousands of onlookers
thrilled by the hidden power of the black race. Garvey was a
consummate showman, and he quickly captured the attention
of America’s largest black community. Before long, he was
publishing his own black newspaper, Negro World; presiding
over the Negro Factories Corporation, an enterprise that
encouraged numerous black businesses; and running the
Black Star Line, a giant shipping company owned exclusively
by his black supporters. By 1919, the UNIA claimed to have
2 million members and 30 chapters around the world.

Garvey captured the attention of the black masses in a way
that Du Bois never did. An emotional leader who preached a
curious mixture of Pan-Africanism, black nationalism, and
Tuskegee rhetoric, he was more interested in lifting the spirits
of his admirers and fostering racial pride than in carrying out
any plans for concrete achievements. His movement, which
thrived on the widespread need among blacks for reassurance
in the face of so much disillusionment, touched a deeply
sensitive nerve. After only a few years in America, he rivaled
Du Bois as the nation’s leading black spokesman.

During the first few years of the UNIA, Du Bois and the
NAACP recognized the value of Garvey’s contribution to
racial pride despite their uncertainty about his politics. They
even helped him raise funds to get his organization off the
ground. Garvey was not supportive of the NAACP. Whether it
was because Du Bois had been Washington’s adversary or
because the NAACP was not an all-black organization and had
ties with white philanthropists, Garvey soon began making
personal attacks on Du Bois, denouncing him as a “reactionary
under [the] pay of white men.” He told the audience at a
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UNIA convention in 1920, “Negroes are big, not by the size of
their pocketbook, not by the alien company they keep but by
their being for their race. You cannot advocate ‘close ranks’
today and talk ‘dark water’ tomorrow; you must be a hundred
percent Negro.”

Garvey’s actions got bolder as the 1920s progressed.
Impressed by his own success, he began to promote himself
as a “Black Moses” striving to lead his people back to their
African homeland. The Black Star Line, in which his support-
ers had bought shares of stock, was supposed to assist in the
transportation of blacks overseas. Although Du Bois suspected
that Garvey’s corporate dealings were hoodwinking the public,
he remained relatively quiet on the subject in his Crisis
editorials, believing that Garvey’s popular movement would
soon run out of steam.

Du Bois’s public attitude toward Garvey changed in early
1922. To gain support for his Back to Africa movement,
Garvey formed a strange pact with the Ku Klux Klan. As
had happened several times in the past, the white supremacist
organization had increased dramatically in size over a short
period of time and had once again proceeded to spread its
reign of terror across the country. Garvey did not support
the Klan’s campaign of violence. Indeed, he said, “There is
no white man honest enough, sympathetic enough, humane
enough, liberal enough to really take up the Negro’s cause and
fight it to a successful conclusion.” He believed that blacks
honestly knew where they stood with the racist organization
and asked its help in launching a black exodus to Africa. Klan
members were “better friends of the race” than the NAACP, he
said in accusing the racially integrated civil rights association
of trying to destroy the black cause.

Du Bois, writing in the Crisis, called Garvey’s association
with the Klan an “unholy alliance” and attacked the UNIA
leader himself. He described Garvey as “a little, fat Black man,
ugly, but with intelligent eyes and a big head.” In a subsequent
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editorial, Du Bois wrote: “Marcus Garvey is, without doubt,
the most dangerous enemy of the Negro race in America and
in the world. . . . This open ally of the Ku Klux Klan should
be locked up or sent home.” Garvey’s caustic responses were
backed by his supporters, some of whom sent death threats to
the 55-year-old editor.

In the June 1924 issue of the Messenger, A. Philip Randolph,
acting as a sort of referee, called the feud between the two men
the “Heavyweight Championship Bout for Afro-American—West
Indian Belt, Between Battling Du Bois and Kid Garvey.”

In the end, a flurry of activities led to Garvey’s downfall.
Virtually the entire black press attacked him for his Klan
alliance, Randolph and Chandler Owen helped form a Garvey
Must Go movement, and street rallies in Harlem took up the
cry. The Black Star Line, seriously mismanaged from the start,
soon fell into financial ruin, and the UNIA went with it.

The final blow came in June 1923, when Garvey was
convicted on mail fraud charges in connection with the Black
Star enterprise. After appealing his conviction without success,
he entered a federal prison in 1925. He served half of his
five-year sentence and then was deported from the country.
He attempted to reestablish the UNIA but garnered few
supporters. Garvey died in near poverty in 1940.

ALONE ON THE FIELD
For Du Bois, the worst aspect of Garvey’s rise as a black leader
was the effect that it had on his own Pan-African efforts.
The collapse of the UNIA’s black nationalist program
reduced black America’s interest in the development and
affairs of Africa. Nevertheless, Du Bois, intent on carrying
out the fight for an independent Africa, took part in three
Pan-African Congresses in the 1920s: in London, Brussels,
and Paris (1921), in New York (1927), and in Tunisia (1929).
Throughout the decade, Du Bois was often in transit, giving
lectures, holding conferences, and setting up exhibitions. His
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position with the NAACP, which had unquestionably become
the nation’s leading antidiscriminatory organization and which
had awarded him its prestigious Spingarn Award in 1920,
helped Du Bois remain squarely in the middle of the fray
for equal rights. James Weldon Johnson, who became the
association’s executive secretary in 1920, and Walter White,
Johnson’s chief assistant, who was in charge of investigating
lynchings, transformed the NAACP into an organization with
a predominantly black staff.

Du Bois devoted what little free time he had to literary
endeavors that complemented his editing of the Crisis and
advanced the cause of black literature. In 1920, he published
what he called a “semi-autobiography,” Darkwater: Voices from
Within the Veil. His next book, The Gift of Black Folk: Negroes
in the Making of America, which described black cultural
achievements, was published in 1924, and Dark Princess: A
Romance appeared four years later.

Du Bois also continued to publish his own poems and short
stories in the Crisis, which he had been doing since the maga-
zine’s inception. He encouraged young black writers, including
Jean Toomer and Countee Cullen, to contribute to the journal
as well. Du Bois was remarkably selfless in his desire to see the
next generation of blacks artists achieve distinction, and he
did all he could to help them.

Harlem not only grew but blossomed as a black community
in the 1920s, and the new spirit of racial pride was captured
by the district’s bold young artists and entertainers. They
represented what scholar Alain Locke called the “New
Negro.” Daring and unfettered, they “want everything that
is said about us to tell of the best and highest and noblest in
us,” Du Bois commented in the Crisis.

Du Bois contributed to the Harlem Renaissance in many
ways besides his work with the Crisis. An annual feature of
the periodical was a special children’s edition, and in early
1920, with the help of coeditors Jessie Fauset and Augustus



A Bitter Harvest

Che Brownies’ Book

MARCH, 1920

Du Bois spent most of his free time supporting black writers and
black literature, as well as writing his own novels, essays, poems
and stories. He also started a periodical called The Brownies’ Book,
which featured literature geared towards young black readers.
Shown here is the cover of the magazine’s March 1920 issue.
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Dill, he began publishing another magazine: The Brownies” Book,
a monthly that included stories, poems, and short biographies
aimed at a young black audience. Du Bois, who professed a
great love for children, appeared in each issue as a character
named the Crow. “I like my black feathers—don’t you?”
his alter ego said suggestively to the youthful readers.

Paul Robeson, the noted actor and singer, was among
Du Bois’s “protégés” in Harlem, as was the poet Langston
Hughes. A lover of music since his days in the Fisk Glee Club,
Du Bois promoted the efforts of black singers and musicians
and helped establish a black theatrical company in New York’s
uptown district. In addition, Crisis covers regularly featured
the work of black artists.

Du Bois did not always agree with the trends of the Harlem
Renaissance. Early in the movement’s development, he
criticized black artists for producing works that functioned
chiefly as racial propaganda. It was important, he felt, for
artists to present the world as they found it. By the middle of
the decade, however, he felt that black artists, especially the
writer Claude McKay, had gone too far in portraying both
the destitution and the caged desires of black men and women.
Du Bois was afraid that such exaggerated writings would
substantiate the false notions that whites held about black
life, and it was out of the belief that black art should elevate
the race that he wrote his second novel, Dark Princess, which
was published in 1928. (For additional information on the
Harlem Renaissance and the people involved in the move-
ment, enter “Harlem Renaissance” into any search engine and
browse the sites listed.)

Du Bois did not reside in Harlem during its heyday. He lived
in a black housing project called the Dunbar Apartments.
Years later, however, he became one of Harlem’s most notable
residents, settling at 409 Edgecombe Avenue, the tallest build-
ing in Sugar Hill, the district’s elite neighborhood. Living
nearby were Robeson, Hughes, White, and the bandleader and
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composer Duke Ellington. NAACP ofticials Roy Wilkins and
Thurgood Marshall moved into the same apartment building
as Du Bois in later years.

In 1928, Du Bois turned 60, and the number was of great
significance to him. Although he was at an age when most
people were beginning to slow down, he was ready to plow
ahead. All his life he had been a man of discipline and habit.
He had a well-organized daily regime that ensured he got
adequate rest, he ate carefully, and he did not drink. All told,
he was in excellent health and eager to help along the men
and women who embodied his theory of the Talented Tenth.

Du Bois topped off 1928 with a huge celebration in Harlem:
the marriage of his daughter to the poet Countee Cullen.
Yolande had attended private school in London and then had
followed in her father’s footsteps by studying at Fisk University.
Du Bois helped plan her elaborate nuptial ceremony. With
Langston Hughes and the writer Arna Bontemps serving as
ushers, the bride and groom entered the room to a wedding
march that was accompanied by the trills of live canaries in
gilded cages. It was, many of the guests felt, one of the most
spectacular social events that Harlem had ever witnessed.

This era of enthusiasm and prosperity, which was capped in
1929 by the NAACP’s celebration of its twentieth anniversary,
was not to last. On October 24, 1929, stock prices fell dra-
matically on the New York Stock Exchange, forcing countless
businesses to close and creating widespread unemployment
throughout the nation. A new period in American history
soon began: the Great Depression.

In the days immediately following the stock market crash,
many blacks felt that wealthy whites were the only ones who
would be hurt by the event. As Hughes pointed out, “The
Negro had but few pegs to fall.” It soon became clear, though,
that the Harlem Renaissance was over. By February 1930, there
was “five times as much unemployment in Harlem as in other
parts of the city,” the Herald Tribune reported. Two years later,
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one-third of the nation was living at the poverty level, and half
of Harlem’s 200,000 residents were depending on relief orga-
nizations to help stem the ravaging effects of the depression.

The depression intensified Du Bois’s radicalism. He filled
the pages of the Crisis with proposals to combat the dire
economic situation through the “cooperation and socialization
of wealth.” The black population, he said, could not expect
the aid of whites during such a time of crisis. It was therefore
essential that blacks pool their resources and support black
enterprises. In effect, they should use racial segregation to
their own advantage. Separate racial institutions did not have
to mean racial discrimination.

Du Bois’s call for “voluntary segregation” in the January
1934 issue of the Crisis greatly upset the members of the
NAACP’s executive board, who were opposed to the idea of
segregation in any form. None was more annoyed than Walter
White, who had replaced James Weldon Johnson in 1931 as the
association’s executive secretary. An extremely fair-skinned
black who had done extensive work for the NAACP by posing
as a white man in the South, White was certainly no fan of
Du Bois’s. The Atlanta-born White may have been the perfect
embodiment of the Talented Tenth theory, but he did not
grow up with Du Bois as his mentor and he did not agree
with many of the editor’s socialist doctrines.

White attacked Du Bois’s position on segregation in the
March 1934 issue of the Crisis. Moreover, he reprimanded its
editor for publishing an opinion that was not backed by the
association. “Let us not sit down and do nothing for self-
defense and self-organization just because we are too stupid
or too distrustful of ourselves to take vigorous and decisive
action,” Du Bois countered in picking apart White’s explana-
tion of the NAACP’s stand on segregation.

Arguing was of little use. The circulation of the Crisis had
been steadily decreasing since the late 1920s, and the journal
was losing money by the time the Great Depression was well
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under way. “In the early days the magazine amounted to more
than the organization,” Mary Ovington had told Du Bois in
1930, and she went on to warn him that the day would come
when “the Crisis would either disappear or become distinctly an
NAACP organ, and that means it must be under the secretary.”

On May 21, 1934, that day arrived. The NAACP’s board of
directors voted that “the Crisis is the organ of the Association
and no salaried officer of the Association shall criticize the
policy, work, or officers of the Association in the pages of the
Crisis.” Upon hearing their verdict, Du Bois promptly resigned
from his editorial post. The board refused to accept his resig-
nation for several months but finally relented in late June.

Du Bois had founded the Crisis and had kept it influential
for 24 years. As the NAACP said in announcing his resignation:
“He created, what never existed before, a Negro intelligentsia,
and many who have never read a word of his writings are
his spiritual disciples and descendants. Without him the
Association could never have been what it was and is.”
Nevertheless, he had been pressured into leaving the journal
in the hands of an organization whose leaders, as he put it,
“have neither the ability or the disposition to guide it in the
right direction.” That act of relinquishment, he wrote in Dusk
of Dawn, “was like giving up a child.”
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Du Bois’s good friend John Hope came to the rescue. Hope, who
had become president of a revamped Atlanta University in
1929, asked the 66-year-old Du Bois to return to the South and
become chairman of the university’s Department of Sociology.
Du Bois accepted the offer under one condition: that the
position was for life. His income had always been low—indeed,
he had earned only $5,000 a year during his last 18 years with
the NAACP—and he needed the security of a steady job.

His wife, Nina, was not as enthusiastic about returning to
Atlanta. She associated the city with the loss of their first child
and the brutal 1906 Atlanta race riots. She elected to move
instead to Baltimore, where her daughter, Yolande, whose
marriage to Countee Cullen had ended in divorce a few years
earlier, was a well-established schoolteacher. Despite living
apart from Nina, Du Bois later said of his marriage: “It was
not an absolutely ideal union, but it was happier than most.”
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As soon as Du Bois arrived in Atlanta in 1934, he resumed
the wide-ranging studies that he had abandoned when he
joined the NAACP. In addition to these research projects, he
taught graduate courses and founded a new journal, Phylon,
which focused on issues in social science. He also wrote articles
and columns for several black newspapers, including the
Pittsburgh Courier and New York’s Amsterdam News, and
produced several important books.

The first of these works to reach the public was Black
Reconstruction: An Essay Toward a History of the Part Which
Black Folk Played in the Attempt to Reconstruct Democracy in
America, 1860—1880. Published in 1935, it was soon regarded
as one of Du Bois’s most valuable works of scholarship. Walter
White went so far as to send a copy to First Lady Eleanor
Roosevelt with the hope that it would add to her understand-
ing of the South’s racial problems. “The slave went free; stood
a brief moment in the sun; then moved back again toward
slavery,” Du Bois wrote in Black Reconstruction in summation
of the black American’s plight since the Civil War.

In 1935, Du Bois also published an essay entitled “A Negro
Nation Within the Nation.” It was one of his most hard-hitting
pieces. “The colored people of America are coming to face
the fact quite simply that most white Americans do not like
them, and are planning neither for their survival, nor for their
definite future,” he stated.

The following year, Du Bois took the time to compare the
pros and cons of American society with the world at large.
Backed by a grant to study foreign educational systems, he
spent seven months abroad, traveling from Germany and
Austria to the Soviet Union, China, and Japan. He spent most
of his trip, however, observing the rapidly changing political
scene in global politics. He witnessed the rise of Chancellor
Adolf Hitler in Germany, where the white racist philosophy
of his Nazi Party was visibly rearing its ugly head. Du Bois
reported in a December 1936 newspaper column that the

85



W.E.B. DU BOIS

Nazis’ policies were “an attack on civilization, comparable only
to such horrors as the Spanish Inquisition and the African
slave trade.”

The Soviet Union, on the other hand, left Du Bois deeply
impressed. He had visited the country 10 years earlier and
had found it filled with “a suppressed mass of poor, working
people—people as ignorant, poor, superstitious and cowed as
my own American Negroes—so lifted in hope and starry-eyed
with new determination.” Despite the absence of color caste in
Russia, he did not believe that its brand of communism would
work in the United States.

Du Bois had never seriously considered joining the American
Communist Party. His trip to the Soviet Union in 1936 altered
his political views. “The only hope of humanity today lies in
.. . the common interests of the working class,” he wrote on
returning to Atlanta. The following year, he moved one step
closer to admitting the value of Soviet doctrines. “I am not a
communist but I appreciate what the communists are trying
to do,” he said.

In 1939, Du Bois published Black Folk Then and Now: An
Essay in the History and Sociology of the Negro Race, a work
much along the lines of his 1915 book, The Negro. His views on
the future of mankind and his personal creed were eloquently
put forth the next year in an autobiographical work, Dusk of
Dawn. The 72-year-old author’s examination of his own life—
a change of pace from his books on the life of other blacks—
allowed him to explain “the problem of color” in depth.

Dusk of Dawn also gave Du Bois the opportunity to clarify
his views on voluntary segregation. He insisted that he was still
totally against the idea of black nationalism. “Full Negro rights
and Negro equality in America” remained his “ultimate
object.” Indeed, he felt the time was ripe for great changes in
American society.

With the eruption of World War II in late 1939, the
1940s was destined to be a decade of political confrontation
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and social upheaval. “If Hitler wins, down with the blacks!”
Du Bois observed in a 1941 article he wrote for the Amsterdam
News. “If the democracies win, the blacks are already down.”
Those two choices could be improved, he said, if the United
States was to win the war and expand its fight for democracy
to the area within its own borders.

While Du Bois was helping to find a way out of the chaos of
the war, he found himself in the middle of another bitter feud.
Florence Read, the president of Spellman College, the sister
school of Atlanta University, disliked his emphasis on black
studies and was wary of his political radicalism; she thought
it discouraged white patrons from supporting the college.
She also opposed his resumption of the Atlanta conferences
and fought against the publication of the Phylon quarterly. In
November 1943, she led a movement to retire Du Bois from
the faculty.

Du Bois had been hired by John Hope with the understand-
ing that his spot at the university was for life. Hope had died
in 1936, however, and the school’s board of trustees invoked a
provision that required all professors to retire when they
reached the age of 65. “Without a word of warning,” Du Bois
recalled in his autobiography, “I found myself at the age of 76
without employment and with less than $5,000 of savings.”

IN HIS OWN WORDS...

Dusk of Dawn: An Essay Toward an Autobiography of Race Concept, published
in 1940, was one of several autobiographical works written by Du Bois. In it,
he discussed his role in the black struggle for freedom and remained
optimistic about the potential for change in American society:

Life has its pain and evil—its bitter disappointments, but like a good novel
. . . there is infinite joy in seeing the World, the most interesting of continued
stories, unfold, even though one misses the end.
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The blow was softened somewhat by a surprising offer to
return to the NAACP. Walter White, in offering Du Bois the
position of director of special research, was willing to put
aside his personal differences with the former Crisis editor. The
executive secretary recognized the value of Du Bois’s inter-
national reputation and wanted him to write documents and
speeches as well as make a few public appearances on behalf
of the association.

In September 1944, Du Bois returned to the NAACP, and he
soon made it clear that he refused to serve merely as “window
dressing.” When he joined White and educator Mary McLeod
Bethune as consultants to the United States delegation at
the founding of the United Nations in 1945, he campaigned
vigorously for an end to colonial rule. He continued his
tight for Pan-Africanism that October, when he traveled to
Manchester, England, to take part in the fifth Pan-African
Congress. He also wrote about African affairs in Color and
Democracy: Colonies and Peace, which was published in 1945,
and The World and Africa: An Inquiry into the Part Which Africa
Has Played in World History, which appeared two years later.

Much to White’s surprise, the elderly Du Bois became
increasingly involved in NAACP activities. Before long, the
differences between the two men surfaced yet again. The
troubles began literally in Du Bois’s office. The NAACP
refused to give him any work space, forcing him to pay for
his office accommodations out of his own pocket. He had to
buy his own furniture and supplies as well.

The seriousness of the problems between Du Bois and
White soon escalated, with the NAACP chief objecting to the
former Crisis editor’s involvement in a variety of endeavors.
By the time Du Bois refused White’s request to draft several
memorandums for a 1948 Human Rights Commission meet-
ing, which the executive secretary was planning to attend, the
battle lines were drawn. Du Bois believed that the meeting was
his concern, not White’s. “Surely,” Du Bois said later, “in my
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Du Bois’ political radicalism in the period before World War 1l drew
criticism from many. In 1943, some of his detractors forced his
retirement from Atlanta University, seen here, the institution where
Du Bois had spent decades as a professor and administrator.

nearly 50 years of work for the American Negro I had earned
the right to some small niche where I could think and act with
reasonable freedom.”

THE END OF AN ERA—-BEYOND THE NAACP
Du Bois apparently overstepped the line when he sent White
a combative memo. The note stated that Du Bois was eager to
know what his exact responsibilities in the association were.
It also outlined many of his complaints with the current
NAACP policies. The association’s board responded to the
memo by dismissing the 80-year-old Du Bois from his post.
Another old friend came immediately to Du Bois’s aid, much
as had happened when he left the NAACP 14 years earlier.
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Paul Robeson, the noted singer and actor who had become
an outspoken supporter of the poor and the oppressed, asked
Du Bois to become honorary vice-chairman of the Council
on African Affairs, a group dedicated to assisting African
nationalists. It was an organization that the U.S. government
regarded as subversive.

In 1938, the U.S. House of Representatives had formed
the House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC) to
investigate the affairs of U.S. citizens whom the government
suspected of acting against American interests. The committee
was supposed to stop the flow of Communist propaganda
that was feeding the public’s fear of the Soviet Union, which
was growing rapidly as an international power. By the mid-
1940s, the committee was prying into the life of anyone
whom it suspected of being a radical. The Federal Bureau of
Investigation (FBI) did most of the legwork for this feverish
witch-hunt, which was fully sanctioned by the government.
(For additional information on this committee, enter “house
un-American activities committee” into any search engine
and browse the sites listed.)

In 1949, Du Bois attended peace conferences both in the
United States and abroad that were organized by the kind of
people whom American authorities regarded as dangerous. He
flirted even more closely with the “red menace” in 1950, when
he became chairman of the Peace Information Center, an
outfit that the U.S. Department of Justice regarded as part of the
Soviet Union’s propaganda machine. That July, the FBI quietly
began to collect evidence against the Peace Information Center.

Du Bois’s wife, Nina, died in Baltimore that same month.
She had suffered a stroke five years earlier and had remained
an invalid ever since. Du Bois buried her in Great Barrington,
next to their son, Burghardt, bringing to a close a marriage
that had lasted for more than 50 years.

When Du Bois returned to New York in the summer of
1950, the American Labor Party asked him to be its candidate
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for the U.S. Senate in the November elections. Although he
knew he had little chance of winning, he strongly believed
that America needed a third political group to offset the
Democratic and Republican parties, which he thought had
very similar platforms. He readily agreed to run for office
and help promote the American Labor Party.

Du Bois also knew that his candidacy would give him
a good opportunity to air his views before the public. “I
wondered if a series of plain talks in a political campaign
would not be my last and only chance to tell the truth as
I saw it,” he wrote in In Battle for Peace: The Story of My
83rd Birthday, which was published in 1952. He was
received warmly wherever he spoke on the campaign trail,
and he ultimately received more than 200,000 votes on
election day—a strong show of support in what was, as he
had predicted, a losing cause.

Du Bois was backed in his bid for the Senate by Shirley
Graham, who had first met him when she was 13 years old
and had later been one of his graduate students at Atlanta
University. A widow who was 40 years his junior, she was
deeply involved in black political affairs and remained in
close contact with her former teacher. After much effort,
she succeeded in persuading Du Bois that her help and
companionship would be a big boost to him, and they were
married on Valentine’s Day in 1951.

At first, they kept the marriage a secret, because Du Bois
wanted to protect his new bride. Five days before the wedding,
on February 9, the federal government indicted the Peace
Information Center for failing to register as an agent of the
Soviet Union. The indictment named five defendants as felons,
each of whom faced a possible five-year prison sentence. One
of the people singled out for defying the authority of the U.S.
government was Du Bois.

The trial began on November 8, 1951, in Washington, D.C.,
and attracted attention all over the world. The Department of
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Du Bois was indicted in 1951 for his involvement with the Peace
Information Center, an organization which the United States government
considered an agent of the Soviet Union. Although he was acquitted,
the accusations tarnished his reputation and made him extremely bitter
towards the U.S. government. Here, Du Bois gathers with his second wife,
Shirley Graham, and other indicted members of the Peace Information
Center before their trial in Washington.

Justice pursued the case as if it were a show trial, which in
actuality it was. Du Bois, at the age of 83, was handcuffed to a
fellow defendant and searched for concealed weapons. A bailiff
removed the handcuffs only after the press had taken photos of
the submissive black leader.

As the trial proceeded, it soon became clear that the prose-
cution had absolutely no proof that the literature distributed
by the Peace Information Center was connected with the
Soviet Union. Du Bois and his codefendants were acquitted
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eight days after the court proceedings began. Nevertheless, the
trial left him a marked man.

In February 1952, Du Bois and his wife applied to the State
Department for visas to travel to Brazil, where a peace confer-
ence was to be held. “Your proposed travel would be contrary
to the best interests of the United States,” the department
responded in denying travel documents to them. The couple
refused to give up. Shortly thereafter, they flew to Toronto to
attend the Canadian Peace Congress. Yet they never set foot
outside the Toronto airport. U.S. officials immediately put
them on a plane back to America.

Du Bois was outraged. A federal court had acquitted him of
any wrongdoing, yet he was still treated like a criminal. He
had traveled all his life, but he was now no longer permitted
to go abroad.

On returning to the United States, Du Bois continued to be
harassed. The FBI tampered with his mail. The police interro-
gated his neighbors about visitors to the Du Bois residence.
Publishers stopped asking him for articles. Universities no
longer invited him to lecture.

Day by day, Du Bois’s influence on black affairs diminished,
until his voice of protest was almost completely silenced. “T lost
my leadership of my race,” he moaned. “The colored children
ceased to hear my name.”
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“It was a hitter experience and I bowed before the storm,”
Du Bois said of the outcast status that was conferred on him in
1952. “But I did not break.” As the U.S. government’s witch-
hunt for Communists continued in the early 1950s, he turned
his attention away from articles of protest and addressed black
issues in works of fiction.

In 1957, Du Bois published his third novel, The Ordeal of
Mansart, which became the first volume in his Black Flame
trilogy. Manuel Mansart, the main character in the book, is
an intellectual who heads a black college in Georgia in the
late 1800s and comes face-to-face with racial violence. The
subsequent volumes in the trilogy—Mansart Builds a School
and Worlds of Color, published in 1959 and 1961, respec-
tively—follow the story of the Mansart clan up to the 1960s
and conclude with the emergence of Africa as a world
power. All told, the trilogy offers a clear indication that
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Du Bois was losing hope in America as a place where blacks
could live freely.

Consequently, it was to Du Bois’s great surprise and deep
regret that he was forced to remain on the sidelines in the
1950s when huge advances in the civil rights struggle came to
pass. The first major victory took place in May 1954, when the
U.S. Supreme Court ruled unanimously in the case of Brown v.
Board of Education that “separate educational facilities are
inherently unequal . . . segregation is a denial of the equal
protection of the laws.” Du Bois was elated. “I have seen the
impossible happen!” he exclaimed.

Nevertheless, Du Bois knew that blacks still had a long
way to go before they achieved racial equality. Landmark
rulings such as the Brown decision were a big step forward
for black Americans, as were the mass protests and boycotts
led by civil rights activist Martin Luther King, Jr. As Du Bois
noted pointedly, however, “we are not free yet.”

Du Bois had even less freedom than most blacks. The State
Department had asked him in 1953 to testify whether he was
or had ever been a Communist. The government refused to
issue him a new passport when he failed to respond. “As a
matter of fact, I was not a member of that party,” he later
wrote in his autobiography. “Yet I refused to make any state-
ment on the ground that the government had no legal right
to question me concerning my political beliefs.”

Du Bois’s low status in the United States was in complete
contrast to the esteem he received in Africa. It was pointed out
that the one American whom all Africans had heard of was
Du Bois. To most Africans, including Kwame Nkrumah, who
became prime minister of the Republic of Ghana in 1957,
Du Bois was “the Father of Pan-Africanism.”

LEAVING HOME
As new civil rights leaders emerged in the United States and
he had increasingly less say in black affairs, Du Bois became
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even more anxious to travel to Africa and other locations. He
soon got his chance. In 1958, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled
that the State Department lacked the authority to demand
political statements from American citizens prior to issuing
them a passport. Du Bois and his wife received their travel
documents that July and left the country the following
month. It was his 15th trip overseas, and it lasted until the
following July.

A five-month stay in the Soviet Union led Du Bois to
comment that the Communist nation seemed “the only
European country where people are not taught and encour-
aged to despise and look down on some class, group or race.”
The Soviets certainly did not look down on Du Bois. He
received an honorary doctorate from Moscow University and
the Lenin Peace Prize, one of the nation’s highest honors. He
also held talks with Soviet premier Nikita Khrushchev.

Du Bois then traveled to the People’s Republic of China,
where he noted that “China has no rank or classes.” The high-
light of his 10-week visit to the Eastern Communist nation
was a meeting with party chairman Mao Tse-tung. “You are no
darker than I am,” Mao pointed out to Du Bois. “Who could
tell which one of us is darker?”

Shortly after Du Bois returned to the United States in
the summer of 1959, the government once again restricted
his freedom to travel. The State Department confiscated
his passport because of his visit to a dangerous country,
“Red China,” and did not return it until the following
year. By then, the 91-year-old Du Bois was invigorated by
his encounters in noncapitalist societies. They inspired
him with visions of what might be possible in a develop-
ing land where the evils of democracy had not yet taken
hold: Africa.

Nkrumah was inaugurated as the first president of Ghana
in July 1960, and Du Bois was quick to attend the festivities. A
short time later, Nkrumah asked Du Bois to consider moving
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T

Du Bois was impressed with the lack of class distinctions
and discrimination in the Soviet Union and China during
his visit to those Communist nations in the late 1950s. He
was warmly welcomed by the leaders of these countries,
and especially enjoyed his meeting with China’s leader,
Mao Tse-tung, seen here.

to Ghana and starting an Encyclopedia Africana. “Such a study
as you would conduct,” the African leader said, “will open the
eyes of Africans, will lay bare all the potentialities of this vast
continent, will uncover its past and will relate that past to
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the present. The study will be a major factor in uniting us
culturally, economically and psychologically.”

Du Bois was enthralled by the proposition. It would be the
summation of the dreams that had sustained him through
many years of disappointment. He returned to the United
States and began to lay the groundwork for the encyclopedia
by contacting the leading research bodies and scholars in
America and abroad.

While engaged in the early stages of the planning, Du Bois
received word that his daughter had died of a heart attack. The
loss of Yolande convinced him that there was virtually nothing
left for him in America. He proceeded to write to Nkrumah,
offering to relocate to Ghana and oversee the entire project
from a post in Africa. “My great-grandfather was carried away
in chains from the Gulf of Guinea,” he said after his arrival.
“I have returned that my dust shall mingle with the dust of
my forefathers.”

Before Du Bois left the United States for good, he made
one last grand gesture. On October 1, 1961, he joined the
American Communist Party. “Capitalism cannot reform
itself, it is doomed to self-destruction. No universal selfish-
ness can bring social good to all,” he said in explaining his
decision to become a party member. “Communism—the
effort to give all men what they need and to ask of each the
best they can contribute—this is the only way of human life.”
(For more information on Communism in America, enter
“American Communist party” into any search engine and
browse the sites listed.)

Du Bois worked on the Encyclopedia Africana from his
base in Accra, the capital city of Ghana, throughout 1962 and
into early 1963. When his passport expired and the American
consulate in Ghana refused to renew it because he was now
a member of the Communist Party, he renounced his U.S.
citizenship and became a Ghanaian citizen. To many in
Africa, he was “Ghana’s first citizen” and “Africa’s father.” His
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house was filled with a succession of writers and statesmen
from newly independent African states, all of whom wanted
him to visit their country.

Nkrumah was among those who came to see the cele-
brated scholar. In late August 1963, the president visited
Du Bois after receiving word that he was ill. Upon seeing
each other, the two men became full of emotion, well aware
that the end was drawing near for the elderly Du Bois.
When Nkrumah finally rose to leave, Du Bois grasped his
hand and said, “I want to thank you for all you've done to
make the ending of my life bountiful and beautiful. . . .
Good-bye! And bless you!”

Du Bois died later that evening, on August 27, 1963. He was
95 years old. “Ghana honored him in death as she had honored
him in life,” Shirley, his widow, wrote, “burying him as they
would have buried a head of state.” The United States was
the only nation with a consulate in Ghana that did not send
a representative to his funeral.

The day after Du Bois’s death, 250,000 people assembled in
Washington, D.C., and marched to the Lincoln Memorial in a
huge show of unity for the civil rights movement. A. Philip
Randolph, the civil rights leader and editor who had savaged
Du Bois so routinely, kicked off the March on Washington
by declaring to the crowd, “Let the nation and the world
know the meaning of our numbers,” and Martin Luther
King, Jr., closed the day’s events by offering his grand vision
of American society. “I have a dream today!” he told the
many demonstrators.

At some point during the proceedings, the news spread that
W.E.B. Du Bois had died. Roy Wilkins, who had succeeded
Walter White as executive secretary of the NAACP, responded
immediately. Although he had never agreed with Du Bois’
socialist ideas, Wilkins reiterated to the crowd that theirs
had been “a long fight. We were reminded of it by the news
of the death yesterday in Africa of Dr. W.E.B. Du Bois . . . it
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W.E.B. Du Bois died on August 27, 1963, at the age of 95, in Ghana,
where he was revered and given a funeral fit for a head of state. Though
he died before the height of the civil rights era, his writings and teach-
ings were part of the movement’s foundation, and he is still recognized
today for contributions to race relations and black culture.

is incontrovertible that at the dawn of the twentieth century
his was the voice that was calling to you to gather here today
in this cause.” Wilkins, who had once refused to solicit a
manuscript from Du Bois for a special edition of the Crisis
and had even excluded Du Bois from the NAACP’s 50th
anniversary celebration, now lauded the man as a fallen hero.
One woman subsequently remarked that Du Bois was like
Moses, a great leader who never lived to see the promised land.

DU BOIS’S LEGACY
As with Moses, Du Bois drew many supporters and admirers
and won over an equal number of opponents. The actor and
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activist Paul Robeson, who had worked closely with Du Bois,
once said, “By his full participation and dedication to the
people’s struggle, [Du Bois] gives new meaning to the history
of the Negro on his long and courageous fight for all
liberation.” Together, the men had shared the ups and downs
of public life. When Robeson was attacked as a Communist
in the late 1940s, Du Bois stood by him. He wrote articles
supporting Robeson, even though the actor had made very
unpopular remarks about black America’s unwillingness to
condemn socialism outright. In 1949, Du Bois was denied the
opportunity to be the commencement speaker at Morgan
State College in Baltimore for no other reason than his
steadfast backing of Robeson. Now, with the news of Du Bois’
passing, Robeson was heartbroken.

The poet Langston Hughes, who was in France when
Du Bois died, was moved to send a telegram to Du Bois’s
widow that read: “MY DEEPEST SYMPATHY TO YOU AND
TO THE WORLD IN ITS LOSS.” He later remarked that his
first childhood readings, at the knee of his grandmother,
came from the Crisis and that Du Bois’ Souls of Black Folk
had been one of the first works he had truly enjoyed as a boy.
“It seems as if, one way or another,” Hughes commented,
“I knew Dr. Du Bois all my life. Through his work, he
became a part of my life.”

Martin Luther King, Jr., gave his last major address at a
gathering to honor the 100th anniversary of Du Bois’s birth.
“Dr. Du Bois recognized that the keystone in the arch of
oppression was the myth of inferiority, and he dedicated his
brilliant talents to demolish it,” King told an audience in New
York’s Carnegie Hall. “He saw and loved progressive humanity
in all its hues, black, white, yellow, red, and brown. . . .
Dr. Du Bois has left us but he has not died. The spirit of
freedom is not buried in the grave of the valiant.”

It was, fittingly enough, Du Bois himself—ever the eloquent
black spokesman—who had the last say on his long and
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remarkably productive life. Realizing in June 1957 that each
day might be his last, he wrote down what he said was his final
message to the world. Du Bois’s farewell, read to the crowd at
his funeral in Accra, concluded with the following words:

I have loved my work, I have loved people and my play,
but always I have been uplifted by the thought that
what I have done well will live long and justify my life;
that what I have done ill or never finished can now be
handed on to others for endless days to be finished,
perhaps better than I could have done.

And that peace will be my applause.

One thing alone I charge you. As you live, believe in
life! Always human beings will live and progress to
greater, broader and fuller life.

The only possible death is to lose belief in this truth
simply because the great end comes slowly, because
time is long.

Good-bye.
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1896

1899
1903
1909
1911
1915
1920
1924
1928
1930

1935

1939

1940

1945
1947

1952

1957

WORKS BY W.E.B. DU BOIS
The Suppression of the African Slave-Trade to the United
States of America, 1638—1870
The Philadelphia Negro: A Social Study
The Souls of Black Folk: Essays and Sketches
John Brown
The Quest of the Silver Fleece: A Novel
The Negro
Darkwater: Voices from Within the Veil
The Gift of Black Folk: Negroes in the Making of America
Dark Princess: A Romance

Africa—Its Place in Modern History; Africa—Its Geography,
People and Products

Black Reconstruction: An Essay Toward a History of the Part
Which Black Folk Played in the Attempt to Reconstruct
Democracy in America, 1860—1880

Black Folk Then and Now: An Essay in the History and
Sociology of the Negro Race

Dusk of Dawn: An Essay Toward an Autobiography of a
Race Concept

Color and Democracy: Colonies and Peace

The World and Africa: An Inquiry into the Part Which
Africa Has Played in World History

In Battle for Peace: The Story of My 83rd Birthday, With
Comment by Shirley Graham

The Ordeal of Mansart
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1959
1961
1963

1968

Mansart Builds a School
Worlds of Color

An ABC of Color: Selections from over a Half Century of
the Writings of W.E.B. Du Bois

The Autobiography of W.E.B. Du Bois: A Soliloquy on
Viewing My Life from the Last Decade of Its First Century
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1868

1888

1890

1891

1892

1894

1896

1897

1900

1905

1909

1910

1934

1948

1950

Born William Edward Burghardt Du Bois on February 23
in Great Barrington, Massachusetts

Graduates from Fisk University as class valedictorian

One of its first black students, Du Bois graduates from
Harvard cum laude with bachelor of arts degree

Receives master of arts degree from Harvard University

Begins two years of study at Friedrich Wilhelm University
in Berlin, Germany

Joins the faculty at Wilberforce University

Receives doctorate from Harvard; marries Nina
Gomer; becomes assistant instructor at University
of Pennsylvania

Son, Burghardt, is born; becomes professor at
Atlanta University

Attends first Pan-African Congress; daughter, Yolande,
is born (she dies in 1960)

Forms the Niagara Movement

Helps found the National Association for the Advance-
ment of Colored People (NAACP)

Becomes the NAACP’s director of publicity and research;
founds and edits the Crisis

Resigns from the Crisis and the NAACP board; rejoins
the Atlanta University faculty

Resigns NAACP post; becomes chairman of Council on
African Affairs

First wife, Nina, dies; campaigns for the U.S. Senate
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1951

1961

1963

Marries Shirley Graham; as officer of the Peace Informa-
tion Center, is indicted and acquitted on the charge of
“failure to register as agent of a foreign principal”

Joins the American Communist Party; moves to Ghana

Dies in Accra, Ghana, on August 27
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