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Abstract. This is an interpretive article that concentrates on the early W.E.B. Du Bois 
who shaped the wider world’s understanding of the Black experience in the late 19th 
and early 20th centuries.  Under the intellectual compression of learning and schol-
arship at the highest level, an awakening Du Bois developed ideas evolved in his 
youth and early maturity about the primacy of African American “feeling” and its 
importance in rejuvenating the American personality as well as the regeneration of 
Africa. Influenced by William James’s pragmatism and interest in the paranormal as 
well as the verstehen method of sociology learned in Germany, Du Bois sought a hu-
manistic perspective by extending the frontiers of art, culture and spiritual values to 
fulfill a vision of the Africana great-souled person. As prelude to The Souls of Black 
People, Du Bois undertook his scholarship from the inside-out. Instead of positing 
the so-called “Negro Problem” as a problem to be solved in the style of academic 
Philosophy or statistical Sociology, Du Bois took the point of view of one who lived 
the strain and stresses afflicting African Americans, sharing their hopes and failures 
in the search for recognition and respect thereby introducing an alternative to tra-
ditional definitions of thought and reality.       

Keywords: primacy of Black feeling, verstehen sociology, double consciousness, 
race 
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The paradox of race is nothing new to African Americans. As a problem, 
it has preoccupied philosophers and strategists alike, most notably, W.E.B. Du 
Bois, the race’s leading academic during the first half of the twentieth century. 
His presentation on the “Conservation of Races” given at the inaugural meet-
ing of the American Negro Academy in 1897 is considered the nation’s seminal 
statement on the concept of race. In a tour de force of logic, Du Bois confronted 
the confusion over racial identity head-on, proposing that African Americans 
embrace the double aspect of race as a determinant of history. Recommending 
that the African and Anglo-Saxon components of America’s race scene be pre-
served as complements of each other, he sought to achieve conciliation between 
two of the world’s great peoples. The upshot was conceived as juxtapositions 
to support racial diversity as an answer to the question of the nation’s one and 
many, which is cogently captured in the US motto, “e pluribus unum.”1

Philosophers of race recognize in this innovation the doctrine of “double 
consciousness” and its corollary, the dilemma of personal and group identity. 
Customarily treated as the “problem of race” because of the difficulty of equili-
brating oppositions of race in self and society, African Americans conditioned by 
western individualism have puzzled over how to retain race solidarity in a world 
still dominated by the color line. In that respect, Du Bois’ conception of race has 
come under fire for being out-of-date if not wrong-headed. For instance, Cornel 
West has faulted Du Bois for what he labels his petit bourgeois “claims about 
Afro-American superiority” embedded in the outlook of the American Negro 
Academy. As a self-described humanist, he also depreciates the “assimilation-
ist tradition” for taking part in racial “self-hatred, shame and fear,” a criticism 
secondary to Du Bois but which falls not far from his early philosophy of race. 
Although others, including Adolph Reed, Anthony Appiah, and David Levering 
Lewis, have been less harsh in their assessments, the effect has been much the 
same – to invalidate Du Bois’ bifurcation model. Reed strips Du Bois of the idea 
of double consciousness altogether, claiming that duality was not a “definitive 
element [or] a key organizing principle of [Du Bois’] thought.” Not dissimilarly, 
Appiah argues for a new way of thinking about race – one based on pluralism, 
softer than Du Bois’ equipollence, what he calls “cosmopolitanism.” Lewis dis-
misses Du Bois’ parallelism as a category mistake. In the balance are questions 
of self-definition, and duties to race as well as the worthwhileness of promoting 
historical memory and racial pride, among a new generation of Black people.2

Although Du Bois’ overall philosophy of race is incomplete because of its 
evolving nature, it is neither superior-assuming nor irrelevant to current strug-
gles over cultural integration and national identity. It supports his legacy as a 
pivotal thinker in the nation’s race history. Indeed, those who wish to go beyond 
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Du Bois’ philosophy must first come to terms with what Du Bois claimed. That 
requires placing his ideas in historical context.

Du Bois first conceived of the benefit of hyphenated race during his un-
dergraduate years at Fisk and Harvard Universities. Steeped in the Scottish En-
lightenment, the Fisk ideal assumed a common brotherhood among the world’s 
races, emphasized race pride and service, and worked toward the goal of pro-
gressive assimilation, ideas that Du Bois seemed fully committed to. Important 
to his development, it also provided an atmosphere in which the children of 
Emancipation discussed the vital questions of social and political rights in full 
confidence of an integrationist “law of development.” He used the experience 
to plot a course – even if vaguely –for implementing a special mission for the 
college-educated. Pleading in exceptionally good German for the recognition 
of a black Fatherland, he pressed for a new idealism that incorporated Hegelian 
assumptions of minority progress. Standing pat in the belief that the much-dis-
cussed questions of “social equality [and] amalgamation” would sort themselves 
out according to the “inexorable laws of nature [which] regulate and control 
such movements,” he only hinted at the problem of double consciousness in his 
editorials written for the Fisk Herald. Even so, he was far more cautious than a 
classmate who “traced the history of the Anglo-Saxon race from its inception 
to its final supremacy,” declaring that “it is destined to predominate throughout 
the world.”  Instead, he offered Prince Otto Bismarck of the German Empire 
as a flawed but successful leader who built a nation out of a “handful of petty 
quarrelling principalities.” His offering underscored a conviction that the race 
was headed for important things but only if it acted according to “one idea” of 
purpose.3

At Harvard, this preoccupation with the historic role of Afro-America re-
ceived unanticipated support from the philosophy faculty. Although William 
James was at first critical of Du Bois’ penchant for reading Hegelian purpose 
into western developments of ethics and science, he praised the writing style, 
“original thesis,” and “independent thought” of his work. It was not until he 
studied American History under Albert Bushnell Hart that his “idea of applying 
philosophy to an historical interpretation of race relations” was finally reached. 
Nevertheless, James’ openness to a scientific study of extraordinary phenomena 
made a significant impact on Du Bois’ thought. In 1892, two years after Du Bois 
had finished his philosophy curriculum, James invited him to attend an inter-
view with Helen Keller. For his part, James was intrigued with the question of 
how learning occurs in the absence of sight and hearing. It was Helen Keller’s 
“blind[ness] to color differences,” however, as well as her specialized capacity 
for learning by touch that made the most lasting impression on Du Bois. The 
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latter gave him the insight that the feeling, rhythm, and spiritual striving unique 
to African Americans did add dimension to America’s self-knowledge. Indeed, 
through his poetry, books and essays and theatrical productions, he worked to 
refurbish the Cartesian, arguably imperious, “I think, therefore, I am,” with the 
more, seemingly humane and African-like, “I feel, therefore, I am.”4

More tellingly, Du Bois owed to James a scientific basis for believing in the 
philosophical worth of the divided self. As a student of psychology, Du Bois first 
learned of the phenomenon of secondary consciousness during his first year 
at Harvard. Discussed under the titles, “‘Unconsciousness’ in Hysterics,” and, 
then again, in an 1890 publication, “The Hidden Self,” James reported on the 
research of Pierre Janet on patients suffering from extreme anesthesia, a neu-
rological disorder characterized by a lack of sensory function or sensitivity to 
normal stimuli. Janet discovered that under hypnosis, a “secondary conscious-
ness” emerged in such persons, a self “entirely cut off from the primary or nor-
mal [self], but susceptible of being tapped and made to testify to its existence.” 
Moreover, this second self could be consulted in determining the underlying 
cause of the primary person’s trauma. Otherwise, the second self, enjoyed an 
autonomous existence unknown to the primary person. Far more sanguine than 
Janet about the pathology of such cases, James proposed that the emergence of 
secondary consciousness revealed a “susceptib[ility] to a certain substratum of 
the Zeitgeist [trend or spirit of the time]” from which “inspiration” is derived.

 Moreover, he noted that even though double consciousness caused orga-
nized systems of development to be “thrown out of gear with others,” if the “brain 
acted normally, and the dissociated systems came together again, we should get 
a new affection of consciousness in the form of a third ‘Self ’ different from the 
other two, but knowing their objects together, as the result.” For James, these 
findings verified his opinion that the “wild facts” of science are worth studying. 
But for Du Bois, the discovery of a hidden self with “second sight” gave evidence 
that the African-American struggle represented a resurgence of the nation’s ide-
alism “thrown out of gear” by the competitiveness of the industrial era. More 
grandiosely, it provided an empirical metaphor for race inclusion as a primal 
force for curing the dysfunctional American personality and for imparting a 
“special message” to the world. The significance was to incorporate the histo-
ry of Afro-America, its sufferings, and spiritual adjustments, into a “science of 
mind” prefigured for racial change.5 

Fortified by James’ conclusion that “To no one type of mind is it given to 
discern the totality of Truth,” Du Bois used his opportunity to address Har-
vard’s 1890 graduating class to announce the emergence of an African American 
“third self.” Taking the elite of Cambridge by surprise, he chose “Jefferson Davis 
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as a Representative of Civilization” as his subject. Counting on the throw-weight 
of history’s failings, Du Bois gave Jefferson Davis his due as an American hero 
– a “Strong Man” representative of Teutonic valor – even while criticizing the 
Confederate for his neglect of core values. The idea was not to lambaste Davis 
but to argue the need for a new national consensus revolving around the “Sub-
missive Man” – the African American – who stood ready to supplement the 
country’s masculine past with an openness and vitality befitting a new human-
itarian century.6 

The oration revealed the extent to which Du Bois and other likeminded 
African American intellectuals read Hegel into the epochal changes of nine-
teenth-century race history. Emancipation and the subsequent increase of the 
Black people were taken as the unfolding of historic cause. In that respect, the 
purpose of forming the American Negro Academy in 1897 was to hold po-
sition in Hegel’s triad of progress during a time of backlash and white com-
plaint. To Du Bois, lynch law, disfranchisement, accommodation, and the pseu-
do-science of the period predicting race extinction, signaled a critical juncture 
in race relations in which Black people either moved forward in solidarity or 
backward in collapsed individuality. Yet, while “Conservation of Races” of-
fered little new in race theory – it relegated color prejudice to the friction of 
adaptation in the way tectonic plates adjust to oppositional forces, cited Dar-
win for the doctrine of “Human Brotherhood,” and rode piggy-back on exist-
ing theories of assimilation – it injected into the race question a new “spirit,” 
a sense of world mission similar in function to Hegel’s overriding Geist. In-
deed, as a harbinger of the “battle of humanity… [that] is about to fall upon 
the shoulders of a Black nation,” Du Bois pronounced the end of black indi-
vidualism: “the organization itself has a life.” Yet, even as Hegelian assump-
tions refreshed his work, Du Bois placed his own special gloss on the dialecti-
cal sequence of conflict, resolution and synthesis. Holding sway as the nation’s 
railway switch operator, he sought nothing less than to alter “the tracks along 
which action [had] been pushed by the dynamic” of America’s multicultural 
past. “Here, then, is the dilemma…,” he presaged for the world’s minorities. 
“What, after all, am I? Am I an American or am I a Negro? Can I be both? Or 
is it my duty to cease to be a Negro as soon as possible and be an American?”7 
Accepting the mantle as a “world historical” person challenged by the reinven-
tion of race, Du Bois was undeterred by James’ earlier criticism that a “science” 
of ethics was “impossible.” In truth, his difference with James on the role of sci-
ence in human action was complicated by his ambition to develop a philosophy 
of race. Unlike his mentor, Du Bois was committed to a theory of progress in 
which purposes were imprinted in the social and psychological determinants 
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of racial groups. Such approach to questions of fact and value was reinforced 
by the natural law sociology he adopted while in Berlin during a two-year stint 
beginning in 1892. Under the guidance of Gustav Schmoller, Germany’s leading 
economic sociologist at the time, the “science of society” sought to discover the 
uniformities manifest in history and social interaction. Also influenced by Wil-
liam Dilthey’s method of understanding social phenomena by linking subjective 
understanding with group custom (verstehen), Du Bois personalized the inner 
life of African Americans in his early writings. The trope running through the 
pages of The Souls of Black Folk expressed the trials, dilemmas, failures, and 
half-maturity of Black America, as well as its folklore, religion, aesthetics and 
morality with the aim of uncovering an inductive influence on the forward 
movement of race; importantly, from the point of view of one who lived the 
“Negro problem.”8  

Indeed, his recommendation to the American Negro Academy that it 
should adopt policies which squared with the “constitution of the world,” re-
vealed the extent of his natural law bias by 1900. Motivated by the need for an 
exact science to overcome the long odds faced by African Americans, he never-
theless sidestepped the question of how science and idealism come together to 
form self-willed moral action. Bringing to bear the perspective of his heritage, 
Du Bois was too easily drawn to a romantic version of history in which events 
are thought to record their meaning through trial-and-error adjustment. As a 
person of color born during Reconstruction, he personally felt the cause and 
effect of Emancipation. To him it set up a momentum of progress exactly be-
cause it established freedom as its prime mover. Indeed, history was to Du Bois 
a narrative of person and place, good and bad, courage and cowardice, with rea-
son on the side of right. As such, it needed a scientific measurement of human 
initiative in pursuit of ideals, including the results of self-conscious pride, racial 
strategies, and the will to believe.

The key for Du Bois in establishing the race’s credentials for inclusion was 
to translate its travails and small showings into patterns of broad humanity. 
Needing a science to support the positive value of racial diversity, he was drawn 
to the evolutionary theory of Herbert Spencer, the father of British sociology. 
Spencer declared that “nature is constantly departing from the simple to the 
complex; starting off in new lines from the homogeneous to the heterogeneous.”  
Finding permission in this doctrine to treat racial differences as a developmen-
tal effect and racial traits as sociobiological virtues, Du Bois posited a program 
of “social equilibrium” with white America. Du Bois’ request of the American 
Negro Academy to set aside the “smaller questions of separate schools and cars, 
wage-discrimination and lynch law” in order to plot the race’s future, reflected 
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Spencer’s optimism regarding the short life of “aggressive egoism” in human ad-
vancement.9 Nonetheless, Du Bois harbored misgivings about Spencer’s failure 
to apply the first principles of sociology to the concrete world of Afro-America. 
Du Bois also was not supportive of Spencer’s rejection of idealistic cause or his 
over reliance on the use of analogy to solve social problems. More troubling still, 
he found Spencer’s predictions of cross-cultural sympathy idiosyncratic consid-
ering America’s cruelty toward African Americans. Yet, more than any other 
scientist, Spencer helped erect the form-walls of Du Bois’ early conception of 
race. However, with Black Americans set adrift among the vague generalizations 
of detached sociology, Du Bois turned to the race’s elite to provide a natural law 
adjustment to the imitative void caused by racist neglect. 

As conceived by Du Bois, the Negro Academy was to serve as a template 
for an improvisational class of teachers, preachers, writers, and artists, but also 
grocers, technicians, and landlords, to furnish the black masses with models of 
racial success as well as hands-on training in work and ownership. Moreover, 
such missionary task was to be grounded in race consciousness, a duty new 
to sociology. Indeed, very deliberately, Du Bois offered the Talented Tenth of 
the race as a twentieth-century correction of Spencer’s opinion that primitive 
people cooperated in common cause only under the “discipline of command.” 
Importantly, they were to provide empirical evidence to a doubting world that 
African styled transformation relied on spirituality and an American sense of 
purpose.10  

As significantly, Du Bois was conflicted by the standard science of his 
day governing race and cultural amalgamation. Based on Gilbert Tarde’s The 
Laws of Imitation, released in 1890, the problem of race contact confront-
ing expansionist Europe was conceived by the need to bring the “multiple 
divisions [of colonial rule] into a single peaceful human family.” This was to 
occur according to a rule of absorption in which the selective traits of the 
dominant and privileged group were to be imprinted upon the customs and 
mindsets of national minorities, immigrants, colonized races, and captives. 
Ideally this should happen under conditions of reflex paternalism in which 
the superior class acts as a “social ‘water tower’ whence a continuous water-
fall of imitation may descend.” According to Tarde, however, the “American 
Negro” provided a notable exception to the rule. Because of the striking dis-
similarity between African Americans and the more advanced Anglo-Sax-
on culture of their surroundings, progress by imitation was improbable.11  
Significantly, Du Bois was drawn to the idea by half. Setting aside the obvi-
ous, that Tarde’s work was less scientific for ignoring caste racism and barely 
disguised the imperialistic bias of the era, Du Bois seemed to embrace Tarde’s 
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theme of the eventual “unification” of divergent states.12 Certainly, he lodged no 
special objection to the concept of imitation as a student at Harvard when he 
was first introduced to the concept in a course on applied ethics.13  Moreover, by 
1895, he was aware of its currency in American sociology and recognized its in-
fluence on Josiah Royce’s Hegelian analysis of child development, from which he 
patterned his own childhood narrative published in Souls in 1903.14 In addition, 
the theory coincided with Du Bois’ experiences and misgivings. While a student 
at Fisk University he saw firsthand the damaging effects of forced separatism on 
Black communities in eastern Tennessee where he taught school in the summers 
of 1886 and 1887, as well as in the streets of Nashville’s divided city. As a race 
in development, African Americans needed to be able to model their behavior 
after caring and competent judges who provided examples of nobility as well as 
verification of progress.

In truth, the “hesitant and doubtful striving” Du Bois saw in his people, 
was a special corollary to imitation referred to by Princeton sociologist James 
Mark Baldwin as learning in context. Using his younger daughter as illustration, 
Baldwin described the frustration she experienced in learning a parlor game 
played by her older siblings. The object of the contest was for the players to walk 
hurriedly in contrary directions around the oval-shaped dining room table, end 
up on opposite sides, and shake hands with their facing partner. “So impressed 
with shaking hands,” the younger girl followed her older sister [around the ta-
ble] instead of passing on alone to the chair across.” Criticized by the older girl, 
she “turned and started off alone in a hesitating and uncertain way and never 
seemed quite confident until she saw her sister coming around the table to meet 
her again.” Baldwin concluded that the hesitation and embarrassment of his 
daughter was a “true indication of deliberation.” The point was not lost on Du 
Bois. Racism not only isolated African Americans from normal socialization, 
but it also dictated the need for Talented Tenth validation.15  

 Yet he took Tarde’s exception to African American assimilation seriously. 
Rather than reject the theory outright, his reply was to explain why the laws 
of imitation had failed to apply to the Black race. The answer was in the cra-
zy-quilt patterns of work, housing, and commerce that had come to define race 
relations in the urban north and rural south since Emancipation. Indeed, what 
he discovered from fieldwork done during 1896 and 1897 in Philadelphia and 
Virginia was an almost perfect disconnect between black and white societies. 
Because of segregation, untutored blacks were simply not around cultured 
whites except as underlings, and because of discrimination were not likely to 
earn white respect in any case. Moreover, the emerging black middle class was 
isolated from the professional white classes as well as the black masses. The up-
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shot was to leave African Americans without the opportunity to train across 
racial boundaries. Adding to the complication was the “centrifugal” effect of 
“class revulsion” he observed among the black elite of Philadelphia. Not want-
ing to be identified with the “veiled insult and depreciation which the mass-
es suffered,” they refused “to head any race movement on the plea that they 
[would] draw the very color line against which they protest[ed].” By contrast, 
the black community of Farmville, Virginia, responded to equally rigid seg-
regation by creating a “whole group life” of black interdependence. Following 
more exactly Tarde’s laws of imitation, the upper class of “farmers, teachers, 
grocers and artisans” set a moral standard for their struggling fellows. Church 
membership was open to all citizens, benevolent societies were formed to sup-
port rich and poor, and business capital was organized for the benefit of the 
community. For Du Bois, the answer to Tarde’s verdict of race antipathy was 
to recruit a committed group of black leaders to prove the capacity of race 
and provide a typology for African Americans cut off from higher culture.16  
Thus, in making his case for the “Conservation of Races,” Du Bois emphasized 
that black Americans were part of the larger Negro race and shared a common 
bond with the “Egyptians, Bantus and Bushmen of Africa.” More important than 
bloodline or ancestry were psychical and historical similarities formatted for the 
transmission of culture.17 More to the point, Du Bois sought to forge a conscious 
bond between the mostly mulatto elite he addressed that day and the eight mil-
lion black masses which represented every shade of black and brown inherent 
to America’s race problem. In the absence of twinning models that applied to 
persons of mixed ancestry, their duty was to provide the “advance guard” of the 
world’s darker peoples. In this respect, Du Bois went beyond the ideas of Afri-
canists Edward Blyden and Alexander Crummell, the two leading spiritualist 
figures of the black nineteenth century. While they recognized two-ness as a 
fact, they did not conceive of it in philosophical terms. Taking their cues from 
Plato’s emanation of the Good, to them learning “white” and serving “black” 
was a moral duty of the fortunate Tenth, not a study in dual consciousness. As 
prophets of race, they counted on rectilinear progress based on redemption and 
race destiny. Accordingly, they had no taste for personal dilemma or social con-
tradiction. Du Bois, on the other hand, sought a combination of black and white 
under conditions of true reciprocity, a conceptual breakthrough in race rela-
tions. Thus, he welcomed a pluralist solution to race differences but not in terms 
of simulation, forced amalgamation, or artificial desegregation, but through 
earned respect and cultural adaptation. Accordingly, “obliteration” of the race’s 
distinctiveness was not the answer to questions of self-definition, nor was “ser-
vile imitation” or “absorption” the solution to America’s race problem. The re-
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maining problem was how to transform the African American “double-self into 
a better and truer [third] self.”18

Ultimately, the question of pluralism in Du Bois’ philosophy rests on the in-
telligibility of the merger he sought. Certainly, Du Bois had in mind an integra-
tion which retained African spirituality but was in other respects adaptable to 
American society. Yet, the term, “merger,” carries the connotation of “consolida-
tion,” or “fusion of parts,” which was not his true meaning. He offered, instead, 
a conception of self which melded African and American traits into a singular 
construction of experience. Breaking ranks with nineteenth century race theory, 
Du Bois pointed to a new interpretation of race assimilation brokered to solidify 
racial gains and reinvigorate race pride. The fact that he saw African Ameri-
can “two-ness” as both asset and problem, complicated the exact nature of the 
coming-together he sought. Nonetheless, he was bolstered by Hegel’s sequential 
dialectic in which double consciousness represented a next-to-final phase in the 
history of consciousness; yet he struggled to translate the race’s hesitant record 
as progress in the months following the “Conservation” speech. In a piece writ-
ten for Atlantic Monthly, he offered more inspiration than explication for how 
to overcome the shakiness of the African American contested self. His one idea 
was to establish “self-conscious manhood” as the focal point for a new social 
identity.19   

Trained to think autobiographically, Du Bois internalized the problem of 
double consciousness personally and philosophically. Following Hegel, it result-
ed from contradictions inherent to the “life and death” struggle of a “depen-
dent” class seeking recognition as an aspiring people. From the condescending 
stare of the unconsciously prejudiced to the “downright meanness and inci-
vility” of the openly racist, African Americans were forced to shift intermit-
tently between split worlds of experience and self-perception. Indeed, actions 
perceived as “shiftless” by Southern whites, were interpreted as “good natured 
honesty” among rural blacks who lacked the incentive “to make the white man’s 
land better, or to fatten his mule, or save his corn.” Urban blacks, “thrown into 
relentless competition with the workingmen of the world,” found themselves 
“handicapped by a training the very opposite to that of the modern self-reliant 
democratic laborer.” The message was clear: deprived of a coherent standard of 
assessment, African Americans were left to judge racial progress through the 
indifferent “revelation of others.” However, according to Tarde, African Amer-
icans seemed uniquely excluded from the world’s progress. The effect was to 
distort the way African Americans thought of themselves, as neither black nor 
white, but a bad rendition of each. For Du Bois, the race idea was designed to 
solve the problem of self by concentrating the seeming chaos of retrogression, 
abuse, and false leads into an ordered narrative of purpose.20  
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Du Bois also saw in the duality of African and American, the difficulty im-
posed on artisans, professionals, and savants who underwent the judgment of 
their training while serving the black masses. Based partly on his study of the 
black aristocracy of Philadelphia as well as his own experience of class bias, 
Du Bois understood the alienation that came from straddling the color line 
because of education and outlook. He explored the theme in “Of the Coming 
of John,” one of the fugitive essays he published in Souls. Caught between the 
expectations of the black community and the duties of his new assignment as a 
college-bred teacher, John was denied the acceptance of his people as well as the 
acknowledgement of white counterparts for his efforts to “livenin’ things up at 
the darky school,” resulting in a tragic end.21

Convinced that the color line had left African Americans without “true 
self-consciousness,” Du Bois looked for a unifying “form of a possible experi-
ence” in “manhood” consciousness, indicating the primacy of self-identity to 
Du Bois’ early philosophy of race. His indebtedness to the philosophy of knowl-
edge was to show how the internal grid regulating self-perception was open to 
revision through strength of will as well as external recognition. Alone among 
sociologists, he contended that the science of experience has a teleological or-
der. His summons to abolitionist self-determination in “Conservation of Rac-
es” [“The Negro Academy should stand and proclaim...with Garrison: I will not 
equivocate, I will not retreat a single inch, and I will be heard.”] was designed to 
define “African American” for a new era. In the bargain, the African American 
was allowed to “be himself and not another” – a dark creation new to the world 
– as neither a hybrid nor a double, but a single self-retaining aspects of both 
“Negro blood” and western achievement. 

However, Du Bois’ ambition to elaborate the merger he envisioned was de-
railed by personal tentativeness as well as problems of conceptualizing a new 
paradigm of self and the lack of white cooperation in solving the problems of 
the color line. Certainly, Du Bois’ ambivalence toward activism during his for-
mative period forced an unsure interpretation on the meaning of “manhood 
consciousness.”  He intended, at the very least, to emphasize citizenship rights, 
particularly the right to vote, which he saw as indispensable to racial defense 
and self-respect. Yet, he was not ready to push an abolitionist agenda except in 
name only. “A little more dogged work and manly striving would do us more 
credit and benefit than a thousand Force or Civil Rights bills,” he declared in 
“Conservation of Races.” Intriguing were the two memorials he wrote in 1895 
to commemorate the death of Frederick Douglass. The one he sanitized for pre-
sentation to an audience gathered at Wilberforce University, praised Douglass 
for his world-historical contributions. The other, never delivered, was written 
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in the style of an Old Testament jeremiad. It called upon Douglass’ hate of “un-
righted Wrong” for inspiration, sounded the death “knell” of white oppressors, 
and beckoned “Africa [to] awake,” but stopped short of advocating direct action. 

Moreover, by 1897, he was clearly uncomfortable with his earlier endorse-
ment of the “Submissive Man”—an idea which he took from the writings of 
Blyden. Caught up in the categories of Johann Herder’s theory of race traits 
which headlined Africa’s “sensual disposition” as one of culture’s greatest 
achievements, Blyden found support in Herder’s defense of Africans as a people 
“unpardonably sinned” against for Christianizing the African personality and 
featuring obedience as a black virtue. Unprepared to depart from Blyden’s anal-
ysis altogether at the time of his Commencement Address, Du Bois suppressed 
the need to harmonize the dominant – and divergent – black positions of the 
nineteenth century: the one, representing American equality (Douglass), and 
the other, African civilization (Blyden and Crummell). Moreover, as a mode 
of historical progress, he was sidetracked by his over-commitment to Hegelian 
technique which required opposing Confederate arrogance with African spiri-
tuality. He was, nonetheless, bothered by the effeminate connotation of the “suf-
fering servant” image, made evident in the pride he felt upon reading that a 
“Negro mob raised to capture a stuffed ballot-box...desist[ed] only after four or 
five of the white stuffers had been sent into eternity.” Nor did it make any great 
difference to his argument that he contrasted the “dogged patience” of manhood 
pride with the subordination of “cowardice, laziness [and] stupidity.” Lacking a 
more aggressive strategy in 1897, he seemed condemned to “await the action of 
time and common sense” to catch up to the control of events. The result of Du 
Bois’ vacillation was to put on hold a clearer definition of the racial parity he 
proposed.22  

As to the self, Du Bois was on his own in explicating the effects of racial 
bifurcation on self-perception and human action. Even though John Locke 
had observed the problem of “irreconcilable contradictions” in the social self, 
and William James explored the problem of “discordant splitting” in his stud-
ies of consciousness, neither analysis approached the radical division faced by 
Du Bois. Their findings were limited to dilemmas of conscience, differences of 
social role, and conflicts of privacy. Moreover, even though James located the 
“source of effort and attention” in the subjective “Spiritual Self ” and emphasized 
its importance in social psychology, he was unprepared to think of manhood as 
a unifying theme of consciousness.23  

Having explored double consciousness analytically, Du Bois turned to the 
intuitive method of German romanticism to depict the resolution he envisioned. 
In Souls, Du Bois pointed to the sorrow songs of African and African American 
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origin as a means for spiritualizing western life. Regarding them as the “greatest 
gift of the Negro people,” their integration of hope and struggle stood to rectify 
the strife increasingly apparent in western civilization. To showcase the point, 
Du Bois prefaced each chapter of Souls with lyrics of world poetry laid over 
sorrow song music. The effect was to blend thought and melody of American, 
British, German, Hebrew, Persian, and Negro lyricists with the African psyche, 
revealing their common humanity while retaining the reality of differences. The 
device not only brought to the attention of the white world that blacks held an 
important key to solving the problems of modernity but depicted the goal of 
race development:  a world united in its separate parts as rhythm and verse har-
monize to make “one music.” Du Bois bequeathed the problem of putting these 
components together to the reader, though it is just as likely that he completed 
Souls without having achieved the unity he interpreted for others as a philoso-
pher of race. His statement of hope was, nonetheless, undeniable. The two races 
were to provide the soundtrack for America’s future, not as diverse plurals nor 
as an identical fusion, but as concordant parts.24

Yet, even as Du Bois pondered the question of two-ness, he was outflanked 
by the vast prejudice he encountered during his Southern sojourn from 1897 
to 1910, causing him to morph the problems of “master and slave” into a re-
examination of public protest. Du Bois walked a fine line between Hegelian 
method and sociological law. Indeed, when Du Bois confessed to double con-
sciousness in 1897, he assumed that reason, morality, and religion still counted 
for something in America. On the one hand, he saw the race question in terms 
of dialectical constraints, while, on the other hand, he stressed the uniformities 
of social progress. Du Bois was not metaphysical by temperament and did not 
push the other-worldly aspects of the Zeitgeist. He was, first and foremost, an 
empirical sociologist who regarded the “struggle of races and social groups” as 
the measure of primary fact. Also, he remained committed to a scientific break-
through based on the reciprocity of earned respect. But his adoption of natural 
law sociology did not quiet his misgivings about America’s willingness to toler-
ate a multicultural future. In that respect, the zig and the zag action of Hegel’s 
movement seemed more depictive of African American experience than the 
straight-line continuum advocated by British sociology. Even as an article of 
faith, the peaceable equilibrium Herbert Spencer promised was observed more 
in the breach than in fact. What he discovered by 1904 was that the nation was 
not interested in understanding the inner souls of black people or in the devel-
opment of the African American race. In particular, he did not anticipate the 
misuse of his strategy to feature racial differences as a means of rationalizing 
popular prejudice. 
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His call for a Niagara Movement in 1905 to defend political and civil rights, 
was a redesign of “manhood consciousness” necessitated by new realities calling 
for more pragmatic solutions. Setting aside the abstractions of philosophy and 
sociology, he approached questions of definition experimentally. In truth, his 
turn to agitation to defend the race at home and abroad, the promotion of a 
race-based art and culture to focus black consciousness, and advocacy of social-
ist reform to prove the race’s credentials as a just and spiritual people, were more 
than tactics for moving the race forward. They were the creative means by which 
Du Bois hoped to reclaim a synthetic relationship with white America through 
the conditioning of group action.

That this strategy bolstered the importance he placed on human action in-
dicates the special place of choice and change in his philosophy. For Du Bois, 
truth was recruited for both an objective and subjective purpose. On the one 
hand, it observed the laws of logic and consistency to protect the race against 
chance and predict a course of development, yet, on the other hand, it relied on 
the influence of human will. The effect of this double perspective was to inter-
twine science with morality: just as sociology requires voluntary action, moral 
effort requires a rational plan. It is because progress responds to the outlook of 
culture and race as well as the evidence of law-like regularity that Du Bois could 
speak of the laws of human action. Although it would play a more prominent 
role in Du Bois’ philosophy following his Atlanta failures, his lasting debt to 
James was instruction in the pragmatic theory of truth. The premise –that the 
“workable logic” of an idea confirmed its truth – liberated Du Bois from the 
limitations of traditional philosophy, and led him, eventually, to incorporate 
propaganda into a race science. 

Also relevant to his outlook, pragmatism allowed Du Bois to believe in 
advancement without embracing its metaphysical trappings. In that respect, 
Du Bois’ Hegelianism predicted for progress as a pragmatic hypothesis rather 
than as an abstract assumption or finding of fact. In 1897, the American Negro 
Academy was one such agent of change. Faced with intractable racism, Du Bois 
could not wait on Hegel’s Zeitgeist or the confirmation of scientific law to solve 
America’s color line. Nor were James’ paranormal findings ultimately helpful. 
Ironically, the very year he published his summary finding that a “cosmic envi-
ronment of other consciousness” could penetrate the everyday world with “su-
pernormal knowledge” found Du Bois grappling with the violence of the Atlanta 
Riot. James’ “instinctive sense of the dramatic probabilities of nature” nonethe-
less resonated with Du Bois. It informed his pragmatist inclinations and kept 
his hope alive that events would eventually break in favor of race recognition.25  

In any case, Du Bois’ preoccupation with the “ability and future of black 
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folk” during the 1890s left him vulnerable to scientific error. Indeed, the point 
of James’ cautionary that a science of ethics is not possible was to remind Du 
Bois that the significance of events, their meaning and direction, are neither 
bracketed facts nor causal findings but interpretations of the field. In his haste 
to convert James’ pragmatism into a causal science, he was guilty of overlooking 
the imprecision of his early sociology. As a philosopher of race, Du Bois preced-
ed on the postulate that the storm and stress efforts of black Americans to sur-
vive the effects of racism itself delineated progress, and, in that respect, revealed 
the limits of chance events on forward movement. Accordingly, he maintained 
that the concept of Afro-America be preserved. For that purpose, the elite of 
race were bound by the categorical imperative to elevate black masses. More-
over, because the color of skin still marked a person’s opportunity in America 
and in the face of race war was indifferently targeted by crazed mobs, there was 
no salvation as a lone black American. Simply put, African Americans had no 
alternative than to embrace the race concept. All the same, an analysis of race 
consciousness as stated in “Conservation of Races,” leads full circle to the para-
dox of race that his philosophy was thought to solve: “If I strive as a Negro,” he 
mused, “am I not perpetuating the very cleft that threatens and separates Black 
and White America?”26     

Nevertheless, Du Bois’ early philosophy looked to the future in which the 
contradictions of black and white were not so much solved as dissolved; a time 
when the worth of race would be established by science and social experience, 
and problems formerly signified by race would be better served under headings 
of social equality and personal rights. To accommodate such a future, Du Bois 
saw race, not as an ontological category or fact of genetics, but as a venue of 
history shaped by circumstance to liberate the world’s marginalized peoples.27

If the race question can be divided between cultural pluralists who main-
tain race as a steady-state category, moderates who promote race as a contingent 
necessity, and contemporaries who advocate color blindness, then Du Bois’ early 
philosophy more nearly sides with the moderates. Yet, as the historical evolution 
of his ideas has shown, Du Bois’ concept of race was wrapped in assumptions 
dating to the late nineteenth century, which complicates an overall evaluation of 
his position. For instance, few theorists today believe in a dialectical theory of 
progress, and although imitation remains a basic theme in character education, 
it fails to account for the real-world effects of colonization, human choice, class 
economics, tyranny, and religious animosity on the transmission of culture. All 
the same, even as Du Bois’ concept of race underwent revision beginning in the 
1930’s to feature Marxist categories, he remained committed to a racial defini-
tion of common suffering and striving.28 Moreover, his controversial call for race 
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separation during the Depression to champion economic cooperation and black 
education was patterned after laws of imitation. And finally, his acceptance of 
Kwame Nkrumah’s invitation in 1960 to supervise the writing of an Encyclopedia 
Africana to further African nationalism was patterned after “Conservation” unity.  
To his credit, Du Bois defended the ideal of race to the end of his life, albeit 
under new associations with the world’s poor and neglected. Understandably, 
the experiences of Southern violence and western laissez-faire greed caused 
him to modify his optimism about America’s destiny. Even as the categories of 
race identity gave way to the related problematic of reconciling colored poverty 
with white affluence by 1940, racial purpose remained his primary focus. Still in 
search of the world’s “truer self,” Du Bois continued to beckon African Amer-
icans to lead the spiritual revolution he envisaged in 1897.29 In the bargain, he 
extended the concept of race to include the brown and yellow of Gandhi’s India 
and Mao’s China, as well as the colorations of Irish republicans and Slavic rev-
olutionaries. The consequence of dropping white as a racial category was also 
the loss of blackness as an individuating trait. In that way, Du Bois passed on to 
Martin Luther King, Jr., a dream that in “one far off Divine event,” the oppressed 
peoples of the world could be “judged [not] by the color of their skin but by the 
content of their character.”30
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