W. E. B. DuBois


W. E. B. DuBois was one of the most important leaders of African American protest in the United States.  During the first half of the 1900's he became the leading black opponent of racial discrimination.  He also won fame as a historian and sociologist. Historians still use DuBois' research on blacks in American society.  DuBois was probably the first African American to express the idea of Pan-Africanism.  Pan-Africanism is the belief that all people of African decent have common interests and that they should work together to conquer prejudice (The African American Journey: W. E. B. DuBois).


William Edward Burghardt Dubois was born on February 23, 1868 in Great Barrington, Massachusetts. He was one of only twenty-five blacks out of a town population of about 5,000. Here racism was distributed through a constant

barrage of innuendos and vindictive attitudes of its residents. This mutated the personality of young William from good natured and outgoing to sullen and withdrawn. This was later reinforced and strengthened by inner withdrawals in the face of real discriminations. His demeanor of introspection haunted him throughout his life (Hynes 1).


While in high school DuBois showed a keen concern for the development of his race. At age fifteen he became the local correspondent for the New York Globe. In this position he conceived it his duty to push his race forward by lectures and editorials reflecting upon the need of black people to politicize themselves (Hynes 1).


Upon graduation from high school, he desired to attend Harvard. However, he lacked the financial resources to go to that institution. With the aid of friends and family he received a scholarship to Fisk College.  He then headed eagerly to Nashville Tennessee to further his education (Hynes 1).


This was his first trip south. In the three years he spent at Fisk, his knowledge of the race problem became more definite. He saw discrimination in ways he never dreamed of. Here he also developed a determination to expedite the emancipation of his people. Consequently, he became a writer, editor, and an impassioned orator (Hynes 1).


He graduated from Fisk University in 1888  (The African American Journey: W. E. B. DuBois) . After this he entered Harvard via scholarships. As a student his education focused on philosophy, centered in history. It then gradually began to turn toward economics and social problems (Hynes 2).


He received his bachelor's degree in 1890 and immediately began working toward his master's and doctorate's degree. DuBois completed his master's degree in the spring of 1891. After this DuBois chose to study abroad at the University of Berlin in Germany. It was considered to be one of the finest institutions of higher learning. DuBois felt that a doctorate's degree from there would infer unquestionable preparation for one's life work (Hynes 2).


During the two years DuBois spent in Berlin, he began to see the race problems in the Americas, Africa, and Asia, and the political development of Europe as one. This was the period of his life that united his studies of history, economics, and politics in a scientific approach of social research.


In 1896 he became the first African American to receive a Ph. D. degree at Harvard University (W. E. B. DuBois: Sociologist, Author, & Civil Rights Leader). Early in his career he focused on empirical sociology, committing himself to the study of black culture in the United States. After teaching classes in Wilberford Ohio for two years, he was hired in 1896 by the University of Pennsylvania to conduct a sociological study of blacks in Philadelphia. The results of the research were published in 1899 under the title The Pennsylvania Negro (W. E. B. DuBois-On the Sociology of American Blacks).  From 1897 to 1910, DuBois taught history and economics at Atlanta University, where he took over the responsibility for the Atlanta Conferences.


The Atlanta Conferences were devoted to conducting systematic sociological studies of the conditions of blacks in the United States. The results from these studies, edited by DuBois, were published in sixteen annual reports (1898-1914) and represented the most systematic sociological research of that period dealing with blacks in America. He was acutely aware that the sociological studies he was undertaking were limited by the newness of sociology as a field (W. E. B. DuBois-On the Sociology of American Blacks).  At the same time he was sensitive to the need to develop new methods and techniques that would expand sociology as a science.


In his mind, there was no better group of people to study than American blacks. Black Americans had been isolated as a social group as a result of color and color prejudice. They represented a group in which, because of the peculiar environment, the action and reaction of social forces are seen and can be measured with more than usual ease. By studying the black experience-by interpreting their social condition-DuBois believed that he could address questions such as: “What is human progress and how is it emphasized? How do nations rise and fall? What is the meaning and value of certain human actions? Is there rhythm and law in the mass of the deeds of men-and if so how can it best be measured and stated?” As a sociologist, DuBois was motivated to understand the consequences of eight million African descendents living in the United States. He felt the African American experience had been neglected because of the sensitivity-both black and white-over color-mixing (W. E. B. DuBois-On the Sociology of American Blacks).


DuBois argued that in order for American blacks to become a vanguard of this new nation, they would need to establish race organizations, black colleges, newspapers, business organizations,  schools of literature and art, and an intellectual clearing house for all of these activities (W. E. B. DuBois-On the Sociology of American Blacks).


At the turn of the century DuBois had been a supporter of black capitalism. Throughout his career he moved steadily to the political left. By 1905, he had been drawn to socialist ideas and remained sympathetic to Marxism throughout his life. DuBois acted in support of integration and equal rights for everyone regardless of race, but his thinking often exhibited a degree of black separation-nationalist tendencies (W. E. B. DuBois: Sociologist, Author, & Civil Rights Leader). He challenged Washington's leadership through the Niagara Movement, which DuBois helped to convene in 1905. The movement grew out of a meeting of twenty-nine black leaders who gathered to discuss segregation and black political rights. They met in Canada after being denied hotel accommodations on the U.S. side of Niagara Falls and drafted a list of demands. These included equality of economic and educational opportunity for blacks, an end to segregation, and the prohibition of discrimination in courts, public facilities, and trade unions.


Although the Niagara Movement had little immediate impact on political opinion, it was influential in the formation of the NAACP, or National Association for the Advancement of Colored People.  He resigned from the NAACP in 1934 because he was unwilling to advocate racial integration in all aspects of life, a position adopted by the NAACP. He had argued that blacks should join together apart from whites to start businesses and industries that would allow blacks to advance themselves economically (III. Research on the Black Experience).


After resigning from the NAACP he was hired by Atlanta University as the head of the Department of Sociology and Economics. Still one of his primary interests was reviving the old Atlanta University Conferences; he desired to model a new program after the old Atlanta program of collecting and disseminating empirically based information about blacks and black life (W. E. B. DuBois-On the Sociology of American Blacks).


The twenty-sixth Atlanta University Conference met in Atlanta in 1943. One of the results of the conference was an attempt to get black colleges to initiate a series of cooperative studies of black social conditions. Shortly after this moment of acclaim, without notice of any kind, DuBois was suddenly retired as a professor and head of the Atlanta Department of Sociology.


In 1961 DuBois became completely disillusioned with the United States. He moved to Ghana, joined the Communist Party, and a year later renounced his American citizenship. On August 27, 1963, on the eve of the March on Washington, DuBois died in Accra, Ghana, shortly after becoming a Ghanan citizen (W. E. B. DuBois: Sociologist, Author, & Civil Rights Leader).

