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Now, regardless of the fact that in his later years Dr. Du Bois
chose another path, it is incontrovertible that at the dawn of
the twentieth century his was the voice that was calling for
you to gather here today in this cause. If you want to read
something that applies to 1963 go back and get a volume of
The Souls of Black Folk by Du Bois, published in 1903.

Roy Wilkins, speech at the March on Washington for Jobs and
Freedom, August 28, 1963



I N T R O D U C T I O N :

T H E A U T H O R I T Y O F D U B O I S

Du Bois’s “Souls of Black Folk” has become the political bi-
ble of the Negro race.

William H. Ferris, The African Abroad

He [Du Bois] founded the Crisis without a cent of capital . . .
But the ideas which he propounded in it and in his books and
essays transformed the Negro world as well as a large por-
tion of the liberal white world, so that the whole problem
of the relation of black and white races has ever since had
a completely new orientation . . . many who have never read
a word of his writings are his spiritual disciples and de-
scendents.

NAACP Board of Directors,
quoted in W. E. B. Du Bois, Dusk of Dawn

The Souls of Black Folk (1903) is Du Bois’s outstanding contribution to
modern political philosophy.1 It is his still influential answer to the ques-
tion, “What kind of politics should African Americans conduct to coun-
ter white supremacy?” Souls is historically rooted in the segregationist
era of Jim Crow, but like most great works of political philosophy, its au-
thority reaches well beyond its origins, so much so that its compelling
ideas and memorable themes continue to be taken up by thoughtful theo-
rists of black politics in post-segregation America.2

By describing Souls as a contribution to modern political philosophy,
I mean to call attention to the fact that the history of modern political
philosophy comprises more than one genre. In the United States, the best
known of these genres may well be the early modern, contractarian polit-
ical theory that is largely associated with Hobbes, Locke, Rousseau, and
Kant, a mode of normative political inquiry that was revived in the latter
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half of the twentieth century, most notably, but not exclusively, by John
Rawls.3 Perhaps we now take it for granted that the classical social
contract theorists articulated a well-defined genre of modern political
philosophy. Surely it has been plausible and even seemed natural to re-
gard Hobbes, Locke, Rousseau, and Kant as parties to more or less the
same theoretical debate about more or less the same family of themes,
among them the justification of rights claims, the basis of political obliga-
tion, and the limits of legitimate state coercion. Notice, however, that this
is a distinctive set of themes, the focus on which not only distinguishes
much of modern political philosophy from, say, the traditions of ancient
and Jewish political thought but, equally, one strand of modern political
philosophy from various other strands.4 By comparison, consider the po-
litical thought of the nineteenth-century French liberals who inspired
Alexis de Tocqueville, political theorists like Prosper de Barante, Pierre
Royer-Collard, and François Guizot. Writing in the aftermath of the
Bourbon Restoration in 1814 and the emergence of an ultra-Royalist
government soon thereafter, these theorists, the so-called Doctrinaires,
found themselves facing a strong, centralized state bureaucracy without
the aristocracy that citizens had relied on to temper state power before
the French Revolution. Anxious about the prospect of a new kind of spe-
cifically modern, bureaucratic tyranny, liberals led by the Doctrinaires
redefined the major political problem facing modern democratic socie-
ties, thus altering the agenda of modern political theory. In the words of
Larry Siedentop, they invented a “new genre” of political theory, for they
were “no longer concerned with the basis of political obligation or the
limits of legitimate state action in the fashion of seventeenth century po-
litical philosophers . . . [but] made another question central. Could a bal-
ance between central power and local autonomy be found in a demo-
cratic society—that is, a society in which local autonomy is no longer
protected by aristocratic power?”5

I have ever so briefly contrasted contractarian and French liberal
political thought in order to underline my claim that modern political
philosophy comprises multiple genres. The one I wish to stress here,
however, and to which Souls belongs, is specifically “Afro-modern.” The
Afro-modern tradition of political thought, an impressively rich body of
argument and insight that began to emerge late in the eighteenth century,
has forged a distinct intellectual configuration. Familiar figures belonging
to that configuration include Ottobah Cugoano and Olaudah Equiano;
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Martin R. Delany and Frederick Douglass; C. L. R. James, Frantz Fanon,
and Walter Rodney; Booker T. Washington; and, naturally, W. E. B. Du
Bois. Like the classical social contract tradition, the Afro-modern tradi-
tion is bound together by certain genre-defining thematic preoccupa-
tions—for example, the political and social organization of white su-
premacy, the nature and effects of racial ideology, and the possibilities of
black emancipation—preoccupations that distinguish it from other tradi-
tions and genres of political philosophy.6 And this tradition, in sharp con-
trast to the social contract, French liberal, and most other tendencies of
modern political thought, tends to concern itself less with the nation-state
per se—that is, with the authority or the centralized, bureaucratic power
of the nation-state—than with the regimes of white supremacy that have
operated apart from or in close alliance with the nation-state: for exam-
ple, the regime of the New World slave plantation, which took root inde-
pendently of colonial mercantilism, but which later—like a second exam-
ple, the South African regime of racial apartheid—developed through the
help of the nation-state. Or, for a third example, the supranational re-
gime of European global domination, which has not been reducible to
the sum of its state-sponsored colonialist and imperialist parts.7

It is significant, of course, that Du Bois was not simply an Afro-mod-
ern thinker, but an Afro-modern thinker preoccupied with the fate of Af-
rican Americans. Thus in thinking about his significance as a political
theorist, and about Souls’ significance as political theory, we have to bear
in mind the history of white supremacy in the United States. Souls, after
all, is preeminently a testament against the American white supremacist
regime of Jim Crow, a homegrown form of racial apartheid that devel-
oped in the United States between 1890 and 1910. Many elements char-
acterized the Jim Crow system, most prominently the laws passed in ev-
ery southern state restricting black suffrage and segregating the races in
schools, housing, transportation, and the use of public facilities. When
Souls was published, thousands of signs were visible across the South in-
dicating the “colored” sections of railway cars, waiting rooms, theaters,
and parks. And in countless southern counties, there were “no colored”
sections at the voting polls. The Jim Crow system was a relentless assault
on black people’s dignity and helped to stiffen a form of economic subju-
gation by which white landowners and industrialists controlled southern
black laborers—the vast majority of whom were sharecroppers, bound
to the land as tenants by a cycle of debt, giving half their crop to a land-
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owner or furnishing merchant and eking out a difficult living with the
other half. Blacks who challenged this system of political and economic
oppression quite frequently met with the terrorist violence of lynch mobs
that injured and killed with impunity. The Supreme Court lent its support
to Jim Crow when it declared “separate but equal” to be the law of the
land in 1896, and then again when it upheld the southern states’ disen-
franchisement laws in 1903, the very year that Souls was published.8

Souls is one of the Afro-modern tradition’s two most carefully wrought
and subtly argued political theoretical responses to the now defunct sys-
tem of American racial apartheid. The other is Ralph Ellison’s Invisible
Man (1952), which, I suggest later, can be read in some important re-
spects as a critique of Souls. The primary purpose of the present book is
to reconstruct Souls’ response to Jim Crow, or, more exactly, to recon-
struct its exploration of how to create and conduct a politics for African
Americans that counters white supremacy in the instance of Jim Crow.
As we shall see, Souls identifies two conditions critical to a politics that is
fit to respond to American racial apartheid. The first relates to Du Bois’s
description of African Americans as “masses,” that is, to his character-
ization of African Americans as an aggregate of uncultured, premodern
slaves or former slaves. The second relates to his description of African
Americans as a “folk”—a group united by a collectively shared ethos or
spirit. For Du Bois, a politics that was suitable to counter Jim Crow had
both to uplift the backward black masses—to assimilate them to the con-
stitutive norms of modernity—and to heed the ethos of the black folk. In
short, it had to be a politics of modernizing “self-realization” (Du Bois’s
term) that likewise expressed the spiritual identity of the folk—or what I
shall call a “politics of expressive self-realization.”

In reconstructing Du Bois’s defense of this thesis, I will show that it
turns on three critical claims:

1. That African American politics is a practice of group leadership—
and thus a practice of group rule or governance, for Du Bois inter-
prets leadership as a form of rule or governance.

2. That African American politics should take the form of political
expressivism, such that it expresses the spiritual identity of the
black folk.

3. That African American struggles to counter white supremacy are
best understood as struggles against social exclusion.
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I do not mean to suggest that Du Bois’s defense of a politics of expressive
self-realization is a deductive argument stemming directly from these
claims. But I do claim that these three propositions frame and fundamen-
tally define his political philosophical vision, and that each of them is in-
dispensable to his defense of a politics of expressive self-realization.

Each of these propositions is questionable. Consequently, the second
purpose of this book is to subject them to critical examination. To that
end, a crucial chapter is devoted to an analysis of the picture of African
American politics that Frederick Douglass sketches in My Bondage and
My Freedom (1855).9 On my account, Douglass dramatizes a view of Af-
rican American politics that, because it dispenses with these proposi-
tions, throws into relief a number of the limitations and blind spots in Du
Bois’s defense of a politics of expressive self-realization.

My turn to Douglass also serves a third purpose, which is to compli-
cate our understanding of the history of African American, and more
generally Afro-modern, political thought. In the famous third chapter of
Souls, which involves a good deal more than Du Bois’s famous critique of
Booker Washington, Du Bois presents Douglass as the founder of a tradi-
tion of political thought and activism of which he, Du Bois, is the rightful
heir. The essence of that tradition, Du Bois suggests, is the idea of assimi-
lation through self-assertion. Du Bois contrasts the Douglass tradition
both to a tradition of assimilation through submission—which Washing-
ton symbolizes—and to a third tradition of separatist thought. In short,
he interprets the history of African American political thought in terms
of two fundamental distinctions: one, the distinction between assimila-
tion and separatism; the other, the distinction between two forms of as-
similation. By presenting his own thought as a further articulation of
Douglass’s putative commitment to assimilation through self-assertion,
Du Bois relies on Douglass’s prestige and authority to promote his own
cause. In effect, he interprets Douglass’s political thought as prefiguring
his own political theory in order to claim Douglass as an ally against
Washington. A central thesis of the present book, however, is that Du
Bois, by so interpreting Douglass, obscures elements of Douglass’s
thought that distinguish it from his own defense of a politics of expres-
sive self-realization.

Countless scholars have followed Du Bois in framing the history of
African American political thought as an ongoing conversation between
assimilationists and separatists, or, as is sometimes said, between inte-
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grationists and nationalists. And when scholars have done so, they have
also tended to follow Du Bois in representing his thinking in Souls as
continuous with Douglass’s assimilationist outlook. More than half a
century after Souls appeared, for example, historian Harold Cruse still
resounded Du Bois’s interpretation of his relationship to Douglass when
in his widely acclaimed The Crisis of the Negro Intellectual (1967) he
proposed that American Negro history is “basically” a conflict between
integrationist and nationalist forces, and that “it was Du Bois who up-
held Douglass and carried his abolitionist-protest–civil rights trend into
the twentieth century.”10 Similarly, and more recently, historian George
Frederickson has tacitly invoked the assimilationist/separatist dichotomy
in writing that Du Bois’s 1903 political thought and behavior were
“more in the spirit of Frederick Douglass than of Martin Delany and Al-
exander Crummell.”11 And it is worth mentioning, finally, that my col-
league, political scientist Michael Dawson, has lately lumped together
Douglass and the pre-1937 Du Bois—thus the Du Bois of Souls—as
proponents of a “radical egalitarian ideology.” Dawson’s classification
demands attention, for he recognizes that the assimilationist/separatist
dichotomy cannot do justice to the manifold history of African American
political thought and activism. Thus “radical egalitarianism” belongs to
a more nuanced classification scheme that also includes disillusioned lib-
eralism, black Marxism, black conservatism, black feminism, and black
nationalism. Still, one cannot but notice that the figures Dawson counts
as radical egalitarians have typically been identified as assimilationists
(for example, Ida Wells and Martin Luther King, Jr., in addition to
Douglass and Du Bois before 1937), a point he corroborates in writing
that an “internal criticism of radical egalitarianism . . . is that radical
egalitarians are shameless assimilationists.” Dawson uses the idea of rad-
ical egalitarianism, but his application of that notion to Du Bois and
Douglass shadows Du Bois’s, Cruse’s, and Frederickson’s uses of the cate-
gory of assimilationism.12

In sum, by putting into question Du Bois’s understanding of his rela-
tionship to Douglass, I likewise put into question a still persistent and
compelling interpretation of that relationship—one that Du Bois’s influ-
ence, as much as that of anyone else, has helped to sustain. My ultimate
aim, however, is not to reclassify Douglass—that is, to identify the “cor-
rect” category for subsuming his political thought (although I shall chal-
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lenge Du Bois’s reading of Douglass as an assimilationist)—and so nei-
ther is it to elaborate a new and even more discriminating scheme of
classification than, say, Dawson provides. Rather my ambition is to pro-
mote a healthy skepticism with respect to the adequacy of any such
scheme. To that end, I shall attempt to highlight the scheme-exceeding
complexity and specificity of Douglass’s and Du Bois’s writings—espe-
cially of Bondage and Souls—and to encourage a consideration of these
writings (and of other contributions to Afro-modern political theory)
that treats them as complicated, nuanced, and argued statements of polit-
ical thought demanding just the sort of attentive reading and probing
analysis that we have been accustomed to give works like Aristotle’s Poli-
tics, Locke’s Second Treatise, and Tocqueville’s Democracy in America.13

My comparison of Du Bois and Douglass pivots around three ques-
tions:

1. What is African American politics? Or more exactly, what prac-
tices count as African American politics?

2. Should African American politics take the form of political
expressivism?

3. Are African American struggles to counter white supremacy best
understood as struggles against social exclusion?

Each of the key claims I have attributed to Souls’ central political philo-
sophical argument answers one of these questions. This is no coinci-
dence, for my reading of Souls is exactly what has prompted me to raise
these questions, and so to begin to reconsider the history of African
American political thought in view of them. To be specific, this reading
has prompted me to reconsider Bondage’s significance for that history
with regard to these questions, and thereby to clarify some heretofore
unnoticed but philosophically important differences separating Bond-
age’s depiction of African American politics from Souls’ vision of a poli-
tics of expressive self-realization. Due to the groundbreaking work of
literary critic Eric Sundquist, scholars have only recently begun to appre-
ciate the full scope and distinctiveness of Bondage’s contributions to the
Afro-modern political philosophical tradition.14 By interpreting Douglass’s
book with an eye to the critical questions that Souls poses to Afro-
modern and African American political thought, I wish to build on
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Sundquist’s work and so further to explore and highlight that distinctive-
ness.

With its turn from Souls to Bondage—that is, with its use of Douglass
to illuminate Du Bois’s blind spots, and with its revaluation of Douglass’s
relation to Du Bois—the present book aims to “step back” from the
framework that, as I suggested in the first paragraph of this introduction,
contemporary theorists of African American politics still actively inherit
from the writings of the young Du Bois.15 This “step back” will elicit
more than comparative and historical interest, I expect, for it will con-
tribute a fresh perspective to recent and contemporary discussions of
racial politics in post-segregation America. Specifically, I have in mind
ongoing debates about the nature of African American politics, the rele-
vance of black identity to black politics, and the plight of the black
underclass. Thus, the final purpose of this book is to bring my readings of
Du Bois and Douglass into critical conversation with the work of a num-
ber of contemporary political theorists and social scientists who have ad-
dressed these issues, including, for example, John Brown Childs, Joy
James, and Adolph Reed regarding the representation of black politics as
a practice of leadership; Paul Gilroy, Tommie Shelby, and Eddie Glaude,
Jr., regarding the relationship of black identity to black politics; and Wil-
liam Julius Wilson, Cathy Cohen, and again Tommie Shelby regarding
the black underclass. In pursuing this purpose, I will also give attention
to the documentary film efforts of Henry Louis Gates, Jr., for Gates ex-
plicitly invokes Du Bois’s early political thought to evaluate the issues
raised by these debates.

In Uplifting the Race: Black Leadership, Politics, and Culture in the
Twentieth Century, Kevin Gaines argues that the uplift ideology that
black elites began to endorse in the wake of Reconstruction, and that
stressed the importance of civilizing the backward black masses, marked
a retreat in African American political thought from the “liberation the-
ology” of the antebellum and emancipation eras. In the chapters that fol-
low, my argument parallels Gaines’s, for I too look to the antebellum era
for the seeds of a critical perspective on post-Reconstruction uplift ideol-
ogy and its echoes in contemporary discussions of racial politics. But
where Gaines’s goal is to historicize and throw into relief this ideology,
my aim is to reconstruct Du Bois’s extended argument on its behalf.
Thus, I treat uplift ideology not simply as an ideology, but as a defensible
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politics (for Du Bois, a politics that at once uplifts the masses and ex-
presses the ethos of the folk) that Du Bois defends by appeal to coherent,
compelling, though finally questionable assumptions. Similarly, I read
Douglass not as an avatar of a widely held liberation theology, but as a
political thinker whose depictions of African American politics help us to
imagine alternatives to these assumptions. Souls is the Afro-modern tra-
dition’s preeminent theoretical defense of the politics of uplift that, as
Gaines shows, black elites embraced during much of the twentieth cen-
tury. A careful reading of Bondage may help to weaken the persistent ap-
peal of that politics.16

What Is African American Politics?

As I have remarked earlier, and as I shall argue in Chapter 1, Du Bois (in
Souls) conceptualizes African American politics as a practice of group
leadership, and group leadership as a form of rule or governance. But
Douglass (in Bondage) invites a different notion of African American
politics, according to which human beings debate, deliberate, and act to-
gether.

Politics as leadership and rule versus politics as collective debate, de-
liberation, and action. Although this dichotomy does not begin to ex-
haust the alternative understandings of politics available to contempo-
rary political theory, it is certainly not unfamiliar. Among contemporary
theorists, the first conception is likely to be associated with Max Weber,
and especially with his well-known essay “Politics as a Vocation.” The
second conception, as well as criticism of the first, may be associated
with the work of Hannah Arendt and, more recently, Sheldon Wolin.

In “Politics as a Vocation,” Weber distinguishes three grounds legiti-
mating any rule (Herrschaft); that is, three kinds of consideration that
individuals submitting to a ruler accept as justifying their submission.
Weber elsewhere defines “rule” as “the probability that a command with
a given specific content will be obeyed by a given group of persons.”17 In-
deed, he insists that “the existence of rule turns only on the actual pres-
ence of one person successfully issuing orders to others.”18 Weber identi-
fies the three grounds of legitimate rule as custom (tradition), legality,
and charisma, the third of which he defines as “a certain quality of an in-
dividual personality by virtue of which he is considered extraordinary
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and treated as endowed with supernatural, superhuman, or at least spe-
cifically exceptional powers or qualities.”19 In “Politics as a Vocation,”
he concentrates on this third type of rule—that is, on “rule by virtue of
devotion to the purely personal ‘charisma’ of the ‘leader,’” where “the
leader is . . . regarded as someone who is inwardly ‘called’ to the task of
leading men, and . . . the led submit to him, not because of custom or
statute, but because they believe in him.”20 Conceptualizing leadership
and, specifically, charismatic leadership as a form of rule, Weber holds
that in its highest form the idea of a calling, or a vocation (Beruf), has its
roots in the phenomenon of the charismatic leader/ruler.

It is critical to note that Weber distinguishes political rule from other
types of rule, for Du Bois’s treatment of African American politics as a
practice of leadership and rule, while thoroughly consistent with Weber’s
interpretation of leaders as rulers, fails to satisfy his notion of specifically
political rule. According to Weber, political rule per se relies on the use or
threat of physical force to elicit obedience, if not always, or even regu-
larly, then as a last resort.21 But Du Bois stops short of advocating that
African American leaders deploy violence to effect their precepts, even
though his view of the function of such leaders was, he tells us, early in-
spired by the example of Otto von Bismarck, the despotic “man of Iron”
to whom he admiringly devoted his Fisk commencement address.22 As
Du Bois represents it, the politics of expressive self-realization proceeds
through the subordination of the black masses to the directives and pol-
icy dictates of a cultured, aristocratic leadership—the so-called talented
tenth. And although Du Bois will insist that this leadership, in order to be
effective, must demonstrate the charisma of the seer who is called to
lead—as we shall see, in fact, Du Bois’s sense of the political worth of
charisma is closely related to his defense of political expressivism—he
never holds that the rule of the aristoi, that is, of the best, should rely on
violence. Indeed, he limits himself to endorsing the peaceful means of
persuasion that political associations (in Weber’s sense) typically employ
before falling back on their “last resort.” In Du Bois’s view, African
American politics is a practice of rule, but not of physically coercive
rule.23

“What, then,” George Kateb asks, “is [Hannah] Arendt’s definition of
politics?” To give his own answer to this question, Kateb writes that “for
Max Weber . . . the authentic political activity is deciding for others,
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commanding them, wielding power over them . . . Politics is essentially
what some do to others, rather than—as with Arendt—what all do to-
gether . . . [Arendt] even holds that ruling is antithetical to authentic poli-
tics.”24 By starkly contrasting Weber’s and Arendt’s political theories,
Kateb reminds us that Arendt explicitly opposes her view of politics to
the thesis that politics is the practice of ruling. According to Arendt, the
latter view—“that the essence of politics is rulership and that the domi-
nant political passion is the passion to rule or to govern”—stems from a
desire to “escape from the frailty of human affairs into the solidity of
quiet and order.”25 With her reference to the frailty of human affairs,
Arendt recurs here to her thesis that human action tends to transgress the
limits and boundaries fixed by legal rules, institutional norms, and terri-
torial demarcations—thus, to establish relationships that cut across those
limits and boundaries—and that these rules, norms, and demarcations
cannot offset action’s “inherent unpredictability.”26 In fine, she implies
that the traditional, “rulership” view of politics is a defensive reaction to
the disruptive, destabilizing power of action. For Arendt, of course, poli-
tics is essentially action in concert with others, shaped by debate and de-
liberation. It is not a practice of ruling, but of individuals engaging and
testing one another’s opinions, joining one another’s enterprises, and sup-
porting one another’s initiatives.27 Consistent with this view, Arendt sees
political leaders not as rulers who oversee, direct, and manage the activ-
ity of others, but as initiative-takers who depend on the support of others
to accomplish the actions they initiate.28

A notorious feature of Arendt’s political theory is her assertion that
strictly political debate, deliberation, and concerted action exclude social
and economic issues. Many of Arendt’s critics have objected to this aso-
cial understanding of the proper content of politics, Sheldon Wolin and
Ralph Ellison among them. I will write more about the particulars of
Ellison’s objection later.29 Here, however, I place Ellison in Wolin’s com-
pany, for both thinkers, despite their criticisms of Arendt, concur with
her in distinguishing between conceptions of politics based on rulership
and those based on action in concert. Wolin, for example, contrasts polit-
ical theories that conceptualize constitutionally formed rule as fixing the
limits of politics to his own view that politics, and specifically democratic
politics, can be human beings deliberating and acting together without
regard to constitutionally established laws and limits and with an eye to
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contesting prevailing patterns of rule and domination.30 And Ellison, an-
ticipating Arendt and Wolin, develops a penetrating critique of the assim-
ilation of politics to the exercise of ruling leadership in his novel Invisible
Man. Ellison’s book is a watershed contribution to Afro-modern and Af-
rican American political thought that, by explicitly envisioning African
American politics as ordinary people forging solidarities through con-
certed action, “dodging the forces of history” but shunning the “domi-
nating stand[s]” of race leaders, calls into question Du Bois’s understand-
ing of African American politics as exclusively a practice of governance.31

As we shall see, Douglass no more than Ellison and Wolin distin-
guishes the political from the social. But like Ellison, Wolin, and Arendt,
he presents a picture of politics—in particular, of the plantation politics
of African American slaves—that emphasizes such phenomena as debate,
deliberation, and concerted action. In Bondage, Douglass’s depiction of
slave life on Mr. Freeland’s plantation represents black politics as—to re-
iterate George Kateb’s well-chosen words—what some blacks “do to-
gether.”32 Considered from the perspective of Douglass’s book, Du Bois’s
post-Reconstruction idea that black politics is first and foremost a form
of rule—what some blacks “do to others”—entails an endorsement of a
vision of politics that Douglass rejects, or so I shall argue. And from this
perspective, Ellison, with his tacit critique of Du Bois’s notion of African
American politics, appears to have renewed an important but largely un-
remarked theme of Douglass’s political thought.33

Lest my interpretation of Bondage with reference to Ellison and other
twentieth-century figures be judged anachronistic, I conclude this prelim-
inary analysis of Douglass’s notion of plantation politics by suggesting
that it captures salient features of the political culture of the black slave.
As historian Steven Hahn has recently and persuasively argued, collective
struggle and cooperation belonged to the very essence of that political
culture. Challenging the belief that the bondsmen knew nothing of poli-
tics and that politics came to them only with freedom and the franchise,
Hahn conceptualizes slave politics as a forging and nurturing of solidari-
ties through acts of resistance that sketched “axes of conflict,” engen-
dered “trust and support,” and “drew scattered ideas and aspirations
into . . . collective project[s].”34 Slave politics entailed the forming and re-
newing of relationships (“kinship relations composed the social and po-
litical foundation of the slaves’ world,” Hahn writes, “and the slaves
pressed from the first to construct them as a means of achieving stability
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and resisting slavery”), the exchange of information and the circulation
of rumor, collective deliberation and the resolution of disputes, and, very
generally, struggle predicated on “shared perceptions, understandings,
and expectations.”35 To be sure, Hahn does not deny the role of leader-
ship in plantation politics, or that leaders seemed sometimes to rule their
followers (thus, he mentions a slave who, it was said, “exerted a wonder-
ful influence over [other] slaves and now her word is law”).36 But what he
tends to stress above all else is communication and mutually supportive
action—what political thinkers like Arendt, Wolin, Kateb, and Ellison
envision as human beings speaking and acting together.37 It is these ele-
ments of the slaves’ political culture that Douglass highlights, articulates,
and puts at the center of his conceptualization of plantation politics in
Bondage.

African American Politics and Political Expressivism

Here I borrow from Charles Larmore the concept of “political expres-
sivism”—the idea, that is, that the political order should express the
deepest commitments of its members. Larmore analyzes (and criticizes)
more than one version of political expressivism, but for our purposes his
treatment of the expressivist tendencies in German romantic political
thought is especially instructive. For the romantic political expressivist,
the commitments the political order should express are the shared attach-
ments, purposes, and idea of the good life that essentially define the self-
understanding and distinctive identity of a people, or Volk. Thus Herder
is a political expressivist, because Herder “passionately extolled the
worth of the state, so long as . . . it did express . . . society’s shared con-
ception of the good life: ‘The most natural state is thus one people, with
one national character.’”38 And Hegel is a political expressivist, for he
“could not resist the Romantic idea that the state should express our
deepest commitments . . . The scope of the state should . . . [Hegel argues]
take in a whole way of life, a Volksgeist, for the Volk is prior to the indi-
vidual.”39 In general, Larmore conceptualizes romantic political expres-
sivism as the thesis that the identities of peoples are given, or formed,
antecedently to the organization of states, and that states, rather than be-
having as soul-less, mechanical agents of goals alien to those identities,
should reflect, articulate, and nourish them.40

A critical claim of the present book is that Du Bois’s politics of expres-
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sive self-realization was a form of political expressivism in the romantic
tradition—and, moreover, that Du Bois held that it was desirable that
anti-white supremacist African American politics take the form of politi-
cal expressivism. In advancing this claim, however, I need almost imme-
diately to qualify it. For Larmore, the concept of political expressivism
belongs to an argument about the proper function of the modern state.
Yet Du Bois’s argument is neither about a modern African American state
nor about the leaders of such a state. Again, Du Bois’s representation of
black leaders as rulers does not entail the claim that these leaders rely on
the violent means we associate with states. Still, the notion of political
expressivism may be fruitfully extended to Du Bois’s reflections on the
role of these leaders, if only because he identifies African American poli-
tics with the agency they exercise. It should be added, moreover, that
while Du Bois seems never to envision black leaders as depending on the
physically coercive means that states deploy, he often thinks of them, qua
leaders, by analogy to individual rulers, at least one of whom—namely,
Bismarck—was the ruler of a modern state. In Chapter 1, I discuss fur-
ther this analogical strain in Du Bois’s early thought. Here, however, I
want to emphasize that he endorses the political expressivist thesis that
the efficacy and authority of African American leaders require that they,
in directing the black masses, avow and embody (and so reflect) the col-
lective, spiritual (folk) identity that antecedently unites black Americans.
Du Bois’s political expressivism raises issues reminiscent of Herder and
Hegel: in particular, whether it is desirable that rulers, in exercising the
power to rule, express an identity that unites them with those they rule.41

In contrast to Du Bois, Douglass offers a nonexpressivist picture of
African American politics. Note, however, that I am not claiming that
Douglass’s action-in-concert notion of politics requires such a picture,
any more than I have been asserting that Du Bois’s understanding of poli-
tics as the practice of rule entails a commitment to political expressivism
(in Chapter 6, in fact, we shall see that a certain vein of recent African
American political thought seems to maintain Du Bois’s understanding of
politics but to reject his expressivism). Still, Douglass shows us that poli-
tics in the mode of debate, deliberation, and collective action need not
take its bearing from an antecedently given or formed racial identity, and
need not assume that it is desirable that an anti-white supremacist Afri-
can American politics be a form of political expressivism. As we shall see,
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Bondage’s portraits of politics in action suggest that an effective, activist
politics may forge race-conscious African American solidarities and iden-
tities, but without the manifestation of a racially or ethnically specific
form of life that is present prior to politics. And rather than advance a
unified black politics that is rooted in a unified ethos, Bondage permits us
to imagine a good in proliferating multiple and mutually contestable
ways of doing black politics.

Countering White Supremacy—and Social Exclusion?

Following George Frederickson, let us define white supremacy in its fully
developed form as “‘color bars,’ ‘racial segregation,’ and the restriction
of meaningful citizenship rights to a privileged group characterized by
light pigmentation . . . [i]t suggests systematic and self-conscious efforts
to make race or color a qualification for membership in the civil commu-
nity.”42 Frederickson defines white supremacy with reference to a distinc-
tive set of social practices. But he leaves open the question as to how
these practices relate to a given society’s basic arrangements—to what
Roberto Unger calls “its formative structure of institutions and enacted
beliefs.”43 Regarding this question, recent political theorists have identi-
fied at least two possibilities: white supremacist practices can be concep-
tualized as either extrinsic or intrinsic to basic social arrangements.

For example, Charles Mills distinguishes between “anomaly” and
“normative” theories of white supremacy. According to the anomaly the-
ories, the practices and beliefs that sustain white supremacy have an ex-
trinsic relation to basic social arrangements; according to the normative
theories, they have an intrinsic relation to those arrangements. Thus
while anomaly theorists treat America’s long history of racial subordina-
tion as a sequence of minor deviations from the core ideals that have
shaped and continue to shape the institutional fabric of American life,
normative theorists maintain that racism has been a central and defining
feature of that fabric.44

In a similar vein, Danielle Allen distinguishes between “exclusion”
and “domination” theories of Jim Crow. Allen frames her analysis with
regard to Ellison’s and Arendt’s debate over the fight to desegregate Cen-
tral High in Little Rock, Arkansas. As Allen interprets her, Arendt viewed
Jim Crow as a form of political injustice that excluded blacks from an es-
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sentially healthy political sphere—healthy in the sense that the habits and
practices of citizenship prevailing among white citizens were “presumed
to be reasonably decent.”45 For Arendt, the elimination of white suprem-
acy required “first, an effort to make political institutions fully inclusive;
and second, an attempt to educate minorities to convert their fraternity
within the group into the stuff of a broader citizenship already developed
by those within the political realm.”46 In fine, she held that racial subor-
dination was extrinsic to the formative structure of institutions and be-
liefs constituting the American polity, and that reforming the polity was
mainly a matter of overcoming the obstacles—racial discrimination and
African Americans’ practical ignorance of the habits of citizenship—to
blacks’ inclusion in political life. Ellison rightly takes issue with Arendt,
Allen shows, for two reasons. First, he rejects her attempt sharply to dis-
tinguish the social and the political, recognizing that, even where the
whole community generally benefits, democratic political decisions have
social consequences that impose losses on at least some citizens, such that
learning to negotiate those losses is “fundamental to becoming a political
actor.”47 Second, his more encompassing vision of the political realm led
him to the conclusion that blacks were dominated within that realm, not
excluded from it, and that refashioning the polity entailed not that blacks
be educated into “the citizenly habits of the dominators, which were
themselves malformed, but reforming everyone’s habits of citizenship.”48

For Allen’s Ellison, then, white supremacy was an intrinsic feature of the
American polity that could not be eradicated without the reformation of
the fundamentally unsound civic habits—those of the dominated and the
dominators alike—that stabilized and structured the polity as a whole:
“Out of the two distorted forms of citizenship, a new citizenship would
emerge open to and shared by all.”49

Mills’s and Allen’s distinctions bear on my interpretation of Du Bois
and Douglass, for where Souls presents the black struggle against white
supremacy as a fight against a pattern of injustice that is anomalously re-
lated to American society’s basic arrangements—in Allen’s terms, as a
fight against a pattern of exclusion—Bondage presents it as a fight funda-
mentally to reconstitute those arrangements and to imagine a new form
of citizenship.50

During the years he wrote the essays that found their way into Souls,
“the Negro problem” was Du Bois’s primary category for comprehend-
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ing white supremacy. Reference to “the Negro problem” was common
among Du Bois’s contemporaries, but in Du Bois’s writing this popular
though somewhat obscure phrase acquired the precision of a term of art.
As Du Bois defined it, the Negro problem was the exclusion of the segre-
gated Negro masses (about eight million people at the turn of the cen-
tury) from the group life of American society. In his view, the problem
had two causes. The first was racial prejudice. The second was the cul-
tural (economic, educational, and social) backwardness of the Negro.51

Du Bois held that solving the Negro problem was the proper vocation
of black political leadership. Thus, the raison d’être of that leadership
was to incorporate the excluded Negro masses into the group life of
American society. To be exact, it was to assimilate them to the cultural
standards, or norms, constituting American and, more generally, Euro-
American modernity by combating the problem-causing prejudice and
backwardness that, he believed, were extrinsically related to those norms.
In arguing that African American politics should be a politics of self-
realization, Du Bois meant to capture both aspects of this struggle. In
arguing that it should be a politics of expressive self-realization, he en-
visioned it as a practice of ruling leadership that could authoritatively
and effectively govern the struggle to solve the Negro problem only if it
avowed and embodied the ethos of the black folk.

As distinct from Souls, Bondage envisions white supremacy as an in-
trinsic feature of basic social arrangements. For Douglass, then, eradicat-
ing the institution of slavery requires a revolutionary refounding of the
America polity, and hence a transformation of the norms of citizenship.
Bearing witness to the degeneration and corruption of American citizen-
ship, he aims to unsettle its prevailing practices and beliefs, hoping thus
to prompt its reconstitution. As construed by Bondage, African Ameri-
can politics is black human beings forging race-conscious solidarities
through collective actions that contribute to the radical remaking of the
American polity. A brief for “radical reconstruction” avant la lettre,
Bondage aspires not to eliminate an anomaly in the practice of American
citizenship but rather to displace the commitments defining the substan-
tive core of that practice.52

Three themes, then, form the crux of my interpretations of Souls and
Bondage, all of which derive from my reconstruction of Souls’ defense of
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a politics of expressive self-realization: the conceptualization of African
American politics, the significance of political expressivism, and the rela-
tionship of white supremacy to basic social arrangements. In the pages
that follow, Chapter 1 analyzes Du Bois’s commitments to a rulership
notion of political leadership, to a folkish idea of black identity that
grounds his political expressivism, and to an anomaly theory of white su-
premacy. Chapter 2, in turn, lets us see how these commitments shape his
description of the Negro’s lived experience of the Negro problem as dou-
ble consciousness, his diagnosis of failed political leadership as a func-
tion of double consciousness, and his critique of Booker T. Washington.
Chapters 3 and 4 complete my reconstruction of Du Bois’s argument by
showing how his defense of political expressivism depends on the notion
of double consciousness and how the concepts of the masses and the folk
structure his understanding of the politics of expressive self-realization.

Hoping to cast a critical eye on Du Bois’s politics of self-realization,
and to complicate our understanding of the history of African American
political thought, I turn in Chapter 5 to Bondage’s politics of radical re-
construction. Considering Bondage from the perspective of Souls, I inter-
pret it with an eye to the themes and questions that my reading of Souls
highlights. In Chapter 6, finally, I engage some current debates about ra-
cial politics by way of these same themes and questions. In sum, I come
to Bondage and then to these debates by looking backward and then for-
ward from Souls, letting Souls serve me, if not as the magisterial political
Bible that William Ferris envisioned, then still as a productive hermeneutical
lens.
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P O L I T I C S , R A C E ,

A N D T H E H U M A N S C I E N C E S

The Negro, like all races, is going to be saved by its excep-
tional men.

W. E. B. Du Bois, “The Talented Tenth”

But there comes a point where the relations among the facts
of the world of the human spirit show themselves to be in-
commensurate with the uniformities of natural processes . . .
Only then do we witness . . . the boundary where knowledge
of nature ends and an independent human science . . . begins.

Wilhelm Dilthey, Introduction to the Human Sciences

Wissenschaft should be like the chorus in [Greek tragedy]—it
should not act itself, but, standing apart from the stage, ac-
company the actors by its observations, and measure their
action according to the highest ideals of the time.

Gustav Schmoller, “On the Aim and Purposes of the Yearbook”

Here I examine the key claims forming the core of Du Bois’s defense of
a politics of expressive self-realization: that African American politics is
a practice of group leadership; that this politics should take the form of
political expressivism; and that African American struggles to counter
white supremacy are struggles against social exclusion. Specifically, I doc-
ument the young Du Bois’s commitment to these claims and analyze
some of the philosophical assumptions supporting them.

With respect to the first claim, I hold that Du Bois interprets group
leadership as rule, where by “rule” I mean Max Weber’s idea, explicated
in the Introduction, of a relation between those who issue directives and
those who obey them. When I contend that the early Du Bois (roughly,
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Du Bois from the time of his Fisk commencement oration through the
publication of Souls) relies on a notion of rule to conceptualize leaders as
rulers, this is the concept I have in mind. In Darkwater (1920), Du Bois
defines the ruling of men as “the effort to direct the individual actions of
many toward some end.”1 Thus he articulates a concept of rule that is
broader and more encompassing in extension than the narrower notion
evident in Souls and in the other early writings I examine in this chapter.
As we shall see, this narrower notion pertains specifically to the effort to
direct and so regulate individual actions by issuing directives in the form
of policies, programs, and precepts.

With respect to the second and third claims, I explicate Du Bois’s turn
to the Geisteswissenschaften, or human sciences, to conceptualize race
and race relations. Du Bois’s political expressivism depends on an under-
standing of racial identity that privileges the disciplines of history and
sociology and that relies on a view of the Geisteswissenschaften with
affinities to that of Wilhelm Dilthey, one of his lecturers at the University
of Berlin.2 Similarly, his exclusionist explanation of white supremacy is
based on a notion of the “Negro problem” that replicates the social
thought of his principal Berlin professor, Gustav Schmoller.3 I conclude
this chapter by showing how Du Bois’s ideas about political leadership,
political expressivism, and the struggle to counter white supremacy con-
verge in his argument for a politics of expressive self-realization.

Politics, Leadership, Rule

In his Fisk commencement address, Du Bois took Otto von Bismarck as
his subject and described the “Iron Chancellor” both as a “despot” and
as “the most . . . autocratic statesman of modern times.”4 Du Bois makes
no mention of African Americans in his Fisk speech. Many years later,
however, he reminisces that when he gave the speech he had envisioned
Bismarck as a template for African American political leadership:

Bismarck . . . had made a nation out of a mass of bickering peo-
ples. He had dominated the whole development with his strength
until he was crowned emperor at Versailles. This foreshadowed in
my mind the kind of thing that American Negroes must do, march-
ing forth with strength and determination under trained leader-
ship.5
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In representing African American political leadership on the model of a
domineering despot and autocratic statesman, the young Du Bois tacitly
interprets leaders as rulers. It is significant, however, that when Du Bois
criticizes Bismarck he chides him for being too despotic a ruler, a man
who let “no popular right” ever hinder his “ruthless hand of iron” and
who “made Germany a nation that knows not the first principle of self-
government.” According to Du Bois, Bismarck’s example “shows what a
man can do if he will . . . But it carries with it a warning lest we sacrifice a
lasting good to temporary advantage; lest we raise a nation and forget
the people, become a Bismarck and not a Moses.”6

Here, for the first time I think, Du Bois invokes Moses as a paradig-
matic leader. Moses is exemplary, for he both raised a nation and remem-
bered his people. He ruled the Israelites, transforming them into a unified
nation, but not without hearkening to their claims and aspirations and
preparing them for self-rule—or so Du Bois implies.7 Moses combined
the roles of ruler and prophet-called-by-God, as did so many of Israel’s
rulers before Saul’s ascent as its first king.8 In Chapter 3, I show that
Souls secularizes the biblical figure of the charismatic ruler-prophet, de-
picting him as called by a vision of the black host rather than by God
and holding that an effective and authoritative black ruling leader
must possess a visionary charisma expressing the spirit of the black host
(Du Bois’s political expressivism). In suggesting that Moses, as distinct
from Bismarck, remembered his people, Du Bois’s Fisk address prefigures
Souls’ argument that leaders who steadfastly heed and avow the spirit of
the host can be distinguished from figures like John Jones and Alexander
Crummell who never or only fleetingly heed and avow it.9

From the time of his Fisk oration through the publication of Souls, Du
Bois continues to imagine race leadership by analogy to the agency of
biblical and other rulers. When he celebrates his twenty-fifth birthday on
February 23, 1893, for example, he represents his own aspiration to ra-
cial leadership—to “raise my race” or to “raise a visible empire in Af-
rica”—with an allusion to the Hebrew Bible’s Queen Esther: “I wonder
what will be the outcome? Who knows? I will go unto the king—which is
not according to the law and if I perish—I perish.”10 Some two years
later, in a speech delivered at Wilberforce less than a month after Freder-
ick Douglass passed away, he mourns Douglass as “our Moses.”11 Allu-
sions to Esther and Moses recur in Souls, and remain reference points
for Du Bois’s interpretation of black leadership. Du Bois puts Esther’s
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words—“I will go in unto the King,” and so on—into the mouth of John
Jones, just after Jones mounts a resolve to “help settle the Negro prob-
lems” of his home town (Souls, chapter 13).12 And he subtly reprises
the figure of Moses in his chapter on Booker Washington, which again
paints Douglass as a black Moses and envisions Washington as a black
Joshua—that is, as a black likeness to the ruler-prophet who succeeded
Moses as the leader of the Israelites.13 In “Of Alexander Crummell,” Du
Bois pictures Crummell as a leader who in another age “might have sat
among the elders of the land in purple-bordered toga.”14 For the pur-
poses of the present argument, it matters too that he begins this chapter
with an epigraph from Tennyson’s “The Passing of Arthur”: “Then from
the Dawn it seemed there came, but faint / As from beyond the limit of
the world, / Like the last echo born of a great cry, / Sounds, as if some
fair city were one voice / Around a king returning from his wars.”15

Du Bois’s tendency to figure leaders by analogy to rulers is symp-
tomatic of his tendency to conceptualize them as rulers. This second
tendency is clearly evident in “The Conservation of Races,” Du Bois’s
March 1897 address to the American Negro Academy. Although “Con-
servation” does, at one point, adduce a list of familiar rulers—“the Pha-
raohs, Caesars, Toussaints and Napoleans of history”—its basic orienta-
tion toward the representation of political leadership is analytical, not
analogical.16 Put more precisely, “Conservation” interprets political lead-
ership in terms that, rather than suggest comparisons to rulers known
from history or legend, explicitly conceptualize it as a form of rule.

After describing black Americans as a “mighty nation” with a divine
truth to speak to other nations, Du Bois presents the American Negro
Academy as an organization the raison d’être of which is to unite that na-
tion for the purpose of determining “by careful conference and thought-
ful interchange of opinion the broad lines of policy and action for the
American Negro.” Aspiring to be “the exponent of the race ideals of one
of the world’s great races . . . the Academy must, if successful, be: a. Rep-
resentative in character. b. Impartial in conduct. [and] c. Firm in leader-
ship.” The academy must be representative in character, “not in that it
represents all interests or all factions, but in that it seeks to comprise
something of the best thought, the most unselfish striving and the highest
ideals.” And it must be impartial in conduct, for “while it aims to exalt
the people it should aim to do so by truth—not by lies, by honesty—not
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by flattery.” The academy must be firm in leadership, Du Bois proclaims,
by pointing out a path of “practical advance” for the Negro people:

There lie before every Negro today hundreds of questions of policy
and right which must be settled and which each settles now, not in
accordance with any rule, but by impulse or individual preference;
for instance: what should be the attitude of Negroes toward the
educational qualification for voters? What should be our attitude
toward separate schools? How should we meet discriminations on
railways and in hotels? Such questions need not so much specific
answers for each part as a general expression of policy, and no-
body should be better fitted to announce such a policy than a rep-
resentative honest Negro Academy.17

Du Bois first suggests that he conceptualizes the American Negro
Academy as something akin to a governing body when he explains his
claim that it is to be “representative in character.” Recognizing that talk
of “representation” connotes a commitment to representative democ-
racy, he immediately qualifies his claim by indicating that representative
democracy is precisely what he does not have in mind. The academy is to
represent the American Negro nation by promoting the best thought, not
by giving voice to its diverse interest- and faction-riven demos (not, that
is, by giving voice to the Negro populace, which Du Bois elsewhere dubs
“the masses”). The nation’s best thought, Du Bois tells us, is embodied in
“Negroes of some considerable training, of high minds, and high motives
. . . the talented, unselfish men, the pure and noble minded women.”18 In
short, it is embodied in men and women distinguished by their ability,
their education, and their virtue, by the men and women who constitute
the best, the aristoi, of the nation. In “Conservation,” then, talk of “rep-
resentation” signals a commitment to representative aristocracy, not rep-
resentative democracy.

Du Bois explicates the content of this commitment when he turns to
the themes of impartial conduct and firm leadership. Resisting the temp-
tation to flattery and professing hard truths, Du Bois’s aristocracy will
prescribe general policies for governing the action and attitude-forma-
tion of the Negro people. Rather than let the Negro people settle matters
of policy and right on the basis of individual preference, the academy will
promulgate policies that decide these matters, anticipating—or hoping—
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that non-academy Negroes will determine their behavior accordingly.
Whereas Hannah Arendt describes leaders as initiative-takers whose ini-
tiatives other agents support with actions that express “their own mo-
tives and aims,” Du Bois describes them as dictating rules for other
agents to execute no matter their individual preferences, and so no mat-
ter their own motives and aims.19 In sum, Du Bois conceptualizes acad-
emy leadership as a form of rule—that is, as leadership that enjoins rules
for action and attitude-formation for the Negro people to obey and im-
plement.

Sheldon Wolin and Hannah Arendt alike have noticed that arguments
friendly to the view that politics is a practice of ruling tend to be critical
of democracy, for where the demos prevails, human beings act and col-
laborate in unpredictable and disorderly ways that even contravene their
efforts to rule themselves (“democracy is . . . unable to rule yet unwilling
to be ruled”).20 Du Bois’s anxiety about the unpredictable and disorderly
demos is evident, I believe, when he laments the absence of rules to regu-
late Negroes’ decisions regarding questions of policy. Left to itself, and
harboring a multitude of divergent preferences and impulses, the faction-
riven demos will demonstrate disparate and conflicting reactions to ques-
tions about voters’ educational qualifications, separate schools, and dis-
crimination on railroads and in hotels. And because these responses will
not be founded on a “general expression of policy,” they will lack the
predictability and coherence demanded by Du Bois’s desire to promote
progress along a “path of practical advance.” If the Negro nation is to
move forward on this path, Du Bois implies, then its populace must not
be left to itself. Rather it must be governed by a representative elite that
prescribes rules for ordering Negro actions and attitudes. Practical ad-
vance requires rule, but genuine rule requires the rule of the best.

“Conservation” lets us see that Du Bois conceptualizes political lead-
ers as rulers, and so helps to explain his tendency elsewhere to represent
them analogically as rulers. As we have seen, Souls contains examples of
this tendency. In addition, it further contextualizes Du Bois’s notion of
political leadership. Specifically, it relates that notion to a philosophy of
history; to the failings of the Freedmen’s Bureau and the black church;
and to an account of the political vocation of the talented tenth.

Scholarly treatments of Souls tend to endorse Arnold Rampersad’s
view that “Of Mr. Booker T. Washington and Others,” the book’s third
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chapter, is “the key to [its] political intent.”21 But this scholarship, while
highlighting the details of Du Bois’s critique of Washington, commonly
overlooks the most philosophically engaging aspects of that critique:
first, Du Bois’s construction of a tripartite typology of African American
political thought and action; second, his use of that typology to shape an
historical narrative of African American politics; and third, his claim to
position his own political thought, including his appraisal of Washing-
ton, within that historical narrative.22 Du Bois’s typologically organized
narrative is a window onto the whole of Souls that lets us see the book
not simply as a collection of essays falling into three convenient group-
ings (the now standard view), but as a unified, political philosophical ar-
gument that threads these essays together.23

Echoing Thomas Carlyle’s lectures on heroes and hero worship, which
describe “Universal History” as the history of “Great Men” and great
men as “the leaders of men,” Du Bois proclaims that “History is but the
record of . . . group leadership.”24 Du Bois’s typology of African Ameri-
can politics identifies three kinds of leadership, each of which expresses a
different reaction to white supremacy. In particular, he mentions leader-
ship that aims at revolt, leadership that aims at adjustment (the submis-
sive leadership that Washington exemplifies), and leadership that aims at
self-realization (self-assertion in demanding rights, as well as self-forma-
tive Bildung).25 Du Bois’s central political philosophical argument is an
attempt to justify the third of these, the politics of self-realization. But it
is also more than that. Relying on a Carlylean philosophy of history, Du
Bois represents his defense of leadership that aims at self-realization as
the continuation of a distinct tradition of political thought and action.
History is the record of group leadership, but that record, in the case of
black American history, documents three separate legacies, each consist-
ing of representative instances of one of the three types of leadership. De-
claring his allegiance to just one of these legacies, Du Bois’s defense of a
particular type of leadership is also his defense of the political tradition
bequeathed to him by the leaders who have personified that type (Freder-
ick Douglass, Alexander Crummell, Bishop Daniel Payne, and others).26

By relating his political thought to a narrative describing three tradi-
tions of African American politics, Du Bois in effect addresses the ques-
tion: what is African American politics? His answer, stated succinctly, is
that African American politics is the historically extended, ongoing, and
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typologically differentiated practice of African American group leader-
ship. For Du Bois, what counts as African American politics, what de-
fines the concept of African American politics, is precisely this practice.
By elaborating a concept of African American politics, Du Bois sets the
terms with which countless scholars and other intellectuals have later an-
alyzed black struggles against Jim Crow and other forms of racism.27

William Ferris is a famous case in point. Ferris was overwhelmed by
Souls and writes that it affected him, perhaps not surprisingly, “like
Carlyle’s ‘Heroes and Hero Worship.’”28 Recognizing the potency and
perhaps the future influence of Du Bois’s notion of African American pol-
itics, Ferris also described Souls, just ten years after A. C. McClurg pub-
lished it, as “the political bible of the Negro race.”29 What could possibly
explain such praise? What inspired the sense of authoritative political
revelation that seems so forcefully to have gripped Ferris, and that since
then seems to have gripped so many of Du Bois’s readers?

Perhaps a part of the answer to these questions is that Souls’ account
of African American politics, notwithstanding its originality, echoes the
traditional view that politics is the practice of governance. After sketch-
ing his philosophy of history, Du Bois writes that “the American Negro
has had instructive experience in the choosing of group leaders, founding
thus a peculiar dynasty which . . . is worth while studying.”30 Notice here
the use of the word “dynasty,” a term that refers to a succession of indi-
vidual rulers belonging to the same family or line. A dynasty is a succes-
sion of dynasts, and by describing group leaders as dynasts Du Bois inter-
prets African American group leadership, again in the spirit of Carlyle, as
a practice of ruling or governing (Ernst Cassirer termed Carlyle’s politics
“hero-archy”).31 In an earlier essay, which Du Bois revised to write chap-
ter 3 of Souls, he similarly applies the notion of a governing dynasty to
the rise and reign of Frederick Douglass: “So far, Negro leadership has
been local and spasmodic; but now, about 1840, arose a national leader-
ship—a dynasty not to be broken. Frederick Douglass and the moral re-
volt against slavery dominated Negro thought and effort until after the
war.”32 Where Du Bois’s essay portrays Douglass as founding a dynasty
of leaders, Souls depicts the “American Negro” as doing the same. In
both places, Du Bois represents African American politics as a practice
by which African American leaders rule their followers. Drawing on a
traditional view of politics, Du Bois forges a compelling notion of black
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American politics that comprehends it, specifically, as a practice of gover-
nance. This concept is one of Du Bois’s brilliant, profoundly influential,
but flawed political philosophical inventions.33

European political thought owes to Greek antiquity the idea that
politics is a function of governance and the closely related idea that
governments can be distinguished according to type and form. For
ancient Greek political philosophers, the distinctions between different
types of government were distinctions between constitutional forms,
where a constitution—a politeia—was understood to be a way of con-
figuring, or organizing, the citizens of a polis. In classifying constitu-
tional forms, Greek thinkers tended to distinguish between well-ordered
constitutions (for example, monarchies, aristocracies, and some “mixed”
forms), and badly ordered ones (such as tyrannies, oligarchies, and de-
mocracies). In the words of a contemporary commentator, “the underly-
ing assumption of the scheme was that politics occurred only within a de-
terminate form and that the function of a form was to order politics so it
served the ‘ends’ distinctive to that form.”34 To mention a single, well-
known example, Aristotle thought that the end of oligarchy is wealth; of
democracy, freedom; of aristocracy, virtue.

When Du Bois castigates Washington’s mammonism but praises the
virtues of the vanguard he requires for his politics of self-realization
(in “Conservation,” the leaders who represent the “best thought;” in
Souls and elsewhere, the “talented tenth”), he clearly echoes Aristotle
and other Greek philosophers who ranked aristocracy above oligarchy.
For the purposes of the present book, however, the differences between
Du Bois and the Greeks may tell more than such obvious similarities.
Significantly, Du Bois applies his typology neither to ancient poleis (plu-
ral of polis) nor to modern nation-states (as his contemporaries may have
expected), but to an oppressed racial population—in his words, “a group
within a group”—the members of which are also citizens (at least nomi-
nally) of a modern nation-state, the United States.35 A thesis Aristotle
seems not to have considered—that categories proper to classifying an
organized political community (a politeia) could reasonably be used to
classify a downtrodden minority of that community’s citizens—is taken
for granted in the argument of Souls. For Du Bois, I conjecture, applying
these categories to a disenfranchised racial population was a logical cor-
ollary of the assumption, evident in “Conservation,” that this population
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constituted a distinct nation. And given this assumption, it would have
made perfect sense for him to raise in relation to the black American na-
tion just the sort of questions that Max Weber, whom he heard lecture in
Berlin in 1893, had soon thereafter raised in relation to the German na-
tion: very broadly speaking, practical questions as to which candidates
for rule and leadership (that is, for Weber, which socioeconomic classes,
not which generally defined leadership-types) were fit to rule and lead the
German nation.36

Thus drawing on Carlyle’s theory of history and a typological mode
of political thought stemming from Greek antiquity, Du Bois articulates
a concept of African American politics that he presupposes in asking
and answering a second question, “What kind of politics should Afri-
can Americans conduct to cope with white supremacy?”—or, given his
assumption that African American politics is exclusively a practice of
leadership, “What kind of leadership should African American leaders
exercise to cope with white supremacy?” Taken together, Du Bois’s two
queries motivate his central normative and political philosophical argu-
ment, which is, again, his defense of a politics of self-realization.

Du Bois’s two questions also inform his understanding of the role of
normative argument—of the contribution it may make to African Ameri-
can politics. In interpreting African American politics as a practice of rul-
ing leadership, Du Bois conceptually restricts the horizon of possibilities
available to African American politics. And by restricting that horizon,
he tends toward a limited understanding of the task of normative politi-
cal philosophy. Because Du Bois saw African American politics as a prac-
tice of governance, he would have found it natural—or as at least consis-
tent with a significant strand of Western political theory—to suppose
that a, perhaps the, central aim of normative political thought is to dis-
tinguish better from worse types of constitution, better from worse types
of governance.37 We may plausibly suppose, then, that he concentrated
on the normative issues posed by his second question, which invites an
assessment of different kinds of African American politics, because his
conceptualization of African American politics as a practice of ruling
leadership had already led him to regard that question as a critically im-
portant inquiry into the nature of good governance. Du Bois’s normative
political philosophical task, as he construed it, was to develop an account
of the good governance of African Americans’ struggles to cope with
white supremacy. By writing Souls, he executed that task.
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Souls’ treatment of the problem of political leadership as a problem of
governance is evident not only in its analogical allusions, and in its con-
ceptualization of the history of black leadership as a dynasty, but likewise
in its chapter-by-chapter organization. It is not insignificant, for example,
that the chapter on Washington immediately follows a chapter on the his-
tory of the Freedmen’s Bureau, entitled “Of the Dawn of Freedom.” Ac-
cording to Du Bois, the Freedman’s Bureau was a “government of men”
created to cope with the Negro problem, or Negro problems, or, as he
sometimes puts it, “the problem of the color line.” The bureau’s function
was “the social uplifting of four million slaves to an assured and self-sus-
taining place in the body politic.” In the third part of this chapter, I ana-
lyze Du Bois’s concept of the Negro problem. Here, however, I want only
to direct attention to his iterated depiction of the Freedman’s Bureau as a
form of government, or rule: “for a government it really was . . . the
Freedman’s Bureau . . . made laws, executed them and interpreted them;
it laid and collected taxes, defined and punished crime, maintained and
used military force, and dictated such measures as it thought necessary
and proper for the accomplishment of its varied ends. There were, in
1868, nine hundred bureau officials scattered from Washington to Texas,
ruling, directly and indirectly, many millions of men.” Defending the rule
of these men against the bureau’s toughest critics, Du Bois writes that
“there was criminal aggression and heedless neglect, but without some
system of control there would have been far more than there was.”
Mourning the bureau’s demise, he regrets that the “passing of a great hu-
man institution before its work is done, like the untimely passing of a sin-
gle soul, but leaves a legacy of striving for other men.”38

Whereas the penultimate paragraph of “Of the Dawn of Freedom” al-
ludes to the passing of the Freedman’s Bureau in 1872, the opening sen-
tences of “Of Mr. Booker T. Washington and Others” refer to a related
event that came with the end of Reconstruction: “Easily the most striking
thing in the history of the American Negro since 1876 is the ascendancy
of Mr. Booker T. Washington. It began at the time when war memories
and ideals were rapidly passing, a day of astonishing commercial devel-
opment was dawning; a sense of doubt and hesitation overtook the freed-
men’s sons,—then it was that his leading began.”39 Tracing the history of
the American Negro from the generation of the freedmen to that of the
freedmen’s sons, and from a period still animated by war memories and
ideals to an era during which they finally fell away, the transition from
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chapter 2 to chapter 3 of Souls also marks a thematic shift from one in-
stance of rule to another. Thus, where chapter 2 concentrates on the
Freedmen’s Bureau’s physically coercive government of men (for exam-
ple, its reliance on punishment and military force to enforce its dictates),
chapter 3 dramatizes the ascendancy—that is, the rule, or dominance—
of Booker T. Washington. To be sure, Du Bois never suggests that Wash-
ington ruled through the exercise of physical force. Rather he ties Wash-
ington’s emergence and efficacy as a leader to his promotion of a “simple,
definite programme . . . of industrial education, conciliation of the South,
and submission and silence as to civil and political rights.”40 Indeed, if we
follow Du Bois’s argument in this chapter, we see that he thinks that
Washington has achieved in some measure what “Conservation” sug-
gests representative leaders should aspire to achieve: namely, the effective
governance of Negro action and attitude-formation through the delinea-
tion of a “plan of advance” defining a “general expression of policy”—
what Du Bois now calls a “programme.” I say “in some measure,” for
Du Bois holds that Washington has yet to convert all his Negro critics to
his views. Still he admits that, due to the force of national opinion, Ne-
groes have begun “to recognize” Mr. Washington’s leadership even as
voices critical of his leadership have been successfully hushed. In other
words, he admits that Washington’s plan of advance has come to domi-
nate and regulate Negroes’ public action and expression of attitudes in
the struggle against white supremacy.

Washington’s ascendancy marks a political crisis for Du Bois, for in
the wake of the Freedmen’s Bureau’s failure to solve the Negro problem,
the practical task of advancing to a solution falls to black leaders. Black
leaders must take up the “legacy” of the Freedman Bureau’s striving, and
thus its burden of ruling and directing the actions of the black masses
with an eye to uplifting them. The cause of political crisis, of course, is
that Washington is not the right sort of leader—or so Du Bois argues.
Here I ignore the specifics of Du Bois’s critique of Washington (which
I consider in detail in Chapter 2), but emphasize that by placing this
critique after his history of the Freedman’s Bureau he suggests that the
leadership crisis facing African Americans is in part due to the failings of
a “government of men.” Later in Souls, in “Of the Faith of the Fathers,”
Du Bois makes a similar suggestion, arguing that black churches are
“governments of men” and that their failings, like the failings of the
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Freedman’s Bureau, have also contributed to a leadership crisis.41 In short,
he claims that both northern and southern black churches have ceased to
hearken to the collectively shared spirit of black people, and so ceased to
provide them the sort of spiritually expressive political leadership they
require to rule and lend direction to their fight against white supremacy.
The four chapters following “Of the Faith of the Fathers” chart his
search for precisely this sort of political leadership. In Du Bois’s narra-
tives of African American history, the failure of institutions that govern—
for example, the Freedmen’s Bureau and black churches—engenders a
critical need for leaders to govern.

I turn now, briefly, to Du Bois’s development of the idea of the tal-
ented tenth. My chief concern is not the usual worry that Du Bois assigns
the task of black political leadership to an educated and cultured elite.
Rather my focus here, and through much of this book, is that he concep-
tualizes black political leadership, and thus the substance of black poli-
tics per se, as a practice of rule. Although distinct, the two concerns are
not unrelated, for again, as Arendt and Wolin remind us, conceptualizing
politics as governance goes hand in hand with antidemocratic and finally
elitist (for example, aristocratic, or oligarchic) answers to the question,
“who—or what constitution—should rule?” Still, it is important to see
that rejecting a rulership notion of politics is not tantamount to denying
that “the political way of life has never been and will never be the way of
life of the many.”42 The distinction between rulership and non-rulership
conceptions of politics cuts across the distinction between the many and
the few.43

Initially published in September of 1902, and then again as chapter 6
of Souls, “Of the Training of Black Men” may be the first essay in which
Du Bois invokes the idea of a “talented tenth.”44 If America denies the
most talented Negroes the “higher education, the end of which is cul-
ture,” then, he warns, the “turbulent” Negro proletariat may well suc-
cumb to the leadership of “untrained demagogues.”45 Du Bois insinuates
that a critical political task of the “bolder and brighter [Negro] minds”—
the talented tenth—is to manage and moderate the unruly black demos
by articulating in a compelling way a general expression of policy (now
described as a “larger philosophy”) that would help nullify attempts by
leaders who appeal to the passions of the demos—the demagogues—to
incite acts of “revolt and revenge.”46 The talented black elite can fulfill

31

POLIT ICS AND RACE



this task only if it has access to the education it requires to guide the
masses. If denied that access, Du Bois suggests, its members may them-
selves enter the racialized political fray as demagogues.

Du Bois explains the nature of the guidance he envisions in chapter 9
of Souls, “Of the Sons of Master and Man”:

For some time men doubted as to whether the Negro could de-
velop such leaders but to-day no one seriously disputes the capa-
bility of individual Negroes to assimilate the culture and common
sense of modern civilization, and to pass it on to some extent, to
their fellows. If this is true, then here is the path out of the eco-
nomic situation, and here is the imperative demand for trained Ne-
gro leaders of character and intelligence,—men of skill, men of
light and leading, college-bred men, black captains of industry,
and missionaries of culture; men who thoroughly comprehend and
know modern civilization, and can take hold of Negro communi-
ties and raise and train them by force of precept and example, deep
sympathy, and the inspiration of common blood and ideals.47

In Chapter 4 I discuss the notion of culture that informs these remarks,
which quite obviously owe a debt to Matthew Arnold’s Culture and An-
archy. For my present purposes, however, I wish to stress that Du Bois
here envisions the cultured and civilized members of the talented tenth as
issuing precepts to Negro communities: that is, as issuing commands, or
injunctions, for the members of those communities to obey. In short, he
envisions cultured members of the talented tenth as ruling those commu-
nities, just as he envisioned the members of the American Negro Acad-
emy as ruling the Negro nation. Here as elsewhere Du Bois appears to re-
ject the use of physical force to enforce commands, yet he knows that
eliciting obedience and otherwise shaping behavior will require more
than the sheer act of announcing directives. Thus to the force of precept
per se must be added vivid example, heartfelt sympathy, and allusions to
common blood and ideals. More like Moses than Bismarck, Du Bois’s
leaders will rule and remember the masses, relying on illustration, sensi-
tivity to suffering, and a sense of shared identity to enter into their lives
and uplift them.48

Just a few months after he published Souls, Du Bois’s famous essay on
the talented tenth appeared in a volume entitled The Negro Problem.49
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The central theme of the essay is the problem of educating the talented
tenth. It is, Du Bois tells us, “the problem of developing the Best of this
race that they may guide the Mass away from contamination and death
of the Worst, in their own and other races.”50 By describing the talented
tenth as aristoi—as “the Best”—Du Bois anticipates his claim, several
pages later, that it constitutes an “aristocracy of talent and character.”51

Echoing “Of the Training of Black Men,” he forcefully confronts Amer-
ica with a dramatic alternative:

Do you think that if the leaders of thought among Negroes are not
trained and educated thinkers, that they will have no leaders? On
the contrary a hundred half-trained demagogues will still hold the
places they so largely occupy now, and hundreds of vociferous
busy-bodies will multiply. You have no choice; either you must
help furnish this race from within its own ranks with thoughtful
men of trained leadership, or you must suffer the evil consequences
of a headless misguided rabble.52

Here Du Bois suggests that black political leaders are first and fore-
most “leaders of thought” and that untrained leaders-thinkers are
destined to become demagogues. As in “Conservation” and “Of the
Training of Black Men,” he advocates the rule of talented men—of men
distinguished by ability—precisely to the extent that they have been
trained, or educated. Without proper training, members of the talented
tenth may continue to lead, but their untrained or “half-trained” leader-
ship will flatter the passions of the demos. Put otherwise, the rule of aris-
tocrats of talent can distinguish itself from the rule of demagogues (tal-
ented and untalented alike) only if the training of the talented enables
them to think well—in the words of “Conservation,” to think the “best
thought.” Reviving his suspicion of the demos, Du Bois also suggests that
where demagogues rule, there is, strictly speaking, no rule. In his view,
there is no difference between a rabble headed by demagogues and a
“headless misguided rabble.” Reiterating what I have suggested is a key
thesis of “Conservation,” Du Bois yet again implies that genuine rule re-
quires the rule of talented rulers distinguished by training as well as by
ability and virtue (character).53

Du Bois succinctly states the political vocation of the talented tenth
after offering some statistics relating to “college-bred Negroes”:
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These figures illustrate vividly the function of the college-bred Ne-
gro. He is, as he ought to be, the group leader, the man who sets
the ideals of the community where he lives, directs its thoughts and
heads its social movements. It need hardly be argued that the Ne-
gro people need social leadership more than most groups; that they
have no tradition to fall back upon, no established customs, no
strong family ties, no well defined social classes.54

As leaders of thought, the raison d’être of Du Bois’s talented, college-
bred Negroes is to give shape and organization to Negro life, and hence
to compensate for the want of tradition, custom, strong family ties, and
class-specific norms. Although I shall contribute more later about this
portrait of the former slaves as an anomic (in Durkheim’s sense) lot who
require cultured and civilized leaders to form and order their behavior,
I want immediately to emphasize that Du Bois envisions college-bred
Negroes as molding and regulating the lives of their fellows. Where in
“Conservation” Du Bois depicts the best thought as enjoining policies for
governing the Negro people’s actions and attitude-formation, he now
presents college-educated thought as dictating their most estimable aims
(their ideals), their opinions (their thoughts), and the course of their
struggles for social justice (their social movements). Recalling George
Kateb’s pithy recounting of Weber’s view of politics—that “authentic po-
litical activity is deciding for others, commanding them,” and so forth—
the picture that persists is that of some human beings deciding and set-
tling critical issues for others: in this case, questions as to what to aspire
to, believe, and fight for.55 To be specific, it is a Platonist picture of the
rule of the thinking, knowledgeable few (“men who thoroughly compre-
hend and know modern civilization,” according to “Of the Sons of Mas-
ter and Man”) over the benighted, ignorant many, who can socially inte-
grate their lives by obeying the directives of their betters.56

Further illuminating this discussion is Du Bois’s retrospective account
of the notion of political leadership that he developed in Souls and other
early writings, an account he presents some thirty-seven years later in
Dusk of Dawn (1940):

Here . . . we have . . . landed into a morass of criticism, with-
out faith in the ability of American Negroes to extricate them-
selves from their present plight. Our former panacea emphasized
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by Booker T. Washington was flight of class from mass in wealth
with the idea of escaping the masses or ruling the masses through
power placed by white capitalists into the hands of those with
larger income. My own panacea of earlier days was flight of class
from mass through the development of a Talented Tenth; but the
power of this aristocracy of talent was to lie in its knowledge
and character and not in its wealth. The problem which I did not
then attack was that of leadership and authority within the group,
which by implication left controls to wealth—a contingency of
which I never dreamed.57

In contrasting Washington’s idea of a “flight of class from mass” to his
quite similar idea, Du Bois remembers that Washington advocated the
cultivation of an elite distinguished by wealth whereas he, Du Bois, advo-
cated the cultivation of an elite distinguished by talent. Complicating
his comparison, he further suggests that whereas Washington sometimes
held that solving the Negro problem (extricating Negroes from their
plight) required that wealthy blacks (“those with larger income”) rule the
black masses through power placed in their hands by white capitalists, he
maintained that solving the problem required the rule of the talented
tenth through the power of knowledge and character. According to Du
Bois, then, both he and Washington promoted the subjection of the black
masses to the power and control—to the governance—of elite blacks.
Still, he tells us, he failed then to recognize that the possession and mani-
festation of knowledge and character did not alone suffice to move the
masses to obey the talented tenth. In other words, he failed to see that the
few could have and display knowledge and character but remain power-
less to govern the many. This was the problem of “leadership and author-
ity” that, Du Bois says, he “did not then attack” and that “left controls
to wealth.” Put in the Aristotelian terms I previously introduced, it left
controls to black oligarchs (the wealthy), not black aristocrats (the virtu-
ous; men of character).

Du Bois was wrong to suggest that his earlier writings did not attack
this problem. Indeed, an important argument of the present book is that
he attacked it precisely by stressing that it is difficult if not impossible for
black leaders to rule their fellows without remembering them: that is,
without demonstrating an identification with them that serves as a coun-
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terpoint to the display of the talent, the education, and the virtue that dis-
tinguish them. As we shall see later in this chapter, and again in greater
detail in Chapters 3 and 4, it is Du Bois’s sensitivity to the need for this
sort of counterpoint that helps motivate both his political expressivism
and his differentiation of the black folk from the black masses. It is also
worth remarking that Du Bois’s later approach to the problem of leader-
ship and authority—stated explicitly as a question of whether “the pres-
ent classes who have proven their intelligence and their efficiency can
gain leadership over their own people”—echoes much of what is familiar
from his early work (for example, he continues to compare “black dema-
gogues” to “cultured Negroes”), and results, as in “Of the Sons of Mas-
ter and Man,” with an appeal to common bases of identification (such
as common memories and suffering).58 Here again Du Bois promotes
the use of means of persuasion other than physical force (or the threat
thereof) to prompt the compliance of the black masses with the dictates
of their ruling leaders.59

In Dusk of Dawn, Du Bois underlines the role that the category of
rule plays in his early political thought and lets us see how his seemingly
automatic reliance on it served fundamentally to constrain his theoretical
and practical imagination.60 Because Du Bois insists that the rule of the
talented tenth is to rely on knowledge, character, and peaceable means of
persuasion rather than deception, manipulation, and violence, his notion
of black politics is hardly open to the objection that satisfying it re-
quires leadership bound to be abusive, coercive, or otherwise oppressive.
Rather the difficulty I mean to stress lies in its overly narrow definition of
black political agency: that is, in its limited characterization of what is to
count as black politics, not in the program it promotes on the basis of
that characterization. As the young Du Bois conceptualizes it, black poli-
tics is either a matter of ruling—the agency of black leaders—or obeying,
that is, the agency of the black masses. But what of black struggles
against white supremacy, which are neither? Du Bois’s notion of black
politics is too narrow, for it includes no conceptual space for grasping
these forms of struggle as political. Yet we should regard them as politi-
cal, I suggest, because in contesting white supremacy they typically aim
to reform or reconstruct a prevailing polity. As historian Steven Hahn
shows, a more robust notion of black political agency, one that encom-
passes modes of collective struggle that the ruler-ruled dichotomy fails
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to capture, can be productively applied to tell the story of black politi-
cal history from emancipation to the Great Migration—a story key as-
pects of which the young Du Bois would not have conceptualized as po-
litical history.61 More critical to my purposes, however, is the recognition
that such a notion can productively enrich current thinking about black
politics.

Race and the Human Sciences I

Du Bois’s essay on the conservation of races is not simply an argument
about the American Negro’s need for firm, aristocratic leadership. As
we shall see, the essay also speaks to a turn-of-the-century conversa-
tion in German philosophy about the subject matters and methods that
distinguish the human from the natural sciences—that is, the
Geisteswissenschaften from the Naturwissenschaften, respectively. Re-
sponding to J. S. Mill’s earlier effort to reform the human sciences on the
model of the natural sciences, German scholars posed questions about
the cognitive aims of the human sciences, their methodological auton-
omy, and their fundamental dependence on psychology. When Du Bois
arrived in Berlin in 1892, the conversation was well under way and had
benefited already from the significant contributions of Wilhelm Dilthey
and Wilhelm Wundt a decade earlier. During the 1890s there were addi-
tional contributions, in particular, the writings of Georg Simmel, Wil-
helm Windelband, and Heinrich Rickert, all of whom brought a neo-
Kantian perspective to the issues at hand. “Conservation” itself was pub-
lished in 1897: it explicitly marks Du Bois’s turn from the natural sci-
ences to the human sciences to conceptualize race generally and black
identity specifically.62

Here I approach “Conservation” by way of a critical reconstruction
of the debate between Anthony Appiah and Lucius Outlaw over Du
Bois’s definition of a notion of race in that essay.63 Appiah’s reading of
“Conservation” has been and remains an indispensable point of depar-
ture for scholars engaged with Du Bois’s attempt to conceptualize race in
terms appropriate to the discourses of the human sciences.64 Outlaw’s cri-
tique of Appiah bears especially on my purposes, for notwithstanding its
flaws it persuasively insists on the political stakes of Du Bois’s theoretical
enterprise.
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Appiah and Outlaw

Du Bois defines the concept of race in the following passage:

What, then, is a race? It is a vast family of human beings, generally
of common blood and language, always of common history, tradi-
tions and impulses, who are both voluntarily and involuntarily
striving together for the accomplishment of certain more or less
vividly conceived ideals of life.65

Du Bois also claims that there exist eight “distinctly differentiated races”
and implies that each of them satisfies his definition. These are “the Slavs
of eastern Europe, the Teutons of middle Europe, the English of Great
Britain and America, the Romance nations of Southern and Western Eu-
rope, the Negroes of Africa and America, the Semitic people of Western
Asia and Northern Africa, the Hindoos of Central Asia and the Mongo-
lians of Eastern Asia.”66

As Appiah reads it, Du Bois’s notion of race comprises a set of criteria
for determining whether two individuals belong to the same race (this
reading is reasonable, for Du Bois refers explicitly to the problem of iden-
tifying “criteria of race differences”).67 In brief, he takes Du Bois to be
listing a set of individually informative, necessary, and jointly sufficient
conditions for ascertaining whether two individuals are both Slavs, both
Teutons, both English, and so on (a criterion is “individually informa-
tive” only if its successful application as a source of information does not
presuppose the successful application of another criterion to obtain the
same information). Appiah’s argument proceeds through an analysis of
each of the criteria that Du Bois mentions in his definition of race. His
aim is to show that Du Bois’s claim to have transcended the nineteenth-
century scientific conception of race is false. Far from transcending this
conception, Du Bois “relies on it”—or so Appiah argues.68

Appiah interprets Du Bois’s definition of a notion of race to assert the
following proposition:

Two individuals, x and y, belong to the same race iffdf they (a)
share a language and (b) belong to the same “vast family” and (c)
are of a “common blood” and (d) share a “common history”
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[which Appiah does not distinguish from having common tradi-
tions] and (e) have common impulses and strivings.69

Regarding the criterion of a common language, Appiah notices that it
is not the case that two individuals are members of one of Du Bois’s eight
races only if they share a language. Consider, for example, that there are
pairs of persons belonging to the “Romance” race, such that one of them
speaks French and the other Spanish or Italian. From this, it follows that
sharing a language is not a necessary condition of membership in one of
Du Bois’s races. This, I take it, is what Appiah has in mind when he
writes that “the claim that a race generally shares a common language is
. . . plainly inessential.”70

Appiah maintains that the criteria of a “vast family” and a “common
blood” both incorporate the idea “of shared ancestry.”71 He insists, then,
that Du Bois’s definition does not fully transcend the scientific defini-
tion, for the scientific definition “presupposes common features in virtue
of a common biology derived from a common descent.”72 Yet Du Bois’s
definition is not reducible to the notion of a common ancestry, because
“there are many groups of common ancestry—ranging from humanity in
general to narrower groups such as the Slavs, Teutons, and Romance
people taken together—which do not for Du Bois constitute races.”73 At
best, then, Du Bois’s allusions to a “vast family” and to a “common
blood” identify a necessary condition for determining membership in one
of his eight races, but not a condition that is by itself sufficient for mak-
ing such a determination.

Now Outlaw, while he offers no criticism of Appiah’s treatment of
Du Bois’s “common language” criterion, objects to Appiah’s assumption
that, in speaking of races as families, Du Bois is supposing that families
are joined by biology—that is, by common ancestry—and not by acts of
choice. In rejecting this assumption, Outlaw argues that Du Bois himself,
although biologically linked to both Dutch and African ancestors, chose
to identify racially with his African predecessors.74 What, however, does
this argument establish? Even if Outlaw’s biographical assertion is accu-
rate—even if, in other words, Du Bois did at some time make a choice of
the sort Outlaw attributes to him—it does not follow that, for theoretical
purposes, Du Bois has repudiated the notion that families, racial families
included, are joined by biology and not by acts of choice. Du Bois’s text,
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moreover, with its suggestion that families are biological units bound by
“blood,” seems prima facie to support Appiah’s assumption:

The final word of science, so far, is that we have at least two, per-
haps three, great families of human beings—the whites and Ne-
groes, possibly the yellow race. That other races have arisen from
the intermingling of the blood of these two.75

Other passages in “Conservation” support Appiah’s view.76 Still it
seems to me that Du Bois’s position is not as unequivocal as Appiah as-
sumes, and that Outlaw’s objection can be placed on firmer ground.
Specifically, it can be shown that Du Bois’s notion of race allows for a
measure of individual choice (regardless of the choices Du Bois himself
did or didn’t make), and that this allowance is critical to both the politi-
cal agenda of “Conservation” and the political expressivism of Souls, a
point that I will develop later.

I turn now to Appiah’s treatment of Du Bois’s “common history” cri-
terion. Here again the argument is straightforward: one cannot deter-
mine that two individuals belong to a given race by establishing that each
of them partakes in the history of that race unless one can appeal to crite-
ria other than “common history” to determine which individuals belong
to that race in the first place. Supposing, however, that such criteria were
available, the appeal to “common history” would be redundant:

Sharing a common group history cannot be a criterion for being
members of the same group, for we would have to be able to iden-
tify the group in order to identify its history. Someone in the four-
teenth century could share a common history with me through our
membership in a historically extended race only if something ac-
counts for his or her membership in the race in the fourteenth cen-
tury and mine in the twentieth. That something cannot, on pain of
circularity, be the history of the race.77

Responding to this argument, Outlaw presents a second objection to
Appiah’s analysis of Du Bois’s concept of race: “Appiah is simply wrong:
the strategy would be circular (and viciously so) only if common his-
tory were the only criterion. As one criterion among others taken sever-
ally, however, its use is not circular.”78 Here Outlaw misses the point of
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Appiah’s claim that a successful application of the common history crite-
rion (to establish whether two individuals belong to the same race) pre-
supposes the availability of other criteria for determining what the appli-
cation of the common history criterion was meant to determine in the
first place. If I have other criteria sufficient to establish that two individu-
als, A and B, belong to the Teutonic race, then, having established their
racial identities, I can validly infer that the history of A’s race and the his-
tory of B’s race is the history of the Teutonic race; or, put otherwise, that
A and B have in common a Teutonic racial history, from which it follows,
using the common history criterion, that both A and B are Teutons. But
because I had to establish that A and B were Teutons prior to my success-
ful application of the common history criterion, that criterion cannot be
the standard I used to establish that A and B belonged to the Teutonic
race in the first place. Taken as one criterion among others, the applica-
tion of the common history criterion is, if not circular, then unnecessary.
As Appiah pithily puts the point, “Du Bois’ reference to a common his-
tory cannot be doing any work in his individuation of races.”79

Appiah shows that Du Bois’s use of a common history criterion is
at best redundant, and therefore that this criterion cannot be an informa-
tive element of the definition that Du Bois (or anyone else) uses to decide
if two human beings belong to the same race. Because he has already
shown that sharing a language is not essential to that definition, what
remains for him to consider is the “common impulses and strivings” cri-
terion, presumably in order to determine whether this criterion, in con-
junction with Du Bois’s appeal to a notion of common ancestry, consti-
tutes a set of conditions that are individually informative, necessary, and
jointly sufficient to do the work of individuating races.

But there is no help here. As Appiah argues, the appeal to “common
impulses and strivings” is based on historical evidence the availability of
which assumes the possibility of individuating races. For example, histor-
ical inquiry that discovers that all Negroes share certain impulses and
strivings presupposes that, prior to such inquiry, it is possible to say who
is and is not a Negro. Thus, the criterion of “common impulses and
strivings” cannot be a part of the definition of race that Du Bois and the
historians he relies on use to do the work of individuation that historiog-
raphy takes for granted.
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In Appiah’s view, the criterion by which Du Bois does in fact distin-
guish racial groups is a modification of the “common ancestry” criterion,
and thus a version of the scientific (biological) conception of race:

How, then, is it possible for Du Bois’ criteria to issue in eight
groups, while the scientific conception issues in three? The reason
is clear from the list. Slavs, Teutons, English, Hindus, and Ro-
mance peoples each live in a characteristic geographical region.
(American English—and, for that matter, American Teutons,
American Slavs, and American Romance people—share recent an-
cestry with their European “cousins” and thus share a relation to a
place and certain languages and traditions.) Semites and Mongo-
lians each inhabit a rather larger geographical region also. Du
Bois’ talk of common history conceals his superaddition of a geo-
graphical criterion: group history is, in part, the history of people
who have lived in the same place.

The criterion Du Bois actually uses amounts to this: people are
members of the same race if they share certain features in virtue of
being descended largely from people of the same region. Those fea-
tures may be physical—hence Afro-Americans are Negroes—or
cultural—hence Anglo-Americans are English.80

Strictly speaking, Appiah could have written that two people are mem-
bers of the same race if, and only if, they share features due to being de-
scended largely from people of the same region, for Du Bois’s criterion
defines a necessary and not only a sufficient condition of race member-
ship. In other words, there appear to be no possible pairs of persons
whom Du Bois would have counted as members of the same race but
who failed to satisfy the criterion of individuation that he seems in fact to
exploit. A signal virtue of Appiah’s proposal regarding the criterion that
Du Bois tacitly and “actually” uses—which Appiah distinguishes from
Du Bois’s stated definition of the concept of race—is that it provides
a plausible explanation of Du Bois’s eightfold classification of human
races. This virtue needs to be borne in mind, I believe, when evaluat-
ing Outlaw’s third objection to Appiah’s treatment of Du Bois’s stated
definition.81

The third objection is that Appiah incorrectly represents Du Bois
as attempting to define a “natural kind,” or “heritable racial essence,”
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by identifying a set of individuating conditions that are “severally neces-
sary, connected conjunctively, and, collectively, jointly sufficient.” Out-
law gives two reasons for this objection. The first is that Appiah disre-
gards the possibility that Du Bois’s notion of race “is best read as a
cluster concept: that is, as referring to a group of persons who share, and
are thereby distinguished by, several properties taken disjunctively: that
is, ‘each property is severally sufficient and the possession of at least one
of the properties is necessary.’” The second is that Appiah’s reading can-
not make sense of Du Bois’s “explicit concern to have his account of race
be conditioned by attention to history and sociology, and, as well, to the
work of Charles Darwin.”82

Outlaw’s first reason amounts to the proposal that Du Bois’s stated
definition of a concept of race should be read as asserting the following
proposition:

Two individuals, x and y, belong to the same race iffdf they (a)
share a language or (b) belong to the same “vast family” or (c) are
of a “common blood” or (d) share a “common history” or (e) have
common impulses and strivings.83

The obvious problem with this proposal is that it fails to explain Du
Bois’s eightfold classification of races. Suppose, for example, that we
consider “shared language” to be one of severally sufficient conditions of
membership in the same race. From this supposition it follows that the
English-speaking Negroes of America and the English-speaking non-Ne-
groes of Great Britain and America belong to the same race—which they
do not, according to Du Bois’s eightfold classification. Or suppose that
we consider “common blood” or “shared ancestry” to be a sufficient
condition. Following this assumption, we should have to say that con-
trary to Du Bois’s classification scheme the Slavs and the Teutons taken
together constitute a race (for Slavs and Teutons alike are descended
from “the white variety of mankind”).84 As for “common history,” we
have already seen that this criterion, by itself, cannot do the work of indi-
viduation, and so cannot be one of Outlaw’s severally sufficient condi-
tions. That “common impulses and strivings” figure as such a condition
is also implausible, for that would entail that if two individuals shared an
impulse and a striving—for example, a passion for liberty and a striving
for justice—they would be members of the same race.

43

POLIT ICS AND RACE



Although Outlaw’s second reason is inaccurate, it raises a key issue.
To be sure, Appiah is asserting that Du Bois’s stated definition is meant to
individuate racial kinds. But he is also claiming that Du Bois envisions
those kinds as sociohistorical essences, not as the natural, heritable es-
sences that a nineteenth-century biologist would have investigated. Du
Bois fails, Appiah insists, (1) because he does not articulate a coherent
sociohistorical conception of a racial kind, and (2) because he depends
on a conception of a racial kind (one that accounts for his eightfold
classification of races) that is, in fact, biological and not sociohistorical.
Still, Outlaw raises a critical issue, for while he falsely suggests that
Appiah cannot make sense of Du Bois’s intention to situate his defini-
tion of a concept of race in relation to history and sociology, he is right
to imply that Appiah does not capture the point of his intention, which
is to accommodate his definition of a concept of race to an explana-
tion of spiritual-psychological racial differences in the perspective of the
Geisteswissenschaften.

Explanation and Definition in “Conservation”

Consider the following passages from the “The Conservation of Races”:

The final word of science, so far, is that we have at least two,
perhaps three, great families of human beings—the whites and
Negroes—possibly the yellow race. That other races have arisen
from the intermingling of the blood of these two. This broad divi-
sion of the world’s races which men like Huxley and Raetzel have
introduced as more nearly true than the old five-race scheme of
Blumenbach, is nothing more than an acknowledgement that, so
far as purely physical characteristics are concerned, the differences
between men do not explain all the differences of their history . . .

Although the wonderful developments of human history teach
that grosser physical differences of color, hair and bone go but a
short way toward explaining the different roles which groups of
men have played in human progress, yet there are differences—
subtle, delicate and elusive, though they may be—which have si-
lently but definitely separated men into groups. While these subtle
forces have generally followed the natural cleavage of common
blood, descent and physical peculiarities, they have at other times
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swept across and ignored these. At all times, however, they have
divided human beings into races, which, while they perhaps tran-
scend scientific definition, nevertheless, are clearly defined to the
eye of the historian and sociologist . . .

If this be true, then the history of the world is the history, not of
individuals, but of groups, not of nations, but of races, and he who
ignores or seeks to override the race idea in human history ignores
and overrides the central thought of all history.85

Du Bois mentions the work of Huxley and Ratzel because it shows that
physical racial differences—the province of science—do not explain “all
the differences of their [men’s] history.” He develops this insight further
when he writes that “the grosser physical differences . . . go but a short
way in explaining the different roles that groups of men have played in
human progress,” by which he means, roughly, “go but a short way in
explaining historical differences”; or again, “in explaining the different
roles different groups of men have played in the progress of human his-
tory.” Human history (“the history of the world”), Du Bois claims, is the
history of the “groups of men” we call “races.” A race plays a role (is a
“factor”) in history, he insists, just to the extent that it delivers its distinc-
tive spiritual message:

Manifestly some of the great races of today—particularly the Ne-
gro race—have not yet given to civilization the full spiritual mes-
sage which they are capable of giving . . . For the development of
Negro genius, of Negro literature and art, of Negro spirit, only
Negroes, bound and welded together, Negroes inspired by one vast
ideal, can work out in fullness the great message we have for hu-
manity. We cannot reverse history; we are subject to the same laws
as other races, and if the Negro is ever to be a factor in the world’s
history—if among the gaily colored banners that deck the broad
ramparts of civilization is to hang one uncompromising black,
then it must be put there by black hands.86

For Du Bois, explaining the “different roles” of different races is tanta-
mount to accounting for the distinct spiritual messages that impart to
each of these races an eminent historical significance. But what causes ex-
plain these distinct messages?
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What is the real distinction between these nations? Is it the physi-
cal differences of blood, color and cranial measurement? Certainly
we must acknowledge that physical differences play a great part,
and that, with wide exceptions and qualifications, these eight great
races of to-day follow the cleavage of physical race distinctions;
the English and Teuton represent the white variety of mankind; the
Mongolian the yellow; the Negroes the black. Between these are
many crosses and mixtures, where Mongolian and Teuton have
blended into the Slav, and other mixtures have produced the Ro-
mance nations and the Semites. But while race differences have fol-
lowed mainly physical race lines, yet no mere physical distinctions
would really define or explain the deeper differences—the cohe-
siveness and continuity of these groups. The deeper differences are
spiritual, psychical differences—undoubtedly based on the physi-
cal, but infinitely transcending them. The forces that bind the Teu-
ton nations are, then, first, their race identity and common blood,
secondly and more important, a common history, common laws
and religion, similar habits of thought and a conscious striving to-
gether for certain ideals of life.87

Here again, Du Bois proclaims that physical differences between races
cannot explain the spiritual differences that, previously, he tied to role
differences. In order to explain the spiritual differences, he suggests, one
must appeal to the “more important” and nonphysical “forces”—the
“subtle forces” to which he earlier referred—namely, “a common history,
common laws and religion, similar habits of thought and a conscious
striving for certain ideals of life.” The case of the Teutonic race is instruc-
tive, for from a physical or biological perspective there is nothing to
distinguish the Teutons from the English: they both represent, without
mixture, “the white variety of mankind.” The nations composing the
Teutonic race (and here, Du Bois includes the German, the Scandinavian,
and the Dutch), like those composing the English race, are bound to-
gether by a physio-biological “race identity and common blood,” which
makes them white.88 But the spiritual differences separating the English
from the Teutons (to which Du Bois alludes when he notes, “The English
nation stood for constitutional liberty and commercial freedom; the Ger-
man nation for science and philosophy”) cannot be a function of this
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white identity, for the English and the Teutons have this identity in com-
mon.89 Rather these differences must derive from the differences in the
causal efficacy of different (English and Teutonic) histories, laws and reli-
gions, habits of thought, and so forth. The spiritual message and “differ-
ence” of the Teutonic nations are “based on” a physio-biological “race
identity and . . . blood,” but physical “whiteness” plays no causal role
in explaining the content of this message and difference—the reason, I
think, that Du Bois can view Teutonic spiritual identity as “infinitely
transcending” the physio-biological racial identity that undergirds it. The
subtle historical, legal, and religious forces producing the spiritual differ-
ences between the Englishman and the Teuton have, in this reading, “di-
vided human beings into races,” for it is precisely these forces that have
made the Teutonic and English races distinct entities.

By rejecting the thesis that physical differences between races explain
their spiritual differences, “Conservation” repudiates one of the most
influential claims put forth by the racial sciences of the nineteenth cen-
tury: namely, that physical racial differences explain the mental, spiritual
(psychological), and cultural differences distinguishing racial groups.90

For Du Bois, mental and spiritual differences have historical and social
causes (law, religion, and so forth) that are not reducible to biological ra-
cial differences. In fine, he takes these causes to be causally independent
of biological racial facts, for they have “swept across and ignored” the
natural cleavage of “common blood, descent, and physical peculiarities.”

The rejection in “Conservation” of a form of physio-biological re-
ductionism is the upshot of its reflections on the status of the
Geisteswissenschaften. More exactly, Du Bois’s break with nineteenth-
century racial science is the conclusion of an argument that speaks
directly to a conversation among his contemporaries about the subject
matters and methods distinguishing the human from the natural sciences.
A brief comparison of Du Bois and Dilthey can illuminate the particu-
lars of Du Bois’s contribution to that conversation, for the foundational
metaphysical assumption of “Conservation,” its related epistemological
claims, its rejection of reductionism, and its interpretation of race all
agree with positions that Dilthey stakes out and defends in his Introduc-
tion to the Human Sciences.

A metaphysical distinction between mental and physical facts is basic
to the argument of the Introduction, for Dilthey demarcates the differ-
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ence between the natural and the human sciences by stressing that they
have different subject matters. Whereas the natural sciences take nature
as their object, the human sciences study spirit—for Dilthey, the directly
given, inner world of lived experience and its manifold sociocultural
manifestations. For Dilthey, as for Mill and Wundt, psychology is the
foundational Geisteswissenschaft: it articulates the basic concepts for un-
derstanding mental, or spiritual, facts.91

Like Dilthey and others, Du Bois demarcates the distinction between
the natural and the human sciences with regard to a difference in sub-
ject matters. For Du Bois, in other words, the distinction between the
(natural) scientific and the sociohistorical study of race is a distinction
between inquiries that pertain to “purely physical characteristics” and
“physical race distinctions” and those that pertain to the “spiritual, psy-
chical differences” dictating the different historical roles of different
races. Whereas the “word of science” refers to the physical realm, that of
the Geisteswissenschaften, of history and sociology, refers to the spiri-
tual, psychical sphere. In keeping with Dilthey, Du Bois founds his argu-
ments on the assumption of a metaphysical distinction between mental
and physical facts.

Du Bois also resembles Dilthey in attributing epistemological signifi-
cance to this distinction. According to Dilthey, “the facts of the world of
the human spirit show themselves to be incommensurate (unvergleichbar)
with the uniformities of natural processes.”92 Knowledge of mental facts
exceeds the reach of natural scientific intelligibility, Dilthey argues, be-
cause natural science cannot establish that the relations among these
facts satisfy the causal laws operative in nature. Du Bois too suggests that
the world of the human spirit exceeds natural scientific intelligibility, for
sociohistorical races and the spiritual differences distinguishing them,
while “clearly defined to the eye of the historian and the sociologist,”
perhaps “transcend scientific definition.” In sum, Du Bois echoes Dilthey
in proposing—however tentatively—that natural science cannot concep-
tualize and articulate the character of spiritual life, and that doing so re-
quires the independent perspective of the Geisteswissenschaften.

Du Bois’s rejection of physio-biological reductionism is, I believe,
a consequence of the metaphysical and epistemological commitments
shaping his understanding of the human sciences. He suggests as much
when he maintains that the deeper, psychical, spiritual differences among
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racial groups—namely, the differences that account for the cohesiveness
and continuity of these groups—can be neither defined nor explained by
“mere physical distinctions.” The claim that these differences cannot be
defined in physical terms iterates the thesis that the metaphysically dis-
tinct domain of mental facts exceeds, or transcends, the epistemological
scope of (natural) scientific definitions of differences in physical terms.
The further, antireductionist claim that they cannot be (causally) ex-
plained in physical terms suggests that Du Bois simply did not see how
there could be a natural scientific and specifically biological explanation
of the differences between various sorts of mental facts (between the
kinds of mental facts characterizing the spirit of one race and those char-
acterizing the spirit of another) if such differences cannot be conceptual-
ized in biological or other physical terms in the first place. Like Dilthey,
who denies that Goethe’s passions and poetic productivity could be de-
rived from “the structure of his brain or the properties of his body,” and
who critically and forcefully doubts Comte’s aspiration to reduce sociol-
ogy to biology, Du Bois expressly questions the possibility of causal ex-
planations that reduce spiritual facts and differences to biological facts
and differences.93

A final point of affinity between Dilthey and Du Bois concerns their
treatments of race. For Dilthey, thinking of races as spiritually distinct
peoples is tantamount to thinking of them as carriers of historical move-
ment and as relatively independent centers of culture bound together by
the interplay of phenomena such as law, religion, language, and art.94

Du Bois similarly views races as spiritually distinct bearers of history,
and like Dilthey demystifies the idea of spiritual distinctness by interpret-
ing it with reference to concrete social phenomena, for example, law
and religion. As we have seen, he also defines a notion of race that
conceptualizes spiritually distinct races as sociohistorical entities. Du
Bois’s antireductionism is the result of his Dilthey-like reflections on the
Geisteswissenschaften; his definition of a notion of race is his attempt to
articulate a concept consistent with his antireductionism.

Consider again, then, Du Bois’s definition:

What, then, is a race? It is a vast family of human beings, generally
of common blood and language, always of common history, tradi-
tions and impulses, who are both voluntarily and involuntarily
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striving together for the accomplishment of certain more or less
vividly conceived ideals of life.95

In reconsidering this definition, I want to draw attention to Du Bois’s dis-
tinct uses of the terms “generally” and “always.” “Generally,” as distinct
from “always,” can mean the same as “usually.” What is usually the
case, moreover, need not be always so. The thesis that the members of a
race are “generally” of the same blood suggests that common blood, like
common language, is, to use Appiah’s locution, “inessential” to member-
ship in the race. Just as two individuals can be members of the Romance
race, yet not speak the same language, so too can two individuals be
members of some race, yet not be of the same “blood” and descent—or
so Du Bois himself seems to imply. That Du Bois should have wanted to
imply this should come as no surprise, for we have seen that he claims ex-
plicitly, in the paragraph immediately preceding his definition, that the
“subtle forces” separating human beings into races, although they have
“generally followed the natural cleavage of common blood, descent and
physical peculiarities . . . have at other times swept across and ignored
these.” Du Bois begins his definition of a concept of race by invoking the
biological notion of a family, but his use of the term “generally” in this
context, both before and after that invocation, suggests the view that at
least some racial families are not “blood unities.”

No less surprising is Du Bois’s claim that the members of a given race
always share a history, as well as traditions, impulses, and strivings, for
he has already remarked that racial differences “while perhaps they tran-
scend scientific definition, nevertheless, are clearly defined to the eye of
the Historian and Sociologist.” The point of Du Bois’s definition, this last
statement suggests, is to sketch an alternative to the scientific (physio-bi-
ological) concept of race. Du Bois’s use of “generally” to qualify “com-
mon blood” implies that, strictly speaking, common blood is not one of a
set of individually necessary and jointly sufficient conditions for deter-
mining whether two individuals are members of the same race. His use
of “always” to qualify what is intelligible exclusively to the historian
and the sociologist—common history, common traditions, common im-
pulses, and common strivings—suggests that no member of this set of
attributes is a physio-biological phenomenon, and that his new, socio-
historical definition is intended to stipulate that two people count as
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members of the same race if, and only if, they share a history, traditions,
impulses, and strivings (a common blood and a common language are
not necessary).96

I can summarize my argument by saying that Du Bois’s definition of a
concept of race, his references to a “vast family” and “common blood”
notwithstanding, seems meant to represent race as a phenomenon that is
in essence social, historical, and nonbiological. I am not claiming, how-
ever, that this definition, thus understood, does the “work of individua-
tion” he wants it to do. With respect to this question, Appiah’s objections
to Du Bois’s appeals to common history, common impulses, and so forth
seem decisive. It is important, nonetheless, to see precisely what defini-
tion Du Bois is proposing, so that we can clarify the motivation that is
likely to have prompted it. This motivation begins to come into view
when we notice that Du Bois’s reference to the forces that explain the
spiritual and psychical differences between races—that is, “common his-
tory, common laws and religion, similar habits of thought and conscious
striving for certain ideals of life”—can reasonably be read as glossing
and fleshing out the reference in his definition to common history, tradi-
tions, impulses, and strivings. It seems, in short, that Du Bois has defined
a new concept of race—“always of common history, traditions and im-
pulses, etc.”—precisely by citing the characteristics he later represents as
explaining spiritual differences between the races. In effect, he has at-
tempted to accommodate his definition of that concept to his explanation
of spiritual differences by proposing that, for the purposes of the histo-
rian and the sociologist, a geisteswissenschafltlich notion of race can be
defined without reference to biological facts, and therefore without im-
plicating the racial sciences’ biological explanations of spiritual differ-
ences—which he repudiates.

I am suggesting, then, that Du Bois’s stated, sociohistorical definition
of a notion of race draws its motivation from a theoretical belief, grounded
in his reflections on the Geisteswissenschaften, that spiritual differences
require nonbiological explanations. As we have seen, however, this
definition, the elements of which cannot do the work of individuation, is
not the definition Du Bois uses to do that work.97 The definition he uses,
because it represents shared physical and cultural attributes as the effects
of common descent, contradicts his explicit rejection of the proposition
that biological racial differences explain the spiritual and cultural differ-
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ences between races. Appiah is right, then, to maintain that Du Bois, in
the definition of race he tacitly but actually uses in “Conservation,” fails
to transcend the perspective of nineteenth-century racial science. He is
wrong, however, to suggest that Du Bois has not overtly repudiated the
claim of the racial sciences to explain the spiritual-cultural differences
between races (whereas Outlaw is correct to claim that Du Bois did
“not think that biological characteristics causally determined cultural
and moral . . . characteristics”), and so misses the point (the motive) ani-
mating Du Bois’s new definition of a notion of race.98

Du Bois’s Definition, Choice, and Political Expressivism

Du Bois’s Geisteswissenschaft-inspired belief that two individuals cannot
count as belonging to the same race unless they have in common a certain
history, certain impulses, and certain strivings, notwithstanding Appiah’s
insight that these criteria do not do the work of individuation, entails
that choice will be critical to racial membership. In other words, Du
Bois’s new, stated definition of the concept of race, as I have recon-
structed it, leaves open the possibility that a human being could choose
to scuttle her racial identity by deciding to renounce and forsake the
traditions or impulses or strivings that (in part) constitute it. No doubt
this would often take hard work, for traditions, impulses, and strivings
can easily acquire the force of deep-seated habits. Still, on Du Bois’s ac-
count, scuttling the racial identities identified by the human sciences is
possible, whereas scuttling the racial identities identified by the natural
sciences (again by “science”) is not. Thus while no one belonging to “the
white variety of mankind” could choose not to so belong, members of
the English race and the Teutonic race could choose to discard their
sociohistorical racial identities by renouncing the traditions or impulses
or strivings without which one cannot be an English(wo)man or a Teu-
ton.99 Similarly, while no one belonging to the Negro variety of mankind
as discerned and “defined” by the natural sciences could choose not to so
belong, a Negro as discerned and defined by sociology and history could
choose to discard her sociohistorical racial identity by turning her back
on the traditions or impulses or strivings without which one cannot be a
sociohistorical Negro.

For Du Bois, the power to choose to maintain or discard a racial iden-
tity is politically important, for he believes that the political mobilization
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of Negroes will be difficult, and perhaps impossible, if they cannot be
persuaded to choose to maintain a sociohistorically constituted Negro
racial identity. That is why Outlaw correctly insists against Appiah that
Du Bois means “Conservation” to serve “a decidedly political project,”
and why Du Bois writes, with only apparent paradox, that “it is the duty
of the Americans of Negro descent, as a body, to maintain their race iden-
tity” until the Negro people, as a race, make their contribution to civili-
zation and humanity.100 Here maintaining a Negro racial identity cannot
possibly be a matter of preserving a biological identity as an American of
Negro descent, for no one could choose not to maintain that identity.
Rather Du Bois’s thesis must be that Americans of Negro descent have an
obligation to maintain their attachments to Negro traditions, impulses,
and strivings, some of which they may be tempted to disavow even while
remaining Americans of Negro descent.

Du Bois asserts this thesis as part of his proposed creed for the Ameri-
can Negro Academy, which suggests that he intends the duty he endorses
to apply first and foremost to the members of the academy—that is, to in-
dividuals belonging to the elite he envisions as the Negro nation’s proper
rulers. Indeed, it implies that Du Bois wants to encourage these men to
emulate Moses, not Bismarck: to remember the people they rule by dem-
onstrating in and through their actions the ethos—again, the traditions,
impulses, and strivings—that racially connects them to other members of
the Negro nation. “Conservation” is a brief for both civic nationalist and
cultural nationalist notions of the Negro nation: for conceptualizing the
nation doubly as a polity ruled by rulers and as a people united by spiri-
tual-cultural ties.101 In sum, it holds that black politics is a practice of
group rule and that group rule should embody a collective black identity.

Our inquiry into the philosophical roots of Du Bois’s political ex-
pressivism has returned us to his rule-centered notion of black politics. In
Chapter 2, we shall see that Souls takes up both ideas by interpreting the
distinction between rulers who remember their subjects and rulers who
do not in terms of the idea of double consciousness.

Race and the Human Sciences II

In the closing pages of “Conservation,” Du Bois emphasizes the issue of
political efficacy, proposing the expressivist thesis that Negroes cannot be
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successfully mobilized to make a unique contribution to civilization un-
less they and their leaders fulfill their obligation to preserve their racial
identity. In Souls, Du Bois considers the issues of political efficacy and au-
thority, arguing through his detailed depictions of Alexander Crummell
and black John that double consciousness undermines both (see Chapters
3 and 4). What these depictions leave unexplained, however, is why Du
Bois would have adopted an expressivist account of political authority to
begin with.

Democratic Criticism versus Political Expressivism

Taking the terms “authority” and “legitimacy” in their fully normative,
de jure senses (thus implying in each case an appeal to a warrant that
is meant to stand up to moral scrutiny), we may say that Souls con-
tains two models of political authority—or of what I shall also call “legit-
imate leadership.”102 One emphasizes the idea of democratic criticism,
the other is expressivist. Du Bois outlines but never elaborates the criti-
cism model. Indeed, he abandons it for a second, expressivist model of le-
gitimate leadership, the comparative appeal of which is closely tied to his
conceptualization of the “Negro problem.”

Du Bois’s sketch of the first model appears in the same paragraph that
alludes to Carlyle’s theory of history:

Honest and earnest criticism from those whose interests are most
nearly touched,—criticism of writers by readers, of government by
those governed, of leaders by those led,—this is the soul of democ-
racy and the safeguard of modern society. If the best of the Ameri-
can Negroes receive by outer pressure a leader whom they had not
recognized before, manifestly there is here a certain palpable gain.
Yet there is also irreparable loss,—a loss of that peculiarly valuable
education which a group receives when by search and criticism it
finds and commissions its own leaders . . . History is but the record
of group leadership.103

Readers should criticize writers, the governed their governments, and
the led their leaders. According to Du Bois, criticism is “the soul of de-
mocracy,” the substance of a form of politics that engages literary (per-
taining to readers and writers) as well as more narrowly political (per-
taining to governance and leadership) concerns. As Du Bois imagines it,
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democracy thrives on a public sphere of critical commentary that com-
prehends both the world of letters and challenges to public authority.104

Du Bois relates critical commentary to legitimate leadership by
contrasting externally imposed leadership (leadership received through
“outer pressure”) to leadership that is democratically found and autho-
rized (“commissioned”) by the led. Although he does not say so directly,
he implies that leadership is legitimate only if it is responsive to the criti-
cism of the persons led. This is the gist of Du Bois’s first model of political
authority. It follows from this model that Washington’s leadership is not
simply controversial, but, because it depends on “the hushing of . . . criti-
cism,” illegitimate.105

In Souls, at least, Du Bois seems ultimately to reject the democratic
criticism model of legitimate leadership. To understand why, we need to
recall the particulars of his analysis of the “Negro problem.”

Du Bois holds that two obstacles stand in the way of solving the Ne-
gro problem, which he analyzes as the problem of incorporating the
segregated Negro masses into the national, group life of American soci-
ety. One is racial prejudice. The other is the cultural (economic, educa-
tional, and social) backwardness of the Negro.106 American slavery flung
a premodern people into the midst of Euro-American modernity. The
consequences of this event were so momentous that some forty years af-
ter emancipation, the Negro masses still found themselves “swept on by
the current of the nineteenth while yet struggling in the eddies of the fif-
teenth century.”107 For Du Bois, the function of black political leader-
ship—of black political rule—was to govern the Negro people’s struggles
against prejudice and backwardness alike (which as we shall see, are de-
scribed as the two salient obstacles to self-realization), and thus to solve
the Negro problem—a point to which I return later.108

The thesis that premodern backwardness characterizes the Negro
people causes difficulties for Du Bois’s criticism model of legitimate lead-
ership. Good leaders combat both prejudice and backwardness, with
backwardness being addressed directly by directing the assimilation of
the masses to the developmental norms of modern life.109 The Negro
masses, for their part, require this direction, for otherwise they could
not adapt to the cultural demands of modernity. In Du Bois’s view, good
leadership is needed to compensate for the masses’ incompetence: for
their inability by their own lights to bring their behavior into accord with
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modern norms. Now the criticism model holds that to be legitimate,
leadership must be guided by the criticism of the masses; a good leader
will be a legitimate leader, endowed with the authority to lead, only if he
takes his bearing from the masses.110 So according to this model a good
leader will be a legitimate leader only if he permits himself to be in-
structed and guided by persons who, in Du Bois’s view, are incompetent
to instruct and guide him.

Shortly after Souls was published, Du Bois wrote that the “Negro
group leader” must interpret “the civilization of the twentieth century to
the minds and hearts of a people who . . . can but dimly comprehend
it.”111 Knowing little of modern civilization, Du Bois’s masses cannot put
forth criticism based on an insightful understanding of their circum-
stances. What criticisms they voice will reflect their ignorance. It is hard
to see, then, how a good leader could remain one if he let his governance
of the masses be redirected by their criticism. A leader who permitted the
masses to guide him would lead them in perpetuating rather than tran-
scending their premodern sensibility. Rather than foster an adaptive as-
similation to the cultural demands of modernity, he would keep his fol-
lowers mired in the counteradaptive eddies of fifteenth-century Africa. In
fine, it would be practically self-defeating for a good leader to rely on the
criticism model to establish the legitimacy of his leadership.

Du Bois cannot reconcile his idea of good leadership with the criti-
cism model of legitimate leadership, because his idea of good leadership
relies on a sociological picture of the Negro problem that represents the
Negro masses as woefully incapable critics. In Souls, this picture effec-
tively trumps his commitment to the criticism model. After he defends
the idea of democratic criticism in chapter 3, Du Bois never again sug-
gests that leadership is not legitimate if it does not adjust itself to the crit-
icism of the led. For all intents and purposes, he abandons the criticism
model.

Du Bois’s second model of legitimate leadership revisits the issue of
political authority in light of his analysis of the Negro problem. That
model, the expressivist model, holds that ruling leadership is legitimate
if, and only if, it avows and embodies a collectively shared ethos that an-
tecedently unites all African Americans. The second model can be recon-
ciled with Du Bois’s idea of good leadership, for it requires that leaders
remember their people not by engaging their criticism but by acknowl-
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edging the spiritual identity they share with them. In endorsing political
expressivism, Du Bois presents a politics geared to solving the Negro
problem as an identity politics and embraces a form of cultural national-
ism that is equally a politics of uplift. For the expressivist Du Bois, the
unifying soul of the black folk, not the soul of democracy, is the source of
political legitimacy.112

Some have objected that Du Bois’s reference to “the best of the Ameri-
can Negroes” shows that he never envisioned the black masses as critics;
that he believed that the criticism model applied exclusively to elites; thus
that he saw that the criticism model was not in practical conflict with his
idea of good leadership; and, therefore, that his turn to the expressivist
model cannot be explained as an attempt to avoid this sort of conflict.113

The obvious problem with this objection is that Du Bois seems deliber-
ately and explicitly not to restrict criticism to elites when he (1) suggests
that criticism should be of “leaders by those led” and (2) emphasizes the
education the group receives by search and criticism. One could suppose
that he meant “the best of the American Negroes” to be coextensive with
“the led” and “the group,” but that would be implausible, for nearly ev-
erywhere else he distinguishes “the best,” “the talented tenth,” and so on
as the appropriate leaders of “the led” and of “the group.” But what then
explains Du Bois’s reference to “the best of the American Negroes,” to
the aristoi, in a paragraph that is otherwise devoted to a defense of de-
mocracy, of the demos? A compelling answer, I believe, is that Du Bois
conceptualizes democracy as a process whereby the demos authorizes the
aristoi—or some subset of the aristoi—to rule it. If, however, the aristoi
(and, indeed, everyone else) is tyrannized “by outer pressure” to accept a
leader it had not recognized before, then the members of the aristoi them-
selves cannot be commissioned to lead and the democratic process is
nullified. A second answer is that Du Bois was piqued by Washington’s
disrespect for the criticism of elites outside his (Washington’s) circle, but
that to avoid the appearance of pleading for his own elite cohort he ratio-
nalized his irritation by appealing to a democratic principle—again, the
soul of democracy—that demands respect for the criticism of elite and
nonelite alike. As we have seen, Du Bois’s sociological understanding of
the Negro problem eventually took precedence over his apparent adher-
ence to this principle.114

In Chapters 3 and 4, I critically consider Du Bois’s defense of his
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expressivist model of political legitimacy at greater length. In what fol-
lows immediately, however, I explore the social theoretical roots of his
conceptualization of the Negro problem. Specifically, I consider his cru-
cial programmatic essay “The Study of the Negro Problems” in the per-
spective of the social thought of his mentor, Gustav Schmoller.115

Du Bois, Schmoller, and the Negro Problem

Schmoller was the leader of the younger German Historical School and a
founding member of the Verein für Sozialpolitik (Association for Social
Policy). For the purposes of the present chapter, the critical feature of his
contribution to the human sciences was his “ethical” understanding of
political economy. “Wissenschaft,” Schmoller proclaimed, “should be
like the chorus in [Greek] tragedy—it should not act itself, but, standing
apart from the stage, accompany the actors by its observations, and mea-
sure their actions by the highest ideals of the time.”116

For Schmoller, Du Bois’s principal Berlin professor, measuring social
practices against prevailing ideals meant evaluating those practices in the
perspective of a collectively shared and historically formed ethical con-
sciousness (Sittlichkeit) defined by the convictions, principles, and norms
with regard to which the participants in those practices led their lives.117

Contemporary scholars have likened this conception of a shared, ethical
consciousness to Barrington Moore’s notion of an implicit social contract
and to John Rawls’s idea of an overlapping consensus, thus underlining
Schmoller’s thesis that a political community’s practices and institutions
express the “unified spirit of a people,” notwithstanding conflicts in be-
lief and aspiration among its members.118 But Schmoller also held that
human beings change, and that their “inner metamorphosis” (die innere
Umwandlung der Menschen) could effect transformations of ethical con-
sciousness that make it possible to rely on newly or very soon to be prev-
alent ethical ideals to criticize traditional or otherwise received practices
and institutions embodying older, antiquated ideals.119 Social reform, for
Schmoller, was a matter of re-forming social practices to accord with cur-
rently ascendant ethical ideals, and most especially to accord with pro-
gressively more adequate interpretations of the ideal of justice. “The
great statesman and reformer,” he wrote, “can here accomplish extraor-
dinary things, not directly, not immediately, but through a wise and just
transformation of . . . economic institutions.”120
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Schmoller’s reform agenda was engaged with a family of problems re-
lating to Germany’s emergence as an industrial society, with what his
contemporaries called “the social question” (die soziale Frage): the rise
of an industrial working class, the growth of cities, the appearance of
new industrial centers, and so forth.121 Specifically, and as he indicated
in an 1872 speech to the Verein, the major aim of his reform agenda was
to integrate the growing German working class into German society—
hence to enable workers “to share in the higher goods of culture, educa-
tion, and welfare.”122 Rejecting both laissez-faire liberalism and Marxist
socialism, Schmoller promoted state intervention in social and economic
life in order to advance the cause of justice.

I turn now to “The Study of the Negro Problems,” which very clearly
demonstrates the young Du Bois’s debt to Schmoller both as a social the-
orist and as a reformer.123 Writing as a theorist, Du Bois conceptualized
social problems precisely in terms of the conflict between group ideals
and social practices (or, more broadly, social conditions). Writing as a re-
former, he advanced an agenda geared to social integration—that is, to
enabling the members of a marginalized social group fully to participate
in the larger society. Thus where Schmoller focused on the social question
and the social integration of the proletariat, Du Bois concentrated on the
Negro problems and the social integration of the Negro.124

“A social problem,” Du Bois asserts, “is the failure of an organized
social group to realize its group ideals, through the inability to adapt a
certain desired line of action to given conditions of life.” For example,
prostitution is a social problem arising from a conflict between marriage
customs and the group ideal of a “luxurious home life,” and crime be-
comes a social problem when lawlessness among a large percentage of
the population undermines the ideal of “economic and social develop-
ment.” The ignorance of a population unable to vote intelligently is a so-
cial problem, Du Bois claims, when the fact of that ignorance makes it
difficult to realize the group ideal of “universal manhood suffrage.”125

As these examples indicate, Du Bois followed Schmoller in evaluat-
ing social practices and conditions (marriage customs, lawlessness, and
ignorance) in view of an ethical consciousness expressing convictions
and principles—the “ideals”—common to the members of a given social
group (the belief that a luxurious home life is desirable; a commitment
to economic and social development; and the principle of universal suf-

59

POLIT ICS AND RACE



frage for men). And when he later abstracts from such examples, in order
to describe his theoretical orientation in more general terms, he explic-
itly echoes Schmoller—indeed, he nearly quotes him—on the interplay
between ethical consciousness and Wissenschaft: “The sole aim of any
society,” Du Bois writes, “is to settle its problems in accordance with its
highest ideals, and the only rational method of accomplishing this is to
study those problems in light of the best scientific research.”126 Du Bois
relies on his Schmoller-inspired theoretical orientation when he turns
from the history of Negro problems to an analysis of the then current Ne-
gro problems:

Turning now from this brief summary of the varied phases of these
questions, let us inquire somewhat more carefully into the form
under which the Negro problems present themselves today . . .
Their existence is plainly manifested by the fact that a definitely
segregated mass of 8,000,000 Americans do not wholly share the
national life of the people; are not an integral part of the social
body. The point at which they fail to be incorporated into this
group constitute the particular Negro problems, which can be di-
vided into two distinct but correlated parts, depending on two
facts:

First—Negroes do not share in the full national life because as a
mass they have not reached a sufficiently high grade of culture.

Second—They do not share the full national life because there
has always existed in America a conviction . . . that people of Ne-
gro blood should not be admitted into the group life of the nation
no matter what their condition might be.127

Given that he conceptualizes a group’s social problems as its failure to
realize its ideals, Du Bois’s claim that Negro problems amount to fail-
ures of incorporation implies that the incorporation of the mass of Ne-
groes into the “national life of the people” is the group ideal in light of
which he identifies Negro problems. Du Bois suggests that Americans as
a group are generally committed to making it possible for the Negro to
“share the full national life,” and thus to making the Negro “an inte-
gral part of the social body,” but that Negro problems arise from prac-
tices and conditions that interfere with the realization of that goal. Like
Schmoller, then, he promotes a reform agenda based on his social the-
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ory—an agenda that aims to realize group ideals and so to solve social
problems.128

Like late nineteenth-century German debates about “the social ques-
tion,” late nineteenth-century American debates about “the Negro prob-
lem” pertained to a “plexus” of problems—or so Du Bois argues.129 Du
Bois divides the plexus of (then) current problems into “two distinct
but correlated parts,” one of which is a class of problems caused by
the want of cultural development. Negroes’ lack of a “sufficiently high
grade of culture” keeps them from wholly sharing “the national life of
the people,” for, as Du Bois subsequently explains, “the mass of the race
does not reach the social standards of the nation” with respect to “(a)
[e]conomic condition . . . [or] (b) [m]ental training [education] . . . [or] (c)
[s]ocial efficiency,” by which he means “the art of organized social life”
involving “the adaptation of individual life to the life of the group.”130

Du Bois expands on this point when he later argues that the Negro’s
shortcomings would be apparent in “any average modern nation”—thus,
not only in the modern United States, which excels in all three dimen-
sions of cultural development. For Du Bois, incorporating Negro life into
the group life of the American nation is part of a broader agenda that
would entail bringing it into accord with economic, educational, and so-
cial norms of development that extend beyond the United States to en-
compass Euro-American modernity in general.131

Du Bois’s analysis of the second class of problems makes clear his ex-
clusionist understanding of white supremacy, and that he conceptualizes
white supremacy within the broad social theoretical framework he has
adapted from Schmoller. Du Bois claims that “the widespread conviction
among Americans that no persons of Negro descent should become con-
stituent members of the social body . . . gives rise to economic problems,
to educational problems, and nice questions of social morality.”132 Thus,
he holds that the conviction he otherwise calls prejudice causes exactly
the same kinds of problems—economic, educational, and social—as cul-
tural backwardness.133 No less than cultural backwardness, the practice
of prejudice against admitting Negroes into the group life of the nation
has the causal consequence of excluding them from that life: it functions
further to reinforce and entrench Negro backwardness, and thus to sus-
tain the gap between Negro life and the social standards of the nation.
In other words, prejudice against inclusion—that is, against permitting
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Negroes to live more or less on par with white citizens by bringing their
lives into accord with the economic, educational, and social norms of
modernity—makes it ever more difficult for Negroes to achieve inclu-
sion, which would standardize their lives.134 For the young, Schmollerian
Du Bois, white supremacy is prejudice (or prejudice in practice), and prej-
udice, like cultural backwardness, is extrinsically related to the norms and
ideals characterizing the basic social arrangements of modern nations. As
an older Du Bois, the author of Dusk of Dawn, recognized, the young Du
Bois denied that white supremacy was essential to the normative order of
modernity: “My criticism was confined to the relation of my people to
the world movement. I was not questioning the world movement in itself.
What the white world was doing, its goals and ideals, I had not doubted
were quite right. What was wrong was that I and people like me and
thousands of others who might have my ability and aspiration were re-
fused permission to be a part of this world.”135

Before turning to the relation between Du Bois’s social theory and his
politics, it is important to notice that his social theory, far from giving
equal weight to each of the three kinds of Negro problems, stresses that
“the great deficiency of the Negro . . . is his small knowledge of the art of
organized social life . . . which is the essence of civilization.”136 According
to Du Bois, the Negro’s paramount defect is his social inefficiency—that
is, his inability to order and adapt his behavior to conform to the widely
accepted and observed social norms, such as moral and legal norms—
shaping modern life. Thus his behavior is insufficiently civilized, marked
by “the grosser forms of sexual immorality . . . and crime,” and rein-
forced in its inefficiency by the “discontent, lawlessness, laziness and
injustice” (again, “nice questions of social morality”) that prejudice
engenders.137 For Du Bois, then, the Negro’s failure to satisfy modern
norms of development is primarily a behavioral and, implicitly, attitudi-
nal deficiency (to the extent, say, that discontent, lawlessness, and lazi-
ness may be taken to be character flaws that breed crime and moral rule-
breaking, including unjust acts and sexual immorality), but to a notably
lesser though still significant degree a deficiency in regard to economic
condition and mental training. So severe, however, is the Negro’s behav-
ioral and attitudinal impairment that it makes for “difficulty in race or-
ganization for common ends in economic or in intellectual lines,” a claim
that resonates with Du Bois’s emphasis in “Conservation” and elsewhere
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on the need for race leaders to organize the race by prescribing appropri-
ate actions and attitudes—including, he even suggests, aesthetic attitudes
and judgments—to the backward black masses.

“The Study of the Negro Problems” lays the social-theoretical basis
for Du Bois’s research and political agendas. Critical to his research
agenda is a distinction between studying the Negro “as a social group”
and studying “his peculiar social environment,” a distinction that is im-
plicit in the social-theoretical thesis that Negro problems can be divided
into two classes.138 Whereas the study of the Negro as a social group is
intended to consider Negro problems arising independently of the racial
prejudice in his social environment, the study of the Negro’s social envi-
ronment is meant to focus on the Negro problems that result from such
prejudice. The essay itself concentrates on the research agenda and out-
lines a program for scientifically studying the Negro as a social group:
historical study, statistical investigation, anthropological measurement,
and sociological interpretation. Regarding the Negro’s social environ-
ment, Du Bois stresses the importance of studying prejudice “in all possi-
ble cases.”139

I have already noted one of the tasks that Du Bois’s political agenda
assigns to Negro leaders: to combat cultural backwardness by directing
the assimilation of the Negro masses to the developmental norms charac-
teristic of modern life. This task pertains to the Negro as a social group
and is primarily geared to civilizing the Negro masses. Du Bois’s political
agenda also assigns to Negro leaders a second, complementary task:
namely, to combat white prejudice against admitting the Negro to the
group life of the nation—that is, against permitting him to forge a life
that accords with the norms, or standards, of American group life—by
mobilizing the Negro masses to protest that prejudice. This task per-
tains to the Negro’s peculiar social environment and aims to transform it.
In sum, the early Du Bois’s political agenda is precisely correlated with
his social theoretical treatment of the Negro problem, for where his so-
cial theory postulates two obstacles to inclusion and assimilation (again,
backwardness and prejudice), his politics is a two-dimensional attack on
those obstacles.140

Returning to “Conservation” (delivered the same year as “The Study
of the Negro Problems”), we see that the correlation between social the-
ory and politics is evident in the essay’s closing pages. Here Du Bois turns
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his attention to “the Negro problem” and proposes two steps for settling
it. The “first [step],” he writes, “lies in the correction of the immorality,
crime, and laziness among the Negroes themselves.” Indeed, “only ear-
nest and long continued effort on our own part can cure these social ills.”
The second step lies in “earnest efforts” on the part of white people, to
show respect for Negroes, to select Negro ability impartially, and so
forth.141 It is clear, however, that whites cannot be left to themselves to
take the second step, for Du Bois looks to the American Negro Academy
to formulate policy for organizing the actions of the Negro masses to
contend with the separate schools, discrimination on railways, and the
like. Like Schmoller, then, Du Bois looks to statesmen to engage and
solve social problems—in this case, not the rulers of the American na-
tion, but to the best men, the aristoi, who would govern the Negro na-
tion. In short, Du Bois suggests that the rule of the best Negroes should
address both the problems of the Negro as a social group (immorality,
crime, and laziness) and the problems of his environment (separate
schools and so on)—that is, both the problems of cultural backwardness
and the problems of prejudice.142

As I have already but briefly remarked, Du Bois suggests that preju-
dice reinforces backwardness. In Souls he maintains this thesis, but like-
wise claims that backwardness reinforces prejudice. In short, he holds
that each of the two obstacles to assimilation reinforces the other.143 By
combating prejudice, the politics of self-assertion battles backwardness.
And by combating backwardness, the politics of self-development under-
mines prejudice. Put otherwise, both dimensions of the politics of self-re-
alization oppose backwardness, just as both dimensions of that politics
oppose white supremacy, here conceptualized as racial prejudice. For the
young Du Bois, then, the politics that African Americans should conduct
to counter white supremacy—namely, the politics of self-realization—is
equally a politics they should conduct to counter backwardness. The pol-
itics of self-realization is equally directed against both obstacles because
the fundamental value or “ideal” (to recur again to Schmoller’s language)
shaping that politics is the good of assimilating black Americans to mod-
ern norms of development, especially norms of moral and legal behavior.

A central thesis of this book is that Souls argues not only for a politics
of self-realization, but also for a politics of expressive self-realization.
As we have seen, Du Bois’s political expressivism asserts that to be effec-
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tive and authoritative black politics must remember the people, like the
prophet Moses, and not simply rule them, like the despotic Bismarck; or,
again, that it must add a dose of cultural nationalism to its civic national-
ism. In this chapter, I have located the metaphysical and epistemological
grounds of Du Bois’s expressivism in his Dilthey-like embrace of the
human sciences; shown how Du Bois connects his expressivism to the
theme of political effectiveness (in “Conservation”); and proposed that
Du Bois’s turn to an expressivist, identity-based notion of political au-
thority derives from a view of the Negro problem having theoretical
roots in the ethical political economy of Gustav Schmoller. More gener-
ally, I have demonstrated how Du Bois’s political expressivism, in con-
junction with his rule-centered notion of black politics and his distinctive
account of the Negro problem, shapes his defense of the politics of self-
realization. In the next chapter I complicate my reconstruction of that de-
fense by beginning to make the case that Du Bois relies on the concept of
double consciousness to diagnose the failures of black leadership success-
fully to embody the politics of self-realization.
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I N T I M A T I O N S O F I M M O R T A L I T Y

A N D D O U B L E C O N S C I O U S N E S S

Shades of the prison-house begin to close
Upon the growing Boy,
But he beholds the light, and whence it flows,
He sees it in his joy.

William Wordsworth, “Intimations Ode”

The shades of the prison-house closed round about us all:
walls strait and stubborn to the whitest, but relentlessly nar-
row, tall, and unscalable to sons of night who must plod
darkly on in resignation, or beat unavailing palms against the
stone, or steadily, half hopelessly, watch the streak of blue
above.

W. E. B. Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folk

In 1897, Du Bois publicly presented or published three seminal essays es-
tablishing the conceptual basis for Souls’ defense of a politics of expres-
sive self-realization. In Chapter 1 we saw that two of the essays, “The
Conservation of Races” and “The Study of the Negro Problems,” ask
and answer questions having a classically philosophical form: What is
justice? What is a cause? What is the nature of the good life? and so
forth. “Conservation” asks “What is a Negro?” and “The Study of the
Negro Problems” asks “What is a Negro problem?”

We also saw that each of the two essays answers the question it poses
by adopting the viewpoint of the human and social sciences. With its turn
from the Naturwissenschaften to the Geisteswissenschaften, “Conserva-
tion” invites us to conceptualize Negro identity as a spiritual identity the
specificity of which is “clearly defined to the eye of the historian and the
sociologist.”1 And “The Study of the Negro Problems,” with its adapta-
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tion of Schmoller’s ethical political economy to the comprehensive study
of the Negro problem, conceptualizes that problem in terms of the con-
flict between social circumstances and group ideals. In short, Du Bois’s
attempts to define in these essays what a Negro is and what the Negro
problem is resort to the human sciences to inquire into the conditions of
being a Negro and being the Negro problem.

The third, philosophically seminal essay published in 1897 is
“Strivings of the Negro People,” an Atlantic Monthly article that Du Bois
gave a new title—“Of Our Spiritual Strivings”—when, with minor revi-
sions, he transformed it into chapter 1 of Souls.2 “How does it feel to be a
problem?” is the critical question Du Bois poses in this essay, and while
he first presents the query as having been put to him to discover how he,
an individual Negro, felt about being a problem, the answer he finally
gives—critical to which is the idea of double consciousness—generalizes
beyond his individual feelings, as if the question all along had been,
“What sort of feeling generally characterizes the Negro experience of the
condition of being a problem?”

That Du Bois generalizes his answer to the “How does it feel . . .”
question is pertinent to the present chapter, for by doing so he con-
ceptually connects the argument of “The Study of the Negro Problems”
to that of “Conservation,” thereby complicating and enriching our
geisteswissenschaftlich understanding of the Negro problem and Negro
identity. By presenting the Negro problem—which for Du Bois was a
plexus of problems—as a subjectively felt social condition, “Of Our Spir-
itual Strivings” brings a perspective to the Negro problem/problems that
is omitted in Du Bois’s Schmoller-inspired essay, which conceptualizes
the problems without reference to the lived experience of the individuals
around whom, Du Bois says, the problems “group themselves.”3 As we
shall see, the first chapter of Souls also speaks to the argument of “Con-
servation,” for the subjectively felt, lived experience of the Negro prob-
lem is, as that chapter describes it, the lived experience of a false and
alienated consciousness—a double consciousness—of the condition of
being a Negro; or, more precisely, a false and alienated consciousness of
what “Conservation” argues is the shared spirit, or ethos, constituting
that condition, and thus constituting Negro identity.

In this chapter and the next, I contend that Du Bois relies on the con-
cept of double consciousness to diagnose the failings of black political
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leadership. In the next chapter I defend this thesis with reference to
Du Bois’s portraits of a man he admired, Alexander Crummell, and a
fictional character with whom he identified, John Jones. In this one, I
likewise defend it: first, with an explication of the notion of double con-
sciousness based on a reading of the opening paragraphs of “Of Our
Spiritual Strivings”; and second, through a reconstruction of Du Bois’s
critique of Booker T. Washington.

I introduce my reading of the first several paragraphs of “Of Our
Spiritual Strivings” by discussing the 1898 address that Du Bois delivered
to mark the ten-year anniversary of his graduation from Fisk. Like the
three key essays of 1897, this speech bears directly on his response to the
“How does it feel . . .” question, for it comments on a poem—William
Wordsworth’s “Intimations Ode”—to which he alludes in framing that
response.

The Fisk Commencement Address

Just half a decade before he published Souls, Du Bois returned to his
alma mater as the commencement speaker. After declaring that the theme
of his talk would be the relation “a liberal education bears to bread-win-
ning,” he vividly expounded his vision of a liberal education:

And first, young men and women, I heartily join in congratulating
you to whom has been vouchsafed the vision splendid—you who
stand where I once stood,

When meadow, grove and stream,
The earth, and every common sight,

To me did seem
Apparelled in celestial light,

The glory and the freshness of a dream.4

And yet not a dream, but a mighty reality, a glimpse of the
higher life, the broader possibilities of humanity, which is granted
to the man who, amid the rush and roar of living, pauses for short
years to learn what living means.

The vision of the rich meaning of life, which comes to you as
students, as men of culture, comes dimly or not at all to the plod-
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ding masses of men, and even to men of high estate it comes too of-
ten blurred and distorted by selfishness and greed. But you have
seen it in the freshness and sunshine of youth: here you have talked
with Aristotle and Shakespeare, have learned of Euclid, have heard
the solemn drama of a world, and thought the thoughts of seers
and heroes of the world that was.5

For the purposes of the present chapter, two features of Du Bois’s ini-
tial, congratulatory remarks deserve mention. One is his emphasis on
themes that he later develops in Souls. Thus his description of a liberal
education, with its rebuke of selfishness and greed, its allusion to Mat-
thew Arnold’s “men of culture,” and its concern with broad possibilities
of humanity that bear on the meaning of life, very clearly prefigures the
anti-mammonist fifth and sixth chapters of Souls, which present charac-
ter, culture, and a knowledge of the proper ends of life as the aims of lib-
eral education. Similarly, his references to Shakespeare, Aristotle, and
Euclid seem explicitly to anticipate the final paragraph of chapter 6,
which memorably begins “I sit with Shakespeare and he winces not.”6

A second feature of Du Bois’s remarks merits mention: his use of
Wordsworth’s “Intimations Ode” to figure liberal education as sublime.
Du Bois rhetorically conjures the sublime when he relies on the Ode’s
fifth-stanza allusion to a “vision splendid” and then on its first few lines
to characterize “a mighty reality—a glimpse of the higher life.” In a later
paragraph he continues his conjuring by recounting a trip through the
Alps, a setting that Wordsworth himself had famously used to evoke the
sublime.7 As he stood near the cathedral at Berne, Du Bois tells us, he saw
pretty rolling fields, and then, “with a tinge of disappointment,” beauti-
ful hills and masses of dark mountains. But as he turned from the hills to
glance toward the sky his heart leaped, “for there above the meadows
and the waters, above the hills and the mountains, blazed in the evening
sunshine, the mighty, snow-clad peaks of the high Alps . . . in spotless pu-
rity and awful majesty.” In this description, Du Bois draws on the dis-
course of eighteenth-century aesthetics to contrast a less than satisfying
apprehension of the pretty and the beautiful to an ecstatic feeling of the
sublime. Specifically, he invokes the language of the sublime to warn his
listeners against missing and leaving “half seen and half known” the
“splendor” that their liberal education has afforded them. Du Bois ad-
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verts to the sublime and “mighty . . . peaks” of the Alps to symbolize the
same sublime and mighty reality—the “higher life” that liberal education
reveals—which he first uses the “Intimations Ode” to symbolize.8 Like
Kant, in his analysis of the dynamical sublime, he stresses less the sublim-
ity of nature than that of a moral or, more generally, ethical order that
transcends nature; not, as for Kant, the sublimity of the moral person per
se, but of truths and ideals that speak to the meaning of life—that express
and articulate the appropriate ends of human striving.9

In its use of the “Intimations Ode” to present ethical ideals as sub-
lime, no less than in its defense of a liberal education, Du Bois’s Fisk
commencement address is of a piece with Souls. Specifically, it bears com-
parison to “Of Our Spiritual Strivings” and “Of Alexander Crummell”
(which I consider in more detail in Chapter 3).

Du Bois thematizes the “How does it feel . . .” question in the first
sentence of paragraph 1 of “Of Our Spiritual Strivings.” In paragraph 2
he adapts Wordsworth’s language, his recollective posture in the “Intima-
tions Ode,” and his descendentalist depiction of human existence (his
depiction of human existence as descended from a sublime origin) to in-
terpret that question as relating to the ethical ideal of reciprocity. In
short, he takes the question “How does it feel to be a problem?” to be
asking, “How does it feel to be denied the normative status of member-
ship in American society through the betrayal of the sublime, ethical
ideal of reciprocity?” Having drawn on Wordsworth to interpret para-
graph 1’s question, Du Bois then answers that question in paragraph 3 by
means of the notions of second sight, double consciousness, and two-
ness. In paragraphs 4 and 5, he conceptualizes and analyzes the struggle
to annul the feeling of being a problem. In paragraph 5, finally, he argues
that the feeling of being a problem can be a liability to black political
leadership.

Reciprocal Recognition and Double Consciousness
Paragraph 1

In his first chapter’s first paragraph, Du Bois remarks that “How does it
feel to be a problem?” is ever an unasked question between him and “the
other world”: it is unasked because whites decline to ask it (rather they
“flutter” around it), and rarely answered, for Du Bois himself rejoins

70

INT IMAT IONS OF IMMORTAL ITY



“seldom a word.” Prior to its first chapter, Souls’ “Forethought” intro-
duces the idea of a “problem” when it announces that “the problem of
the Twentieth Century is the problem of the color-line.”10 For the young
Du Bois, the problem of the color line is the Negro problem—or, I shall
argue, the Negro problem writ large and interpreted as a global prob-
lem.11 As we saw in Chapter 1, Du Bois conceptualizes the Negro prob-
lem as the exclusion of the segregated Negro masses from the group life
of American society. As we also saw, he proposes that the problem has
two causes: racial prejudice and Negro cultural backwardness. For Du
Bois, the proper vocation of black political leadership is to combat racial
prejudice and cultural backwardness, and thus to bring about the incor-
poration of the otherwise excluded Negro masses into the group life of
American society.

Given his understanding of the Negro problem, we may suppose that
Du Bois took “How does it feel to be a problem?” to be asking “How
does it feel to be excluded from the group life of American society?” In
the second paragraph of chapter 1, he builds on this interpretation by
suggesting that to ask how it feels to be thus excluded is to ask how it
feels to be denied membership in American society through the violation
of an ethical ideal.

Paragraph 2

I begin my discussion of paragraph 2 with a few words about stanza 5 of
the “Intimations Ode” (whose full title is “Ode: Intimations of Immor-
tality from Recollections of Early Childhood”):

Our birth is but a sleep and a forgetting:
The Soul that rises with us, our life’s Star,
Hath had elsewhere its setting,
And cometh from afar:
Not in entire forgetfulness,
And not in utter nakedness,
But trailing clouds of glory do we come
From God, who is our home:
Heaven lies about us in our infancy!
Shades of the prison-house begin to close upon the growing Boy
But he beholds the light, and whence it flows
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He sees it in his joy;
The Youth, who daily farther from the east
Must travel, still is Nature’s Priest,
And by the vision splendid
Is on his way attended;
At length the Man perceives it die away,
And fade into the light of common day.

“In the central stanzas of the Ode,” writes one critic, “the celestial infant
descends from the imperial palace of ‘God, who is our home,’ to be-
come the ‘foster-child’ of earth, to become finally imprisoned in the de-
terministic social world.”12 In stanza 5, Wordsworth tells the first part of
this story, emphasizing the gradual demise of the sublime vision that de-
rives from the infant’s glorious origin. Recollecting his passage from
childhood to youth, and finally to manhood, he insists that the growing
boy retains the vision splendid—despite the encroachments of the prison
house that earthly life becomes—but that the man is fated to forgo it as it
fades “into the light of common day.”13

The figure of the vision splendid invites multiple interpretations, only
one of which I note here. According to Marjorie Levinson, the “Intima-
tions Ode” is an allegory that “situates” Wordsworth’s “grief over the
failure of the [French] Revolution and the invalidation of its ideology.”
“Tenet by tenet, phrase by phrase, image by image” she argues, “Words-
worth deconstructs the Enlightenment’s ‘vision splendid’: To each of the
philosophes’ idols—freedom, individuality, joy, progress, Reason, illumi-
nation, Nature—Wordsworth opposes a bleak other: imprisonment,
uniformity, sadness, accommodation, degeneration, memory, darkness,
mind.”14 I briefly mention Levinson’s reading of the Ode, and its
historicist rendering of the vision splendid, for it establishes the prima
facie plausibility of my own argument: namely, that Du Bois adapts
the Ode to the purposes of sociopolitical allegory. If Levinson is right,
then the Ode lends itself to Du Bois’s adaptation because it is already a
sociopolitical allegory. But her reading also suggests an irony, for Du
Bois’s adaptation of Wordsworth endorses the sort of idyllic vision of
human community that, on her account, the failure of the Enlighten-
ment-inspired French Revolution led Wordsworth to reject. Significantly,
Du Bois himself seems sympathetic to the ideals of the Revolution when
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he favorably alludes to “eighteenth century Rousseauism” in the
“Strivings” essay of 1897.15

In paragraph 2, Du Bois adapts Wordsworth’s recollective posture,
his descendentalist depiction of human existence, and his language.
Specifically, he imitates Wordsworth’s recollective posture by recount-
ing his own recollections from early childhood; revises Wordsworth’s
descendentalism by imagining himself as descended from a sublime and
glorious origin into the jail cell of American racism; and invokes Words-
worth’s words in writing that “the shades of the prison-house closed
round about us all” (in the “Strivings” article, Du Bois signals this allu-
sion to Wordsworth by putting “shades of the prison-house” in quota-
tion marks).16

Recollecting the “early days of rollicking boyhood,” Du Bois depicts
the natural setting of his childhood as literally elevated, as placed “away
up in the hills of New England, where the dark Housatonic winds be-
tween Hoosac and Taghkanic to the sea.”17 The revelation that he em-
bodies a problem comes when, within this setting, in “a wee wooden
schoolhouse,” a girl, a tall newcomer, interrupts a mutual exchange of
visiting cards by refusing Du Bois’s visiting card. The girl’s action leads
Du Bois to see that he is “different from the others . . . shut out from their
world by a vast veil.” In effect, it prompts him to see that to embody the
“Negro problem” is to be excluded from “the white world,” or, in the so-
cial scientist’s idiom, from the “group life” of American society. But this
is not the end of the story. When Du Bois recounts his initial response to
the traumatic experience of exclusion, he pictures himself living “above”
the veil “in a region of blue sky and great wandering shadows” and
as holding “all beyond it in common contempt.” As in his earlier descrip-
tion of his knobby provenance, “away up in the hills,” he again invokes
an image of height, but now suggests that the sublimity he enjoys is
in some sense willed and not a function of a natural setting.18 Du Bois
subsequently recalls that the contempt with which he delighted in his
willed height began to fade and, finally, that as a youth he discovered
himself among other black boys, confined by the shades of a prison house
within which a “streak of blue above” remained visible (that streak being
the analog in the second paragraph to the light—the vision splendid—
that the Ode’s “growing boy” still beholds as the “shades of the prison
house” close upon him). After associating a younger self with elevated

73

INT IMAT IONS OF IMMORTAL ITY



origins and a transcendent, sublime sky, Du Bois concludes his recollec-
tion of his early childhood by envisioning this self as figuratively de-
scended to the floor of a dungeon from which just a patch of the blue sky
he once inhabited remains in view.

By imagining his childhood as a Wordsworth-echoing tale of lost sub-
limity, Du Bois implies that the experience of “being a problem”—of be-
ing excluded from the group life of American society—is an experience of
privation.19 He suggests, more exactly, that to be a problem is to suffer
the deprivation of something precious—of something elevated, some-
thing sublime. Taken as a token of social division, Du Bois’s description
of an interrupted exchange of visiting cards, away up in New England’s
hills, appears to identify this “something precious” with an ideal of reci-
procity that the tall newcomer betrays. But what should we make of the
second paragraph’s second figuring of the sublime, of its depiction of a
young boy abiding in a region of blue sky and great wandering shadows?
Here, too, I think, Du Bois alludes to an ideal of reciprocity.20 To see this,
we need only remember that he describes his life in this region as life
above the veil, and that in the final paragraph of chapter 6 he explicitly
ties his life above the veil to an ideal of reciprocity.

I sit with Shakespeare and he winces not. Across the color line I
move arm in arm with Balzac and Dumas, where smiling men and
welcoming women glide in gilded halls. From out of the caves of
evening that swing between the strong-limbed earth and the trac-
ery of the stars, I summon Aristotle and Aurelius and what soul I
will, and they come all graciously with no scorn nor condescen-
sion. So, wed with Truth, I dwell above the Veil. Is this the life you
grudge us, O knightly America? Is this the life you long to change
into the dull red hideousness of Georgia? Are you so afraid lest
peering from this high Pisgah, between Philistine and Amalekite,
we sight the Promised Land?21

The answer to these three questions is of course “yes,” for Jim Crow
America is the antithesis of the sublime life here envisioned. Elaborating
and specifying the image of a much younger self, accompanied by great
wandering shadows, Du Bois again imagines himself above the veil, ac-
companied by, in Emerson’s words, “the shades of . . . the good and
great.”22 And as his pageant of images suggests—of Du Bois sitting with
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Shakespeare, and Shakespeare with Du Bois; of Du Bois locking arms
with Balzac and Dumas, and they with him; and of Du Bois summoning
Aristotle and Aurelius who quite graciously respond to his summons—he
conceptualizes his sublime life wed with Truth as one of reciprocity: of
human beings mutually according each other appropriate attention, con-
cern, and respect.

To spell out more precisely the bearing of a certain ideal of reciproc-
ity on Du Bois’s adaptation of the “Intimations Ode” and on his inter-
pretation of the question “How does it feel to be a problem?” I return
to the story of the visiting card exchange. As is perhaps well known,
the practice of exchanging visiting cards was commonplace in Victorian
America, so much so that at least one, and perhaps many, books of eti-
quette were written about it. The one I discovered, Good Form: Cards,
Their Significance, and Proper Uses, by a Mrs. Longstreet, was published
in New York in 1889. The book’s title is immediately telling, for it re-
minds us that the practice of exchanging visiting cards was a normative
enterprise governed by distinctions between good and bad form, between
proper and improper uses. A careful reading of Mrs. Longstreet further
shows that certain normative, more or less deontic statuses attached to
this practice, and that they played a critical role in defining the distinc-
tion between good and bad form. Some instances of Mrs. Longstreet’s
advice illustrate the point: “Tea cards may be sent by post or by messen-
ger . . . and they require no reply”; “A man cannot leave his card upon
a lady even after a pleasant acquaintance with her at parties and else-
where, unless she has intimated that he may”; “When a man calls upon a
woman who is a visitor in a family that is unknown to him, he must ask
to see both hostess and guest, and send in a card for each”; and finally,
“An unmistakably older woman, or one who is professionally occupied
with literary or artistic work, or one who is recognized as an active phi-
lanthropist, may send her card to a younger or less occupied woman, if,
having been introduced to her, she wishes to see her again.”23 As Mrs.
Longstreet’s examples show, certain deontic statuses—various permis-
sions, obligations, and entitlements—were constitutive of the practice of
exchanging visiting cards (absent these statuses, the practice would not
have been the practice it was). Thus to be recognized by others as a par-
ticipant in that practice—to be acknowledged as a player in the game of
card exchanges, so to speak—was to be recognized as having certain
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practice-constitutive permissions, obligations, and entitlements. Du Bois,
I assume, understood this, which is why he tells the story he tells in para-
graph 2 of Souls.

Let us accept that the story had an autobiographical basis.24 But when
Du Bois sketches it in Souls, he lends it a distinctive significance. Du Bois
and his classmates have purchased visiting cards, and imitating adult rit-
ual they exchange them. Then, suddenly, a tall newcomer refuses Du
Bois’s card. As Du Bois conceptualizes the girl’s commanding gesture (she
declines his card “peremptorily, with a glance”), it is not to be likened to
a deed of shunning someone who, in Mrs. Longstreet’s words, “is famil-
iar with established etiquette and fails to respect it.”25 In other words, it
is not to be read as a rejection based on the belief that an acknowledged
participant in the practice of exchanging cards has failed to satisfy his ob-
ligations. For Du Bois, the girl’s action carries connotations more ex-
treme than this, for it shows that in her eyes he is not a participant in the
practice but “an outcast and a stranger” to it; or, at least, to the children’s
version of it.26 In his view, the girl’s refusal is tantamount—or, in adult
society, would be tantamount—to an unwillingness to recognize him as a
player in the game of card exchanges; it expresses her antipathy to ac-
knowledging that any of the game’s constitutive deontic statuses apply to
him. Read as allegory, where the practice of exchanging visiting cards
stands for the group life of American society, and where the deontic sta-
tuses shaping that practice stand for Americans’ civil and political entitle-
ments and obligations, the point of Du Bois’s story is clear: the new-
comer’s decision to withhold and not to reciprocate the recognition that
participants in the practice of card exchanges normally grant one another
is a figure for the Jim Crow regime’s refusal to recognize African Ameri-
cans as having the entitlements and obligations that constitute member-
ship in American society.27

Thus in paragraph 2, Du Bois draws on Wordsworth’s “Intimations
Ode” to suggest (1) that the condition of being a problem is the condition
of being excluded from the group life of American society, and (2) that
the condition of being so excluded is (at least in part) a consequence of
being denied the normative, deontic status of membership in American
society through the betrayal of the sublime, ethical ideal of reciprocal
recognition. In the spirit of Schmoller, in other words, he yet again sug-
gests that the Negro problem arises from the contradiction between a so-
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cial ideal and social practices. In Du Bois’s allegory, the ideal of reciproc-
ity animates his young life just until a newcomer betrays it, after which
he comes to regard his life as deprived of that ideal—hence, as suffering
from its loss, even as he keeps its sublime, blue-sky image in view from
within the pit of the prison house of American racism. In paragraph 2,
then, Du Bois interprets the “Negro problem” with his eye focused on
the ideal of reciprocity. And he interprets the question “How does it feel
to be a problem?” as asking “How does it feel to be denied the normative
status of membership in American society through the betrayal of that
ideal?”28

Paragraph 3

Paragraph 3, I suspect, is the most frequently cited paragraph in the his-
tory of African American thought and letters. It is short enough to quote
in full:

After the Egyptian and Indian, the Greek and Roman, the Teuton
and Mongolian, the Negro is a sort of seventh son, born with a
veil, and gifted with second-sight in this American world,—a world
which yields him no true self-consciousness, but only lets him see
himself through the revelation of the other world. It is a peculiar
sensation, this double-consciousness, this sense of always looking
at one’s self through the eyes of others, of measuring one’s soul by
the tape of a world that looks on in amused contempt and pity.
One ever feels his two-ness,—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.29

The changes in tone and perspective that mark the transition from para-
graphs 2 to 3 deserve mention: whereas the second paragraph presents
the voice and judgment of personal reminiscence, the third turns abruptly
to the stage of world history, characterizing “the Negro” as one of seven
peoples of world history. Du Bois finesses the shift from one paragraph to
another through the iteration of two expressions evident in paragraph 2:
specifically, the terms “revelation” and “veil.” In paragraph 2, he uses
these expressions to ironic effect, for the revelation identified in that
paragraph (“It is in the early days of rollicking boyhood that the revela-

77

INT IMAT IONS OF IMMORTAL ITY



tion first bursts upon one, all in a day”) is precisely an unveiling that is
likewise a veiling, a racially prejudiced disclosure of Negro life that mis-
represents and obscures Negro life as it is. By repeating these expressions
in paragraph 3, Du Bois encourages his readers to regard the personal
tale he tells in the second paragraph as an allegory bearing on larger,
group concerns. As we shall see, in fact, paragraph 3 elaborates an an-
swer to the “How does it feel . . .” question that generalizes beyond Du
Bois’s individual feelings to the lived experience of each and every mem-
ber of the Negro people.30

In analyzing paragraph 3, I concentrate on three distinct, related, but
often conflated concepts: second sight, double consciousness, and two-
ness. I begin with the notion of second sight.

In relating second sight to the figure of a seventh son who has been
born with a veil, Du Bois echoes both African American folklore and the
discourse of nineteenth-century animal magnetism (mesmerism).31 Ac-
cording to the folklore, a seventh son may see ghosts, while a child born
with a caul (a veil-like membrane that sometimes covers the head at
birth) will enjoy a second sight (for he is “double sighted”) that lets him
see ghosts as well as the future. According to mesmerism, a magnetized
patient will tend to behave as if a veil had been drawn over her eyes, hid-
ing from view the outside world, even as a clairvoyant second sight lets
her see the future.32 By drawing on the language and imagery of magne-
tism and folk belief, Du Bois paints a picture of the Negro that suggests
the Negro’s capacity for second sight is an ability to see what is ordinarily
not available to be seen—to see, for example, phenomena like ghosts and
the future.33 Du Bois further develops this suggestion by presenting the
Negro’s power of second sight as an ability to see the world as it is dis-
closed to the sight of a social group different than one’s own—thus as it
is ordinarily not available to be seen—in this case, the world as it is dis-
closed to the sight of white Americans. Gifted with second sight, the Ne-
gro can see reality as whites see it, and so can see himself as whites see
him.

Du Bois writes that the Negro is “gifted with second-sight in this
American world . . . which yields him no true self-consciousness, but only
lets him see himself through the revelation of the other world.” As I inter-
pret it, this assertion contains three theses: (1) that the power of second
sight is the power to become self-conscious by coming to see oneself from
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the perspective of the other world, that is, the white world; (2) that exer-
cising the power of second sight need not lead to a false self-conscious-
ness—that is, to an untrue, self-misrepresenting, self-consciousness—al-
though it will lead to false self-consciousness in contemporary America
(“in this American world”); and (3) that exercising this power will lead
to false self-consciousness in contemporary America precisely because
the perspective of the white world in contemporary America happens to
be defined by the racially prejudiced disclosure of Negro life that para-
graph 2 terms a “revelation” and that paragraph 3 dubs “the revelation
of the other world.”34 With this last point, I mean to suggest that Du
Bois’s expression “the revelation of the other world” pertains not to the
white world’s perspective as such but to that perspective as it is contin-
gently qualified by racial prejudice. On my view, which I further develop
below, this expression leaves open the possibility of ridding the white
world’s perspective of racial prejudice.

I should now like to consider the concept of double consciousness.
Here, I decline to pursue the much discussed and perhaps exhausted
topic of Du Bois’s sources.35 Rather I limit myself to analyzing the con-
cept of double consciousness as Du Bois articulates it, and to explaining
the function it serves in the opening paragraphs of Souls’ first chapter.
Concentrating on the particulars of Du Bois’s articulation, I resist the
tendency of some of the most influential, contemporary scholarship on
double consciousness to reduce the concept to its discursive environment,
and so to obscure its specific significance.36 I also choose not to ignore
important details of Du Bois’s text—including his use of Wordsworth’s
recollections of early childhood to frame his own recollections of the
same—in order to remake it in the image of a precursor philosophical
text.37

The critical sentence reads as follows: “It is a peculiar sensation, this
double-consciousness, this sense of always looking at one’s self through
the eyes of others, of measuring one’s soul by the tape of a world that
looks on in amused contempt and pity.” In the extensive scholarship on
double consciousness, it is not frequently remarked that Du Bois charac-
terizes double consciousness as a sensation, a characterization he rein-
forces when he describes it as “this sense of always looking at one’s self
through the eyes of others.”38 By featuring double consciousness as a sen-
sation, Du Bois presents it as a sort of feeling, and thus as the first part of
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his explicitly stated answer to the question, “How does it feel to be a
problem?”—or, as he interprets this question in paragraph 2, “How does
it feel to be denied the normative status of membership in American soci-
ety through the betrayal of the sublime ideal of reciprocity?” Before his
reference to the “sensation” of double consciousness, Du Bois never can-
didly answers the “How does it feel . . .” question. It seems, in fact, that
he introduces the concept precisely in order to answer that question. In
the first few paragraphs of Souls, the function of the concept of double
consciousness is partially to explain how it feels to be a problem.

But what, exactly, is the content of the concept? When Du Bois writes
“this double-consciousness” in paragraph 3, he refers, presumably, to
what the preceding sentence describes as seeing oneself through the reve-
lation of the other world. Taking this description into account, para-
graph 3 presents three explications of the concept of double conscious-
ness. Double consciousness is:

1. the sensation of seeing oneself through the revelation of the other
world,

2. the sensation of always looking at oneself through the eyes of oth-
ers, and

3. the sensation of measuring one’s soul by the tape of a world that
looks on in amused contempt and pity.

As I interpret (2), double consciousness is the feeling of seeing oneself
from the perspective of the other, or white, world. As I interpret (1) and
(3), however, double consciousness is not this feeling tout court. Accord-
ing to (1) and (3), double consciousness is the feeling of seeing oneself
from the perspective of the other, or white, world, where that perspec-
tive has been conditioned and qualified by the racially prejudiced disclo-
sure of Negro life that (1) represents as the revelation of the other world
and (3) as the application of standards-based, evaluative judgments (of
“measurings” of one’s soul) to a picture of the Negro biased by amused
contempt and pity. In essence, double consciousness is the false self-
consciousness that obtains among African Americans when they observe
and judge themselves from the perspective of a white, Jim Crow Ameri-
can world that betrays the ideal of reciprocal recognition due to a con-
temptuous, falsifying prejudice that inaccurately represents Negro life.
Exercising the power of second sight is a causally necessary condition of
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double consciousness, because exercising that power is required for
bringing about the sort of self-consciousness of which double conscious-
ness is a mode. But exercising that power is not a causally sufficient con-
dition of double consciousness, for exercising that power and thereby
coming to see oneself from the perspective of the other world need not re-
sult in a feeling of seeing oneself from a perspective that has been condi-
tioned and qualified by racial prejudice.39

In summary, the first part of Du Bois’s answer to the “How does it
feel . . .” question is, roughly: “The feeling of being denied the normative
status of membership in American society through the betrayal of the
ideal of reciprocity is a feeling of a double consciousness, or false self-
consciousness, that results from exercising the power of second sight in
the very American society that has denied African Americans the norma-
tive status of membership.”40

Let me now consider the second part of Du Bois’s answer to the “How
does it feel . . .” question, the key component of which is the concept of
two-ness. More often than not, Du Bois scholarship has identified this
concept with that of double consciousness. But there are two concepts
here, not one.

According to Du Bois, “One ever feels his two-ness,—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.” In paragraph 3, the sentence that immediately precedes
this one implies that the Negro is subject to the tug of specifically Ameri-
can thoughts, strivings, and ideals precisely because he judges himself on
the basis of specifically American ideals—that is, on the basis of spe-
cifically American standards of evaluation (the “tape” by which he mea-
sures his soul). But why do judgments (“thoughts”) and strivings predi-
cated on those standards tend to conflict with judgments and strivings
predicated on specifically Negro standards and ideals? Although Du Bois
does not answer this question explicitly, he answers it implicitly by means
of the idea of double consciousness. When the Negro judges himself on
the basis of American standards, he applies those standards to a particu-
lar picture he has of himself. Where racial prejudice prevails, that picture
expresses a falsifying double consciousness that misrepresents Negro life.
Thus, where racial prejudice prevails, the Negro’s American standards-
based judgments of himself will be colored by double consciousness, and

81

INT IMAT IONS OF IMMORTAL ITY



therefore will not be judgments of himself as he is but judgments of him-
self as he mistakenly pictures himself to be. Judgments and strivings
predicated on American ideals will conflict with judgments and strivings
predicated on Negro ideals, for where the latter judgments and strivings
pertain to an accurate picture of Negro life, the former pertain to an inac-
curate picture that derives from double consciousness. Except for the
condition of double consciousness, American ideals would not “war”
with Negro ideals, because except for the condition of double conscious-
ness, American ideals and Negro ideals would not give rise to conflicting
judgments and strivings.

On my analysis, then, double consciousness is a causally necessary
condition of what I shall call “conflictual two-ness,” the sort of two-ness
that Du Bois has in mind when he speaks of “warring ideals” and “un-
reconciled strivings.” Double consciousness is a causally necessary condi-
tion of conflictual two-ness, for the condition of double consciousness is
required to engender a conflict between American and Negro judgments
and strivings. As we shall see, paragraph 4 supports this analysis. Du
Bois seems also to believe that double consciousness is causally sufficient
to bring about conflictual two-ness, for he suggests that when a Negro
experiences double consciousness, he “ever feels” a conflictual two-ness.
In general, then, Du Bois holds that the false self-consciousness that is
double consciousness is causally necessary and sufficient for feeling a
conflict between, on one hand, American judgments and strivings based
on American ideals and colored by double consciousness, and, on the
other hand, Negro judgments and strivings based on Negro ideals but
not colored by double consciousness. Put succinctly, the second part of
Du Bois’s answer to the “How does it feel . . .” question is: “The feeling
of being denied the normative status of membership in American soci-
ety through the betrayal of the ideal of reciprocity is a feeling of con-
flictual two-ness that is distinct from but correlated with double con-
sciousness.”41

Finally, taking the two parts of Du Bois’s answer to the question to-
gether, the complete answer asserts that the feeling of being denied the
normative status of membership in American society through the be-
trayal of the ideal of reciprocity comprises two separate but connected
sensations: (1) a feeling of double consciousness that results from exercis-
ing the power of second sight in an American society that has denied
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African Americans the normative status of membership, and (2) a feeling
of conflictual two-ness. Generalizing from his personal experience to that
of “the Negro,” Du Bois maintains that the lived experience of the condi-
tion of being excluded from the group life of American society is, for all
African Americans, an experience of false self-consciousness and inner
strife.

Paragraph 4

Paragraph 4 and the first sentence of paragraph 5 read as follows:

The history of the American Negro is the history of this strife,—
this longing to attain self-conscious manhood, to merge his double
self into a better and truer self. In this merging he wishes neither
of the older selves to be lost. He would not Africanize America,
for America has too much to teach the world and Africa. He
would not bleach his Negro soul in a flood of white Americanism,
for he knows that Negro blood has a message for the world. He
simply wishes to make it possible for a man to be both a Negro
and an American, without being cursed and spit upon by his fel-
lows, without having the doors of Opportunity closed roughly in
his face.

This, then, is the end of his striving: to be a co-worker in the
kingdom of culture, to escape both death and isolation, to hus-
band and use his best powers and his latent genius.42

The first sentence of paragraph 4 proclaims that the history of the
American Negro is the history of the strife that is conflictual two-ness
(“this strife,” I assume, alludes to the unreconciled strivings mentioned in
paragraph 3). Taken together, paragraph 4 and the first sentence of para-
graph 5 describe four times the final end of this history of strife, as:

1. to attain self-conscious manhood,
2. to merge the Negro’s double self into a better and truer self in

which neither of the older selves is lost,
3. to make it possible for a man to be both Negro and an American,

without being cursed and spit on by his fellows, without having
the doors of opportunity closed roughly in his face, and

4. to be a co-worker in the kingdom of culture, to escape death and
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isolation, to husband and use the Negro’s best powers and his la-
tent genius.

How do these four descriptions of the ultimate aim of the history of the
American Negro hang together?

To start, both (3) and (4) refer to the condition of being a problem as
interpreted in paragraph 2. Thus interpreted, that condition is one of be-
ing excluded from the group life of American society—that is, of being
denied the normative status of membership in American society through
the betrayal of the ethical ideal of reciprocal recognition. As I read (3)
and (4), they allude to the condition of being a problem when they speak
of being cursed and spit on, of having the doors of opportunity closed in
one’s face, and of death and isolation. Descriptions (3) and (4) likewise
suggest that blacks will enjoy the condition of being included in Ameri-
can society only if whites come to show them respect (rather than curse
and spit on them), to regard them as due the same opportunities as
whites, and, more generally, to view them as coworkers—that is, as fully
vested participants in the common enterprise of American life. In effect,
they suggest that whites must redeem the ideal of reciprocal recognition
for blacks to be included in American society: more exactly, that whites
must reciprocate the recognition that blacks have extended them by rec-
ognizing blacks as having the entitlements and obligations that constitute
membership in American society.

As we have seen, Du Bois argued that racial prejudice was one of
the two causes of the Negro problem. The substance of this prejudice,
he suggests, is a mocking, humiliating “disdain” for Negro life that mis-
represents it and projects it as fundamentally alien to life among whites.43

For Du Bois, the struggle against racial prejudice was a critical element
in the struggle to persuade whites to view blacks as “co-workers,” for he
assumed that the Negro’s struggle for recognition could succeed only
through the destruction of white prejudice against blacks. This assump-
tion helps to explain the connection between (3) and (4), on one hand,
and (1) and (2) on the other. In other words, it helps to explain Du Bois’s
belief that the Negro’s history of strife could be accurately described as
aiming both at reciprocal recognition—(3) and (4)—and at the attain-
ment of self-conscious manhood and a truer self, (1) and (2).

By proposing that striving after self-conscious manhood is striving af-
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ter a “truer self,” Du Bois suggests that the goal of this striving is a self
that would be truer in its conscious representation of itself. In essence, he
suggests that striving after self-conscious manhood is a striving after true
self-consciousness, and therefore is a striving to negate the false, self-
misrepresenting, self-consciousness that is double consciousness. For Du
Bois, true self-consciousness would be a prejudice-free exercise of the
power of second sight. More exactly, it would be an expression of the
power to become self-conscious by coming to see oneself from the per-
spective of white America, where racial prejudice had ceased to qual-
ify that perspective.44 Du Bois had reason to describe the Negro’s fight
for reciprocal recognition as a struggle for self-conscious manhood, for
he saw the former as an effort to destroy racial prejudice and (as I inter-
pret him) conceptualized the latter as aiming at true self-consciousness.
In his view, the fight for recognition was also a battle to rid the white,
American world of racial prejudice, and thus to enable second-sighted
African Americans to exercise their “gift” by coming to see themselves
from the unprejudiced perspective of a transformed white America. The
struggle for reciprocal recognition was equally a struggle for the true self-
consciousness of self-conscious manhood because it was in part a fight to
eradicate the prejudice that otherwise falsified the self-consciousness ob-
tained through second sight.

I conclude my analysis of paragraph 4 by returning to (2)’s claim that
the Negro’s desire to attain the truer self of true self-consciousness is like-
wise a desire to attain a “better self” through a merging of his “double
self” that somehow preserves both his Negro and American selves. Du
Bois further develops this claim when he writes that the Negro “would
not Africanize America, for America has too much to teach the world
and Africa. He would not bleach his soul in a flood of white American-
ism, for he knows that Negro blood has a message for the world.” Let me
attempt to unpack Du Bois’s argument by returning to his view of the
Negro problem. As we have seen, Du Bois believed that the exclusion of
the Negro from the group life of American society was due to cultural
backwardness as well as to racial prejudice. And as we have also seen, he
held that the struggle for recognition entailed a struggle against racial
prejudice. What we have not explained, however, is Du Bois’s conception
of the connection between the Negro’s struggle for recognition and his ef-
fort to surmount cultural backwardness. Du Bois’s sense of this connec-
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tion is evident, I believe, in his assertion that “America has too much to
teach the world and Africa,” for this assertion implies that, after the
white, American world has been rid of prejudice, it would be appropriate
for Negroes to judge themselves from the perspective of that world.
Freed of the falsifying lens of double consciousness by a successful strug-
gle for recognition, true African American self-consciousness would be
an expression of a second sight that evaluated African American life on
the basis of American (group) ideals, the fulfillment of which would en-
tail bringing Negro life into conformity with the civilizing, developmen-
tal norms of Euro-American modernity, and among which Du Bois in-
cludes incorporation through assimilation and reciprocal recognition.
(The two ideals are related: because Du Bois maintains that the condition
of being excluded from the group life of American society is in part a
consequence of the betrayal of the ideal of reciprocal recognition, he im-
plies that the ideal of reciprocal recognition must be fulfilled for the ideal
of incorporation through assimilation to be fulfilled.45) When the Negro’s
self-evaluation in light of these ideals has been prejudiced by double con-
sciousness, it has taken the form of contemptuous judgments that dis-
dained and misrepresented Negro life, and that distorted the efforts of
black political leaders to uplift the culturally benighted masses (as we
shall see, a thesis that Du Bois begins to develop in paragraph 5). But
were self-evaluation to express true self-consciousness, it would take the
form of sympathetic and accurate judgments that supported rather than
distorted such efforts. For Du Bois, then, the struggle for recognition,
precisely because it is a fight against prejudice, advances the struggle to
surmount cultural backwardness.

I can now explain why Du Bois ties the Negro’s attainment of true
self-consciousness to his merging of his double self. Du Bois believes that
Negro two-ness would cease to be conflictual were those judgments and
strivings predicated on Negro ideals to cease to conflict with the Negro’s
judgments and strivings predicated on American ideals. With the elimina-
tion of double consciousness and the consequent advent of true self-con-
sciousness, these judgments and strivings would not be in opposition to
each other, for the Negro’s American judgments and strivings would no
longer derive from his application of American ideals to a false picture of
Negro life resulting from double consciousness. For Du Bois, then, the
advent of true self-consciousness signifies the end of conflict, and there-
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fore the possibility that America’s Negroes will bring their Negro ideals,
judgments, and strivings into mutually informative and educative dia-
logue with their American ideals, judgments, and strivings, but without
subordinating one perspective to the other (that is, without Africanizing
America and without bleaching the Negro soul).46 To put the point in
a contemporary, hermeneutical idiom, Du Bois believed that true self-
consciousness would permit African Americans to fuse the horizons of
their Negro and American perspectives on “the strange meaning of being
black,” and so to forge a new perspective that would comprehend and
give its just due each of the initial perspectives.47 The new perspective
yielded by this merging of horizons would constitute a “better . . . self”
than either of the “older selves” taken in isolation, precisely because
it would express an informed and educated synthesis of perspectives—
what Du Bois in the “Strivings” essay called a “higher synthesis”—that
transcended the parochialism of the older selves.48 In sum, Du Bois be-
lieved that the advent of true self-consciousness would open the way to
the formation of a self that harmoniously united two perspectives on
black identity that were previously in conflict; hence, to the formation of
a self qualified by integrated, not conflictual, two-ness.

To be sure, all of this is questionable, not least of all because Du Bois
declines to specify the American and Negro ideals, judgments, and
strivings he has in mind.49 Still, the general picture he paints here bears
directly on his larger argument, for it captures in nuce his political philo-
sophical ambition to reconcile his assimilationism and his expressivism.
Presupposing the argument of “The Conservation of Races,” paragraphs
3 and 4 assume that different sets of ideals, strivings, and messages ani-
mate the lives of different peoples; and, specifically, that different sets of
ideals, strivings, and messages animate the lives of the Negro and Ameri-
can peoples. This assumption is critical to Du Bois, because his idea of a
truer and better self that has rid itself of double consciousness is precisely
the idea of a self that is equally responsive to (1) the American ideals that
good black political leadership attempts to fulfill by combating prejudice
and backwardness with the aim of assimilating the black masses to the
norms of modern social life, and (2) the Negro ideals to which that same
leadership must appeal to establish its authority. Indeed, Du Bois’s idea
of a truer and better self—a “synthetic self”—defines the essence of his
notion of fit (good) and legitimate political leadership: leadership that ex-
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hibits knowledge, character, and an assimilationist agenda, and that, in
promoting that agenda, expresses and makes manifest the ideals,
strivings, and messages that constitute the ethos of Negro life.

Paragraph 5

In paragraph 5, Du Bois briefly sketches five examples of conflictual two-
ness. These include the “double-aimed” struggles of the black craftsman,
the Negro minister, the Negro doctor, the black savant, and the black art-
ist. I shall not discuss these examples in detail, but I do wish to stress that
each of them concerns the travails of a black community leader whose ef-
fort to lead has been hobbled and compromised by his failure to trans-
form himself into a synthetic self that has rid itself of the contemptuous
and falsifying picture of Negro life that double consciousness expresses.
Although one may cogently take issue with Du Bois’s analysis of these ex-
amples, and reasonably question their adequacy as examples of con-
flictual two-ness, the substance of his central claim is clear: namely, that
double-consciousness and the conflictual two-ness it causes may distort
the efforts of Negro leaders to solve the Negro problem.50

Du Bois’s most persuasive development of this claim comes in the final
third of Souls, most explicitly in “Of Alexander Crummell” and “Of the
Coming of John,” both which I discuss in the next chapter. In the final
section of the present chapter I return to Souls’ famous and widely dis-
cussed polemic, “Of Mr. Booker T. Washington and Others.” There Du
Bois’s critique of Washington tacitly draws on the concept of double con-
sciousness, but not to establish that the lived experience of double con-
sciousness hobbles Washington’s leadership. Rather Du Bois’s critique
suggests that Washington’s leadership is flawed because, in addition to
other difficulties, it encourages and promotes double consciousness.

Du Bois contra Washington

In Chapter 1, we saw that Du Bois distinguishes three traditions of Afri-
can American politics and political thought: self-realization, adjustment,
and revolt. But this tripartite division is based on a more fundamental,
bipartite division between assimilation and revolt. In other words, Du
Bois opposes both self-realization and adjustment—as strategies of as-
similation—to revolt and its rejection of assimilation.
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“Of Mr. Booker T. Washington and Others” mainly concentrates on
the politics of assimilation-through-adjustment, but in passing sketches a
revealing account of the politics of revolt. Spiritually descended “from
Toussaint the Savior, through Gabriel, Vesey, and Turner,” the propo-
nents of this politics “hate the white South blindly . . . distrust the white
race generally . . . [and] think that the Negro’s only hope lies in emigra-
tion beyond the borders of the United States.” But, Du Bois argues,
“nothing has more effectually made this programme seem hopeless than
the recent course of the United States toward weaker and darker peoples
in the West Indies, Hawaii, and the Philippines,—for where in the world
may we go and be safe from lying and brute force?”51 There is no escap-
ing lying and brute force, he implies, for Europe’s contact with the
world’s nonwhite and undeveloped peoples has typically meant “war,
murder, slavery, extermination, and debauchery,” resulting in “the tri-
umph of brute force and cunning over weakness and innocence.”52 In Du
Bois’s view, the Spanish American war, through which the United States
acquired overseas possessions in Hawaii and the Philippines, was but a
phase in the unfolding of a larger, global pattern of white, Euro-Ameri-
can imperialism, the finally nihilistic adventure of a “happy-go-lucky na-
tion which goes blundering along with its Reconstruction tragedies, its
Spanish war interludes and Philippine matinees, just as though God re-
ally were dead.”53

In sum, Du Bois holds that there is no point to emigrating if the mo-
tive urging emigration is to escape the white race, for the hegemony of
the white race is more and more a global phenomenon. Thus the Negro
problem is more and more a global phenomenon—or, more exactly, not
simply a Negro problem, but a global “problem of the color-line.” As Du
Bois put the point in a speech to the Pan-African Congress of 1900, “the
problem of the twentieth century is the problem of the colour line, the
question as to how far differences of race . . . are going to be made, here-
after, the basis of denying to over half the world the right of sharing to
their utmost ability the opportunities and privileges of modern civiliza-
tion. To be sure, the darker races are today the least advanced in culture
according to European standards.”54 Wherever black Americans emi-
grate, they will find some version of, or a problem quite similar to, the
Negro problem. Advocates of revolt and revenge would take flight from
the problem, without solving it, but they have nowhere to go. For
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Du Bois, the only alternative to revolt and revenge is a politics that can
solve the Negro problem—that is, a politics that can open the doors of
opportunity and uplift the Negro masses, thus bringing their lives into
accord with the normative standards of Euro-American modernity. In
other words, because he never seriously considers the possibility of a pol-
itics that contested and aimed to displace these standards, Du Bois’s re-
jection of emigrationism leads him to conclude that some version of as-
similation is the only reasonable game in town. But which version? To
answer that question, he contrasts his program to Washington’s.55

Du Bois’s Critique of Washington

The gist of Washington’s theory of social progress was the proposition
that if blacks endeavored to help themselves—that is, to discipline their
bodies, to cultivate entrepreneurial virtues (such as thrift, a spirit of in-
dustry, and economy), and to acquire knowledge of a trade—then they
would thrive in the capitalist market and, due to their business success,
bring an end to Jim Crow and win the right to vote. In short, Washington
believed that black self-help efforts were causally sufficient to engender
business success, and that business success was causally sufficient to per-
suade whites to extend to blacks the civic and political deontic statuses
that Du Bois saw as constituting membership in American society.56

Du Bois’s critique of Washington comprises three arguments:

1. He [Washington] is striving nobly to make Negro artisans business
men and property-owners; but it is utterly impossible, under mod-
ern competitive methods, for workingmen and property-owners to
defend their rights and exist without the right of suffrage.

2. He [Washington] insists on thrift and self-respect, but at the same
time counsels a silent submission to civic inferiority such as is
bound to sap the manhood of any race in the long run.

3. He [Washington] advocates common-school and industrial train-
ing, and depreciates institutions of higher learning; but neither the
Negro common-schools, nor Tuskegee itself, could remain open a
day were it not for teachers trained in Negro colleges, or trained
by their graduates.57

I begin with points (1) and (2), which claim that Washington’s pro-
gram founders on a set of contradictions between his promotion of self-
help and the possibility of realizing his political aims.
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Argument (1) denies that self-help efforts will causally suffice to en-
gender business success, for notwithstanding those efforts, blacks’ pros-
pects for such success will be fatally undermined where they have not al-
ready obtained the voting rights they require to protect their property
rights and even to “exist.” A corollary of this argument is that self-help
efforts will not advance the cause of voting rights if to do so those efforts
must, as Washington believes, engender business success.

Argument (2) denies that self-help efforts will causally suffice to en-
gender business success, end Jim Crow, and win the right to vote, for
those efforts, to the extent that they comprise the attempt to cultivate vir-
tues conducive to business success (Du Bois specifically mentions thrift
and self-respect), will be compromised and rendered ineffectual by Jim
Crow because it stigmatizes blacks as inferior.

Du Bois completes and summarizes his first and second arguments
when he writes that “while it is a great truth to say that the Negro must
strive and strive mightily to help himself, it is equally true that unless his
striving be not simply seconded, but rather encouraged by the initiative
of the richer and wiser environing group, he cannot hope for great suc-
cess.”58 According to Du Bois, self-help efforts, while not causally suf-
ficient for social progress, are causally necessary. Equally necessary, he
claims, is the initiative of the “environing group.” But no more than in
“Conservation” is Du Bois here inclined to leave whites to themselves to
take that initiative on their own (see my discussion of “Conservation” in
Chapter 1). Thus he attacks Washington for asking that “black people
give up, at least for the present . . . political power, [and] insistence on
civil rights . . . and concentrate all their energies on industrial education,
the accumulation of wealth, and the conciliation of the South.”59 “Mr.
Washington,” Du Bois says, “withdraws many of the high demands of
Negroes as men and American citizens,” and rather than call forth the
Negro’s “tendency to self-assertion,” he promotes a “policy of submis-
sion.”60 For Du Bois, the self-assertive, insistent demand that whites re-
linquish their prejudice, and that they take the initiative to extend civil
and political rights to blacks, is crucial to a politics aiming to solve the
Negro problem. By themselves self-help efforts cannot solve the problem,
and by itself self-assertion cannot solve it. But conjoined the two strate-
gies can succeed, for conjoined they do justice to the complexity of the
problem.

We have seen that Du Bois conceptualizes the Negro problem as a
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nexus of problems with two causes: backwardness and prejudice. Argu-
ments (1) and (2) presuppose Du Bois’s theory of the Negro problem, for
the substance of these arguments is the contention that Washington’s
strategy for solving the Negro problem is one-sided and so must fail.
Tacitly relying on this theory, Du Bois claims that a self-help politics that
attends to the backwardness of the Negro group itself without attacking
environmental prejudice, “at least for the present,” is doomed to fail.
Washington had argued there was no need to attack prejudice for the
present, for mounting a long-run attack—again, through self-help efforts
that issued in business success, which would in turn move whites to ex-
tend rights to blacks—would suffice to defeat it. But again, Du Bois re-
jects this argument on the grounds that the persistent, prejudice-sus-
tained denial of rights to blacks undermines their self-help efforts and
prospects for business success. Washington’s program amounts to but a
partial attack on the Negro problem, Du Bois argues, Washington’s in-
tentions to the contrary notwithstanding.

Du Bois’s third argument targets not the one-sidedness of Washing-
ton’s approach to solving the Negro problem, but Washington’s very con-
ception of self-help. Just as before, Du Bois suggests that Washington en-
dorses a self-contradictory or “paradoxical” position: specifically, that he
depreciates the liberal arts education fostered by “institutions of higher
learning” yet advocates the common-school and industrial training pro-
moted by schools (like Tuskegee) that depend for their staff on teachers
trained at liberal arts colleges. Now as it stands, this argument is less con-
vincing than Du Bois wants it to be, for a Washington sympathizer could
well respond that Tuskegee and similar institutions will eventually suc-
ceed in educating the teachers needed to staff those institutions, in which
case their dependence on liberal arts colleges will turn out to have been
temporary. But Du Bois does not stop here; rather he further argues that
no system of “common schools supplemented by . . . industrial training
. . . ever has rested or can rest on any other basis than that of the well-
equipped college and university.”61 Here I take Du Bois to be suggesting
not that common schools currently require liberal arts colleges to staff
their faculty, but that these schools, in order to serve their function, must
look to liberal arts colleges to staff their faculties. Du Bois endorses this
claim, I believe, because his conception of the scope of the self-help re-
quired to solve the Negro problem is broader than Washington’s.
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As we have seen, Washingtonian self-help is narrowly geared to
achieving success in the capitalist market. Thus it is tailored to address
what “The Study of the Negro Problems” characterizes as economic
backwardness. For Du Bois, however, the backwardness of the Negro is
more than economic. In “The Study of the Negro Problems,” for exam-
ple, he presents Negro backwardness as chiefly a matter of social ef-
ficiency (the adaptation of individual to group life), and describes Negro
backwardness in general as “cultural.” In Souls Du Bois also presents
Negro backwardness as “cultural,” but further articulates the notion of
culture to include what he characterizes as “a true valuing of the things
of life.”62 In Chapter 4, I discuss this further articulated notion of culture
at some length; here, however, I limit myself to noting that Du Bois be-
lieves that the developmental demands of modern civilization, as ex-
pressed in Souls’ notion of culture, include aesthetic, moral, and other so-
cial efficiency ideals that comprehend yet exceed the curricular scope of
common school and industrial training. Thus he believes that the assimi-
lation of the black masses to modernity requires that the leaders—the
teachers—who staff the common schools be cognizant of those ideals
and impress them on their students. Put otherwise, Du Bois maintains
that successful participation in modern life entails more than successful
participation in modern, capitalist markets, and hence that the educators
of the black masses should be cultured aristocrats: individuals who can
expose their black brothers and sisters to the whole range of characteris-
tically modern behavioral and attitudinal norms.63 Against Washington,
he argues not only that assimilation requires self-assertion in addition to
self-help, but also that self-help to succeed in overcoming backwardness
must take the form of cultural self-development. For Du Bois, uniting
self-assertion and self-help must be a matter of uniting self-assertion and
self-development if this combination of strategies is to yield a politics ad-
equate to solving the Negro problem, that is, one that I have dubbed “a
politics of self-realization.”

Washington and Double Consciousness

Washington’s program fosters double consciousness precisely because it
is one-sided. The strategy of submission, of seeking assimilation through
adjustment, voluntarily surrenders the demand for civil and political rights
and so “practically accepts the alleged inferiority of the Negro races.”64
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Here Du Bois’s point is that Washington’s politics, since it repudiates and
even disparages rights advocacy, tacitly endorses the prejudicial view that
blacks, due to their racial inferiority, do not deserve to be recognized as
having civil and political rights. Du Bois considers the consequences of
this endorsement when, in contrasting his position to Washington’s, he
writes that he and his allies are “absolutely certain that the way for a
people to gain their reasonable rights is not by voluntarily throwing them
away and insisting that they do not want them; that the way for a people
to gain respect is not by continually belittling and ridiculing themselves;
that, on the contrary, Negroes must insist continually . . . that voting is
necessary to modern manhood, that color discrimination is barbarism,
and that black boys need education as well as white boys.”65 Whereas the
politics of self-assertion presses blacks to demand rights, the politics of
adjustment invites them to belittle and ridicule themselves—thus to view
themselves as contemptibly and laughably unworthy of the recognition
that would extend them rights. The politics of adjustment, in endorsing
anti-black prejudice, effectively urges blacks to see themselves with the
“amused contempt” with which the white world sees them.66 Put simply,
it encourages and reinforces double consciousness. By scanting the value
of self-assertion, Washington’s program will tend to exacerbate the Ne-
gro’s feeling of being a problem.

“Of Booker T. Washington and Others” mounts a powerful critique
of the “ascendancy of Mr. Booker T. Washington,” which Du Bois associ-
ates with the failure of the Freedman’s Bureau (see Chapter 1). For Du
Bois the practical upshot of that critique is grim, for as long as Washing-
ton rules the black struggle to solve the Negro problem, the problem will
remain unsolved and the struggle will continue to fail. In “Of the Mean-
ing of Progress,” which immediately follows his chapter on Washington,
Du Bois explores the human costs of this failure by telling the story of the
rural Tennessee community wherein he taught during the summers of
1886 and 1887, and to which he returned ten years later. The affecting
lines that conclude Du Bois’s story, which reflect on the sad fate of the
ambitious girl Josie, whom hardship worked to death, make for a fitting
conclusion to the present chapter, for they acutely testify to Du Bois’s
deep sense that, while Washington reigns and the veil prevails, the pros-
pects for uplifting the black masses must remain tenuous at best:
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How shall man measure Progress there where the dark-faced Josie
lies? How many heartfuls of sorrow shall balance a bushel of
wheat? How hard a thing is life to the lowly, and yet how human
and real! And all this life and love and strife and failure,—is it the
twilight of nightfall or the flush of some faint-dawning day?

Thus sadly musing, I rode to Nashville in the Jim Crow car.67
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3

D U B O I S ’ S C O U N T E R - S U B L I M E

But yet I know, where’er I go,
That there hath past away a glory from the earth.

William Wordsworth, “Intimations Ode”

Hence sublimity is contained not in any thing of nature, but
only in our mind, insofar as we can become conscious of our
superiority to nature within us, and thereby also to nature
outside us (as far as it influences us).

Immanuel Kant, Critique of Judgment

Where my poetic father’s I was, there it shall be . . . there my
I is, more closely mixed with it.

Harold Bloom, The Anxiety of Influence

Both Wilson Moses and Eric Sundquist have argued that Souls’ treatment
of Alexander Crummell affords little insight into Du Bois’s appraisal of
Crummell’s thought. “Du Bois’s short biography of Crummell,” writes
Moses, “promises much but leaves a great deal to the imagination . . . Du
Bois somehow missed the opportunity . . . to analyze in detail the rela-
tionship between his ideas and those of Crummell.”1 And according to
Sundquist, “[Du Bois’s] tribute to Crummell . . . remains a partial curios-
ity because it has little to say about Crummell’s thought as such.”2 Moses
and Sundquist rightly recognize that Du Bois’s response to Crummell’s
thought, if it is evident in Du Bois’s essay on Crummell, is not obviously
and explicitly evident. They err, however, when they infer that Du Bois,
because he declines directly to attack Crummell’s ideas, ignores them and
their connection to his own thinking. The twelfth of fourteen chapters,
“Of Alexander Crummell” is oblique in its evaluation of Crummell. In
this respect it differs markedly from “Of Mr. Booker T. Washington and
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Others,” the symmetrically placed and more famous third chapter of Du
Bois’s book, and the only other chapter having an individual’s name in its
title. But pace Moses and Sundquist, I argue here that Du Bois’s biogra-
phy of Crummell is a masterpiece of indirection that sets forth a substan-
tive critique of Crummell’s political thought. More precisely, I propose
that the Crummell essay and the short story that follows it—“Of the
Coming of John”—elaborate Du Bois’s critical reaction to Crummell’s
1885 repudiation of slave culture (in Crummell’s words, “the word and
the thought of slavery”) and to the model of alienated racial leadership
that Crummell and the protagonist of Du Bois’s story—John Jones—ex-
emplify.3 In his chapters on Crummell and Jones, Du Bois uses (without
mentioning) the concept of double consciousness to diagnose the failure
of black political leadership to solve the Negro problem. Specifically, he
adduces the figures of Crummell and Jones to justify the expressivist the-
sis that the authority and efficacy of African American leaders require
that they avow and express the ideals that define the folk ethos of slave
culture and that antecedently unite black Americans. Notwithstanding
the similarities between his depictions of Jones and Crummell—I shall ar-
gue, in fact, that Du Bois’s story relates a tragic account of the very same
plight that his Crummell essay presents as comic—one emphasizes the
issue of political authority, the other the issue of political efficacy. In each
case, Du Bois shows how a Negro leader’s double consciousness can
alienate him from the ethos of the black folk and subvert his leader-
ship. In his treatment of Booker T. Washington, Du Bois holds that a pol-
itics of submission can reinforce double consciousness. In his treatments
of Crummell and Jones, he proposes that the politics of self-realization
can be compromised by double consciousness.

Eric Sundquist correctly insists, I think, that “for Du Bois, Crummell
functioned symbolically as . . . a father,” and “became the mechanism for
Du Bois’s own ascendancy to the position of founding father of modern
African American thought.”4 To this remark, I would simply add that the
rhetorical path of Du Bois’s ascendancy is marked out by the last three
chapters of Souls. By characterizing Crummell as a father figure with re-
spect to whom he claims a superior, folk-inspired sublimity, and Jones as
a Crummell-like figure who wholly lacks that sublimity, Du Bois revalues
the culture of the black slave and demonstrates an alternative to alien-
ated leadership. In contrast to Crummell and Jones, he presents him-
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self—or, better, his authorial persona—as a model of charismatically
authoritative and efficacious political thought and action. In “Of Our
Spiritual Strivings,” Du Bois relies on the “Intimations Ode” to figure re-
ciprocal recognition as sublime. In his chapter on Crummell, he similarly
relies on the Ode to figure charismatic leadership as sublime.

Alexander Crummell

Stanley Brodwin has observed that Du Bois’s chapter on Crummell tac-
itly refers to John Bunyan’s Puritan classic The Pilgrim’s Progress.5

Recalling Bunyan’s depiction of Christian’s life and journey (“Christian”
is Bunyan’s name for the protagonist of his allegory), the chapter’s
first paragraph represents Crummell’s career as fraught with temptations
(Du Bois mentions specifically hate, despair, and doubt) and as leading
Crummell, like Christian, into a “Valley of Humiliation” and a “Valley
of the Shadow of Death.” By aligning Crummell’s life and Christian’s, Du
Bois characterizes for his readers precisely the sort of tale he wishes to tell
about Crummell. His “Life of Crummell,” he lets us know, will be the
history of the heart of a Protestant pilgrim, a personal story of Christian
faith, wandering and homeless in a hostile and alien world.6

Published in 1678, The Pilgrim’s Progress is not the only early, mod-
ern Protestant text Du Bois uses to frame his biography of Crummell. In
addition to alluding to Bunyan’s book, Du Bois explicitly identifies John
Foxe’s Book of Martyrs, which was first published in 1554, and The
Whole Duty of Man, which appeared initially in 1658. Book of Martyrs
is Foxe’s history of the Protestant church and its martyrs, and a source
on which Bunyan seems to have relied in composing The Pilgrim’s Prog-
ress.7 The Whole Duty of Man is a once popular devotional book that ex-
plains men’s duties to each other and to God, and that may well have
been written by the Anglican divine Richard Allestree.8 Du Bois mentions
both works in a passage that imagines Crummell’s meeting with Bishop
Onderdonk of Philadelphia:

I sometimes fancy I can see that tableau: the frail black figure, ner-
vously twitching his hat before the massive abdomen of Bishop
Onderdonk; his threadbare coat thrown against the dark wood-
work of the book-cases, where Fox’s “Lives of the Martyrs” nes-
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tled happily beside “The Whole Duty of Man.” I seem to see the
wide eyes of the Negro wander past the Bishop’s broadcloth to
where the swinging glass doors of the cabinet glow in the sunlight.
A little blue fly is trying to cross the yawning keyhole. He marches
briskly up to it, peers into the chasm in a surprised sort of way, and
rubs his feelers reflectively; then he essays its depths, and, finding it
bottomless, draws back again. The dark-faced priest finds himself
wondering if the fly too has faced its Valley of Humiliation, and if
it will plunge into it,—when lo! it spreads its tiny wings and buzzes
merrily across, leaving the watcher wingless and alone.

Then the full weight of his burden fell upon him. The rich walls
wheeled away, and before him lay the cold rough moor winding on
through life, cut in twain by one thick granite ridge,—here, the
Valley of Humiliation; yonder, the Valley of the Shadow of Death.9

Du Bois’s treatment of Crummell’s encounter with Onderdonk in-
volves what at first seems to be bizarre meditation on the movements of a
“little blue fly,” as well as an ironic reference to the two books he men-
tions. Describing the fly, Du Bois adopts Crummell’s point of view (“I
seem to see the wide eyes of the Negro wander . . . to where the swinging
glass doors of the cabinet glow in the sunlight”), and then plays upon
and develops the comparison of Crummell to Bunyan’s Christian. The fly,
whose fate Crummell likens to his own (“The dark-faced priest finds him-
self wondering if the fly too . . .”), seems to Crummell to face a “Valley of
Humiliation” that Du Bois—now turning to the fly’s perspective—com-
pares to a bottomless chasm. Here, Du Bois’s reliance on Bunyan seems
straightforward, for in Bunyan’s “Valley of Humiliation” Christian does
battle with Apollyon, a hideous monster whose name derives from Reve-
lations 9:11—“And they had a King over them, which is the angel of the
bottomless pit, whose name in the Hebrew tongue is Abaddon, but in the
Greek tongue hath his name Apollyon.” In Du Bois’s tableau, Bishop
Onderdonk and his massive abdomen monstrously preside over what
Crummell, “nervously twitching” (like a fly!), senses is the bottomless pit
(or chasm) of his own “Valley of Humiliation.” The comfort Crummell
finds here, by imaginatively attributing his plight to a fly—as if he and the
fly constituted some sort of community—is at once comic and tragic:
comic, because it is absurd that Crummell should seek community with a

99

DU BOIS ’S COUNTER-SUBL IME



fly, and tragic, for when the fly flies away, “leaving the watcher wingless
and alone,” the watcher will see that he has succumbed to a “pathetic fal-
lacy,” and so face again the pilgrim’s condition of estrangement and iso-
lation.10

Du Bois makes ironic use of The Book of Martyrs and The Whole
Duty of Man by juxtaposing these extended appreciations of the reli-
giously engaged and active life to Onderdonk’s disengaged, meditative
self-satisfaction. When Crummell comes to see Onderdonk, it is “after
dinner,” and just when the “corpulent, red-faced” bishop has “settled
himself for a pleasant season of contemplation.”11 Onderdonk’s content-
edness is such a compelling force in the setting Du Bois imagines that,
in its presence, even a book of martyrs’ lives seems strangely lacking in
religious passion as it nestles “happily” beside a work that is itself ada-
mant about discouraging complacency.12 By picturing Onderdonk as a
red-faced and corpulent man who has just fed his ponderous maw, Du
Bois cleverly reminds his readers of Foxe’s depictions of the “bloody”
and “fat paunched” Bishop Bonner, a persistent persecutor of Protestants
who figures prominently in Foxe’s narrative and who appears there as
a bestial glutton who takes delight in human flesh.13 In Du Bois’s imag-
ined “tableau,” no less than in the many tableaux that literally illustrate
Foxe’s book (more than 160 engravings appear in the editions of the
1570s and later), a Protestant martyr—in this case, Alexander
Crummell—finds himself set upon by a villainous and “false” Christian,
a morally reprobate member of the “visible” church who knows nothing
of the passionate inwardness of the faithful.14

Portraying Crummell as a solitary pilgrim and as a persecuted martyr,
“Of Alexander Crummell” is a story of doubt and despair, of death and
rebirth (“The Valley of the Shadow of Death gives few of its pilgrims
back to the world. But Alexander Crummell it gave back”), of a wan-
derer who finds his place in the world (for Du Bois that place is America,
not Africa) and, finally, of an imagined salutation from the crucified sav-
ior, the prototype for all Christian martyrs: “I wonder where he is today?
I wonder if in that dim world beyond, as he came gliding in, there rose on
some wan throne a King,—a dark and pierced Jew, who knows the
writhings of the earthly damned, saying, as he laid those heart-wrung tal-
ents down, ‘Well done!’ while round about the morning stars sat sing-
ing.”15 Alluding to the “parable of the talents” (Matthew 25:14–30), Du
Bois concludes his narrative by depicting a black (“dark”), tormented
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(“pierced”), and Jewish Christ welcoming Crummell to heaven and prais-
ing him, we presume, for the beneficence of his righteousness.16 Having
lived and worked his whole life within the Veil, Crummell obtains the
recognition he deserves only after he dies, and this explicitly from Du
Bois in the tale he tells of Crummell’s career (“And now that he is gone, I
sweep the Veil away and cry, Lo! the soul to whose dear memory I bring
this little tribute”) and, Du Bois speculates, from the martyred Christ
himself (“Well done!”).

Sympathy, Estrangement, and Tragedy

Consider now the following remarks, which come near the end of Du
Bois’s “tribute” to Crummell:

So he grew, and brought within his wide influence all that was best
of those who walk within the Veil. They who live without knew
not nor dreamed of that full power within, that mighty inspiration
which the dull gauze of caste decreed that most men should not
know . . .

He did his work,—he did it nobly and well; and yet I sorrow
that here he worked alone, with so little human sympathy. His
name to-day, in this broad land, means little, and comes to fifty
million ears laden with no incense of memory or emulation. And
herein lies the tragedy of the age: not that men are poor,—all men
know something of poverty; not that men are wicked,—who is
good? not that men are ignorant,—what is Truth? Nay, but that
men know so little of men.17

Crummell was a tragic figure not because he suffered persecution, but be-
cause his life and achievements remained unknown to others. Those liv-
ing “without [the Veil] knew not nor dreamed of that full power within.”
Thus they had no sympathy for what Crummell endured. The veil of Jim
Crow engenders tragedy, Du Bois observes, for it keeps men from appre-
hending the character of each other’s lives, and thus from sympathizing
with each other’s work and striving. With his “tribute” to Crummell, Du
Bois aspires to “sweep the Veil away” by revealing to the white world the
character of Crummell’s life and by eliciting from that world the sympa-
thy Crummell deserved.

In “Of the Sons of Master and Man” (chapter 9), Du Bois elaborates
the thesis that Jim Crow is inimical to interracial sympathy. Between the
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two worlds of black and white, he writes, “there is almost no continu-
ity of intellectual life or point of transference where the thoughts and
feelings of one race can come into direct contact and sympathy with
thoughts and feelings of the other.” Where such contact and sympathy is
wanting, he adds, “the very representatives of the two races, who for mu-
tual benefit and the welfare of the land ought to be in complete under-
standing and sympathy, are so far strangers, that one side thinks all
whites are narrow and prejudiced, and the other thinks educated Ne-
groes dangerous and insolent.” Time and again, Du Bois complains, the
“color-question” foils schemes of “broad minded sympathy and gener-
ous fellowship” between the races, and he even seems nostalgic when he
recalls “that finer sympathy and love between some masters and house
servants which the radical and uncompromising drawing of the color-line
in recent years has caused almost completely to disappear.” “Human ad-
vancement is not a mere question of alms-giving,” Du Bois insists, “but
rather of sympathy and cooperation among classes who would scorn
charity.” Du Bois concludes his remarks with the statement that “only by
a union of intelligence and sympathy across the color-line in this critical
period of the Republic shall justice and right triumph.”18

Read from the perspective of “Of the Sons of Master and Man,” Du
Bois’s claim that Crummell lived and worked “with so little human sym-
pathy” can be read as identifying a single example of a general social ten-
dency. Where the veil prevails—where, in other words, the practice of
Jim Crow governs men’s and women’s lives—blacks and whites usually
know little of, and have little sympathy for, each other. Du Bois’s attempt
to elicit whites’ sympathy for Crummell is, then, a form of resistance to
Jim Crow, for it is his concrete attempt to bring “the thoughts and feel-
ings of one race . . . into direct contact and sympathy with the thoughts
and feelings of the other,” Jim Crow notwithstanding.

I turn now to one other passage wherein Du Bois writes of sympathy.
The passage is significant because it explicates the concept of sympa-
thy, and because it uses the concept neither to discuss the effects of Jim
Crow nor to dramatize the tragedy of the age but to examine Crummell’s
youthful feelings for other blacks living within the Veil.

The nineteenth was the first century of human sympathy,—the age
when half wonderingly we began to descry in others that transfig-
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ured spark of divinity which we call Myself; when clodhoppers and
peasants, and tramps and thieves, and millionaires and—some-
times—Negroes, become throbbing souls whose warm pulsing life
touched us so nearly that we half gasped with surprise, crying,
“Thou too! hast Thou seen Sorrow and the dull waters of Hope-
lessness? Hast Thou known Life?” And then all helplessly we
peered into those Other-worlds, and wailed, “O World of Worlds,
how shall man make you one?”

So in that little Oneida school there came to those schoolboys
a revelation of thought and longing beneath one black skin, of
which they had not dreamed before. And to the lonely boy came
a new dawn of sympathy and inspiration . . . A vision of life
came to the growing boy,—mystic, wonderful. He raised his head,
stretched himself, breathed deep of the fresh new air. Yonder, be-
hind the forests, he saw strange sounds; then glinting through the
trees he saw, far, far away, the bronzed hosts of a nation calling,—
calling faintly, calling loudly. He heard the fateful clank of their
chains, he felt them cringe and grovel, and there rose within him a
protest and a prophecy. And he girded himself to walk down the
world.

A voice and vision called him to be a priest,—a seer to lead the
uncalled out of the house of bondage. He saw the headless host
turn toward him . . . he stretched forth his hands eagerly, and then,
even as he stretched them, suddenly there swept across the vision
the temptation of Despair.19

For Du Bois, sympathy requires acknowledgment as well as knowl-
edge. To feel sympathy for another person, he suggests, is not only to be
touched by the discovery that she or he personifies the same “transfig-
ured spark of divinity” or the same “warm pulsing life” as oneself; it is
likewise to be moved (“touched”) by that discovery to acknowledge it,
and thus to declare in some way to that person, “Thou too! Hast Thou
seen Sorrow and the dull waters of Hopelessness?” Sympathy is what Du
Bois describes elsewhere as an “opening of heart and hand . . . in gener-
ous acknowledgement of a common humanity and a common destiny.”20

It is a movement beyond the recognition of a shared identity to an ex-
pressed and explicit proclamation of human community.
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In the young Crummell’s case, the dawning of “sympathy and inspira-
tion” was prompted by a “vision of life” that showed “the bronze hosts
of a nation calling.” Crummell’s vision revealed the sorrow of the black
slaves—“the . . . clank of their chains,” their cringing and groveling—
and it elicited his sympathetic response to that sorrow, inspiring him with
a knowledge of the slaves’ suffering that moved him to prophecy, to pro-
test, and to want “to lead the uncalled out of the house of bondage.”
Called to be a priest and seeing “the headless host turn towards him,”
Crummell “stretched forth his hands eagerly,” making common cause
with his black brethren and proclaiming, in effect, “Thou too!” That Du
Bois figures Crummell’s declaration of solidarity with the slaves with an
image of stretching hands is significant, for gestures of this sort repeat-
edly appear in Souls (in Du Bois’s chapter on Crummell and elsewhere) as
figures for a refusal of isolation and an insistence on community that Du
Bois believes to be essential to expressions of sympathy.21

Comparing Booker T. Washington to the Bible’s Joshua, Du Bois pro-
claims that the call to Washington “to lead the headless host” was “of
God and of man.”22 But the call to Crummell is of a different nature: it
stems neither from man—from human beings generally—nor from God.
Unlike Washington’s call, the call to Crummell to be a “priest”—for Du
Bois, a seer, which is to say, a prophet—stems from the bronze hosts of a
nation; that is, from the multitude of black slaves. Similarly, the sympa-
thy Crummell extends to black slaves is not simply a “human sympathy”
that sees that they too, like humans beings generally, suffer and experi-
ence sorrow, but equally a sympathy that knows and acknowledges what
is specific to their suffering and sorrow—in fine, that these feelings are es-
sentially tied to the experience of racial slavery (as figured, for example,
by the clank of the slaves’ chains). When, then, Du Bois’s Crummell
prophesies, protests, or stretches forth his arms in sympathy, the sense of
community he expresses is not the sense of a humanity and a destiny
common to all human beings, but that of a suffering humanity and a des-
tiny that is common to and unites the black slaves.

In “Of Alexander Crummell,” Du Bois’s portrait of his protagonist
exemplifies the conceptualization of black political leaders as ruler-
prophets in the mold of Moses and the rulers who succeeded Moses be-
fore Saul became king. Du Bois presents his hero as fit to rule when
he writes that Crummell in another age may well have sat among the el-
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ders of the land wearing the purple-bordered toga of a Roman magis-
trate, and when he relies on the first epigraph of his sketch to compare
Crummell to King Arthur as Tennyson’s poem envisions him. But Du
Bois’s sketch also has a second epigraph, which compares Crummell to
the great Hebrew prophet Elijah.23 Elijah, of course, was a divinely in-
spired prophet, whereas Du Bois’s Crummell is a worldly prophet, or
prophet-priest, inspired by the black slaves’ collectively shared and spiri-
tually uniting suffering. By presenting Crummell as a ruler who, as a
prophet, is inwardly called by the suffering of the black slave, Du Bois
secularizes the Puritan idea of the saintly ruler who reflects “his inward
calling in his social role.”24 To be specific, he imagines Crummell reflect-
ing the call to prophecy and priesthood in the role of a leader who strug-
gled to lead the uncalled out of the house of bondage. Putting the point
in Weberian terms (explained in the Introduction), Du Bois endows
Crummell with charismatic authority: not merely fit to lead, Crummell
had the authority to lead, Du Bois suggests, when he was sympathetically
and expressly responsive to the call of the black slave.

Crummell’s sensitivity to that call begins to diminish, Du Bois sug-
gests, as “the temptation of Despair” erodes his vision-inspired sympa-
thy. The young Crummell falls victim to this temptation when he is told
that “The General Theological Seminary of the Episcopal Church cannot
admit a Negro.”25 Devastated and profoundly transformed by the semi-
nary’s act of racial discrimination, he ceases to be the man he once was:

And then from that Vision Splendid all the glory faded slowly
away . . . Even the kind hands that stretched themselves toward
him from out the depths of that dull morning seemed but parts of
the purple shadows. He saw them coldly and asked, “Why should
I strive by special grace when the way of the world is closed to
me?” All gently yet, the hands urged him on,—the hand of the
young John Jay, that daring father’s daring son; the hands of the good
folk of Boston, that free city. And yet, with a way to the priesthood
of the Church open at last before him, the cloud lingered there;
and even when in old St. Paul’s the venerable Bishop raised his
white arms above the Negro deacon—even then the burden had not
lifted from that heart, for there had passed a glory from the earth.

And yet the fire through which Alexander Crummell went did
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not burn in vain. Slowly and more soberly he took up again his
plan of life. More critically he studied the situation. Deep down
below the slavery and servitude of the Negro people he saw their
fatal weaknesses, which long years of mistreatment had empha-
sized. The dearth of strong moral character, of unbending righ-
teousness, he felt, was their great shortcoming, and here he would
begin. He would gather the best of his people into some little Epis-
copal chapel and there lead, teach, and inspire them, till the leaven
spread, till the children grew, till the world hearkened, till—till—
and then across his dream gleamed some faint after-glow of that
first fair vision of youth—only an after-glow, for there had passed
a glory from the earth.26

Embittered by the seminary’s refusal to admit him, Crummell responds
coolly to the “kind” hands of the “young John Jay” and the “good folk
of Boston,” hands that “stretched themselves toward him,” even as he
had “stretched forth his hands” sympathetically to suffering black slaves.
Rather than grasp these hands, and meet sympathy with sympathy,
Crummell keeps his distance, maintains his emotional isolation, and sim-
ply sees these hands “coldly.” Du Bois reinforces our sense of Crummell’s
isolation when he quotes Crummell’s claim that the way of the world is
closed to him. Set off against the world, Crummell feels an antagonism
toward others that is utterly without sympathy and completely unre-
sponsive to the sympathy that others offer. The plight of Crummell’s de-
spair, Du Bois intimates, is that of being estranged from a human com-
munity that the sympathy of others avows.

“And yet,” Du Bois insists, “the fire through which Alexander
Crummell went did not burn in vain.” Crummell returned to his life plan,
but with a different perspective. Recovering some of the sympathy that
his “dark despair” had undone, he rededicated himself to leading, teach-
ing, and inspiring the Negro people, regarding them as “his people,” and
so acknowledging, in effect, that he shared a common humanity and a
common destiny with them. Still, something had been lost. Drawing
again on the words of Wordsworth’s “Intimations Ode,” Du Bois empha-
sizes that the vision that engendered and sustained the older Crummell’s
sympathy was not the first, fair “Vision Splendid” of his youth, but “only
an after-glow, for there had passed a glory from the earth.” Here,

106

DU BOIS ’S COUNTER-SUBL IME



Du Bois’s reliance on Wordsworth points to the connection in his thought
between the sublime ideal of reciprocal recognition and the sublimity of
the young Crummell’s all-to-brief extension of sympathy to the suffer-
ing of black slaves. Specifically, it suggests that the repudiation of the
ideal of reciprocal recognition that was implicit in the seminary’s act of
racial discrimination effectively diminished Crummell’s sublime, authori-
tative charisma. Put otherwise, Du Bois’s allusions to Wordsworth sug-
gest that the denial of reciprocal recognition, which Souls’ first chapter
figures as depriving a young boy’s life of a sublime ethical ideal, can in
its effects deprive a grown man’s life of its sublime, sympathetic respon-
siveness to the woe of the downtrodden. Bereft of his vision splendid,
yet compelled by a now less sublime, dimmed-down vision of human
neediness, Crummell reached out with sympathy to the deficiencies he
saw in the moral character of black people—or so Du Bois implies. But
the glory of that sympathy, he points out, was not as great as the glory of
the sympathy he felt as a youth. In contrast to the younger Crummell, the
older Crummell declined to extend his sympathy to a suffering that is
inextricably tied to the experience of racial slavery. The product of a
lesser vision, his less glorious sympathy concentrated on weaknesses that,
“deep down below . . . slavery and servitude,” profoundly compromised
the well-being of the Negro people (emphasis mine).

By exploring Crummell’s transactions with the General Theological
Seminary, Du Bois complicates his interpretation of Crummell’s estrange-
ment. One effect of the seminary’s action, like one of the general effects
of the institution of Jim Crow, was to inhibit interracial sympathy. Re-
acting to the seminary’s refusal to admit him, Crummell found it all but
impossible to acknowledge his relation to the white community to which
John Jay and the good folk of Boston had sympathetically welcomed
him. Despite efforts by Jay and others, the prior imposition of the Veil of
prejudice kept Crummell feeling estranged and set apart from a white
world that had rebuffed him. So forceful was this feeling of alienation,
Du Bois suggests, that its corrosive power ate its way into Crummell’s re-
lationship to other blacks within the Veil. Although Crummell main-
tained a sympathetic connection to his black brethren, his newfound
sense of community excluded from its compass the trials and tribulations
of the slave. A sublime and charisma-endowing glory had passed from
the earth, the Ode-echoing Du Bois argues, for Crummell’s rededication
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of himself to his people remained haunted by a bitterness that left him
alienated from the lived experience of slavery, having lost sight of, and
become deaf to the call of, the cringing and groveling of a people in
bondage.

Du Bois’s sketch of the emergence of a two-dimensional pattern of
estrangement is familiar, for it parallels his earlier account of the origins
of double consciousness. As we saw in Chapter 2, double consciousness
is a form of false self-consciousness that arises when blacks exercise the
power of second sight from the perspective of antiblack prejudice. The
General Theological Seminary demonstrated its antiblack prejudice in
deciding not to admit Crummell because he was a Negro. In the per-
spective of the seminary, Negroes as such were defective human beings.
After the seminary rejected Crummell, he himself began to see Negroes in
a similar light—thus, to see himself and other blacks as “others” saw
them. Studying the Negro’s situation more soberly and more critically, he
judged that Negroes as such were a morally defective lot, and hence that
their dearth of moral character and unbending righteousness were fateful
weaknesses (an important part of the sense of Du Bois’s “fatal weak-
nesses”) that fundamentally (“Deep down”) constituted their identity as
Negroes apart from slavery and servitude. Crummell’s double conscious-
ness was a form of false consciousness, not because he took the black
masses to have moral weaknesses, but because he mistook those weak-
nesses to define what is basic and truly essential to black identity. And
Crummell’s double consciousness was a form of false self-consciousness,
because in mistaking the nature of black identity he mistook something
about himself as well as about other Negroes. For the Du Bois of Souls, I
shall argue, black identity is fundamentally defined by the suffering of the
black slave. But Crummell’s double consciousness was oblivious to that
suffering: bitterly estranged from whites, he became bitterly and myopi-
cally focused on the shortcomings of blacks—even to the point of losing
sight of, and his ear for, the call of the black slave. Crummell’s double
consciousness was an estranged (alienated) consciousness of black iden-
tity (of what, in Chapter 2, I described as the condition of being black)
because it was wholly unresponsive to what fundamentally defined that
identity. For the older Crummell, as Du Bois depicts him, the Negro’s
moral insufficiency but not the pain and humiliation of the slave inspired
the acknowledgment and cultivation of community. In the black commu-
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nity envisioned by the older Crummell, that slave-related pain and humil-
iation would have no place.

Crummell’s double estrangement—from whites and from the black
slave and her suffering—suggests that his tragedy was a double tragedy.
For Du Bois, again, Crummell was a tragic figure because his life and
achievements remained unknown to others. The “others” Du Bois had in
mind, we saw, were white others living without the Veil. If these others
knew not of Crummell’s life and striving, the causes were prejudice and
Jim Crow. But what now of Du Bois’s suggestion that Crummell himself
seemed to know “so little of men,” or, at least, not to acknowledge all
that he knew? Is the older Crummell’s putative failure to reach out to the
slave’s pain any less a sign of the tragedy of the age than the failure of
prejudiced whites to know Crummell, especially if one grants, as Du Bois
did, that the second failure played a role in causing the first? Given this
assumption, Du Bois’s answer to the second question would have to be
no. Crummell’s tragedy, Du Bois would have admitted, extended to and
conditioned his relation to the suffering in the souls of the black slaves.

While Du Bois presents the tragic shift in Crummell’s thinking—from
a preoccupation with slave suffering to an emphasis on Negro moral de-
fectiveness—as occurring before 1842, he alludes to an argument
Crummell adduces in his Harpers Ferry address of 1885, “The Need of
New Ideas and New Aims for a New Era.” Published eventually in 1892,
this address insists that African Americans not “dwell morbidly and ab-
sorbingly on the servile past,” and urges them to “escape the ‘limit and
restraint’ of both the word and the thought of slavery.” With the advent
of emancipation, says Crummell, America’s blacks have entered “the new
and exalted pathways of freedom,” and so require new words, ideas, and
aims. Central among their aims, he argues, should be a mighty “moral
revolution” that transforms the inner life of the Negro people: “The
whole status of our condition is to be transformed and elevated. The
change which is demanded is a vaster and deeper one than that of eman-
cipation. That was a change . . . affecting mainly the outer conditions of a
people . . . But outward condition does not necessarily touch the springs
of life.” Here, Crummell’s talk of a moral change that would be “deeper”
than the change wrought by emancipation seems to express precisely the
view that Du Bois attributes to Crummell when he refers to Crummell’s
perception of moral deficiencies “deep down below . . . slavery and servi-
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tude.” For the Crummell of 1885 the moral needs of black folk, though
traceable to slavery, were not met by the elimination of slavery. These
needs, Crummell seemed to believe, reflected a state of the soul more
deeply ingrained than the condition of slavery, and thus demanded a
change deeper than emancipation per se.27

In representing Crummell as a tragic figure, Du Bois remarks that the
Episcopalian minister “worked alone, with so little human sympathy”
(emphasis mine). Thus he expresses himself ambiguously, and so rein-
forces his earlier suggestion that Crummell withheld sympathy from oth-
ers (from John Jay and, eventually, from black slaves), even as others,
without the Veil, withheld sympathy from him. Here again, then, Du
Bois presents Crummell’s tragedy as a double tragedy. Had Du Bois’s
story of Crummell’s life ended on a tragic note, its concluding message
would have been that the age had been ineluctably defined by loneliness,
alienation, and many other woes. But the story ends otherwise, and on a
comic note, for the Christian plotting of human life tends to the comic.
Northrop Frye puts it this way: “Christianity . . . sees tragedy as an epi-
sode in the divine comedy, the larger scheme of redemption and resurrec-
tion. The sense of a tragedy as a prelude to comedy seems almost insepa-
rable from anything explicitly Christian. The serenity of the final double
chorus in the St. Matthew Passion would hardly be attainable if com-
poser and audience did not know that there was more to the story.”28 A
mere “episode” in his tale of Crummell’s life, Du Bois’s tragic vision of
Crummell and his age gives way ultimately, in the essay’s final paragraph,
to a quintessentially Christian vision of Crummell in heaven, happily tri-
umphant over human woe. Here, it seems, the divinely comic image of a
resurrected and redeemed Protestant martyr displaces and banishes the
spirit of tragedy.

Still, we must not forget that the final paragraph of “Of Alexander
Crummell” begins with a speculative “I wonder,” a locution that regis-
ters some skepticism regarding the comic ending of Du Bois’s story. Du
Bois “wonders” about Crummell’s fate because he is not certain that lives
such as Crummell’s, or for that matter any lives, have happy endings
“above the Veil.”29 Notwithstanding the image of redemption that brings
“Life of Crummell” to an end, Du Bois remains haunted by the spirit of
tragedy. “Of the Coming of John,” the story that follows “Of Alexander
Crummell,” is his attempt to give this spirit its due. Resembling in some

110

DU BOIS ’S COUNTER-SUBL IME



significant ways Du Bois’s portrait of Crummell, the character of John
Jones (black John) is a tragic figure but not a martyr who wins redemp-
tion. While the conclusion of John’s tale pictures him renouncing a world
that has brought him nothing but loneliness and alienation, it suggests in
no way that he, like Du Bois’s Crummell, might find happiness beyond
that world. In crafting the ending of this story, Du Bois forgoes the specu-
lative, comic finale that he permits himself in “Of Alexander Crummell.”
To be precise, he grants full vent to the skepticism that prompted him
to write “I wonder” near the end of the Crummell essay, and so lets go
the dream, figured by the image of Christ greeting Crummell in heaven,
that while tragedy persists in this world, happiness can be found in an-
other. “Of the Coming of John” prepares the way for the final chapter of
Souls, for it explicitly expresses an unreserved pessimism to which Du
Bois’s treatment of the sorrow songs is a hopeful, though wholly “this-
worldly,” response.

Contra Crummell: Du Bois’s Counter-Sublime

I borrow the concept of the counter-sublime from Harold Bloom’s Anxi-
ety of Influence. For Bloom, this concept defines a textual strategy that
later poets deploy to fend off the worry that their precursors have ex-
hausted the possibilities available to poetic imagination.30 Reacting to the
sublimity of his precursor, the poet in pursuit of the counter-sublime
“opens himself to what he believes to be a power in the parent poem that
does not belong to the parent proper, but to a range of being just beyond
that precursor.”31 Speaking in a Freudian idiom, Bloom offers a “for-
mula” that succinctly captures the basic idea of the counter-sublime:
“‘Where my poetic father’s I was, there it shall be,’ or even better, ‘there
my I is, more closely mixed with it.’”32

Bloom’s analysis of the counter-sublime adapts to his theory of poetic
influence a concept of the sublime familiar to students of European aes-
thetics, at least since Kant. In the third Critique, Kant holds that the feel-
ing of the sublime can entail the recognition that, as a moral subject, one
transcends and is superior to a natural force to which, as a physical be-
ing, one could not but submit. The consciousness that one surpasses a
power that previously left one feeling inadequate is what Kant’s (dynami-
cal) sublime and Bloom’s counter-sublime have in common. For Kant,
the experience of the sublime can recall “man” to his suprasensible moral
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destiny and so reveal to him his superiority to the fearful objects of na-
ture before which he has felt impotent. For Bloom, the claim to a coun-
ter-sublime is a claim to have attained a poetic “might” that is somehow
higher and superior to the previously intimidating poetic might of one’s
poet-precursor.33

Bloom’s concept of the counter-sublime, if not the entirety of his the-
ory of poetic influence, can be usefully brought to bear in thinking about
Du Bois’s representation of his relation to Crummell. In describing his
first meeting with Crummell, Du Bois wrote:

I saw Alexander Crummell first at a Wilberforce commencement
season, amidst its bustle and crush. Tall, frail and black he stood,
with simple dignity and an unmistakable air of good breeding. I
talked with him apart, where the storming of the lusty young ora-
tors could not harm us. I spoke to him politely, then curiously, then
eagerly, as I began to feel the fineness of his character,—his calm
courtesy, the sweetness of his strength, and his fair blending of the
hope and truth of life. Instinctively I bowed before this man as one
bows before the prophets of the world. Some seer he seemed.34

In Du Bois’s portrait, Crummell is tall but physically frail, vulnerable to
the “storming” of lusty orators. Still he exhibits a sublimity that sets him
apart from other men and that Du Bois begins to sense when talking to
him “apart.” A man of dignity and fine character, Crummell seems the
bearer of some high and transcendent power, a prophet and a seer before
whom Du Bois “instinctively” bows. Weber’s analysis of charismatic rule
applies to the aged Crummell as he appeared to the young Du Bois, for
the older man seemed to the younger to display “the charisma of the
prophet . . . who is inwardly ‘called’ to the task of leading men, and . . .
[to whom] the led submit . . . because they believe in him.”35

By describing the elder Crummell in terms that inflate the charismatic
power of his presence, Du Bois prepares to deflate that power.36 The ref-
erence to prophets and seers is critical to Du Bois’s deflationary strategy,
for it prefigures his description of the vision that inspired a younger
Crummell with “a protest and a prophecy,” calling “him to be a priest—
a seer to lead the uncalled out of the house of bondage.” Crummell’s de-
spair caused the glory of his splendid vision to fade “slowly away.” And
although he later enjoys an “after-glow” of that vision, he never recovers
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its lost glory. Though sublime in the eyes of the young Du Bois, the sev-
enty-six-year-old seer who visited Wilberforce was a less inspired seer
than he might have been had he not been prone to the temptation of de-
spair years before. By implying that the sublime figure he describes near
the beginning of his biography was a diminished version of the man he
would have been absent the racism of the General Theological Seminary,
Du Bois deflates his image of Crummell in order to lay claim to a counter-
sublimity. Du Bois wishes to say, in essence: “Where Crummell’s I was
. . . there my I is, more closely mixed with it.”

For Du Bois, the “it” is the glory of the “Vision Splendid.” Laying
claim to that glory, he suggests, would be professing to personify the vi-
sion-inspired, sublime sympathy for the suffering of black slaves that
briefly touched but later eluded Crummell. Du Bois’s counter to
Crummell’s sublimity is his assertion that he durably embodies a sympa-
thy for the slaves’ suffering that the older Crummell lacked and that a
younger Crummell possessed only fleetingly (this is Du Bois’s version of
being “more closely mixed with it”). Du Bois declares his superiority to
Crummell by alleging to capture and steadfastly to uphold in his own
voice and writing a sympathy and a sense of historical community that
comprehend the pain and humiliation of the slave. Nowhere is this
clearer than in the first paragraph of Souls’ final chapter, which, while
not alluding to Crummell, firmly situates Du Bois’s voice in relation to
the “Negro folk-song—the rhythmic cry of the slave.”37

They that walked in darkness sang songs in the olden days—Sor-
row Songs—for they were weary at heart. And so before each
thought that I have written in this book I have set a phrase, a
haunting echo of these weird old songs in which the soul of the
black slave spoke to men. Ever since I was a child, these songs have
stirred me strangely. They came out of the South unknown to me,
one by one, and yet at once I knew them as of me and of mine.38

With these words, Du Bois proclaims that his sense of community, his “of
me and of mine,” includes the suffering of the slave, and he presents
Souls, his book, as staunchly keeping alive, “before each thought” it re-
cords, the voice of that suffering. Where Crummell’s I was, Du Bois
claims, there my book is.

When Crummell was sympathetically and expressly responsive to
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the call of the black slaves, he had the authority to rule and lead them.
And when Du Bois mentions that he bowed before and submitted to
Crummell at Wilberforce, he implies that even the older Crummell mani-
fested a prophet’s charisma that demanded obedience. But the crux of Du
Bois’s story and argument is that the older Crummell was less charismatic
than the younger, and so less entitled to rule and to be obeyed than he
once had been. In aligning his book and voice with the voice of the suffer-
ing black slave, Du Bois presumes to possess the prophetic, charismatic
authority possessed by the younger Crummell, but more securely and re-
liably than the younger Crummell possessed it. In effect, Du Bois trumps
the younger Crummell by presenting his own writing as enduringly in-
spired by the sorrow songs, a rhetorical gesture by which he purports to
realize in his own person—or, at least, in his authorial persona—the so-
cial role of the ruler-leader who, in his ruling and leading, shows himself
to be a prophet-seer who hears and answers the call of the black slaves to
lead them out of the house of bondage.39

Writing in 1903, some forty years after nominal emancipation, Du
Bois still takes seriously the idea of the ruler-seer, for he holds that real
emancipation has yet to be realized. Emancipation has been proclaimed,
but “the freedman has not yet found freedom in his promised land.” Ac-
cording to Du Bois, the Negro of the post-Reconstruction South has been
victim to a harshly and relentlessly repressive sociopolitical order. Not-
withstanding “compromise, war, and struggle,” he is “not free.”40 In-
deed, he has fallen prey to a vicious “neo-slavery,” and so continues
to await genuine liberation.41 Implicitly, then, Du Bois rejects the argu-
ment of Crummell’s “New Ideas” essay, which holds that slavery is done
with and emancipation is a settled achievement. Doubtlessly approving
Crummell’s attempts to redress the Negro’s moral failings, he nonetheless
rejects the proposition that the experience of slavery is but a thing of the
past.42 Proceeding, then, from Du Bois’s perspective, we must infer that
Crummell erred in 1885 not in his decision to attend to the Negro’s
moral defectiveness, but in insisting that American blacks have wholly
completed their “exodus” from slavery, and therefore that the experience
of slavery has ceased fundamentally to define black identity.43 As we have
seen, Du Bois’s depiction of Crummell very explicitly echoes the 1885
speech, yet likewise suggests that Crummell let go the vocation of the
leader who would liberate the slaves more than forty years before that
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speech, and hence before the Emancipation Proclamation. Casting into
the distant past Crummell’s turn to a vocation that lacked the glory of the
“Vision Splendid,” Du Bois represents Crummell’s thought as a curious
relic of bygone days and effectively obscures the conflict between his and
Crummell’s post-Reconstruction interpretations of the plight of the post-
Reconstruction Negro. In sum, he suggests that his thought bears a rele-
vance to “modern” conditions that Crummell’s thought lacks.

By relating his voice to that of the suffering slave, Du Bois further dis-
tances himself from the “New Ideas” essay. If, as Du Bois writes, the Ne-
gro is “not free,” then Crummell’s thesis—that the Negro should “escape
the ‘limit and restraint’ of both the word and the thought of slavery”—
loses its justification. Contra Crummell, Du Bois shows sympathy for the
suffering of the slaves in his writing, first, because genuine emancipation
has remained an ideal to be realized, and second, because the words and
the thoughts of the slave have retained their claim on an era (Crummell’s
“new” and post-emancipation era) that falls short of that ideal. By repre-
senting his writing as expressing the spirit of the sorrow songs—as ex-
pressing the words and the thoughts of the suffering slave, and especially
her longing after the ideal of emancipation—Du Bois aspires to authorize
his leadership. Demonstrating his commitment to political expressivism,
he asserts that his leadership is legitimate because it avows and embodies
the spirit of a suffering that is fundamental to black identity.

John Jones

The title of the penultimate chapter of Souls explicitly echoes the King
James Bible, wherein Matthew and Luke both speak of the coming of
John the Baptist.44 The biblical allusion clearly signals Du Bois’s preoccu-
pation with the figure of the seer/prophet. Like John the Baptist, the
black protagonist of “Of the Coming of John” is a seer; what he “sees,”
however, is not the imminent advent of the kingdom of heaven, but, like
Crummell, that his age is one that demands “new ideas.”45

The affinities between Du Bois’s depiction of John Jones—a “black
John” that the story distinguishes from a “white John”—and his depic-
tion of Crummell are striking. Like Crummell, black John is reported to
be a “pilgrim” and said to have trouble finding his “place in the world.”
And just as Du Bois pictures Crummell in “some little Episcopal chapel”
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leading, teaching, and inspiring his people, he has black John coming “to
save his people” by seeking to “teach them at the church.” Shortly before
he dies, black John sits smiling “toward the sea . . . in the dim morning
twilight,” thus resembling Du Bois’s image of Crummell, on the morning
of his death, gazing at the sea and smiling.46 Most importantly, black
John is tragically alienated from whites and blacks alike. Like Crummell,
he personifies a double estrangement.

Du Bois underlines black John’s alienation from white people first by
highlighting the mutual estrangement of the black and white communi-
ties of Altamaha—the town from which the two Johns hail—and later, by
describing a chance meeting of the two men, one “bright September af-
ternoon,” when they attend the same performance of Richard Wagner’s
Lohengrin in New York City.47

The disaffecting want of sympathy between the black and white com-
munities of Altamaha is apparent when Du Bois describes the expecta-
tion with which each community awaits the return from college of its
John—the white John having gone north to Princeton and the black John
north to a black college, the Wells Institute.

Thus in the far-away Southern village the world lay waiting, half
consciously, the coming of two young men, and dreamed in an in-
articulate way of new things that would be done and new thoughts
that all would think. And yet it was singular that few thought of
two Johns,—for the black folk thought of one John, and he was
black, and the white folk thought of another John, and he was
white. And neither world thought the other world’s thought, save
with a vague unrest.48

In the world Du Bois presents here, it rarely if ever happens that the indi-
viduals of one community know or even intuit the hopes envisioned by
the other. And when they do discover or develop a sense of each others’
thoughts and aspirations, they feel “a vague unrest,” a lurking dis-ease
that precludes the cultivation of interracial community.

The meeting of the two Johns in New York City shows that a black
man and a white one, if socialized in the manners of Jim Crow, can expe-
rience a tragic estrangement even when they encounter one another out-
side the south. While entering the opera house, black John overhears a
conversation between white John and his “lady” escort. “Be careful,” she
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says, “you must not lynch the colored gentleman simply because he is in
your way.”49 White John responds, without noticing that the black man
before him is black John, and without black John recognizing white
John’s voice:

“You will not understand us at the South,” he said half impa-
tiently, as if continuing an argument. “With all your professions,
one never sees in the North so cordial and intimate relations be-
tween white and black as are everyday occurrences with us. Why, I
remember my closest play-fellow in boyhood was a little Negro
named after me, and surely no two,—well!” The man stopped
short and flushed to the roots of his hair, for there directly beside
his reserved orchestra chairs sat the Negro he had stumbled over in
the hallway.50

The irony in this situation is most explicitly expressed just a few mo-
ments later, when an usher taps black John lightly on his shoulder after
the prelude to Lohengrin has ended:

“Will you step this way, please, sir?” A little surprised, he arose
quickly at the last tap, and, turning to leave his seat, looked full
into the face of the fair-haired young man. For the first time the
young man recognized his dark boyhood playmate, and John knew
that it was the Judge’s son. The white John started, lifted his hand,
and then froze into his chair; the black John smiled lightly, then
grimly, and followed the usher down the isle.51

Here there is but the faintest and fleeting glimmer of what Du Bois calls
“sympathy.” Knowledge and recognition, yes, though we can hardly feel
confident that white John has comprehended much of his “closest” play-
mate’s strife and longing, or that black John has sensed anything of the
“warm pulsing life” in white John’s “throbbing” soul. What knowledge
white John possesses, however, he begins to acknowledge. His gesture of
acknowledgment, his lifting of his hand toward black John, is an incipi-
ent expression of sympathy that, like John Jay stretching his kind hands
toward Crummell, and like Crummell stretching his hands toward a
headless host, avows human community. But just as soon as white
John lifts his hand he checks his expression of sympathy and freezes into
his chair, thus demonstrating a coldness that is akin to the coldness
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Crummell demonstrates in responding to John Jay’s expression of sympa-
thy. There is, of course, a difference between the two scenes, for one in-
volving white John finds the conflict between “warm,” sympathetic re-
sponsiveness and “cold,” detached alienation within one and the same
person. White John will pay for his way of resolving this conflict—that is,
for failing fully to acknowledge his ties to black John and black people—
with his life. Like many of the central figures of classical European trag-
edy, white John is doomed, if only because he permits a part of his iden-
tity—his commitment to the social norms of Jim Crow—to paralyze and
all but destroy an equally essential part of who he is: specifically, his sym-
pathetic impulse to open “heart and hand” across the color line.52

The New York encounter between the two Johns well exemplifies the
estrangement of the white and black communities of Altamaha. In the
prejudiced eyes of white John and Altamaha’s white community, black
John is an alien exceeding the proper scope of human sympathy. Set apart
and thus estranged from that community, and for that matter, from the
white world generally, black John, like the similarly estranged Alexander
Crummell, develops a double consciousness that doubles his estrange-
ment and expresses his alienation from other blacks. At the meeting the
Baptist Church organizes to welcome black John home, other blacks take
note of his alienation: “The people were distinctly bewildered. This si-
lent, cold man,—was this John? Where was his smile and hearty
handgrasp?”53

In the speech that black John delivers at the meeting of welcome, he
echoes Crummell’s “New Ideas” address. He begins with the claim that
the age requires “new ideas” to supersede the ideas of the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries. He then discusses the role the Negro will play
“in the striving of the new century,” emphasizing “the spread of work
and wealth” and sketching plans for a “new industrial school.” Black
John starts to offend when he turns to the subject of religion: “‘Today,’
he said with a smile, ‘the world cares little whether a man be Baptist or
Methodist, or indeed a churchman at all, so long as he is good and true.
What difference does it make whether a man be baptized in river or
wash-bowl, or not at all? Let’s leave all that littleness and look higher.’”54

Deriding the practice of baptism in a Baptist church, Du Bois’s “John the
Baptist” is, ironically, “John the anti-Baptist.” Angrily reacting to the
young man’s blasphemy, an “old bent man . . . wrinkled and black,” de-
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nounces him for “trampling on the true Religion.” But what is the “true
Religion”? Du Bois’s careful description of the old man’s speech and of
the congregation’s response to it (that is, of a quivering and swaying
preacher preaching to a wailing and shrieking audience) suggests an an-
swer to this query, for that description faithfully reproduces the image,
meticulously sketched in an earlier chapter, of the preacher who pro-
claims the religion of the slave.55 When black John tramples on the true
religion, Du Bois implies, he tramples on the slave’s religion.

Altamaha’s black community shuns black John not because he pro-
motes new ideas per se, but because he promotes these ideas at the ex-
pense of the slave religion the community embraces.56 Like the Alexander
Crummell whose “New Ideas” speech he echoes, Du Bois’s black John
has no use for the word and the thought of slavery, which is the word and
the thought of the slave religion that finds poignant musical expression in
the sorrow songs.57 Cast out beyond the Veil by a white world that re-
fuses him sympathy, black John’s smile is no longer the inviting grin that
once attended his sympathy-expressing “hearty handgrasp,” but a smirk
that condescends to the “littleness” of the old-time religion, expressing
an “amused contempt” that sees that religion as others, as the prejudiced
white world, see it and all things black. Put simply, it is the smile of a
double consciousness that extends no sympathy and no sense of commu-
nity to the slave spirituality that originates in slave suffering and that
forms the substance of the slave’s religion.

Reminiscent of Du Bois’s Crummell, black John’s double conscious-
ness is a false self-consciousness that mistakes what is fundamental to
black identity. For Du Bois’s Crummell, moral shortcoming is fundamen-
tal; for John, economic shortcoming is fundamental. (Indeed, with his
emphasis on the “new ideas” of work, wealth, industrial schooling, the
building of banks and businesses, and so forth, John’s agenda has a
vaguely Washingtonian resonance.) More generally, Du Bois repre-
sents Crummell and John alike as would-be leaders who interpret the
condition of being black wholly in terms of the task of solving the Negro
problem—that is, wholly in terms of uplifting the black masses and as-
similating their behavior and attitudes to civilized, modern norms: for
Crummell, moral norms, for John, economic norms. From Du Bois’s
perspective both individuals exemplify false self-consciousness, for both
deny that black identity is essentially defined by the suffering of the black
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slave and by the spiritual expression of that suffering in black religion
and black music. Put in terms I have previously introduced, Crummell
and black John resemble Du Bois’s Bismarck more than his Moses
because they fail to remember who black people are. And failing to re-
member who black people are, they fail to remember who they are.
Crummell’s want of remembrance, engendered by his double conscious-
ness, undermines his authority to lead, Du Bois argues, for it entails a di-
minishment of the sublime charisma that is the source of that authority.
Black John’s want of remembrance, which has been engendered by his
double consciousness, cripples his ability to lead, for as the audience re-
sponse to his “New Ideas” speech indicates, it subverts the efficacy of his
leadership.58

Knowing little of the slave’s religion, black John is known a little
by his childhood playmate but barely acknowledged by him. Like
Crummell, he embodies a double estrangement that symbolizes the trag-
edy of an age wherein “men know so little of men.” In “Of the Coming
of John,” Du Bois gives the spirit of tragedy its due. I can refine this thesis
by saying that he invents in the character of black John an “unmasked”
image of Alexander Crummell—more exactly, an image of Crummell as,
possibly, he would appear were the comic guise of the Protestant martyr
stripped from Du Bois’s portrait of his life. Souls’ chapter on John Jones
forgoes a comic vision of the doubly estranged black man who, despite
his estrangement, finds his proper place in this world and an enviable
happiness in the next one. Renouncing that narrative consolation, Du
Bois lets the “tragedy of the age” have the last word. The narrative frame
he adopts for this purpose is the tragic plot of Wagner’s Lohengrin.59

John and Lohengrin

The central theme of Lohengrin is the impossibility of a lasting union
between what is supernatural and what is earthly. Lohengrin, son of
Parsifal and knight of the Holy Grail, is a supernatural and divine being;
Elsa, his bride, is an earthly and profane one. Accused of having mur-
dered her brother in order to rule Brabant with her secret lover, Elsa is
vindicated by Lohengrin in a trial by combat with Telramund, her ac-
cuser. Appearing suddenly on a bark drawn by a swan, Lohengrin agrees
to fight on Elsa’s behalf and then to marry her, but only if she vows never
to ask him his name or from whence he comes. After they marry, how-

120

DU BOIS ’S COUNTER-SUBL IME



ever, Elsa asks him the forbidden questions, which all earthly love is des-
tined to ask. Lohengrin answers the questions truthfully but, having re-
vealed his identity, must now forsake her if he is not to lose the divine
protection he enjoys as a knight of the Grail. Ernest Newman sums up
Wagner’s point succinctly: “although a supernatural being and an earthly
one may come into contact with each other it is impossible that the asso-
ciation should endure; for the lower nature is bound to act according to
the law of its own being.”60

Du Bois revises to his own ends Wagner’s proposition that a lasting
marriage between a profane world and a divinity desiring to act in that
world is impossible. In Du Bois’s story, the analogous “impossible mar-
riage” is between the inhibiting and all too profane world of Jim Crow,
on one hand, and black John’s desire to act in that world, on the other.
Like Lohengrin, black John is committed to service (he speaks, in fact, of
“life-service”), and like Lohengrin, he offers the world a service that it
cannot accommodate.61 As his college graduation draws near, black John
comes “slowly to feel almost for the first time the Veil that lay between
him and the white world.”62 Chafing at the color line that “hemmed in
him and his,” he anticipates with “nameless dread” his return to “the
choked and narrow life of his native town.”63 For black John, the pros-
pect of returning to Altamaha is the prospect that his desire to act in the
world will never be satisfied, and so he is delighted that the dean sends
him north for the summer, just after graduation, to sing with the Wells
Institute quartet: “A breath of fresh air before the plunge, he said to him-
self half in apology.”64 While visiting New York City, John attends a per-
formance of Lohengrin. In depicting the young man’s reaction to Wag-
ner’s music, Du Bois relates the theme of impossible marriage to the
conflict between black John’s social circumstances and his desire to act:

He sat in dreamland, and started when, after a hush, rose high and
clear the music of Lohengrin’s swan. The infinite beauty of the wail
lingered and swept through every muscle of his frame, and put it
all a-tune. He closed his eyes and grasped the elbow of the chair,
touching unwittingly the lady’s arm. And the lady drew away. A
deep longing swelled in his heart to rise with that clear music out
of the dirt and dust of that low life that held him prisoned and be-
fouled. If he could only live up in the free air where birds sang and
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setting suns had no touch of blood! Who had called him to be the
slave and butt of all? And if he had called, what right had he to call
when a world like this lay open before men?

Then the movement changed, and fuller, mightier harmony
swelled away. He looked thoughtfully across the hall, and won-
dered why the beautiful gray-haired woman looked so listless, and
what the little man could be whispering about. He would not like
to be listless and idle, . . . for he felt with the music the movement
of power within him. If he but had some master-work, some life-
service, hard, aye, bitter hard, but without the cringing and sicken-
ing servility.65

The music of Lohengrin’s swan, the music in which black John hears his
desire to escape the befouled and bloody prison of Jim Crow is, ironi-
cally, the same music that moves black John to act—to grasp the elbows
of his chair—and, in acting, to touch the arm of the lady who accompa-
nies white John, thus causing her to draw away from him. The image of
estrangement that Du Bois sketches here—of a white “lady” drawing
away and separating herself from a black man who finds himself emo-
tionally transported by the music of Lohengrin’s swan—is Du Bois’s secu-
lar and racially inflected re-vision of Wagner’s gendered vision of the es-
trangement to which the divine and the profane, Lohengrin and Elsa, are
ineluctably doomed. Here, indeed, he reworks his earlier, Wordsworthian
figuring of a white female disrupting a black male’s fantasy of sublime
freedom by shunning him (by refusing his visiting card). Adapting the
theme of impossible marriage to the life of black John, Du Bois suggests
that a black man, if he refuses the cringing servility of the slave, and if he
decides to act freely in the world of Jim Crow (because he feels “the
movement of power within him”), will inevitably find that that world has
drawn away from and repudiated him.66

When the prelude to Lohengrin comes to an end, an usher quiets John
away from his seat and a manager regrets that a mistake has been made.
A short time later John quotes the Bible’s Queen Esther and decides to re-
turn to Altamaha: “I will go into the King, which is not according to the
Law; and if I perish, I perish.”67 Like Esther, John will attempt to save his
people, but unlike Esther, he will perish. After returning home, and after
delivering his “New Ideas” speech at Altamaha’s Baptist church, John be-
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comes a teacher in the town’s Negro school. But the judge who is white
John’s father quickly shuts down the school when he hears from the post-
master that black John is “givin’ talks on the French Revolution” and
from white John that “the darky . . . tried to force himself into a seat be-
side the lady I was escorting.”68 Angry that he has lost his chance to
teach, black John has resolved to leave Altamaha when he spies white
John harassing Jennie, his sister.69 Reacting quickly, black John seizes a
fallen limb and, with “all the pent-up energy of his great black arm,”
strikes dead the man whose “lifted” hand never quite clasped his arm at
the opera. At this point, black John lets go his attempt to run away.
Rather he tells his mother that he is leaving—“Mammy . . . I’m going to
be free . . . Yes mammy, I’m going—North”—but then returns to the
scene of white John’s death.70 There he sits himself on a “great black
stump,” where he awaits the men who will come to lynch him:

He leaned back and smiled toward the sea, whence rose the
strange melody, away from the dark shadows where lay the noise
of horses galloping, galloping on. With an effort he roused himself,
bent forward, and looked steadily down the pathway, softly hum-
ming the “Song of the Bride,”—“Freudig geführt, ziehet dahin.”

Amid the trees in the dim morning twilight he watched their
shadows dancing and heard their horses thundering toward him,
until at last they came sweeping like a storm, and he saw in front
that haggard white-haired man, whose eyes flashed red with fury.
Oh, how he pitied him,—pitied him,—and wondered if he had the
coiling twisted rope. Then, as the storm burst round him, he rose
slowly to his feet and turned his closed eyes toward the Sea. And
the world whistled in his ears.71

In his final moments, black John perfectly captures the spirit of what
Schopenhauer termed “resignation.” Humming Lohengrin’s “Song of the
Bride,” and fantasizing the enduring union of Elsa and her champion, he
envisions a “joy” (Freude) not available to him in his world, and that Du
Bois permits us to imagine only as the joy of one of Schopenhauer’s
saints—pessimists who, having acknowledged that human desire can at-
tain no lasting satisfactions, forsake the vanity of human striving for
the “deep tranquillity” (tiefe Ruhe) of a will-less nothingness.72 Ex-
plaining the concept of resignation in The Spirit of Modern Philosophy
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(1892), Josiah Royce (one of Du Bois’s teachers at Harvard) writes that
Schopenhauer’s saints “pity . . . all their kind,” and sees in their spirit of
resignation the power to look “in sacred calm upon all this world, seeing
all things but . . . unmoved.”73 It would be difficult to find words that
better capture the experience of Du Bois’s black John as death draws near
him. Personifying the calm eye at the center of a surrounding storm, Du
Bois’s black model of a Schopenhauerian holy man shows nothing but
pity for the raging and avenging white-haired judge who still suffers the
torments of a grief-stricken, dissatisfied will.74 Closing his eyes to a world
that has rebuffed him, black John epitomizes the attitude of resigna-
tion.75

Forgoing the image of “otherworldly” consolation that he allows
himself at the end of “Of Alexander Crummell,” Du Bois ends “Of the
Coming of John” on a note of pessimism without consolation. The last
line of Du Bois’s story—“And the world whistled in his ears”—contrib-
utes to the tale’s pessimistic ending, as can be seen by comparing it to the
lyrics to which Du Bois tacitly alludes with the musical epigraph that ap-
pears at the head of “Of the Coming of John.”76 Both lyrics and music
derive from “I’ll Hear the Trumpet Sound,” one of the spirituals sung by
the Fisk Jubilee singers.77 The lyrics corresponding to Du Bois’s musical
epigraph read:

You may bury me in the East,
You may bury me in the West,
But I’ll hear that trumpet sound
In that morning.78

When Du Bois discusses these lyrics in “The Sorrow Songs,” he claims
that they express “the voice of exile.”79 Yet the voice that sings here is not
simply a voice of exile, but equally a voice of celebration that, looking
beyond death and exile, “projects an image of resurrection at the Judg-
ment Day.”80 It is ironic, then, that black John, as he faces the fury of his
judgment day in the person of the judge who will lynch him, hears noth-
ing of the trumpet sounds of resurrection.81 Rather the final sound he
hears, as he turns his closed eyes seaward “in that morning” of his death
and exile, is the indifferent and unredeeming sound of a world whis-
tling in his ears. Whereas Du Bois’s “Life of Crummell” leaves Crummell
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happy and in heaven (albeit with stars singing rather than trumpets
sounding), his “Life of Black John” leaves its hero renouncing the world
and finding no fulfillment beyond it. In contrast to “Of Alexander
Crummell,” “Of the Coming of John” provides its readers no intimation
of a “comic” resolution to a tale that ends as, according to Schopenhauer,
all good tragedies ought to end—with the spirit of resignation trium-
phant.82

To be sure, Du Bois declines to leave things here, which is one reason
he devotes the last chapter of Souls to the sorrow songs. The essential
thrust of that chapter, I have suggested, is to mark a secular and “this-
worldly” way beyond the pessimism of “Of the Coming of John.” Still, it
would be false to claim that Souls has a “comic” or happy ending. To the
contrary, Du Bois’s voice in “The Sorrow Songs,” no less than in his con-
cluding afterthought, is not the least bit certain that the hope it espouses
will be fulfilled or that the leadership it enacts provides a viable alterna-
tive to Crummell’s and black John’s doubly estranged leadership.

Conclusion: “The Sorrow Songs”

In John’s version of the Gospel, John the Baptist, in speaking of Christ,
says that “He must increase but I must decrease.”83 This remark, which
captures the spirit of Du Bois’s “counter-sublime,” helps us too to see
that Du Bois could empathize with figures like Crummell and black John,
yet remain convinced that their examples of alienated Negro leadership
needed to be superseded, just as John the Baptist, whatever his virtues,
needed to be superseded by Christ. As I have already intimated, the new
form of leadership that Du Bois would enact through his writing has less
to do with the kingdom of heaven than with the creation of a “this-
worldly” kingdom wherein the suffering slave and her sorrow get their
proper acknowledgment. Here, perhaps, Lohengrin is more useful than
the Bible, for its political subtext promotes the idea of German unity
(that is, while Lohengrin must depart, it is clear by the end of the opera
that Elsa’s detractors have been defeated and that the Brabantines and
the Saxons have been unified under the leadership of King Henry), just as
Du Bois promotes the idea of American unity in Souls’ last chapter.84

The concluding sentence of “The Sorrow Songs”—“And the traveller
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girds himself, and sets his face toward the Morning, and goes his way”—
clearly echoes Du Bois’s portrait of the youthful Alexander Crummell,
the seer who, in responding to his vision sublime of the bronzed hosts of
a nation, “girded himself to walk down the world.”85 A figure for Du
Bois himself, the traveler finds his inspiration in a sorrow song (“Let Us
Cheer the Weary Traveller”) and manifests a sympathetic connection to
the suffering of black slaves and neo-slaves—the bronzed hosts of the na-
tion whom Du Bois now aims to lead. In writing Souls’ final chapter, Du
Bois acknowledges explicitly his connection to this nation. Identifying
ten “master songs,” he traces the historical development of the Negro
people’s musically expressed spiritual life, yet never loses sight of the
ideal that is the unifying message and meaning of Negro soul—“that
sometime, somewhere, men will judge men by their souls and not by their
skins.”86 By articulating that ideal with his own words, Du Bois opens a
sympathetic “heart and hand” to Negro spiritual life, thus fashioning his
writing as its legible representation.

By acknowledging his affinity for the sorrow in the souls of black
folk, Du Bois means to elicit from white America a similar acknowledg-
ment. “Your country? How came it yours?” he writes. “Before the Pil-
grims landed we were here. Here we have brought our . . . gifts and min-
gled them with yours . . . Would America have been America without her
Negro people?”87 By producing a written re-presentation of black soul,
Du Bois demonstrates the mixed essence of American identity. America,
he insists, is always already black. To respond properly to the sorrow
songs, white Americans must acknowledge their implication in the lives
of black Americans by heeding the message of the sorrow songs and ex-
tending to black Americans their civil and political rights. To fail to ac-
knowledge this implication, and to fail to recognize black Americans as
fully vested participants in the common enterprise of American life—as
in the case of white John’s response to black John at the New York City
opera—is to invite racial violence and pessimism.

Du Bois’s alternative to the doubly estranged racial leadership of
Crummell and black John is a racial leadership whose hope and end are
a double acknowledgment. In writing the last chapter of Souls he
exemplifies this alternative: first, by acknowledging his connection to Ne-
gro soul; and second, by calling on white America to acknowledge a like
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connection. Du Bois expresses some doubt that his hope will be fulfilled
when, speaking conditionally, he writes that “if . . . in this whirl and
chaos of things there dwells Eternal Good . . . then . . . America shall rend
the Veil.”88 He again expresses uncertainty in his afterthought:

Hear my cry, O God the Reader, vouchsafe that this my book fall
not still-born into the world-wilderness. Let there spring, Gentle
One, from out its leaves vigor of thought and thoughtful deed to
reap the harvest wonderful. (Let the ears of a guilty people tingle
with truth, and seventy millions sigh for the righteousness which
exalteth nations, in this drear day when human brotherhood is
mockery and a snare.) Thus in Thy good time may infinite reason
turn the tangle straight, and these crooked marks on a fragile leaf
be not indeed

The End89

While Du Bois’s secularism is evident in his apostrophe to “God the
Reader,” the subjunctive mood of his address suggests that he is not
sure that his “this-worldly” reader, or readers, will respond favorably to
his cry.90 His readers, presumably, are the white Americans (members
of a “guilty people”) who have yet to acknowledge their essential
connectedness to black Americans. Du Bois hopes that his book will in-
spire these men and women with new thoughts and deeds of acknowl-
edgment, yet he remains haunted by the worry that, like a child dead be-
fore it is born, it will inspire them with nothing new, and so fail to
transform the world-wilderness. The figure of the stillborn child is sig-
nificant here, for it re-cites a central theme of Souls’ final few chapters:
specifically, the persistent thwarting of black men’s desire to give birth to
a future different than the past. In “Of the Passing of the First-Born,” for
example, Du Bois links this desire to the birth of his son, and assigns to
his child the prophetic vocation to which, he suggests later, the young
Crummell was called:

I too mused above his little white bed; saw the strength of my
own arm stretched onward through the ages through the newer
strength of his; saw the dream of my black fathers stagger a step
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onward in the wild phantasm of the world; heard in his baby voice
the voice of the Prophet that was to arise within the Veil.91

Du Bois fantasized that his child was a prophet who would further Du
Bois’s black fathers’ dream, newly embodying in his arm the patriarchal
strength of Du Bois’s arm.92 But Du Bois’s fantasy is thwarted, for his
child dies. For a moment the young Crummell seemed to have become
this leader—“a seer to lead the uncalled out of the house of bondage”—
though he too is undone, not by sickness and death, but by racism. As for
black John, his longing for a future different than the past—a future of
service, but without the cringing servility of the slave—is also stymied by
racism, as well as by his own want of sympathy for the religious feeling
of the black denizens of Altamaha. Each of these lives is, figuratively,
“still-born,” for not one of them—neither Crummell’s nor black John’s
nor that of Du Bois’s son—becomes the source of an inspiration that
transforms the world-wilderness and saves the future from repeating and
perpetuating the slave and neo-slave past (John’s demise is, in fact, an un-
ambiguous triumph of that past over the future John desires).

Du Bois’s anxiety that the future will repeat the past, his book not-
withstanding, is explicitly evident when he mobilizes the rhetoric of
Ecclesiastes. “Thus in thy good time may infinite reason turn the tangle
straight, and these crooked marks on a fragile leaf be not indeed The
End” at once echoes and answers in a secular mode Ecclesiastes 7:13:
“Consider the work of God: for who can make that straight, which he
hath made crooked?” In the world of Ecclesiastes, a world that Du Bois
fears is his world, “that which hath been is now; and that which is to
be hath already been.”93 If Du Bois’s fear is to be allayed, then the reason
of his readers must straighten the tangle of time; it must look beyond
Du Bois’s crooked marks and acknowledge the presence of black Ameri-
cans, which these marks were meant to illuminate. Failing this, Du Bois’s
marks will mark “The End” of a vain and stillborn enterprise (“all is
vanity” we read in Ecclesiastes 1:2), even as they crookedly prefigure the
crooked repetition of what “hath already been.”

As we have seen, Du Bois ends “The Sorrow Songs” with the figure of
a weary traveler setting “his face toward the Morning.” And yet the opti-
mism of this ending, which looks forward to a new dawn, cannot wholly
overcome the spirit of tragedy. Knowing all too well that the onset of the
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night can dissemble the dawning of a new day (“Is it the twilight of night-
fall or the flush of some faint-dawning day,” he asks in “Of the Meaning
of Progress”), Du Bois is reluctant to conclude Souls with an unqualified
expression of hope.94 His cry in the wilderness, while it resists black
John’s spirit of resignation, still remains haunted by that spirit, and
haunted by the thought that Du Bois himself, like the less sublime
Crummell, will never “lead the uncalled out of the house of bondage.”
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4

B E T W E E N T H E M A S S E S A N D T H E F O L K

The great men of culture are those who have had a passion
for diffusing, for making prevail, for carrying from one end
of society to the other, the best knowledge, the best ideas of
their time.

Matthew Arnold, Culture and Anarchy

Above our modern socialism, and out of the worship of the
mass, must persist and evolve that higher individualism
which the centres of culture protect; there must come a loftier
respect for the sovereign human soul.

W. E. B. Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folk

Du Bois’s defense of a politics of self-realization generates two para-
doxes: one, a self-referential paradox, pertains to his theory of double
consciousness; the other, a practical paradox, relates to his political
expressivism.

In Souls’ first few paragraphs, Du Bois contends that the eradica-
tion of double consciousness requires reciprocal recognition. As I argued
in Chapter 2, where Jim Crow prevails and prejudiced whites betray
the ideal of reciprocal recognition, black second sight produces a preju-
diced, false self-consciousness of the condition of being black. On this ac-
count, defeating Jim Crow and obtaining reciprocal recognition is a pre-
supposition of having a true self-consciousness of the condition of being
black. But if that is so, how can Du Bois presume to uphold in his writ-
ing a sympathy-informed, true self-consciousness of black identity? On
what grounds can he believe that he has overcome the false, estranging
double consciousness that afflicted Alexander Crummell and black John
if black Americans have yet to bring to fruition their world-historical
“struggle for recognition?” Paradoxically, Du Bois’s analysis of double
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consciousness implies that he cannot have gained the freedom from dou-
ble consciousness that he tacitly claims for himself.

The self-referential paradox can be solved if we distinguish Du Bois,
the empirical individual, from Du Bois, the authorial persona and voice
that animates Souls. It is hard to see how the empirical individual could
avoid the paradox. But the authorial persona avoids it, for that persona
is but a model, a regulative ideal, of authoritative, efficacious black polit-
ical leadership. Thus understood, Du Bois’s authorial persona repre-
sents not an empirical individual’s literal claim to true self-consciousness,
but an abstract model of leadership that any black leader could strive to
satisfy. In Chapter 3 I suggested that Du Bois wrote “Of Alexander
Crummell” hoping to promote interracial sympathy, Jim Crow notwith-
standing. Here I suggest that he wrote “The Sorrow Songs” hoping to
encourage leaders like Crummell and black John to resist double con-
sciousness and to sympathize with slave and neo-slave suffering, white
prejudice and the want of recognition notwithstanding. I also surmise
that Du Bois (the empirical individual) was not sure of his superiority to
Crummell, that he worried that his own leadership had been compro-
mised by double consciousness, and that he struggled nonetheless to cul-
tivate a sympathy for slave suffering and a true self-consciousness. Ab-
sent reciprocal recognition he may well have pursued these ends, aspiring
to conform to the model of true self-consciousness that is evident in his
authorial persona and voice.

The practical paradox is a function of Du Bois’s turn from a criticism
to an expressivist model of legitimate political leadership—specifically, to
the expressivist model exemplified by Du Bois’s authorial persona. Ac-
cording to that model, legitimate black leadership must avow and em-
body a collectively shared spirit that unites all African Americans. In
Chapter 1 I argued that the expressivist model can be reconciled with Du
Bois’s idea of good leadership—that is, leadership that combats prejudice
and backwardness to solve the Negro problem—for it requires that lead-
ers remember their people not by responding to their criticism but by ac-
knowledging their spiritual identity. But there is an important objection
to the expressivist model. Because good black leaders will wish to pro-
mote the assimilation of their followers to modern norms, they should
encourage them to wean themselves from collectively shared spiritual
and cultural orientations that mire them in backwardness. Indeed, good
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leaders should want to eradicate any spiritual orientation, or ethos, that
perpetuates backwardness. But what if the spiritual orientations in ques-
tion, besides perpetuating backwardness, were the source of these lead-
ers’ political authority and efficacy? Were that the case, then good leaders
would be paradoxically committed, qua good leaders, to uprooting the
spiritual orientations that were the very source of their legitimacy and ef-
fectiveness as leaders. More generally, all the exemplars of Du Bois’s
model of legitimate political leadership, including his authorial persona,
would be committed to a self-defeating political enterprise.

In Shamoon Zamir’s words, the practical paradox reflects Du Bois’s
sense of a “relativized black self . . . a self somehow separate from the
black masses”; or, put otherwise, a self that is ambivalent about its rela-
tionship to the backward men and women it hopes to uplift.1 In more
specific terms, the statement of this paradox can be treated as Crummell’s
and, perhaps, black John’s rejoinder to Du Bois’s critique of doubly alien-
ated leadership. Against Crummell and John, Du Bois defends the
expressivist thesis that authoritative (legitimate) and effective leadership
must manifest the collectively shared spirit of the suffering slave. But
contra Du Bois, Crummell and John could easily respond that the spirit
of the suffering slave simply cannot be reconciled with the demands of
modernity. In fact, they could insist that the spirit of slave suffering is a
retrograde, premodern spirit that black people would do well to eschew
if they truly wished to solve the Negro problem. In sum, Crummell and
John could argue that Du Bois cannot have his cake and eat it: he cannot
coherently endorse a politics that both uplifts the masses and expresses a
slavery-based racial identity, for uplifting the masses requires the demise
of that identity.

Central to the task of reconstructing Du Bois’s answer to this rejoin-
der is the concept of culture. Du Bois applies the concept in at least two
different contexts. One is his description of the talented tenth’s proper in-
tellectual formation and struggle to combat backwardness—that is, to
uplift the black masses. In this context, culture is something the cultured
elite disseminate among the uncultured masses to foster their assimila-
tion to modern norms. The second is his description of the collectively
shared spirit of the black folk. Du Bois tends to characterize blacks as
“masses” when he wants to represent them as an aggregate of uncultured
individuals who can be uplifted through the dissemination of culture. He
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characterizes them as “folk,” however, when he wants to represent them
as the bearers of a collectively shared spirit. For Du Bois, the concept of
culture applies to this collectively shared spirit as well as to individuals.
Indeed, he solves the practical paradox precisely by interpreting the col-
lectively shared spirit of black Americans as cultured, while still regard-
ing it as a source of authenticity and hence legitimacy.

Arnold, Du Bois, and the Politics of Self-Development

Over the last thirty-five years or so, scholars have intermittently noticed
echoes of Matthew Arnold’s social criticism in Du Bois’s writing.2 I re-
turn here to the Arnoldian motifs evident in Souls, not to show that Ar-
nold influenced Du Bois (the case for that thesis has already been well
made) but to facilitate my explication of the understanding of culture in-
forming Du Bois’s political thought. I turn to Arnold to analyze Du Bois’s
concept of culture, for accenting the Arnoldian elements in that concept
helps me explain the political significance it acquires in Souls.

According to Arnold, culture is “a pursuit of our total perfection by
means of getting to know, on all the matters which most concern us, the
best which has been thought and said in the world, and through this
knowledge, turning a stream of fresh and free thought upon our stock
notions and habits.”3 I shall return to Arnold’s suggestion that culture
promotes the critique of stock notions. Here, however, I concentrate on
the pursuit of perfection itself. Arnold characterizes this pursuit as an
“inward” striving through which the human spirit aims to add to itself
endlessly, to expand its powers endlessly, and to grow in wisdom and
beauty endlessly.4 Perfection, he claims, is “not a having and a resting,
but a growing and a becoming.”5 By getting to know the best that has
been said and thought, the “man of culture” eschews provincialism and
endeavors harmoniously to enlarge the scope of his humanity. Alienating
himself from “his class spirit”—be it that of the middle-class philistine,
the aristocratic barbarian, or the working-class populace—he is led by a
“humane . . . spirit,” devoting himself to a form of self-cultivation and
self-development that, in mid-century England, was typically associated
with Goethe’s notion of Bildung.6

Culture advances the critique of stock notions, because spiritual self-
development engenders a disinterested free play of consciousness that
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“subverts” established habits of thought.7 Apparently adapting aspects
of Kant’s analysis of aesthetic judgment to the task of social criticism (for
Kant, the pure judgment of taste involves a disinterested free play of the
cognitive faculties), Arnold argues that a mind in pursuit of perfection
acquires a breadth of perspective enabling it to question and suspend its
attachment to attitudes and beliefs that have become “stiff and stark
pieces of petrification.”8 As the human spirit adds to its powers of dis-
cernment and grows in insight, it cultivates a skeptical sensibility that
questions positions and principles it has otherwise and narrow-mindedly
embraced.

Consider, now, Du Bois’s remarks on the occasion of the opening
of the segregated Atlanta Carnegie Library in the spring of 1902: explic-
itly echoing Arnold, he writes that “the black people of Atlanta . . . need
a growing acquaintance with what the best of the world’s souls have
thought and done and said.”9 Here, as elsewhere, Du Bois’s appeal to Ar-
nold’s notion of culture reflects his belief that the “higher training” af-
forded by liberal arts colleges has an indispensable role to play in teach-
ing American Negroes “the meaning of modern life.”10 As we have seen,
chapter 3 of Souls defends higher education against Washington’s criti-
cisms by arguing that vocational schools, in order to promote the assimi-
lation of the black masses, require a teaching staff that has been trained
in liberal arts institutions; specifically, they require a teaching staff that
has been trained to expose the masses to the whole range of modern be-
havioral and attitudinal norms, including but not restricted to the norms
and ideals of the capitalist market.11 In later chapters (especially “Of the
Wings of Atalanta” and “Of the Training of Black Men”), Du Bois
amplifies this argument by advancing a concept of culture that is funda-
mentally the same as Arnold’s. Like Arnold, he defines the notion of cul-
ture in terms of self-development and perspectival breadth.12

Du Bois argues that higher education “seeks as an end culture and
character rather than bread-winning.”13 In effect, he holds that the aim
of the liberal arts is not simply culture but the cultivation and develop-
ment of character through the acquisition of culture. Self-development is
the end of higher education, but so too is the cultural knowledge that fa-
cilitates self-development. Du Bois’s belief that culture is the purpose of
higher education is, then, consistent with his claim that “the true college
will ever have one goal,—not to earn meat, but to know the end and aim
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of that life which meat nourishes.”14 Du Bois returns to the idea of higher
education just a year after Souls appears and, echoing Arnold again, ties
the pursuit of knowledge in the college of his day to “the transmission . . .
of all that is best in the world’s deeds, thoughts, and traditions.”15 By fos-
tering insight into life’s proper end and aim, the Arnoldian college curric-
ulum that Du Bois imagines promotes precisely the sort of “growth” and
“becoming” that Arnold himself idealized:

The function of the Negro college, then, is clear: it must maintain
the standards of popular education; it must seek the social regener-
ation of the Negro, and it must help in the solution of problems of
race contact and co-operation. And, finally, beyond all this, it must
develop men. Above our modern socialism, and out of the worship
of the mass, must persist and evolve that higher individualism
which the centres of culture protect; there must come a loftier re-
spect for the sovereign human soul that seeks to know itself and
the world about it; that seeks a freedom for expansion and self-de-
velopment; that will love and hate and labor in its own way, un-
trammeled alike by old and new. Such souls aforetime have in-
spired and guided worlds, and if we be not wholly bewitched by
our Rhine-gold, they shall again.16

Here we have Du Bois’s most eloquent statement of his developmental
ideal.17 No less than Arnold, he spurns the philistinism and materialism
of a “gilded age” whose preoccupations with riches (Rhine-gold) and the
redistribution of material wealth (socialism) extend far beyond Booker
T. Washington’s apparent “Mammonism.”18 Proposing that the highest
good is inward self-expansion and self-cultivation through knowledge,
Du Bois describes the Negro college as a center of culture that is intended
to play a critical role in the formation of the “cultured” individuals who
define the antithesis of “the mass.”19

Du Bois avoids the Kantian rhetoric of disinterested free play. But,
like Arnold, he stresses the importance of the perspectival breadth that
is the yield of self-development. Thus the southern university is “starv-
ing for lack of broadly cultured men,” while the former slaves require
“broad ideals and true culture, the conservation of soul from sordid aims
and petty passions.”20 In Du Bois’s view, the broadly cultured man is the
well-tended manifold flower of “ideals, broad [and] pure, and inspiring
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ends of living.”21 Having been nurtured by the “centres of culture,” he
forms and cultivates a “broad Humanity,” a sweep of perspective that il-
luminates “the broader possibilities of humanity.”22 Like Arnold’s dis-
interested alien, he seems to transcend the bias of special interests, or so
Du Bois implies when he writes that “a few white men and a few black
men of broad culture, . . . joining their hands to other hands,” can give
the “squabble of the Races a decent and dignified peace.”23 Finally, the
broadly cultured man counters color prejudice, a stock notion and one of
the human mind’s kinks, “by the breadth and broadening of human rea-
son, by catholicity of taste and culture.”24

Arnold famously explains his conception of the social function of cul-
ture in the first chapter of Culture and Anarchy:

Plenty of people will try to indoctrinate the masses with the set of
ideas and judgments constituting the creed of their own profession
or party. Our religious and political organisations give an example
of this way of working on the masses. I condemn neither way; but
culture works differently. It does not try to teach down to the level of
inferior classes; it does not try to win them for this or that sect of
its own, with ready-made judgments and watchwords. It seeks to
do away with classes; to make all live in an atmosphere of sweet-
ness and light, and use ideas, as it uses them itself, freely—to be
nourished and not bound by them.

This is the social idea; and the men of culture are the true apos-
tles of equality. The great men of culture are those who have had
a passion for diffusing, for making prevail, for carrying from one
end of society to the other, the best knowledge, the best ideas
of their time; who have laboured to divest knowledge of all that
was harsh, uncouth, difficult, abstract, professional, exclusive; to
humanise it, to make it efficient outside the clique of the culti-
vated and learned, yet still remaining the best knowledge and
thought of the time, and a true source, therefore, of sweetness and
light.25

Rather than value his culture “as an engine of social and class distinc-
tion,” the “man of culture” passionately wishes to render culture perva-
sive; he believes, in fact, that “the sweetness and light of the few must be
imperfect until the raw and unkindled masses of humanity are touched
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with sweetness and light.”26 According to Arnold, then, it is in the nature
of a genuine understanding of culture to wish to “do away with classes”
and to exhort all men to the pursuit of perfection. By disseminating “the
best that has been said and thought” among the masses, the man of cul-
ture shows himself to be an “apostle of equality” who aims to redeem all
men’s souls from vulgarity.

Arnold’s conception of the “social idea,” of what one could call the
social vocation of culture, finds clear echoes in Du Bois.27 The central
theme of these re-soundings, and the essential thrust of Du Bois’s social
idea, is the thesis expounded in “The Talented Tenth” that “the Negro
race, like all races, is going to be saved by its exceptional men.”28 Accord-
ing to Du Bois, “the Talented Tenth of the Negro race must be made . . .
missionaries of culture among their people.”29 Absent the agency of this
cadre, the black masses will remain forever uncivilized: “Can the masses
of the Negro people be in any possible way more quickly raised than by
the effort and example of this aristocracy of talent and character? Never;
it is, ever was and ever will be from the top downward that culture filters.
The Talented Tenth rises and pulls all that are worth the saving up to
their vantage ground.”30

In “The Talented Tenth” Du Bois argues that “the college-bred Negro
. . . is, as he ought to be, the group leader.”31 In Souls he adds that group
leaders have an important role to play in battling economic exploita-
tion in the neo-slave south, where the unscrupulous “Russian Jew” has
emerged as “the heir of the slave baron.”32 Faced with the injustice of
crop-lien laws that have been “cunningly devised . . . to entrap and snare
the unwary,” the vulnerable sharecropper requires the tutelage of “col-
lege-bred men” who have assimilated “the culture and common sense
of modern civilization” and who can “pass it on, to some extent at least,
to their fellows.”33 “The path out of the economic situation,” Du Bois
writes, is in “men of light and leading . . . black captains of industry, and
missionaries of culture, men who . . . can take hold of Negro communi-
ties and raise and train them by force of precept and example, deep sym-
pathy, and the inspiration of common blood and ideals.”34 Such men can
be effective, however, only by using the “weapon” of the ballot.35 Ap-
pealing to utilitarian considerations of self-defense to show that the fran-
chise should be extended to black men, Du Bois claims that the masses of
black men require the power to vote to protect their economic interests.36
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But to properly deploy that power, they must be guided by “men of cul-
ture.” Whereas Du Bois’s talented tenth, his “sovereign individuals,” rule
and form themselves by culturally developing themselves, they rule and
guide “the mass” by culturally developing them. They advance the poli-
tics of self-development when they apply the culture they have gained to
develop and uplift benighted and backward blacks.

A critical assumption informing Du Bois’s conception of the social vo-
cation of culture is a sociohistorical thesis I mentioned in Chapter 1: that
American slavery flung a premodern people into the midst of Euro-Amer-
ican modernity. Sketching an argument that E. Franklin Frazier later de-
velops in detail, Du Bois argues that slavery “totally broke a nation from
all its traditions of the past in every realm of life,” leaving “a mass of men
isolated in space, but also . . . in time.”37 Cut off from the African past
and cast into the modern world, Du Bois’s American Negro falls prey to
“a certain swaying in the air, a tilting and a crumbling, a vast difficulty of
adjustment—of making the new ideas of work and wealth, of authority
and right, fit in and hitch themselves to something gone.”38 In the wake
of this world-historical disaster, and of a second, “partial breaking with
the past” that was emancipation, the chief task of post-Reconstruction
black political leaders is to develop an undeveloped people—that is, to
shape the behavior and the attitudes of the black masses to conform to
the norms that organize modern life. For the Arnoldian Du Bois the so-
cial vocation of culture is the modernization of the black masses, and
thus the full-fledged integration of these men and women into the eco-
nomic, legal, and moral orders of the modern world.

Now as we have seen, Du Bois believes that the successful economic
integration of blacks into modern capitalist markets (what he describes
as the sphere of “modern free competition”), and thus the standardiza-
tion of what “The Study of the Negro Problems” calls their “economic
condition,” requires that they be enfranchised and that their “talented
tenth” leaders mobilize votes that will alter those laws that limit black
opportunity.39 As we have additionally seen, it also requires that such
leaders staff the vocational schools that transmit the skills demanded by
modern industry. Not least of all, economic integration entails that these
leaders and men of culture promote behaviors and attitudes of the sort
that both Booker T. Washington and black John would regard as neces-
sary for becoming an effective participant in an industrial capitalist econ-
omy—such as the habit of economy and a disposition to industry.40
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Looking beyond these ideas of “work and wealth,” Du Bois’s men of cul-
ture would similarly insist on ideas of “authority and right,” including
respect for the authority of the law and adherence to conventional sexual
morality.41 And they would certainly promote the sort of disinterested,
aesthetic sensibility that is critical, for Du Bois and Arnold alike, to the
cultivation of a catholic taste and culture.

In “The Study of the Negro Problems,” Du Bois claims that prejudice
and cultural backwardness alike block the assimilation of black Ameri-
cans to modern standards of development. Du Bois’s politics, I have ar-
gued, is a two-dimensional attack on these obstacles. Specifically, while
the politics of self-assertion targets prejudice, the politics of self-develop-
ment targets cultural backwardness. In Souls, Du Bois builds on the argu-
ment of the earlier essay by continuing to stress the importance of orga-
nizing the black masses to meet the generally accepted behavioral and
attitudinal norms of modern civilization—including, now, economic, ju-
ridical, moral, and aesthetic norms—and by assigning the task of organi-
zation to sovereign, cultured men (members of the talented tenth) whose
political agency he models on Arnold’s idea of the “social idea.”42 In
sum, Du Bois now conceptualizes the want of culture as the want of de-
velopment through culture, and the supply of culture as the supply of de-
velopment through the agency of self-developed individuals.43

Culture and the Folk

Du Bois describes the sorrow songs as “the articulate message of the
slave to the world,” and he asserts that “the soul of the black slave spoke
to men” through them.44 Having “sprung from the African forests,” the
music that became these songs “was adapted, changed, and intensified
by the tragic soul-life of the slave, until, under the stress of law and whip,
it became the one true expression of a people’s sorrow, despair, and
hope.”45 Du Bois implies, then, that the sorrow songs’ articulation of the
slave’s message was a true expression of the sorrow, despair, and hope
animating the soul-life of a people—in particular, the American Negro
people. Interpreting the sorrow songs as at once articulation and expres-
sion, he characterizes them as the media through which this people has
clarified for itself and for others the distinctive message informing its
soul-life.

In proclaiming that the American slaves and their descendents consti-
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tute a people, Du Bois recalls the third paragraph of “Of Our Spiritual
Strivings,” which finds the Negro appearing on the stage of world his-
tory in the wake of six other peoples. A critical feature of Du Bois’s con-
cept of a people, or a folk, is the idea of a collective “folk-spirit” that,
while it conditions the lives of individual blacks, has a distinct life of
its own. Du Bois suggests that he has some such idea in mind when he
writes in general terms of the slave’s soul and soul-life, and of a people’s
sorrow, despair, and hope. His presentation of the sorrow songs as chap-
ter epigraphs similarly suggests that he interprets this music as articulat-
ing an anonymous but generically Negro folk-spirit, or folk-soul, for in
every case but one an unattributed bar of music is cast into relief by a
stanza of verse whose author (or putative author) is explicitly named.46 A
telling exception is evident in the last chapter, where a bar of music taken
from one sorrow song is paired with lyrics taken from another. The verse
is attributed to no one. Rather it appears with the nameless, collective ti-
tle “Negro Song.”

The sorrow song is the “Negro folk-song.”47 What, however, is the
Negro folk? To answer this query I propose that, with an eye possibly to
Herder’s and Hegel’s notions of a Volksgeist, Du Bois conceptualizes the
folk as a group united by a self-expressive, self-clarifying collective and
collectively shared spirit.48 The collective spirit is collectively shared, for
as the unifying ethos, or character, of the group it extends to and charac-
terizes the group membership in its entirety, thereby constituting it as a
distinct race—per “Conservation,” as a distinct, sociohistorical race. Du
Bois’s remarks about the sorrow songs support the thesis that he compre-
hends the black folk as a group united by a collectively shared folk-spirit.

Three of Du Bois’s other early papers also support this thesis. In “The
Development of a People” (1904), Du Bois describes the “black world”
as an “all-powerful spiritual world that surrounds and envelopes the
souls of men.”49 With his reference here to an “all powerful spiritual
world,” Du Bois echoes Souls’ forethought, wherein he conveys his in-
tention to sketch “the spiritual world in which ten thousand thousand
Americans live and strive.”50 But Souls never explicitly explains the con-
cept of a spiritual world. “Development” is more helpful, suggesting that
a spiritual world is constituted by men’s “standards of living, their in-
terpretation of sunshine and rain and human hearts, their thoughts of
love and labor, their aspirations and dim imaginings—all that makes life
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life.”51 In “Development,” a spiritual world is a shared mode of self-
understanding—a like-mindedness with regard to the norms (standards),
meanings (interpretations of sunshine, rain, and the like), and aspirations
that shape how human beings evaluate their behaviors, interpret their
lives, and envision the future.52 In keeping with the general thrust of the
definition of black identity given in “Conservation,” Du Bois’s “Develop-
ment” suggests that the distinctiveness of the black world is the distinc-
tiveness of the ethos enlivening that world.

In two essays Du Bois wrote before publishing Souls, he lays a socio-
logical basis for his later talk of “spiritual worlds.” One of these, “The
Study of the Negro Problems” (1898), I examined at length in Chapter 1.
In that paper, Du Bois asserts that “the study of the Negro as a social
group may be . . . divided into four . . . divisions.”53 The four divisions he
mentions include historical study, statistical investigation, anthropologi-
cal measurement (the scientific study of the Negro body), and sociologi-
cal interpretation. Explaining the concept of sociological interpretation,
Du Bois writes:

It should include the arrangement and interpretation of historical
and statistical matter in light of the experience of other nations
and other ages; it should aim to study those finer manifestations of
social life which history can but mention and which statistics can
not count, such as the expression of Negro life as found in their
hundred newspapers, their considerable literature, their music and
folklore and their germ of esthetic life—in fine, in all the move-
ments and customs among them that manifest the existence of a
distinct social mind.54

Arguing for the value of what later philosophers will call “interpretive
social science,” Du Bois here relies on the phrase “distinct social mind”
to convey, in essence, the same idea he communicates when he writes of a
“spiritual world” in “Development.”55 In both cases, he postulates the
existence of a collectively shared mode of self-understanding that shows
itself in a multiplicity of activities, practices, and institutions—including,
for example, the musical practices that Du Bois highlights in Souls. Less
ambiguously than “Development,” however, the earlier essay, with its
emphasis on “expression” and “manifestation,” suggests that Du Bois
conceptualizes the spiritual like-mindedness that constitutes “Negro life”
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not as immaterial, or as otherworldly, but as essentially embodied. For
Du Bois, no less than for Hegel, it is in the nature of a people’s spirit, its
unique Volksgeist, to actualize itself in external media such as newspa-
pers, literature, folklore, and customs.56

Du Bois delivered “The Spirit of Modern Europe” in Louisville, Ken-
tucky, after returning to the United States from his trips to Paris and Lon-
don during the summer of 1900. In this third paper, Du Bois again adopts
a sociological perspective when he writes that “men have begun to see
that when 10, 100, or 1,000,000 individuals come to share their lives, to
live together in cooperation, to constitute a village, a city or a state, there
is in that aggregation something more than 10, 100, or 1 million single
men: to this new something, it is not necessary to give a name, but it is
necessary to remember that whenever men live together in political, so-
cial or other organization, that the organization itself has a life, a devel-
opment and a meaning far transcending the individual lives that compose
it.”57 Although he declines here to name the “new something” he men-
tions, Du Bois’s proposition that some sort of purposive “life” animates
all forms of social cooperation echoes his earlier reference to a “social
mind.” In his Louisville address, Du Bois suggests that this life, or mind,
is a social whole that is, in some sense, more than the sum of the parts of
which it consists. More precisely, he implies that the collectively shared
spirit that organizes and informs the lives “men live together” has a char-
acter—“a development and a meaning”—that is not reducible to (that
cannot be explained by) the “individual lives” it organizes and informs.
In sum, Du Bois seems here to endorse a holistic notion of collectively
shared spirit.58

In Chapter 1, I showed that Du Bois develops an idea of collectively
shared spirit in “Conservation.” Here, I have amended this thesis by
showing that he develops a similar idea in three other essays he wrote in
the years surrounding the publication of Souls, as well as in his discus-
sion of the sorrow songs in Souls itself. In sum, I have been arguing that
the early Du Bois conceptualized cooperative, organized social life in
general, and Negro social life in particular, in terms of a holistic notion of
self-expressive, self-clarifying, collectively shared spirit. In Souls, he uses
this notion to represent black Americans as a folk that articulates and
clarifies its racially specific self-understanding (or message) through the
medium of the folk song.
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Developed and Developing Spirit

We can now begin to see how Du Bois avoids the practical paradox that a
good leader must be committed to uprooting the spiritual orientations
that provide for his efficacy and legitimacy as a leader. Du Bois avoids the
practical paradox, because his extension of a sense of community to
black slave and neo-slave suffering requires no identification with what is
backward and uncultured in black life. Put otherwise, his “of me and of
mine” does not mean “of me and the black masses.” Rather it means “of
me and the black folk.” Or more exactly, “of me and the collectively
shared spirit that unifies black Americans and that constitutes them as a
distinct race, or racial folk.” In self-consciously fashioning his writing as
the legible expression of the spirit of the Negro people—namely, as the
graphic representation of that spirit in the form of readable words—the
cultured Du Bois is not affiliating himself with the aggregate of uncul-
tured and largely illiterate individuals whose acculturation is the central
aim of his politics of self-development. On the contrary, he is hoping to
capture through his prose the meaning of the musically expressed mes-
sage of a collective black Volksgeist that, in the words of “The Spirit of
Modern Europe,” has “a development and a meaning” that are not re-
ducible to the beliefs and sensibilities of the individuals whose lives it
shapes. The Du Bois who castigates and works to save the masses em-
braces in the Negro folk song a spirit that, while forming the lives of the
masses, maintains a distinct, cultured life of its own.

In explaining the development and the meaning of collective black
spirit, Du Bois directs his attention to the sorrow songs, not to the indi-
viduals or to the aggregate of individuals who sing them. Taken in their
own right, these songs can be seen to have a history that manifests a de-
veloped and developing spirituality:

There are . . . songs that seem to me a step removed from the more
primitive types . . .

These represent a third step in the development of the slave
song, of which “You may bury me in the East” is the first, and
songs like “March on” . . . and “Steal away” are the second. The
first is African music, the second Afro-American, while the third is
a blending of Negro music with the music heard in the foster land.
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The result is still distinctively Negro and the method of blending
original, but the elements are both Negro and Caucasian. One
might go further and find a fourth step in this development, where
the songs of white America have been distinctively influenced by
the slave-songs or have incorporated whole phrases of Negro mel-
ody, as “Swanee River” and “Old Black Joe.” Side by side, too,
with the growth has gone the debasements and imitations—the
Negro “minstrel” songs, many of the “gospel” hymns, and some
of the contemporary “coon” songs, a mass of music in which the
novice may easily lose himself and never find the real Negro melo-
dies.59

Although Du Bois declines to use the term “culture” in this passage,
his mention of “development,” “blending,” and “growth” tacitly but un-
equivocally invokes the Arnoldian concept of culture as self-development
and spiritual breadth. Considered in historical perspective, the musically
embodied spirit of the folk, as it expresses itself through time, shows,
first, that it is self-developing, and second, that its self-development en-
genders a spiritual breadth that overcomes provincialism and prejudice
in uniting elements both Negro and Caucasian, both white and black.60

This, at least, is what Du Bois argues. Not insignificantly, Du Bois also
invokes the idea of an uncultured spirituality when, adjacent (“side by
side”) to the evolving spirituality of the Negro folk song, he posits a mot-
ley “mass” of minstrel songs, gospel hymns, and coon songs. Analogous
to the contrast he elsewhere draws between a cultured aristocracy and
the uncultured masses, Du Bois here draws a distinction between a self-
developing, implicitly cultured manifestation of the folk-spirit as folk
song and a spiritually inert, implicitly uncultured aggregation of “de-
basements and imitations.” For Du Bois, then, embracing the collectively
shared spirit of the black folk is not a matter of identifying with the
“masses of his people,” or of endorsing a “low” art.61 Instead it is a mat-
ter of ensconcing himself firmly within an orbit of culture wherein the
high arts of black folk music and Euro-American music and literature (on
the one hand, the sorrow songs; on the other, Wagner’s operas, Shake-
speare’s plays, Balzac’s novels, and the poems that join the sorrow songs
as epigraphs) but neither masses of debased music nor masses of back-
ward blacks reside with him.62

144

BETWEEN THE MASSES AND THE FOLK



Let me try to summarize my argument so far. Du Bois uses the
Arnoldian concept of culture as self-development in at least two ways:
first, to describe the broadly cultured, self-developed, sovereign individ-
ual who disseminates culture among the black masses; and second, to
represent the self-developing, collectively shared folk-spirit that finds ex-
pression in the sorrow songs. In the first instance, Du Bois applies the
concept of culture to the politics of self-development. In the second in-
stance, he applies it to represent the black folk-spirit as a cultured spirit.
Both uses figure in Du Bois’s resolution of the practical paradox faced by
the good leader. In effect Du Bois argues that a good leader, though he is
a cultured leader who tries to acculturate the masses, need not try to
eradicate the folk-spirit that is the source of his efficacy and authority, for
that spirit is a form of developed and developing culture, not a persistent
form of backwardness. Answering Crummell and black John, he can
claim coherently to endorse a politics that aims both to uplift the masses
and to express (manifestly to avow, extend sympathy to, and embody) a
collective, slavery-based racial identity, the essence of which is the unify-
ing, folk-constituting spirit of slave and neo-slave suffering.

Du Bois’s solution to the practical paradox throws into sharp relief
some of the difficulties he faces in attempting to defend his political
expressivism in term of the distinction between the masses and the folk.
In “Conservation,” Du Bois holds that black leaders must maintain and
express their sociohistorical racial identities for the purposes of politi-
cal mobilization. In “Of the Coming of John,” he argues for the closely
related thesis that black leaders whose double consciousness prevents
them from avowing and embodying in their actions black Americans’
slavery-based spiritual (and racial) identity will fail to mobilize the black
masses to solve the Negro problem. John cannot effectively rule the black
masses, for rather than remember them he condescends to them.
Speaking of new ideas, he aims not to persuade his listeners that he is
sympathetically attuned to their sense of who they are, but to demon-
strate to them his disdain for their sense of who they are. No wonder,
therefore, that the black community of Altamaha scorns him. Du Bois (or
his authorial persona) purports to be able to succeed where John fails—
or so I have been arguing. But does he? Does the model of leadership
sketched in “The Sorrow Songs” promise to be effective?

As we have seen, Du Bois’s holism is evident when he interprets the
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spirit of the black folk as a cultured spirit exhibiting a self-developing
life of its own, one that stands in dramatic contrast to the uncultured,
nonsovereign souls that constitute the black masses. To be sure, the cul-
tured collective folk-spirit shapes the nonsovereign souls of the masses,
endowing them with a shared self-understanding. But Du Bois appears to
reject the thesis that this “shaping” suffices to uplift and transform the
masses into cultured individuals. In “The Study of the Negro Problems,”
for example, he contends that cultural backwardness is the plight of the
Negro masses even though a “distinct social mind” forms Negro lives ev-
erywhere. Perhaps Du Bois believes that a version of the fallacy of divi-
sion would attach to the claim that, because the organizing, unifying
spirit of a folk is cultured and developed, so too are the lives belonging to
that folk.

Unlike John, Du Bois refrains from slandering “the true religion.”63

Rather he embraces the folk-spirit that animates this religion, that ex-
presses the suffering of black slaves, and that unites the black masses.
Still, reminiscent of John, he embraces that spirit in a manner that would
seem strange to the black masses. Indeed, to the masses, Du Bois’s dis-
course on the sorrow songs, like John’s speech on the need for new ideas,
would most likely sound like an “unknown tongue”—not like the famil-
iar phrasings of an Altamaha preacher who sermonizes with a “rude and
awful eloquence,” but like a college-educated, sovereign soul whose so-
phisticated, methodical analysis of black music narcissistically celebrates
the reflection of its own self-development in the collective folk-spirit.64

Du Bois’s description of the cultured character of the folk-spirit mirrors
his own self-image, but represents nothing of the rude masses’ cultural
backwardness.

“Of the Coming of John” defends the expressivist thesis that cultured
black leaders can motivate uncultured black followers to follow them
only if the leaders avow and embody the followers’ collective spiritual
identity, thus enabling the followers to see that their leaders’ directives re-
flect their sense of who they are. If that identity is uncultured, the practi-
cal paradox will most certainly undermine the leaders’ efficacy. But if it is
cultured, then the leaders’ leadership, while it expresses that identity, will
not be thought by the followers to express their uncultured sense of who
they are. In fine, Du Bois’s solution to the practical paradox comes with a
cost, which is his notion of a developed and developing collective identity
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that fails to express, correspond to, or speak meaningfully to the sensibil-
ity of the backward, uncultured individual. From the standpoint of Du
Bois’s interest in effective leadership this is a problem, for it is precisely as
uncultured individuals that his black masses need to be mobilized.

Authority and Authenticity

Du Bois’s political expressivism is no less concerned with the idea of au-
thoritative, legitimate leadership than it is with that of effective leader-
ship. To be precise, he holds that leadership is authoritative, or legiti-
mate, if, and only if, it avows and embodies the collectively shared spirit,
or ethos, that unites all African Americans.65 As we saw in Chapter 3, Du
Bois interprets the legitimate black leader’s expressed, sympathetic re-
sponsiveness to the inspiration of the black Volksgeist as a sort of cha-
risma: as a reflection of a secular version of an “inward calling” in his
role as leader. For Du Bois, again, authoritative leadership is prophetic,
charismatic leadership inspired by the “Vision Splendid.”

Why does Du Bois think this way? Why, more exactly, does he believe
that an expressed sympathetic responsiveness to the vision splendid au-
thorizes black leaders to lead? Du Bois’s answer to these questions is, in
essence, that inspired, charismatic leadership is authentic. In his view, au-
thority derives from authenticity. To begin to understand Du Bois’s think-
ing along these lines I turn to his extended discussion of political leader-
ship in “Of the Faith of the Fathers,” a chapter of Souls that I have
largely neglected thus far.

Leadership in “Of the Faith of the Fathers”

In the closing pages of “Of the Faith of the Fathers,” Du Bois approaches
the problem of political leadership by way of a discussion of two ethical
attitudes that he sees animating Negro religious life in his day.66 Each at-
titude corresponds, roughly, to one of the two modes of political leader-
ship that he has already criticized in Chapter 3. Corresponding to leader-
ship in the Washingtonian spirit of adjustment and compromise is a
tendency in the southern Negro church to hypocrisy. Corresponding to
leadership in the militant spirit of revolt and revenge is a tendency in the
northern Negro church to radicalism.

Regarding the tendency to hypocrisy, Du Bois writes that “to-day the
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young Negro of the South who would succeed cannot be frank and out-
spoken, honest and self-assertive, but rather he is daily tempted to be si-
lent and wary, politic and sly; he must flatter and be pleasant, endure
petty insults with a smile, shut his eyes to wrong; in too many cases he
sees positive personal advantage in deception and lying . . . Patience, hu-
mility, and adroitness must, in these growing black youth, replace im-
pulse, manliness, and courage. With this sacrifice there is an economic
opening, and perhaps peace and some prosperity. Without this there is
riot, migration, or crime.”67 In Du Bois’s view, the spirit of hypocrisy
characteristically produces men and women who have forgotten that
“life is more than meat” and who have transformed their houses of wor-
ship into “large social and business institutions catering to the desire for
information and amusement of their members.”68 Where hypocrisy pre-
vails, manly, Douglass-like self-assertion gives way to shrewd, Washing-
ton-like submission.

Regarding the tendency to radicalism, Du Bois suggests that it is most
apparent among the self-assertive Negroes whose revolt against southern
racial oppression has driven them north.69 Intellectually quickened in the
north by “schools and periodicals, discussions and lectures,” the newly
northern Negro falls prey to “every tendency to excess,—radical com-
plaint, radical remedies, bitter denunciation or angry silence.” “Some
sink,” Du Bois writes; “some rise.” The “criminal” and the “sensualist,”
who sink, “leave the church for the gambling hell and the brothel, and fill
the slums of Chicago and Baltimore.” “The better classes,” meanwhile,
may rise, “segregate themselves from the group-life of both white and
black, and form an aristocracy, cultured but pessimistic, whose bitter
criticism stings while it points out no way of escape.” The churches of
these “pessimists” consist of “cold, fashionable devotees, in no way dis-
tinguishable from similar white groups save in color of skin.”70

In the final paragraph of “Of the Faith of the Fathers,” Du Bois re-
flects that the persistence of the two ethical tendencies he identifies has
left the “deep religious feeling of the real Negro heart, the stirring un-
guided might of powerful human souls . . . seeking in the great night a
new religious ideal.”71 The “Awakening will come,” he predicts, “when
the pent-up vigor of ten million souls shall sweep irresistibly toward the
Goal, out of the Valley of the Shadow of Death, where all that makes life
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worth living—Liberty, Justice, and Right—is marked ‘For White People
Only.’”72 Neither the southern nor the northern church can legitimately
lead the Negro millions, Du Bois suggests, for neither institution avows
the collective, religious spirit of the “real Negro heart.” The southern
church feeds the material wants of the body (for Du Bois, the want for
“meat”), but knows nothing of the spirit. The northern church cultivates
the individual spirit, imbuing it with culture, but, being cut off from the
group life of the Negro, knows nothing of the vigor, stirring might, and
religious feeling constituting the collective spirit of that life. As we saw in
Chapter 1, “Of the Faith of the Fathers” argues that black churches are
governments of men and that their failings have contributed to a black
leadership crisis. Echoing his earlier discussion of the Freedman’s Bureau,
Du Bois suggests that the failure of institutions that govern engenders a
critical need for leaders to govern. In the three chapters following “Of
the Faith of the Fathers” but preceding “The Sorrow Songs,” Du Bois’s
search for legitimate leaders yields a triptych of three candidates. As we
saw in Chapter 3, however, not one of the three could become the crisis-
resolving, charismatic leader and seer whom Du Bois seeks. Du Bois’s son
could not become this seer, for he dies. And neither black John nor the
older Crummell could become this seer, for, reminiscent of the northern
church, neither man is sufficiently attuned to the religiously inspired,
collective spirit animating the slave past and neo-slave present. In “The
Sorrow Songs,” I have argued, Du Bois figures himself as the legitimate,
authoritative leader he seeks by presenting his voice and writing as sym-
pathetically answering to the “the real Negro heart” in order to provide
it the guidance it so desperately demands.

In Souls, at least, Du Bois appears to adhere to the view that a cha-
risma-endowing responsiveness to the claims of the collective folk-spirit
of black Americans authorizes, or legitimates, black leadership, and that
absent such a responsiveness black leadership is wanting in authority. On
this account, Washington’s leadership is wanting in authority, for, like the
southern church, it endorses a materialism that fails to respond to the
collective folk-spirit of black Americans. And the leadership of Crummell
and John is wanting in authority, for, like the northern church, it is a cul-
tured but alienated leadership that also fails to respond to that folk-
spirit. Responsive, authoritative leadership is authentic, Du Bois sug-
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gests, because it is faithful and true to the spirit of “the real Negro
heart.”73 Washington’s, Crummell’s, and John’s leadership is, in each
case, inauthentic because it is oblivious to that spirit.

Du Bois’s Rhetoric of Racial Authenticity

In presenting his own leadership as legitimate (authoritative), Du Bois re-
lies on two concepts of authenticity. The first, I have suggested, is a no-
tion of authenticity as being faithful and true to an important aspect of
one’s identity.74 The second is a notion of authenticity as being genuine,
not counterfeit. In Souls’ final chapter, Du Bois purports to establish the
authority of his leadership by showing that his leadership is authentic in
the first sense. And he purports to show that his leadership is authentic in
the first sense by arguing that Negro song that is authentic in the second
sense is accurate. In sum, Du Bois’s claim that his leadership is faithful
and true to the Negro folk-spirit is predicated on his claim that the genu-
ine Negro folk song affords accurate, truthful expression to that folk-
spirit.

In his discussion of the sorrow songs, Du Bois reprises the language of
the “real” and the “heartfelt” to discuss the Negro folk song. After prais-
ing the singing of the Fisk Jubilee Singers, he begins to complain of other,
less satisfactory renditions of the spirituals:

Since their day they have been imitated—sometimes well by the
singers of Hampton and Atlanta, sometimes ill, by straggling
quartettes. Caricature has sought again to spoil the quaint beauty
of the music, and has filled the air with many debased melodies
which vulgar ears scarce know from the real. But the true Negro
folk-song still lives in the hearts of those who have heard them
truly sung and in the hearts of the Negro people.75

Recall that Du Bois holds that the folk song is the medium through
which the “the soul of the black slave spoke to men,” and that it is the
“one true expression of a people’s sorrow, despair, and hope.” In essence,
he proclaims that the Negro folk song is the uniquely veridical represen-
tation of the Negro people’s soul-life. Du Bois refines this view when he
writes that the true Negro folk song—that is, the authentic (sense 2) Ne-
gro folk song—lives in the hearts of the Negro people, for he thereby sug-
gests that, in contrast to counterfeit caricatures and debased melodies, it
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originates in and reveals without distortion the Negro people’s heartfelt
and shared soul-life. In short, he proposes that the authentic (sense 2)
Negro folk song truthfully expresses the Negro people’s collective folk-
spirit.

Du Bois acknowledges, then, that the full spectrum of Negro musical
expression encompasses music other than the sorrow songs, for example,
counterfeit caricatures and debased melodies. And as we have seen, he
includes among these melodies the songs of the coon, gospel, and min-
strel musical traditions. As we have also seen, Du Bois describes these
melodies as a spiritually inert “mass of music.” No matter how closely
they were associated with the development of the Negro folk song—ap-
pearing, as they did, “side by side” with it—coon, minstrel, and gospel
songs fail to convey the substance of the ever-evolving Negro folk-spirit.
Among the manifold musical traditions characterizing Negro life in the
second half of the nineteenth century, Du Bois privileges the sorrow
songs by representing them alone as accurate renditions of the Negro’s
collective soul-life.76

Like Negro musical expression, Negro political life is multifarious,
admitting many modes of leadership. These include the models of Wash-
ington and Crummell, of the southern and northern churches, and of the
militant advocates of insurrection. Yet the only mode of leadership that
can properly claim to avow and embody the collective folk-spirit is the
mode that Du Bois himself (or, again, his authorial persona) exemplifies.
In Souls, authentic (sense 1) leadership is rooted in authentic (sense 2)
song, for it is precisely Du Bois’s responsive attunement to the sorrow
songs’ singularly true expression of his people’s sorrow, despair, and
hope that privileges the mode of leadership he exemplifies.77

Du Bois’s notion of authentic leadership is a notion of racially authen-
tic leadership, yet it does not presuppose a biological concept of race. As
I established in Chapter 1, Souls’ political expressivism depends on the
interpretation of racial identities as spiritual identities admitting of socio-
historical explanation. For Du Bois, then, racial authenticity is not about
being faithful and true to a biological racial essence.78 Rather it is a mat-
ter of being faithful and true to a racially distinctive spiritual identity evi-
dent in “the real Negro heart” and manifest in the sorrow songs.

That Du Bois ties political authority to racial authenticity is sig-
nificant, for it suggests a more complicated explanation of his turn to

151

BETWEEN THE MASSES AND THE FOLK



expressivism than I sketched in Chapter 1. Recall that Du Bois’s
Schmoller-inspired understanding of the Negro problem could not be
reconciled with the criticism model of authoritative leadership. That
model depends, I argued, on the idea that democracy is a procedure
wherewith the demos authorizes the aristoi—or some subset of the
aristoi—to rule it. Du Bois’s construal of the Negro problem cuts against
the thesis that receptivity to criticism authorizes rule, for it denies that
the demos—the masses—are competent to criticize good leaders. The
turn to expressivism, I argued, avoids this difficulty. It should be added,
however, that in avoiding this difficulty the expressivist turn still honors
the demos, if not, ultimately, the soul of democracy (criticism of leaders
by those led, and so on). To be specific, Du Bois’s model of authoriza-
tion through racial authenticity, no less than his model of authorization
through receptivity to criticism, ties the authority to rule the demos to a
determination to remember and defer to it.

But notice, now, that these two models of authority rely on different
notions of the demos, and thus on different notions of who, or what,
must be deferred to to endow black leadership with legitimacy. Thus, where
the criticism model characterizes the demos as the masses (the “led”), the
expressivist model characterizes them as a folk—or, more exactly, as a
collective spirit that unifies the masses, thus constituting them as a folk.
In the perspective of the criticism model, deference to the demos is sub-
mission to the direction of criticism stemming from the demos. Accord-
ing to the expressivist model, however, deference to the demos is submis-
sion to the direction of the spirit of the demos. As we have seen, the latter
can be reconciled with Du Bois’s interpretation of the Negro problem, for
it describes the black folk-spirit as expressing itself as a form of cultured,
modern, high art, thus nullifying the practical paradox.79

In the view of the expressivist model, authentic leadership mediates
between the folk-spirit and the masses, for it faithfully embodies that
spirit, thus deferring to its guidance in ruling the masses. And the expres-
sivist model honors the demos, thus retaining an aura of democratic
legitimacy, by representing the aristoi’s rule of the demos—again, of the
demos characterized as masses—as rule in accordance with the unifying
spirit of the demos.80 Functioning as a conduit between that spirit and the
masses, the rule of the best is in a sense, then, demo-cratic. Put differ-
ently, Du Bois represents aristocracy as a mode of democracy by tying au-
thority to authenticity.81
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The neatness of this line of reasoning—or, better, of this picture of au-
thoritative (legitimate) black leadership—is at once a sign of Du Bois’s
genius and a reason for suspicion. It is a sign of genius, for it sets forth
a prima facie compelling theory of black politics that overcomes and
seems to resolve the apparent conflict between assimilationism and
expressivism; or, put differently, between a forward-looking, moderniz-
ing politics of self-realization (encompassing both self-development and
self assertion) and a backward-looking, identity-preserving cultural na-
tionalism; or, in more familiar, contemporary terms, between a politics
that wants to normalize a black identity that deviates from Eurocentric
norms and a politics that aspires to be Afrocentrically rooted in a black
Volksgeist. It is a reason for suspicion, for any claim theoretically to re-
solve political conflict is suspect. Du Bois’s theoretical feat, one surmises,
is either prestidigitation or predicated on a difference-erasing triumph of
the selfsame; not a genuine resolution, but the result of permitting one of
the two conflicting terms to displace the other.

The suspicion is confirmed when Du Bois passionately and
evocatively proclaims that, notwithstanding its evolution through multi-
ple phases of growth and development, the collectively shared spirit that
unites African Americans and makes them a folk always and everywhere
speaks the same message and meaning:

Through all the sorrow of the Sorrow Songs there breathes a
hope—a faith in the ultimate justice of things. The minor cadences
of despair change often to triumph and calm confidence. Some-
times it is faith in life, sometimes a faith in death, sometimes assur-
ance of boundless justice in some fair world beyond. But which-
ever it is, the meaning is always clear: that sometime, somewhere,
men will judge men by their souls and not by their skins. Is such a
hope justified? Do the Sorrow Songs sing true?82

Here, then, Du Bois announces that the self-understanding (or like-mind-
edness) that animates the suffering of the black slave and neo-slave; that
expresses itself in the sorrow songs; and that fundamentally defines black
identity is a mode of self-interpretation that consistently interprets the
plight of black people in terms of their pervasively shared aspiration to
be unburdened of the enthralling force of racial prejudice: wherever and
however it expresses itself, the message of black collective spirit, and the
basis of black self-understanding, is the demand to be free of the judg-

153

BETWEEN THE MASSES AND THE FOLK



ment that judges men “by their skins” and not “by their souls.” The
demand is familiar, for it is precisely the demand for reciprocal recogni-
tion that is so important a part of the argument of Souls’ first chapter.
The claim to be judged by one’s soul is, in “knightly America,” a claim to
be accorded the civil and political rights that constitute membership in
American society, regardless of one’s race.83 For Du Bois, I suspect, this
claim invokes one of what he characterizes as “the greater ideals of the
American Republic”: for it adduces precisely the same color-blind princi-
ple that he adduces when, as a way of taking Booker T. Washington
to task for failing to give the struggle against prejudice and for recogni-
tion its due, he explicitly quotes what he terms the “great words” of the
American republic’s Declaration of Independence—“We hold these
words to be self-evident . . .”84 If there is a surprise and a reason to be
suspicious here, it is not that Du Bois cites this ideal and the principle it
embodies again, but that he re-cites it as the central meaning and message
of the sorrow songs.

As we have seen, “Conservation” represents black identity as a dis-
tinct spiritual identity constituted by common traditions, strivings, and
impulses. In addition, it conceptualizes that identity as the source of a
distinctive message that reflects specifically Negro traditions, strivings,
and impulses, and therefore not what Negroes have in common with
other Americans—for example, their political ideals. Souls too represents
black identity as a spiritual identity, but, I have been arguing, lets disap-
pear the thesis that this identity is the source of a distinctive message that
is not a reflection of what Negroes share with other Americans. To be
sure, much of what the book argues, including its suggestion that the suf-
fering and soul-life of the slave constitute black identity as a separate,
distinct identity, suggests a view that is consistent with the argument of
“Conservation.” But when Du Bois characterizes the meaning of the sor-
row songs in terms that amount to a gloss on a demand for recognition
that he elsewhere justifies with reference to the Declaration, he effectively
nullifies this line of argument. Suddenly, then, the normative appeal to
the meaning of the sorrow songs comes into view not as an appeal to a
peculiarly black message, but as an appeal to an American political ideal
that American blacks share with other Americans.85 One can speak here
of a difference-erasing triumph of the selfsame, for Du Bois describes the
black folk-spirit in terms that simply echo one of the American political
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ideals that has to be satisfied to assimilate the behavior and attitudes of
the black masses to modern norms.86 In fine, he simplifies the collective,
spiritual purposiveness of the black Volksgeist to a striving for reciprocal
recognition.

The same problem comes to light if we consider “The Sorrow Songs”
with an eye to “Of Our Spiritual Strivings.” With this perspective, one
might well expect that the authorial persona evident in Souls’ final chap-
ter would exemplify the “synthetic self” imagined in its first chapter: a
self that has been able to bring Negro ideals and American ideals into
mutually informative conversation because it is not subject to double
consciousness and two-ness. But “The Sorrow Songs” draws no distinc-
tion between American and Negro ideals, and it displays no such self.
Rather it adduces an American ideal just when one expects it to adduce a
specifically Negro ideal to account for the unity of the striving of the de-
veloped and developing black folk-spirit.87

By representing the American ideal of recognition as the unifying
message of the black folk-spirit, Du Bois rather precisely tailors his con-
ception of that spirit to accommodate the politics of self-realization.
Souls’ all-too-neat picture of authoritative black leadership presupposes
that the demands of the black folk-spirit—the spirit of the demos—and
the aims of fit leaders correspond. Du Bois finesses this correspondence
by characterizing the black folk-spirit in terms that guarantee that effec-
tive, racially authentic leadership will adopt the same ends as fit leader-
ship. As we have seen, fit leaders—good leaders—advance both the
politics of self-assertion and the politics of self-development. Racially au-
thentic leadership likewise fosters the politics of self-assertion, for a lead-
ership that embodies the shared self-understanding of the black folk must
be a leadership that fights against prejudice and for recognition—thus, a
leadership that aims at self-assertion. As we saw in Chapter 1, Du Bois’s
understanding of the Negro problem involves the view that the politics of
self-assertion and the politics of self-development support one another.
Thus, a racially authentic leader who intended to advance the politics of
self-assertion would also advance the politics of self-development. In
short, he would embrace both prongs of the politics of self-realization.

My key point here is that Du Bois’s political thought is fundamentally
driven by his Schmollerian explanation of the Negro problem. To be
sure, the categories of the folk and racially authentic leadership also con-
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tribute to the discursive economy of his political thought, but their main
purpose and function are to buttress his politics and his social theory. As
I argued in Chapter 1, Du Bois’s politics is predicated on his social the-
ory; that is, his politics is a two-dimensional attack on the obstacles to
social inclusion (backwardness and prejudice) postulated by his social
theory. And as I have argued in the present chapter, he simplifies the spiri-
tual purposiveness of the black folk-spirit, letting an American ideal dis-
place Negro ideals as the touchstone of authenticity in order to lend his
politics an aura of democratic legitimacy. In essence, then, Du Bois quali-
fies his conceptions of the folk and authentic leadership to eliminate the
possibility of a conflict between the ethical ideals implicit in slave suffer-
ing and the political consequences of his social theory.

In keeping with the argument of “Conservation,” Du Bois could have
attempted to conceptualize the black folk-spirit with reference to an ideal
that was unequivocally and distinctively Negro. But there would have
been a risk in this attempt, for then he would have had to make good on
the thesis that non-American Negro ideals and non-Negro American ide-
als could in principle be reconciled. And if it turned out that they could
not be so reconciled, even in the person of his authorial persona, then
he would have been faced with an irresolvable conflict between his en-
dorsement of authentic leadership that satisfies his expressivist model of
legitimacy and his endorsement of fit, cultured leadership that rules the
masses, mobilizing them to defeat prejudice and backwardness alike, ul-
timately with the aim of assimilating them to the norms of modern social
life. In consequence, he would not have been able to represent his cul-
tured leaders as deferring to the demos, or to reconcile their rule with his
expressivist sense of what legitimacy requires. But rather than face this
risk, or sacrifice his politics and his social theory to his expressivism, Du
Bois adjusts his expressivism—his idea of the unifying meaning of the
sorrow songs—to accommodate his politics and his social theory.

In connection to the expressivist theme of political efficacy I have ar-
gued that Du Bois fails, for his discourse on the sorrow songs cannot be
expected to speak meaningfully to the backward, uncultured individual.
As regards the related theme of political authority, by contrast, I have ar-
gued that he succeeds all too well, for his discourse on the sorrow songs
brings his expressivism into harmony with his politics and his social the-
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ory, yet only by permitting an American ideal to replace distinctively Ne-
gro ideals in his conceptualization of the black folk-spirit.

Conclusion: The Masses and the Negro Problem

If Du Bois’s social theory motivates his political thought, then the prob-
lem of the masses is the central theme of his social theory. But who are
the masses?

In Du Bois’s political thought, the category of the masses tends to in-
dicate a mode of defectiveness: specifically, a failure to satisfy modern
standards of development. Thus his use of the category is typically at-
tended by the implications that, first, a large aggregate of blacks falls
short of these standards, and second, that their shortcomings in this re-
spect render them wanting. In “The Study of the Negro Problems,” for
example, Du Bois represents “the mass” of the race as deficient for “not
reach[ing] the social standards of the nation.”88 And in passages quoted
earlier in this chapter from “The Development of a People,” “The Tal-
ented Tenth,” and Souls, he similarly relies on the category to connote
the existence of a group of flawed or damaged human beings: as when he
describes the talented tenth as raising up and saving the masses; contrasts
the cultured, sovereign individual to the masses; and depicts the former
black slaves as a mass of men isolated in space and time. As we have seen,
Du Bois believes that the masses’ chief defect—what he calls their “great
deficiency”—is their inability to organize their lives to comply with a
broad range of behavioral and attitudinal norms, extending from sexual
mores and entrepreneurial virtues (such as a disposition to industry) to
law-abiding behavior, respect for authority, and the cultivation of a cath-
olic aesthetic sensibility. And as we have seen, he persistently applies the
category of the masses to suggest that the behaviors and attitudes of large
numbers—frequently, the great majority—of blacks are defective pre-
cisely because they do not conform to these moral, economic, juridical,
and aesthetic norms, which he thinks lend focus to the project of cultural
self-development and normative, organizational coherence to the mod-
ern world.

According to Sheldon Wolin, “the concept of the masses haunts mod-
ern political and social theory . . . [t]he mass . . . is undifferentiated,
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amorphous, banal in its tastes, lacking in a defined role and conscious
purpose, the unattractive deposit of an age of rapid social change, the
lost social battalion without ties of communication, affection, and loy-
alty.”89 Citing the lack of characteristics such as differentiation; fresh,
nonbanal tastes; a defined role, including a conscious purpose; and ties of
communication, affection, and loyalty, Wolin captures here a persistent,
social-theoretical tendency to rely on the concept of the masses to repre-
sent social groups as falling short of the organizational demands of mod-
ern societies. Now Du Bois demonstrates this tendency, I am arguing, in
deploying the concept to evaluate blacks’ behavioral and attitudinal devi-
ations as so many deficiencies. The central theme of his social theory, of
course, is the Negro problem. But we may just as well say that it is the
problem of the masses (of the black masses), for to solve the Negro prob-
lem would be to abolish the masses; or, more exactly, to abolish the
deficiencies that constitute black Americans as masses. When Du Bois in-
vokes the category of the masses to describe black Americans, he presup-
poses without argument that the norms and ideals that they lack deserve
endorsement, and thus takes for granted the validity of his grounds for
judgment. In other words, in applying the category of the masses he
never asks whether these norms and ideals merit approval, and so omits
to question their appropriateness as standards of evaluation. In effect, his
judgment that black Americans satisfy the category—that their lives dis-
play organizational and other defects due to their want of adherence to
widely accepted and broadly observed social norms—at once identifies
them as embodying the problem of the masses and delimits the horizon
of his social and political thought.

The problem of the masses centers and lends coherence to Du Bois’s
social and political thought, for it is the key point of reference for ex-
plaining the point of its other key elements. Thus, the point of Du Bois’s
social theory is to account for the problem of the masses—that is, to say
why blacks fail to satisfy modern standards of development. Similarly,
the point of his political theory is to sketch out a political strategy that
builds on his social theory’s thesis that black Americans’ deviation from
these standards results from prejudice and backwardness. The point of
the political theory, in other words, is to formulate a politics that can
solve the problem of the masses. Now as we have seen, Du Bois’s pro-
posal for such a politics comprises a number of components, not the least
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of which is the traditional, received notion that politics is the practice of
rule. Taking this notion for granted, he supposes that formulating a poli-
tics that can solve the problem of the masses is, in part, a matter of identi-
fying a type of rule (of leadership) that is qualified to combat both preju-
dice and backwardness: specifically, a type of rule that is qualified to
advance both a politics of self-assertion and a politics of self-develop-
ment—or, in tandem, a politics of self-realization. That type of rule is ar-
istocracy: the rule of cultured, sovereign individuals (trained members of
the talented tenth).90 That the rule of the aristoi will be effective in its ef-
forts to solve the problem of the masses is an obvious desideratum. But
Du Bois also demands that it be legitimate, and so attempts to show that
the type of rule that is qualified to advance a politics able to solve the
problem of the masses can be both effective and legitimate. In this vein,
he adopts an expressivist model of effective and legitimate leadership
that, while failing as a model of effective leadership, succeeds all too well
as a model of legitimacy based on racial authenticity: to wit, it eliminates
the possibility of a conflict between the demands of racial authenticity
and the demands of a politics meant to solve the problem of the masses
through a difference-erasing, simplifying characterization of the message
of the black Volksgeist. In sum, Du Bois’s social and political thought is a
complicated network of internally related ideas—pertaining to the black
folk, legitimate leadership, the very notion of politics, the politics of self-
realization, and so forth—that hangs together and coheres because each
idea ultimately derives its point from the problem of the masses.

That the problem of the masses (the Negro problem) is the crux of Du
Bois’s thinking becomes even clearer if we entertain the thought experi-
ment of a young Du Bois who questioned modern norms and ideals, and
who conjectured that centering his thought around “the problem of the
masses” would be a mistake. Such a Du Bois, I suggest, may well have
given greater attention to the possibilities available to the sort of non-
assimilationist politics (the politics of revolt and revenge) that he other-
wise dismisses, still affirming that white supremacy has become a global
phenomenon but taking more seriously the possibility of contesting and
displacing the ideals of an increasingly global, modern civilization.91

And putting aside the “problem of the masses,” he may have evaluated
the political action of nonelite leaders without assuming that they were
naught but demagogues bent on distracting their followers from the
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assimilationist aims of the aristoi.92 Neither is it absurd to suppose that
our virtual Du Bois would have doubted his tendency to understand poli-
tics as rule, for surely that understanding was encouraged by his picture
of the black masses as, to borrow Wolin’s metaphor, a lost battalion—
“swaying,” “tilting,” and “crumbling,” isolated in space and time, and
so all but crying out for the agency of a sophisticated elite to rule and so-
cially organize it. A rule-centered notion of politics will seem well war-
ranted if it is assumed that the goal of politics is to organize a group that
is deficient in organization.93 If, however, Du Bois had questioned the
premise that political agency is primarily a matter of ruling or obeying,
he may have better been able to appreciate and anticipate forms of politi-
cal agency that, as I suggest in the Introduction and Chapter 1, involve
neither. In addition, he may have found ways to conceptualize black poli-
tics that, because they were not rule-centered, required no distinction be-
tween better and worse types of rule, and no defense of an expressivist-
authenticity criterion of legitimate (authoritative) rule.

It may well be argued that the young Du Bois was wholly justified in
delimiting the horizon of his thinking as I have suggested he did. To be
sure, his preoccupying interest in adapting the black masses to the nor-
mative “meaning of modern life” notwithstanding, his embrace of mo-
dernity was hardly uncritical. Indeed, it was recurrently leavened with
pointed criticism of what he took to be one-sidedly materialist and anti-
intellectual interpretations of that meaning (as is evident, for example, in
his repudiation of the mammonism and philistinism that attended the
late nineteenth-century “incorporation of America”), the implementa-
tion of which he believed the black masses needed to be guarded against
(which, I have suggested, was part of his critique of Washington’s educa-
tional program). But Du Bois may have reasonably thought that having a
social theory of the obstacles to assimilating black lives to modern life,
properly understood, was crucially important, for with the emergence of
a rapidly industrializing capitalist social order in the aftermath of the de-
mise of the quasi-feudal social order of the antebellum south, the very
survival of the black masses may have seemed to him to require, most of
all, that they demonstrate attitudes and behaviors fitting to the new lay of
the land. It is uncharitable, then, to suggest that he should have ques-
tioned the norms and ideals in view of which he judged the black masses
to be deficiently modern.
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Perhaps. It is well worth noting, however, (1) that Du Bois himself ret-
rospectively criticized his early thought, precisely for failing to question
the generally accepted norms and ideals in view of which he understood
the Negro problem; (2) that, as recent scholarship suggests, he may well
have underestimated the so-called masses’ capacity for grassroots self-
organization—and, therefore, their mastery of the “the art of organized
social life”—as well as their potential for effective political agency that
would intelligently challenge both elite leadership and assimilationist po-
litical agendas; and (3) that at least one other African American political
theorist of the day, T. Thomas Fortune, had as recently as 1884 argued
that it is in the nature of modern, capitalist civilization to degrade the
masses, black and white, and that crime and moral vice, far from mani-
festing a deficient adaptation to the demands of that civilization, were
expressions of and often permissible responses to its constitutive in-
justices.94 It is easy enough to dismiss autobiographical hindsight—Du
Bois’s as well as our own—as unreliable. But it is less easy to dismiss the
telling analysis of a contemporary, or historical evidence that, in the
wake of emancipation and the onset of Redemption, the political organi-
zation, let alone the survival of ordinary blacks, simply did not require
that they obey the educated elites held to be the “best” Negroes. Du
Bois’s picture of the “masses” was not the only picture of them invited by
historical circumstance, and his largely uncritical endorsement of the
generally embraced behavioral and attitudinal norms forming that pic-
ture was not inevitable.

But my overarching aim, here and elsewhere in this book, is not to
show what Du Bois should have argued given the world he inhabited—a
pointless endeavor if ever there were one. Rather it is critically to inherit
his thought as a coherent enterprise. To that end, I have acknowledged
the authority that Du Bois’s thought still holds for post-segregation Afri-
can American political theory and scrutinized its key commitments (its
pivotal concentration on the problem of the masses, its understanding of
black politics as rule, and its expressivism). In the next chapter, I turn to
Frederick Douglass’s Bondage further to develop a critical perspective on
Du Bois—specifically, to explore some possibilities for theorizing black
politics that his thought tends to obscure precisely because it hinges on
the problem of the masses.
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5

D O U G L A S S ’ S D E C L A R A T I O N S O F

I N D E P E N D E N C E A N D P R A C T I C E S O F P O L I T I C S

Hereditary bondsmen! Know ye not
Who would be free themselves must strike the blow?

George Gordon, Lord Byron, Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage

Frederick Douglass one day hits back, he fights the slave-
breaker with all his force, and the slave-breaker does not hit
back; he stands trembling; he calls other slaves to help, and
they refuse. The abstract philosophical concept of a freedom
which can never be taken away suddenly comes to life and re-
veals its very concrete truth: freedom is not only the goal of
liberation, it begins with liberation; it is there to be “prac-
ticed.” This, I confess, I learned from you.

Herbert Marcuse to Angela Davis

During the nineteenth century, African American political theorists time
and again found reason to cite the lines appearing as the first epigraph to
this chapter. Henry Highland Garnet invoked them in his incendiary
“Address to the Slaves of the United States” (1843), as did Martin R.
Delany in his political novel, Blake; or, The Huts of America (1861–
1862). Frederick Douglass quoted them thrice: first in his short story
“The Heroic Slave” (1853), and then again in two autobiographies, My
Bondage and My Freedom (1855) and the Life and Times of Frederick
Douglass (1881, 1892).1 When, then, Du Bois adduced these lines as one
of the epigraphs to “Of Mr. Booker T. Washington and Others,” the
third chapter of Souls, he was re-citing a text with a notable history in
black political thought. Significantly, Du Bois’s re-citation of Byron’s mil-
itant exhortation prefaces and pairs it with a second epigraph drawn
from the same poem: “From birth till death enslaved; in word, in deed,
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unmanned.”2 The two epigraphs present a stark choice: emasculating
submission to slavery or insurrection. By counterposing the two options,
Du Bois prefigures the chapter that follows, anticipating his critique of
Washington’s politics of unmanly submission and his expression of en-
thusiasm for the spirit that would “strike the blow.”3

For Du Bois, Frederick Douglass was the preeminent representative of
that spirit (the third chapter of Souls mentions neither Delany nor Gar-
net). Reserving his highest praise for Douglass’s political leadership, Du
Bois writes that

after the war and emancipation, the great form of Frederick
Douglass, the greatest of American Negro leaders, still led the
host. Self assertion, especially in political lines, was the main
programme . . . Douglass, in his old age, still bravely stood for the
ideals of his early manhood,—ultimate assimilation through self
assertion, and on no other terms.4

The sentences quoted here include the only explicit references to
Douglass in a chapter otherwise devoted to Booker T. Washington. And
yet the spirit of Douglass, as Du Bois construes it, persistently haunts that
chapter, so much so that we would be no less justified in reading it as an
elegiac response to Douglass’s passing than we have been in treating it as
a forceful attack on the Wizard of Tuskegee. Du Bois, we know, wrote a
series of elegies after hearing of Douglass’s death. Chapter 3 of Souls, I
am suggesting, was an addition to that series.

Three considerations argue for interpreting chapter 3 as a prose poem
of lamentation. One pertains to the chapter’s third epigraph (the first
and second epigraphs having been provided by Byron), which comprises
two lines of music drawn from the slave song “A Great Camp-meetin’ in
de Promised Land.”5 Specifically, this epigraph exhibits six and a half
measures of treble clef music that “A Great Camp-meetin’” introduces
to sound the theme of grief expressed in its first stanza choral lyrics—
“Gwine to mourn an’ nebber tire / Mourn an’ nebber tire / Mourn an’
nebber tire,”6—and that Du Bois has now introduced, arguably, to re-
sound the same theme. The second consideration is that the chapter’s first
paragraph ties the “ascendancy of Mr. Booker T. Washington” to “the
passing” of “war memories and ideals,” thus suggesting that its mourn-
ful musical epigraph be heard as the death knell for the Civil War’s grip
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on the American Negro’s historical consciousness post-Reconstruction
(“since 1876”), a finality that may well have been necessary for Washing-
ton’s “leading” to begin.7

Chapter 3 also ties Washington’s ascendancy to the passing of Freder-
ick Douglass, for it precisely if tacitly relates that ascendancy to
Douglass’s demise in its final paragraph:

The black men of American have a duty to perform, a duty stern
and delicate,—a forward movement to oppose a part of the work
of their greatest leader. So far as Mr. Washington preaches Thrift,
Patience, and Industrial Training for the masses, we must hold
up his hands and strive with him, rejoicing in his honors and glory-
ing in the strength of this Joshua called of God and of man to
lead the headless host. But so far as Mr. Washington apologizes
for injustice, North or South, does not rightly value the privilege
and duty of voting, belittles the emasculating effects of caste dis-
tinctions, and opposes the higher training and ambition of our
brighter minds,—so far as he, the South, or the Nation, does
this,—we must unceasingly and firmly oppose them. By every civi-
lized and peaceful method we must strive for the rights which the
world accords to men, clinging unwaveringly to those great words
which the sons of the Fathers would fain forget: “We hold these
truths to be self-evident: That all men are created equal: that they
are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable rights; that
among these are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.8

A third reason, then, to read chapter 3 as prose elegy is Du Bois’s subtle,
analogical application of the story of Exodus to African American his-
tory and, specifically, to describe Washington’s emergence as a political
leader.9 Du Bois introduces the Exodus analogy in chapter 1 (“Of Our
Spiritual Strivings”), when he writes that forty years after emancipation
“the Nation has not yet found peace from its sins; the freedman has not
yet found in freedom his promised land.”10 Twice more he draws on the
figure of Canaan in chapter 1 and then extends the analogy in the next
chapter (“Of the Dawn of Freedom”) with a reference to the King’s
Highway, a road along which the Israelites sought to travel on their way
to the Promised Land.11 In chapter 3, the portrait of Washington as a
“Joshua called . . . to lead the headless host” yet again invokes the Exo-
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dus tale and recalls the earlier allusion to Douglass, “the greatest of
American Negro leaders, [who] still led the host” after the war and
emancipation. Imagining Washington as Joshua, Du Bois suggests that
Douglass was the black Moses who previously led the host and whose
demise left the host headless. Having led his people out of the Egypt of
American slavery, Douglass, like Moses, died without leading them into
the Promised Land (for Du Bois, the promised land of assimilation).
Called to succeed Douglass, Washington, like Joshua, takes the place
of his people’s greatest leader (and, with Douglass gone, is now him-
self “their greatest leader”), although his critics, Du Bois says, do not ex-
pect that in the manner of Joshua fighting the battle of Jericho he will
cause “the bias and prejudices of years [to] disappear at the blast of a
trumpet.”12 Du Bois discerns virtue in Washington’s politics, but opposes
it where it departs from the politics of self-assertion that he sees as
Douglass’s legacy. When Du Bois complains that Washington apologizes
for injustice, does not rightly value the privilege of voting, and so forth,
he laments that Douglass is dead and that Washington has failed to pre-
serve his spirit. Du Bois now mourns, but he “nebber tires,” for when he
forcefully insists that “the black men of America” cling to the words of
the Declaration of Independence—“which the sons of the Fathers would
fain forget”—he echoes Douglass’s famous July 5, 1852, exhortation to
the sons of the Fathers to “Cling to this day [July 4] . . . and to its princi-
ples.”13 Depicting himself as Douglass’s remindful son and rightful heir,
Du Bois plays the trump of the counter-sublime, thereby prefiguring his
portrait of Alexander Crummell: aligning himself with the “the great
form” of Douglass, he suggests that Washington’s politics, whatever its
virtues, is but a diminished version of the politics that he following
Douglass embraces.

In the Introduction, I suggested several reasons for bringing
Douglass’s Bondage into conversation with Du Bois’s Souls. One was to
complicate our understanding of the history of African American politi-
cal thought by interrogating Du Bois’s reliance on Douglass’s authority to
promote his critique of Washington. When Du Bois affiliates himself with
Douglass, he elides elements of Douglass’s treatment of black politics
that set it apart from the politics of expressive self-realization. For exam-
ple, “Of Mr. Booker T. Washington and Others” lumps all opponents to
separatism under the rubric of “assimilationism” and represents Du Bois
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and Douglass alike as assimilationists. Yet Bondage, and in fact the July 5
speech, present a Douglass who, if not a separatist, is certainly not an
assimilationist in Du Bois’s sense. Bondage evinces a Douglass whom I
interpret as a radical reconstructionist avant la lettre: as a political theo-
rist who thinks the possibility of refounding the Union on the basis of a
reconstituted practice of citizenship. In the present chapter, then, I exam-
ine some underappreciated features of this Douglass’s political thought,
which differs in more than one way from the politics of expressive self-re-
alization.

Another reason for bringing Bondage into conversation with Souls, I
suggested, was to provide a critical perspective on the key claims sup-
porting Du Bois’s defense of a politics of expressive self-realization—a
politics that is rule- and ruler-centered, expressivist, and predicated on an
anomaly theory of white supremacy. In sharp contrast to Souls, Bondage
sketches a picture of black politics that rejects the ruler model of leader-
ship (which, ironically, Du Bois applies to Douglass when he figures him
as a black Moses); is not expressivist; and regards white supremacy as a
nonanomalous form of domination. By here elucidating that picture, I
establish terms for putting into question Du Bois’s key claims. (In the
chapter that follows, I rely on and extend those terms to reconstruct and
evaluate recent and contemporary debates about black politics in post-
segregation America.)

While I focus here on Bondage, I do not claim that Douglass’s second
autobiography represents the substance of his thought as a whole, or that
it captures his “basic philosophy” as it evolves over the course of his long
and complicated intellectual career.14 Bondage is a unique contribution
to Douglass’s oeuvre. Comparing it with the other autobiographies, I agree
with those scholars who have contrasted it to the 1845 Narrative of the
Life of Frederick Douglass, and would only add that it is equally easy to
contrast it to the later Life and Times. Douglass’s second autobiography
exhibits a communitarian sensibility largely missing from the Narrative,
while his third telling of his life’s story—particularly in parts not already
appearing in Bondage—through its emphases on the self-made man and
economic self-help, recoups the Narrative’s individualism and suggests a
stronger kinship with Booker T. Washington than is evident either in
Bondage or in Du Bois’s representation of Douglass in Souls.15 And here,
too, we should note that Life and Times, while it incorporates most of

166

DOUGLASS’S PRACTICES OF POLIT ICS



Bondage, likewise excises the book’s preface and its appendix—includ-
ing, for example, “The Nature of Slavery” and two excerpts from “What
to the Slave Is the Fourth of July?”—which give Bondage’s readers rea-
son to read it as a political theory of bondage and freedom and not sim-
ply as autobiography.16 In a related vein, Bondage may also be compared
to Douglass’s nonautobiographical speeches and writings, and with a
similar result: despite the continuities that tempt us to seek out the over-
riding unity in Douglass’s speech and writings, we notice that more than
one mind, more than one voice, animate his intellectual career. For my
purposes, then, Bondage is significant, not because it illumines the ulti-
mate integrity of Douglass’s thought over the course of his lifetime, but
because it uncovers often forgotten or unheeded conceptual possibilities
for theorizing, with critical reference to Du Bois, the prospects for black
politics in the post-segregation era.

It may be argued that Du Bois himself is a better resource than
Douglass for thinking through these options. Or, to put the point some-
what differently, that Du Bois no more than Douglass was of one mind,
and that the later Marxist, Freudian Du Bois, can help to illuminate the
limitations of the early Du Bois’s thought better than Douglass. It is true
that Du Bois’s intellectual development is complex and differentiated.
But with regard to two of the three questions in light of which I have
been interrogating his early political theory, the “mature” Du Bois fails
unambiguously to distinguish himself from the author of Souls. To be
specific, Du Bois maintains his adherence to a rule-centered notion of
political leadership well beyond the publication of Souls—in Dark Prin-
cess (1928) and Dusk of Dawn (1940), for example—and still relies on
that notion during the last decade of his life.17 Similarly, the political
expressivist idea that effective and authoritative black politics must ex-
press a shared black spiritual identity continues to haunt both Black Re-
construction (1935), with its invocations of African folklore and slave
music, and Dusk of Dawn, with its attempt to identify New World sub-
stitutes for African communalism.18 Now it is true, arguably, that with
his turn to Marxism Du Bois rejected anomaly theories of white suprem-
acy.19 But noting this difference between Du Bois’s early and more mature
thought is not enough to justify the claim that reading Souls, say, from
the perspective of Dusk of Dawn, or of some other mature work or
works, will prove more instructive than reading it from the perspective of
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Bondage. My argument, in any case, is that the latter strategy is likely to
be the more instructive—at least as regards claims critical to Du Bois’s
defense of the politics of self-realization (as we have seen, claims relat-
ing to the nature of politics and political leadership; the importance of
political expressivism; and the nature of white supremacy)—for Bondage
marks a sharper break with those propositions than do any of Du Bois’s
post-Souls political theoretical writings.

Bondage highlights and elaborates two examples of black politics: a
plantation politics enacted by enslaved, southern blacks, and an extra-
plantation politics enacted by free, northern blacks. In Douglass’s narra-
tive, declarations of independence pave the way for both politics. Before
pledging himself to a plantation politics of subversive plotting, Douglass
declares his independence from the system of slavery. Before dedicating
himself to an extra-plantation politics of print journalism, he declares his
independence from the Garrisonian abolitionists. In each case Douglass’s
political action presupposes a declaration of freedom. Figuring black pol-
itics in terms of the deeds of the Republic’s founding fathers, Douglass
depicts himself as, in the words of James McCune Smith’s introduction to
Bondage, a “Representative American Man”—not as a synecdoche for
what the nation has become and is, but, in keeping with Emerson’s no-
tion of a representative man, as an exemplar of the possibility of re-
founding and re-constructing the nation.20

The True Nature of Slavery

In his introduction to The Making of New World Slavery, Robin Blackburn
remarks that though New World “slave systems displayed something of
the impersonality and functional logic of modern organization . . . the
slave plantations themselves were based on the distinctive face-to-face re-
lationship between overseer, driver and slave crew.”21 Like most other
slave narratives, Bondage analyzes plantation-based, personal relation-
ships, yet not without examining the “functional logic” of the slave plan-
tation system. In fact, an important purpose of Douglass’s book is to
show just how personal relationships effectively serve the aims of that
system. According to Douglass, the plantation regime is a form of domi-
nation the telos and function of which are “to reduce man to a level with
the brute.”22 Douglass declares his independence from this regime, I shall
argue, by fighting to enforce a limit to domination.
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In a chapter entitled “A General Survey of the Slave Plantation,”
Douglass describes the plantation on which he lived as a boy:

That plantation is a little nation of its own . . . The laws and the in-
stitutions of the state, apparently touch it nowhere. The troubles
arising here, are not settled by the civil power of the state. The
overseer is generally accuser, judge, jury, advocate and executioner.
The criminal is always dumb. The overseer attends to all sides of a
case.23

Douglass’s main point here, which he repeats throughout Bondage, is
that to be a slave is to be subject to the unconstrained will of another hu-
man being. That human being is either the slave’s master or the master’s
proxy—his overseer. Although a slave may find that he is directly subject
to his master’s will, he typically confronts that will in the person of his
overseer, who “stand[s] between the slave and all civil constitutions—
[the overseer’s] . . . word is law, and is implicitly obeyed.”24 According to
Douglass, the overseer, in his capacity as overseer, need not answer for
his actions to a constitution or to any other body of law (his word “is
law”). Neither need he take into account the slave’s opinions, because the
slave, for all the overseer’s intents and purposes, may as well be “dumb.”
In the rare case where the overseer’s treatment of a slave appears to con-
travene the will of the master, the master tends ultimately to sanction the
behavior of the overseer.25 Analyzing the slaveholder’s maxim “that it is
better that a dozen slaves suffer, under the lash, without fault, than that
the master or the overseer should seem to have been wrong in the pres-
ence of the slaves,” Douglass remarks that “Everything must be absolute
here.”26 He makes a similar point when he recounts Colonel Lloyd’s
treatment of Old Barney:

Listening to complaints, however groundless, Barney must stand,
hat in hand, lips sealed, never answering a word. He must make no
reply, no explanation; the judgment of the master must be deemed
infallible, for his power is absolute and irresponsible. In a free
state, a master, thus complaining without cause, of his ostler, might
be told—“Sir, I am sorry I cannot please you, but, since I have
done the best I can, your remedy is to dismiss me.” Here, however,
the ostler must stand, and listen and tremble. One of the most
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heart-saddening and humiliating scenes I ever witnessed, was the
whipping of Old Barney.27

To the extent that the plantation nation places no restriction on a mas-
ter’s will as it applies to his slaves, it treats a master’s power as uncondi-
tional, or absolute. The plantation has its “own rules and regulations,”
says Douglass, but there exist no rules or regulations to which a slave can
appeal as a basis for demanding that his master show restraint in his con-
duct (for example, for demanding that her master forgo cruel and humili-
ating disciplinary “remedies”). For Douglass, the master is “ir-responsi-
ble,” for he is not liable to account for his treatment of his slaves to a
higher, public authority—as in fact he would be under the legal jurisdic-
tion of a “free state.”28 Without recourse to some such authority, which
could censure and constrain his master’s will, a slave is everywhere and
always vulnerable to his master’s ability arbitrarily to interfere in his af-
fairs. Douglass underlines the slave’s vulnerability in this regard when he
reports that “a slave-woman is at the mercy of the power, caprice, and
passion of her owner.”29 He further explains that vulnerability when he
asserts that the slave system requires that “there . . . be no force between
the slave and the slave-holder, to restrain the power of the one, and pro-
tect the weakness of the other.”30

I can summarize my analysis thus far of Douglass’s account of the
nature of slavery by saying that he conceptualizes the relationship of
master to slave as, fundamentally, a form of domination. Following
Philip Pettit’s recent reconstruction of the republican tradition of politi-
cal thought, we may say that one agent dominates another if, and only if,
he possesses the power (the capacity) to interfere with that other on an
arbitrary basis.31 A person possesses that power when, through coercive
or manipulative actions, he is able to worsen another person’s choice sit-
uation (for example, if he can change her range of options, alter the ex-
pected payoffs to those options, or assume control over which outcomes
will result from which options) at will, or, more generally, without having
to take account of the interests or opinions (pertaining, for example, to
what her interests require) of that other person.32 For Pettit, one person
can dominate another even when she is not actually interfering with him,
because she still enjoys the power to interfere arbitrarily in his choices.
With respect to those choices, then, the victim of domination lives at her
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mercy. It should be noted, finally, that Pettit, like republican political the-
orists before him, represents the relation of master to slave as a paradig-
matic example of domination.

For Douglass, domination is a constitutive feature of plantation slav-
ery, for the “plantation state,” unlike the “free state,” never compels
slave masters to obey a constitutional, legal, or other public authority—
let alone consider their “always dumb” slaves’ interests or opinions—
when deciding how to behave toward their slaves. As Douglass puts
the point in one of the appendices to Bondage (called “The Nature of
Slavery”), slavery subjects persons to “the arbitrary and despotic control
of a frail, depraved, and sinful fellow-man.”33 The master dominates his
slaves, for he is permitted to treat his slaves at his pleasure. The master’s
impulse, his whim, reigns, because his treatment of his slaves suffers no
limits.

[Capt. Anthony] was not by nature worse than other men. Had he
been brought up in a free state, surrounded by the just restraints of
free society—restraints which are necessary to the freedom of all
its members, alike and equally—Capt. Anthony might have been a
humane man . . . The slaveholder, as well as the slave, is the victim
of the slave system. A man’s character greatly takes its hue from
the form and color of things around him. Under the whole heavens
there is no relation more unfavorable to the development of hon-
orable character, than that sustained by the slaveholder to the
slave. Reason is imprisoned here, and the passions run wild . . .
Capt. Anthony could be kind, and, at times, he even showed an af-
fectionate disposition . . . But the pleasant moods of a slave-holder
are remarkably brittle; they are easily snapped; they neither come
often, nor remain long. His temper is subjected to perpetual trials;
but, since these trials are never borne patiently, they add nothing
to his natural stock of patience.34

A master’s domination of his slaves, because it entails the power to in-
terfere arbitrarily in his slaves’ choices, provokes him to behave capri-
ciously. Without “the just restraints of free society”—that is, without en-
forceable laws that secure the freedom of each member of society against
the domination of others—human beings will indulge their passions and
arbitrarily interfere in one another’s choices for lack of compelling legal
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grounds not to do so. The absence of just restraints effectively bars rea-
son from adducing such grounds (it “imprisons” reason) and, in a slave
society, invites masters to exercise their dominion (their power of arbi-
trary interference) as their whims dictate.35

As indicated earlier, Douglass maintains that the telos and function of
the plantation regime, or, as I may now put it, of masters’ and overseers’
domination of slaves, are to reduce men to the level of brutes. The plan-
tation regime fulfills this function largely by two means: first, by disrupt-
ing slaves’ social bonds, and second, by physically abusing individual
slaves.36 Domination is a feature of both tactics, because the application
of the power of arbitrary interference both breaks up social attachments
and breaks individuals—physically and spiritually.

The disruption of social bonds is most keenly felt as an assault on the
slave’s feelings of family connectedness. Indeed, “the practice of separat-
ing children from their mothers, and hiring the latter out . . . is a success-
ful method of obliterating from the mind and heart of the slave, all just
ideas of the sacredness of the family.”37 In Douglass’s view, slavery’s vio-
lation of the mother-child relationship is but one feature of its general
tendency to ignore slaves’ kinship ties, a tendency he highlights when he
claims that “slave law and practice” abolish the category of “father” and
that the laws of slavery recognize neither fathers nor families “in the so-
cial arrangements of the plantation.”38 In the perspective of slave law,
no normative significance attaches to the terms “mother,” “father,” “sis-
ter,” and “brother.” Biological parenthood, fraternity, and sorority exist
among slaves, but the law no more treats these relations as a basis for at-
tributing claims and obligations to slaves (inheritance rights, filial duties,
and so forth) than it treats the same biological relations as a basis for at-
tributing claims and obligations to cattle. For example, slave law omits
to assign to slave mothers and fathers custodial rights pertaining to the
interests of their children—rights the enforcement of which would con-
strain the power of slave masters arbitrarily to interfere in slave chil-
dren’s lives—and to that extent sanctions and supports the practice of
separating children from their mothers. That practice helps to obliterate
the idea that the family is a sacred institution, for it brutally concretizes
the law’s blindness to the slave’s familial relationships.

In describing the consequences of the plantation regime’s failure to ac-
knowledge slave kinship, Douglass captures the substance of what
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Orlando Patterson terms “natal alienation,” a condition defined by the
slave’s estrangement “from all formal, legally enforceable ties of ‘blood,’
and from any attachment to groups or localities other than those chosen
for him by the master . . . The slave was the ultimate human tool . . . as
disposable as the master wished.”39 In essence, natal alienation is the
exclusion of slave kinship from the sphere of legally protected kinship
relations and the consequent subjection of slaves to the domination of
masters. Oblivious to the slave’s blood ties, slave law abandons the
slave to her master’s power of arbitrary interference and, specifically, as
Douglass realizes when he recalls the first time he saw his siblings, to her
master’s power to transfer her from one plantation to another: “We were
brothers and sisters, but what of that? Why should they be attached to
me, or I to them? Brothers and sisters we were by blood; but slavery had
made us strangers.”40 Observing that domination typically results in the
disruption of the slave’s social bonds (her attachment to groups other
than those chosen by her master) and that slave law, by neglecting those
bonds, facilitates and promotes that disruption, Douglass recognizes that
natal alienation, avant la lettre, is a constituent element of slavery.

In a passage that recounts his travails from the time he first departed
Maryland’s eastern shore to his sojourn to the home of Edward Covey,
“the Negro Breaker,” Douglass suggests that the natally alienating dis-
ruption of his social attachments has been the unifying theme of his life:

Escape was impossible; so, heavy and sad, I paced the seven miles,
which separated Covey’s house from St. Michael’s—thinking much
by the solitary way—averse to my condition; but thinking was all I
could do. Like a fish in a net, allowed to play for a time, I was now
drawn rapidly to the shore, secured at all points. “I am,” thought
I, “but the sport of a power which makes no account, either of my
welfare or of my happiness. By a law which I can clearly compre-
hend, but cannot evade nor resist, I am ruthlessly snatched from
the hearth of a fond grandmother, and hurried away to the home
of a mysterious ‘old master;’ again I am removed from there, to a
master in Baltimore; thence am I snatched away to the Eastern
Shore, to be valued with the beasts of the field and, with them, di-
vided and set apart for a possessor; then am I sent back to Balti-
more; and by the time I have formed new attachments and have
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begun to hope that no more rude shocks shall touch me, a differ-
ence arises between brothers, and I am again broken up, and sent
to St. Michaels; and now, from the latter place, I am footing my
way to the home of a new master, where, I am given to understand,
that, like a wild young working animal, I am to be broken to the
yoke of a bitter and life-long bondage.41

Snatched, removed, snatched again, set apart, sent back, and broken up,
Douglass repeatedly relies on the passive voice to depict himself as the
dupe of a fate he describes as “a law.” A figure, perhaps, for the whole
body of slave law, that law promotes the domination of the slave, for it
ignores his family and community attachments (Douglass alludes to his
ties to his grandmother, and likewise to his “new attachments”), thereby
letting him fall victim to his master’s capacity to destroy those attach-
ments through arbitrary interventions that treat his life as if it were
naught but “sport,” and that need not attend to his “welfare” or his
“happiness.” Domination leads to the treatment of human beings as ani-
mals, Douglass suggests, for the master’s exertion of his power of arbi-
trary interference snatches the slave from one place to another, sunders
his connections to kith and kin, and leaves him a “divided” and “broken
up” fragment of the family and the community to which he once be-
longed, as if membership in a family or a community were no more
meaningful to him than to “beasts of the field.”42

The plantation regime reduces men to a level with brutes because
slave law subjects slaves’ human relationships to slave masters’ domina-
tion; and because the domination of slaves by masters gives rise to the
regular (as if fated by a law) destruction of slaves’ social attachments,
and thus to the treatment of slaves as if they were animals. In fine, the
plantation regime serves its function through the practice of arbitrarily
disrupting slaves’ social bonds. But this is not the sole means with which
it serves that function. A second means, again, is the physical abuse of in-
dividual slaves.43 Douglass alludes to this means when he reports that,
having been “broken up,” he is headed to be “broken to the yoke of a
bitter and life-long bondage.” Covey’s task, he implies, is to finish the
task of breaking him—that is, of subduing him, just as he would subdue
“a wild young working animal.” Treating Douglass as an ornery brute,
Covey will transform him into a compliant one.

174

DOUGLASS’S PRACTICES OF POLIT ICS



Despite his natal alienation, Douglass retains an element of his hu-
manity as he walks to Covey’s home. That element, specifically, is think-
ing. Having fallen prey to a fate that secures him like a fish “at all
points,” Douglass demonstrates his capacity to act: thinking, he pro-
claims, was all he could do. Like Descartes, Douglass thinks and iterates
“I am” (as well as “am I”), not to establish with certainty that he exists,
but to express his aversion to the condition of his existence, a condition
that is comparable to that of a trapped animal—a netted fish—and that
therefore negates his humanity. By aversively thinking “I am,” Douglass
asserts and preserves his humanity despite a fate that would deny it.

Yet even aversive thinking gives out when confronted with “Covey,
the Negro breaker.”44 This, indeed, is the most important consequence
of Covey’s brutal and relentless tyranny. When all is said and done,
Covey’s domination of Douglass, as Douglass depicts it, destroys
Douglass’s aversive thinking and completes the process of humbling, de-
grading, and breaking him:

Mr. Covey succeeded in breaking me. I was broken in body, soul
and spirit. My natural elasticity was crushed; my intellect lan-
guished; the disposition to read departed; the cheerful spark that
lingered about my eye died; the dark night of slavery closed in
upon me; and behold a man transformed into a brute!45

Covey exercises his power arbitrarily to interfere in Douglass’s life
through grueling work demands and “brutal chastisements”—including
weekly floggings.46 By physically abusing Douglass, he obliterates his
thrall’s mental engagement with the world around him. When Douglass
is not working, or otherwise submitting to Covey’s command, he spends
his time in a “beastlike stupor.”47 Physically and mentally subdued, he
ceases to think aversively and becomes a perfect instance of the telos of
slavery—man formed in the image of a stupid brute.

Douglass explains the true nature of slavery by showing how the
plantation regime uses personal, face-to-face relationships—between
masters and slaves and between overseers and slaves—to achieve its ulti-
mate end. Because domination defines these relationships, and because
masters and overseers repeatedly and relentlessly exert their power arbi-
trarily to disrupt slaves’ social bonds and to beat them senseless, the
plantation regime approximates the goal of reducing slaves to a level
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with the brute. But does it ever fully realize that goal? Perhaps not, and
Douglass possibly exaggerates when he proclaims that he himself was lit-
erally reduced to a “beastlike stupor.” Douglass’s rhetorical performance
of his degradation serves both aesthetic and moral ends. But it also serves
a political theoretical end, in that it illustrates vividly and so helps to ex-
plain the workings of the plantation regime. With his first declaration of
independence Douglass rebels against that regime, picking Covey as his
target. With his plantation politics he continues his defiance through a
practice of politics that forges new social bonds and that threatens to up-
set the reproduction of domination.

First Declaration of Independence: The Fight with Covey

In Bondage, Douglass depicts his fight with Covey as a drama with three
scenes. He marks the transitions between these scenes by remarking that
“now the scene was changed” and “the scene here, had something comic
about it.”48 In the first scene, Covey attacks Douglass and Douglass de-
fends himself, defeating Covey’s attempt to “conquer” him.49 In the scene
that follows, Covey tries to strengthen his hand by enlisting the help of
Hughes, his cousin, only to have Douglass severely injure Hughes and
then drag Covey across the ground of a dung-covered cow yard. The final
scene has Covey looking to a hired slave, Bill, and then to his own slave,
Caroline, for assistance, but both refuse to aid him. The scene closes with
Covey saying, “now, you scoundrel, go to your work; I would not have
whipped you half so much as I have had you not resisted.” Reflecting
on these remarks, Douglass proclaims that “the fact was, he had not
whipped me at all.”50

Douglass claims that his battle with Covey was the “turning point” of
his life as a slave.51 Having shown how he was “humbled, degraded . . .
and brutalized,” he now describes “the converse of all this, and how it
was brought about.”52 Peppering his narrative with Christian religious
allusions (to Satan, when he depicts Covey as snakelike, to the persecuted
Christ, when he describes himself as scarred by “briers and thorns,” and
so on), Douglass relies on a traditional conversion narrative to establish
the context of his transformation. It can be shown, however, that he de-
ploys this narrative precisely to undermine its authority. Thus, in the
view of one critic, Douglass secularizes the conversion narrative, “turn-
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ing it from ‘God’s plot’ into just one among many ways of structuring a
narrative.”53 But Douglass also politicizes the traditional conversion nar-
rative by representing his conversion-through-fighting as a “declaration
of independence.” Fighting with Covey transforms Douglass—“I was a
changed being after that fight,” he tells us—yielding a man where there
was none (“I was nothing before; I WAS A MAN NOW”) and a revival
of “crushed self-respect and . . . self-confidence.”54 Fighting has these
consequences, Douglass suggests, because it declares and establishes his
freedom.

In “Self-Reliance,” Emerson proclaims that “the moment [a man] acts
from himself, tossing the laws, the books, idolatries and customs out of
the window, we pity him no more but thank and revere him.”55 Com-
menting on his fight with Covey, Douglass echoes but revises Emerson
when he writes that “a man, without force, is without the essential dig-
nity of humanity. Human nature is so constituted that it cannot honor a
helpless man, although it can pity him; and even this it cannot do long,
if the signs of power do not arise.”56 Our tendency to revere a man dis-
places our tendency to pity him just when he “acts from himself.” Self-
reliance, then, is antithetical to dependence on laws, books, customs, and
the like. In rewriting Emerson, Douglass highlights a form of depen-
dence that Emerson’s great essay neglects: to wit, a slave’s dependence on
his master’s power of arbitrary interference. Our tendency to revere or
“honor” a slave (perhaps to honor any “man”) will displace our ten-
dency to pity him, Douglass implies, only if he embodies a force that re-
sists domination. Where Emerson explains that self-reliance is aversion
to conformity (which “loves . . . names and customs”), Douglass depicts
it as aversion to domination.57 Incarnating a force that expresses this
aversion, Douglass, through his fight with Covey, achieves a measure of
in-dependence, what he also calls “freedom.”58

Douglass clarifies his notion of freedom in a paragraph that continues
to describe the consequences of his fight with Covey:

He only can understand the effect of this combat on my spirit, who
has himself incurred something, hazarded something, in repelling
the unjust and cruel aggressions of a tyrant. Covey was a tyrant,
and a cowardly one withal. After resisting him, I felt as I had never
felt before. It was a resurrection from the dark and pestiferous
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tomb of slavery, to the heaven of comparative freedom. I was no
longer a servile coward, trembling under the frown of a brother
worm of the dust, but, my long cowed spirit was roused to an atti-
tude of manly independence. I had reached the point at which I
was not afraid to die. This spirit made me a free man in fact, while
I remained a slave in form. When a slave cannot be flogged he is
more than half free. He has a domain as broad as his own manly
heart to defend, and he is really “a power on earth.” While slaves
prefer their lives, with flogging, to instant death, they will always
find christians enough, like Covey, to accommodate that prefer-
ence. From this time, until that of my escape from slavery, I was
never fairly whipped. Several attempts were made to whip me, but
they were always unsuccessful. Bruises I did get, as I shall hereafter
inform my reader; but the case I have been describing, was the end
of the brutification to which slavery had subjected me.59

In explaining the effects of combat on his spirit, Douglass emphasizes the
themes of freedom and independence. Specifically, he mentions “compar-
ative freedom” and “manly independence,” noting too that he has be-
come a “free man in fact,” and “half free.” By fighting Covey, Douglass
prevents Covey from whipping him. After he fights Covey, he never again
is whipped. Although masters and overseers will attempt to whip him,
they will fail in their efforts. Combat is the means Douglass deploys to
assert his resolve not to be whipped, the tactic he applies to curb Covey’s
power arbitrarily to interfere in his life. Similarly, it is the means he will
deploy to check the arbitrary power of any master to whom he falls
prey—the tactic he will use to constrain that power from extending to
and including the capacity to whip him.60 Because the power of arbi-
trary interference is the substance of domination, curbing that power is
tantamount to enforcing a limit to domination. And it is tantamount
to imposing a limit on the degree to which an otherwise dominated sub-
ject depends on the will of another—on the degree to which his ability
to live as he wishes depends on another’s decisions. Combat brought
Douglass (“manly”) in-dependence, because it executed his determina-
tion no longer to depend for his well-being on Covey’s “merciful” deci-
sion not to whip him. His independence was a “comparative” or a “half”
freedom, for he remained subject to Covey’s mercy in other respects. In
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keeping with the republican tradition of political theory, Douglass repre-
sents independence as freedom and freedom as nondomination. As he de-
scribes the fight with Covey, it secured him a limited freedom by estab-
lishing a limit to domination.61

Douglass’s interpretation of freedom as nondomination is closely con-
nected to his claims that the fight with Covey left him unafraid to die and
that his fearlessness toward death made him a free man in fact, even as he
remained a slave in form. By battling Covey, Douglass discovers that he is
an individual who would rather die than not impose a limit to the domi-
nation he suffers at the hands of his masters and overseers. The prospect
of death ceases to cow the fighting Douglass—that is, to cause him fear—
because he sees that his commitment to resist flogging is so very impor-
tant to him, so fundamental to his view of himself, that he would wel-
come death before renouncing the struggle to enforce that commitment.
Looking to the future, Douglass knows no fear of death, for he recog-
nizes that sustaining this struggle matters deeply to him, while preserving
his life does not.62

I turn now to the second claim, which turns on the distinction be-
tween fact and form. Douglass helps to clarify this distinction when he
writes that “though I was, after my removal from Col. Lloyd’s planta-
tion, in form the slave of Master Hugh, I was in fact, and in law, the slave
of my old master, Capt. Anthony.”63 Douglass was Master Hugh’s slave
“in form,” I assume, because the social form of Master Hugh’s relation-
ship to him was that of a master to a slave. Put otherwise, Master Hugh’s
treatment of Douglass observed the day-to-day social conventions—the
social forms—that generally governed a master’s treatment of slaves. But
Douglass was not Master Hugh’s property; he did not belong to Master
Hugh “in law.” According to the law, Douglass belonged to Capt. An-
thony. Due to Capt. Anthony’s absence from Douglass’s life, however
(he remained on Col. Lloyd’s plantation when Douglass went to live
with Master Hugh), the day-to-day social conventions that normally
qualify a master’s relationship to his slaves did not qualify his relation-
ship to Douglass. In form, Douglass was not Capt. Anthony’s slave.
How, then, could he have been his slave “in fact”?

A clue to grasping the distinction between form and fact is the distinc-
tion between fact and law. In the present context, law is written language
that articulates the rules governing the distribution of property rights.
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According to the word of the law, Douglass belonged to Capt. Anthony.
Douglass also belonged to Capt Anthony “in fact,” for Douglass, with
his actions, never challenged Capt. Anthony’s legally sanctioned power
arbitrarily to interfere in Douglass’s life. Here, then, I read “in fact” as
“in deed,” assuming that Douglass’s now obsolete use of this expression
was no different than Jane Austen’s when, just forty years before the pub-
lication of Bondage, she described a character as “Gracious in fact if
not in word.”64 Following the death of Capt. Anthony, Douglass be-
comes the legal property of Thomas Auld, the master who sends him to
Covey. After he fights Covey, Douglass is a free man “in fact,” or “in
deed,” because henceforth he will persist through his deeds to enforce a
limit to domination.65 No matter to whom he subsequently belongs “in
law,” Douglass will not belong to that person “in fact,” for in fact—that
is, through his actions—he will relentlessly challenge his legal master’s
power to interfere in his life. Still a slave in law and in form—his treat-
ment by his master, or his master’s proxies, will still generally observe the
social conventions for the treatment of slaves—Douglass will nonetheless
have secured a limited freedom. His fearlessness toward death will have
“made” him a free man, because it will have displaced a fear that other-
wise may have led him to abandon his commitment to resist flogging.66

“‘You can shoot me but you can’t whip me,’ said a slave to Rigby
Hopkins; and the result was that he was neither whipped nor shot. If
the latter had been his fate, it would have been less deplorable than the
living and lingering death to which cowardly and slavish souls are sub-
jected.”67 With these remarks, Douglass claims that if a slave is cowed by
the fear of death into succumbing to domination, then he submits to a
living death that is worse than the death he fears. His insistence that this
living death is deplorable prefigures his later contention—quoted ear-
lier—that “a man, without force, is without the essential dignity of hu-
manity. Human nature is so constituted that it cannot honor a helpless
man.” For Douglass, a person who is helpless in the face of domina-
tion—who thus succumbs to domination—is a dishonored person, some-
one whose life everyone with a “human nature,” he himself included,
will deplore rather than respect. Failing to resist domination, he will lack
“the essential dignity of humanity.” More exactly, he will not evince the
dignity that he must evince to motivate himself and others to accord him
the honor (the respect) that, Douglass elsewhere suggests, he deserves.68
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For Douglass, dignity expresses a slave’s struggle to constrain the power
of arbitrary interference. It is a display to others of a slave’s ability to
help himself, his ability to struggle. And dignity is “essential” not be-
cause a human being cannot be a human being without it, but because
he cannot induce respect without it—either the respect of others or self-
respect. In short, he cannot achieve his humanity in the eyes of others or
in his own eyes. The essential dignity of humanity is an apparent, mani-
fest dignity that human beings require—that all the members of human-
ity require—to acknowledge one another as human. By fighting Covey,
Douglass evinces the essential dignity of humanity, thus motivating the
rebirth of both his self-confidence (his trust in his ability to demonstrate
dignity) and his theretofore “crushed self-respect.”69

Douglass concludes his discussion of the fight with Covey by quoting
the lines from Byron’s Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage that I have used as an
epigraph for the present chapter. In Byron’s poem, these lines begin a
stanza that defends the claim that bondsmen must strike the blow that
frees them (“By their right arms the conquest must be wrought?”), argu-
ing that if they depend on other groups to strike that blow (“Will Gaul
or Muscovite redress ye?”) they will fall prey to the domination of those
groups.70 In describing his fight with Covey, Douglass follows Byron in
highlighting the role that physical force must play in establishing a lim-
ited freedom—that is, in securing a limited independence and non-
domination. He suggests, moreover, that by establishing his freedom he
has declared his independence. In contrast to the founding fathers’ writ-
ten Declaration of Independence of July 4, 1776, Douglass’s declara-
tion takes the form of nonverbal deeds—it is, again, a declaration “in
fact,” not words.71 Still, it remains a declaration, for acts of combat are
the means through which Douglass makes apparent his limited indepen-
dence. Douglass perhaps alludes to the founding fathers’ declaration—
and, specifically, to its claim to “assume among the powers of the earth
the separate & equal station to which the laws of nature . . . entitle
them”—when he claims that when a slave cannot be flogged “he has a
domain as broad as his own manly heart to defend, and he is really a
‘power on earth.’”72 Echoing the words of the founders, who also re-
belled against dependence and domination, Douglass suggests here that
his rebellion has nullified his ties to the “slave power,” thus transforming
him into a separate and equal “power on earth” with a territory (a “do-
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main”) over which he is, as an individual, sovereign. Figuring his action
with reference to the founders, Douglass presents his fight with Covey as
the beginning of a revolution that aims to reconstitute the American na-
tion.73 In what follows, we shall see that he presents his plantation poli-
tics as a continuation of that revolution.

Plantation Politics

A week after his service to Covey ends, Douglass proceeds to the home of
William Freeland (his new master “in form”), where he finds his situa-
tion much improved:

The freedom from bodily torture and unceasing labor, had given
my mind an increased sensibility, and imparted to it greater activ-
ity . . . “How be it, that was not first which is spiritual, but that
which is natural, and afterward that which is spiritual.” When en-
tombed at Covey’s, shrouded in darkness and physical wretched-
ness, temporal well-being was the grand desideratum; but tempo-
ral wants supplied, the spirit puts in its claims. Beat and cuff a
slave, keep him hungry and spiritless, and he will follow the chain
of his master like a dog; but feed and clothe him well . . . and
dreams of freedom intrude . . . You may hurl a man so low, be-
neath the level of his kind, that he loses all just ideas of his natural
position; but elevate him a little, and the clear conception of rights
rises to life and power, and leads him onward. Thus elevated, a lit-
tle, at Freeland’s, the dreams called into being by that good man,
Father Lawson . . . began to visit me.74

By exercising his power of domination, Covey nullified Douglass’s capac-
ity to think aversively. Due to his declaration of independence and the
beneficent treatment he received from Freeland, Douglass tells us, he re-
gained that ability, his mind restored to an “increased sensibility,” a
“greater activity,” former “dreams of freedom,” and a “consciousness of
rights.” Douglass’s renewed aversive thinking causally presupposes his
declaration of independence, for without that declaration, which en-
forced a limit to domination, his ongoing subjection to Covey’s whip
would have kept him in a beastlike stupor. In other words, his physically
expressed aversion to domination—his aversive fighting—was a precon-
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dition for the revival of his mentally expressed aversion to domination,
that is, his aversive thinking. Again, whether or not Douglass rhetori-
cally exaggerates features of the suffering he endured as Covey’s thrall,
his representation of that suffering, of his subsequent fight with Covey,
and of his elevation at Freeland’s conveys a plausible political theoreti-
cal insight: namely, that when oppressors cause the human beings they
dominate extreme physical duress, it will be extraordinarily difficult and
perhaps impossible for those human beings to perpetuate a critical, intel-
lectual resistance to the conditions of their oppression. Only after reliev-
ing that physical duress will such resistance be possible.

Douglass’s plantation politics is linked causally to his declaration of
independence, for his plantation politics demands his renewed aversive
thinking, which in turn presupposes his declaration of independence. As
Douglass describes plantation politics, it is revolutionary politics fueled
by rights-conscious thinking that is averse to the condition of slavery. But
plantation politics requires more than aversive thinking. As we shall see,
it additionally requires aversive speaking and acting.

For Douglass, plantation politics is unruly, aversively thinking Afri-
can Americans concertedly engaged in nondominated speech and action
that is not rule- or ruler centered; not expressivist but still race-conscious;
and not aimed at assimilation. In this section I explicate Douglass’s
picture of plantation politics, focusing first on the theme of non-
domination.75

Nondominated Speech and Action

In Douglass’s narrative, slaves’ collective political action is non-
dominated just to the extent that it is kept secret. When Douglass lived in
St. Michaels, Master Thomas and two other white men broke up his ef-
forts to help a “pious” young white man maintain a Sabbath school for
slaves and free coloreds.76 But when Douglass founds a Sabbath school
on Mr. Freeland’s plantation, no whites know about it. Slaves can sub-
vert the slave regime (it being assumed that schooling in reading and
writing is a form of subversion), he suggests, only if whites remain igno-
rant of slaves’ subversive activities. For Douglass, secrecy is critical to
“circumventing the tyrants,” and while he claims that he hates secrecy, he
adds that “where slavery is powerful, and liberty is weak, the latter is
driven to concealment or to destruction.”77 On Douglass’s account,
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slaves deploy secrecy to constrain their masters’ capacities to interfere ar-
bitrarily with their collective actions. Because masters cannot intervene
in activities about which they remain ignorant, secrecy carves space for
liberty—that is, for nondominated action. Whereas the fight with Covey
enforced a limit to domination, the secreting of the Sabbath school’s sub-
versive activities effectively extends that limit. As we have seen, Douglass
follows the republican tradition of political theory in understanding free-
dom as nondomination. When, then, he portrays insurgent plantation
politics as a practice of collective, nondominated action, he conceptual-
izes that politics as a practice of freedom. Mr. Freeland’s plantation is, in-
deed, free land, yet only “comparatively” free, for unlike the land of a
“free state” its freedom is based not on the enforcement of law but on se-
crecy.

Politics without Rule

As we have seen, the plantation regime fulfills its function of reducing
men to brutes largely by disrupting slaves’ social bonds and physically
abusing them. When Douglass fights Covey, he defends himself against
the physical abuse, and by embracing plantation politics, he offsets the
disruption of social bonds. As Douglass pictures it, plantation politics is
a practice of freedom that establishes and sustains new social bonds—
hence the title of the chapter he uses to introduce his troupe of subver-
sives, “New Relations and Duties.” In sharp contrast to the family at-
tachments that Douglass emphasizes when discussing slavery’s destruc-
tion of social bonds, these new relations result from voluntary consent,
not biological descent.78

Douglass summarizes his experience of natal alienation when he
writes that “there is not, beneath the sky, an enemy of filial affection so
destructive as slavery. It had made my brothers and sisters strangers
to me; it converted the mother that bore me, into a myth; it shrouded my
father in mystery, and left me without an intelligible beginning in the
world.”79 By neglecting the ties of biological paternity, fraternity, and
sorority, slave law fosters the disruption of social bonds based on biologi-
cal filiation—that is, on biological or “blood” descent. How, ultimately,
does Douglass respond to the profoundly estranging consequences of this
disruption? Not by embracing a version of European romanticism’s myth
that, through a circuitous spiritual journey, it is possible to regain, in a
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higher, “sublated” mode, his disrupted and lost ties to kin and home.80

The Bildungsreise of the slave does not end with a redemptive return to
the origin from which he departed:

A slave seldom thinks of bettering his condition by being sold, and
hence he looks upon separation from his native place, with none
of the enthusiasm which animates the bosoms of young freemen,
when they contemplate a life in the far west, or in some distant
country where they intend to rise to wealth and distinction. Nor
can those from whom they separate, give them up with that cheer-
fulness with which friends and relations yield each other up, when
they feel that it is for the good of the departing one that he is re-
moved from his native place. Then, too, there is correspondence,
and there is, at least, the hope of reunion, because reunion is pos-
sible. But, with the slave, all these mitigating circumstances are
wanting. There is no improvement in his condition probable,—no
correspondence possible,—no reunion attainable. His going out
into the world, is like a living man going into the tomb, who, with
open eyes, sees himself buried out of sight and hearing of wife,
children, and friends of kindred tie.81

Sold and snatched from one place to another, the slave cannot go home
again; he cannot reunite with kith and kin, and so he cannot restore the
bonds that natal alienation has helped to sever. What, then, can he do to
cope with the effects of his estrangement? If the slave renounces the ro-
mantic longing for return and reunion, how can he offset the plantation
regime’s dehumanizing ruination of family ties? With his portrait of his
life on Mr. Freeland’s plantation, Douglass answers these questions, sug-
gesting, in essence, that the slave’s practice of freedom (of nondominated
action) can produce satisfying social attachments and potent political
solidarities, even if the integrity of family and home cannot be restored.

They were as true as steel, and no band of brothers could have
been more loving. There were no mean advantages taken of each
other . . . no tattling; no giving each other bad names to Mr.
Freeland; and no elevating one at the expense of the other. We
never undertook to do anything, of any importance, which was
likely to affect each other, without mutual consultation. We were
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generally a unit, and moved together. Thoughts and sentiments
were exchanged between us, which might well be called very in-
cendiary, by oppressors and tyrants; and perhaps the time has not
even now come, when it is safe to unfold all the flying suggestions
which arise in the minds of intelligent slaves . . .

The slaveholder, kind or cruel, is a slaveholder still—the every
hour violator of the just and inalienable rights of man; and he is,
therefore, every hour silently whetting the knife of vengeance for
his own throat. He never lisps a syllable in commendation of the
fathers of this republic, nor denounces any attempted oppression
of himself, without inviting the knife to his own throat, and assert-
ing the rights of rebellion for his own slaves.82

Although two of the six slaves belonging to Douglass’s group were bio-
logical brothers (Henry and John Harris), the group as a whole was not
united by biological bonds. Thrown together on Mr. Freeland’s planta-
tion, Douglass and his fellows find themselves working the same farm-
land. Soon, however, they begin to consult one another, and as Douglass
suggests in the next chapter, to debate and deliberate the merits of differ-
ent courses of action. Douglass and his friends act in concert (they move
together), cultivate ties of loyalty, and form themselves into a band of
subversive activists (a point I shall revisit in relation to Douglass’s allu-
sion to the “fathers of the republic”), consenting through their speech,
action, and mutual commitments to resist slaveholder tyranny. Together
they constitute a band of “brothers,” not because they have filiative rela-
tionships to the same parent, but because they have affiliative relation-
ships to one another—that is, because each has agreed to adopt as his
own a mutually shaped sense of political purpose. “True as steel,” and
bound together by “hooks of steel” (an expression that Douglass later
uses), Douglass and his cabal compensate for the loss of biologically
based kinship ties by forging, through their collective action, consent-
and affiliation-based political ties.83

By invoking the figure of a “band of brothers,” Douglass points not
only to his action-in-concert and affiliation-based conception of planta-
tion politics, but, likewise, to his rejection of the view, later embraced by
Du Bois, that politics is exclusively a practice of rule. Douglass points to
his rejection of this view by echoing a phrase—“We few, we happy few,
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we band of brothers”—that Shakespeare’s King Henry V speaks spe-
cifically to set aside the status distinction between ruler and ruled and to
endorse a sense of solidarity that is predicated not on obedience to a ruler
but on mutual commitment and self-sacrifice.84 In a similar vein, and in
keeping with the spirit of King Henry’s remarks, Douglass also asserts
that among his affiliates there was “no elevating one at the expense of the
other.” In contrast to his ruler-centered vision of Garrisonian, abolition-
ist politics, which he figures as revolving around the directives of a sub-
lime “hero,” a “Moses raised up by God, to deliver his modern Israel
from Bondage,” Douglass portrays plantation politics as an enterprise of
equals driven by a shared and discursively expressed concern to free
the world of “tyrants and oppressors.”85 Neither Douglass nor any of
his collaborators command their cabal, though Douglass, to be sure, is
the “instigator”—the leader-as-initiative-taker rather than the leader-as-
ruler—who spurs his fellows to meet, to deliberate, and to join him in
planning the plot to run away.86 And neither, finally, do they aspire to
govern the actions of other slaves, as if they saw their band as forming an
elite, a “talented tenth” that had been “raised up” to direct the uncalled
along the path to freedom. The plantation politics that Douglass and his
co-conspirators practice is the politics of a few (of six individuals) who
pledge themselves to one another, not a politics geared to ruling the
many.87

Political Race Consciousness without Political Expressivism

By highlighting the affiliation- and consent-based character of plantation
politics, Douglass lets us see that African American politics need not be
the expression of an antecedently given, kinship and descent-based iden-
tity that the participants have in common. Indeed, he suggests that Afri-
can American politics is possible where no such identity exists. Douglass
similarly implies that African American politics is possible absent the
existence of a black, biological, racial identity. If African American politi-
cal solidarity is a function of concerted speech, action, and mutual com-
mitment, then it does not require the existence of an antecedently given,
biologically defined racial identity any more than it requires the exis-
tence of an antecedently given, biologically defined, kinship identity. In
Douglass’s view, politics, not biology, dictates the common purposes and
causes that generate and sustain political solidarity. African American
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politics, not African American biology, forges the purposes of African
American politics.88

Notice that Douglass’s refusal to biologize black politics did not re-
quire that he repudiate romantic political expressivism. Thus, without
pain of contradiction, Douglass could well have rejected a biological con-
ception of African American politics, yet like Du Bois still sought to
ground that politics in a spiritual-cultural conception of black racial
identity. But Douglass declined to take this turn. To be precise, he de-
clined to endorse the expressivist thesis that, to be effective and legiti-
mate, black politics must avow and embody a racially specific and collec-
tively shared spiritual or cultural orientation that antecedently unites all
black Americans. That the Douglass of Bondage has no truck with politi-
cal expressivism, thus understood, is evident in his portrait of Sandy
Jenkins, one of his fellow slaves. After Douglass complains of Covey to
Master Thomas, he returns to Covey’s farm and encounters Sandy along
the way. Responding to Douglass’s tale of woe, Sandy, “a genuine Afri-
can,” gives him a root (an herb) “possessing all the powers required for
. . . [his] protection.”89 A little later in his narrative, Douglass reports that
he suspected that Sandy was the member of his band of brothers who be-
trayed the plot to escape.90 Douglass’s refusal of political expressivism is
implicit, I shall argue, in his presentation of his involvement with Sandy,
and with what one critic describes as his “black heritage.”91

To be sure, Douglass raises doubts as to whether the “authentic Afri-
can experience” that Sandy represents defines a cultural identity that he
can claim as his own.92 Sandy tells Douglass that, with the root about his
person, no white man could whip him. In effect, he maintains that the
root will enable Douglass, or any slave, to thwart whites’ efforts to whip
him—as if to suggest that all blacks can count on African root and divi-
nation practices as a cultural resource. Douglass, however, reports that
he has “no name” for Sandy’s system of belief and that he has put Sandy’s
thoughts in his “own language,” not in Sandy’s. He also gives an explic-
itly Christian interpretation of Sandy’s divination practices, calling them
“dealings with the devil” but allowing too that they could express “the
hand of the Lord.”93 In general, then, Douglass represents Sandy’s divi-
nation practices as elements of a foreign culture that he cannot grasp in
its own terms (hence he is driven to a “Christianizing” interpretation of
those practices). Still, when he later describes his reaction to Covey’s at-
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tack (the fight begins when Covey tackles Douglass), Douglass writes, “I
now forgot my roots, and remembered my pledge to stand up in my
own defense.”94 Here, by italicizing and playing on the word “roots,”
Douglass recalls his reader to Sandy’s belief in roots. And by relying on
the phrase “my roots,” he effectively intimates that, notwithstanding his
earlier expressed skepticism, he retains some ties to Sandy’s culture and
spirituality. Note, however, that Douglass likewise claims that he forgot
those ties when he began to fight Covey, but that he was not thereby
left bereft of the solidarity of other slaves. When Covey demands that
Bill and Caroline help him subdue Douglass, both slaves refuse, leading
Douglass later to proclaim that “we [Douglass, Bill, and Caroline] were
all in open rebellion, that morning.”95 As he later tells the tale, Bill and
Caroline entered into solidarity with him, choosing to embrace his cause
(to defend himself against Covey) as their own. Douglass wins his fight
with Covey, due in part to the aid of other slaves who, on his account,
were not supporting a cause that expressed an antecedently formed and
racially specific spiritual or cultural orientation, but a purpose that he re-
members just as he forgets that he is tied to other slaves through some
such common orientation. Here, then, Douglass implicitly denies that the
efficacy of collective black political action in fighting racial oppression
requires that the agents of that action acknowledge and express a previ-
ously established and distinctively black spiritual or cultural identity that
unites them.96

It may go without saying that Douglass’s description of Sandy’s role in
his life also discredits the thesis that avowing and embodying such an
identity is essential to the legitimacy of black political action. For if
Sandy is a figure for black political agency that reflects a peculiarly black
spiritual ethos, then depicting him as a traitor suggests that the expres-
sion of some such ethos, far from helping to legitimize black political ac-
tion, could spell its illegitimacy. But the language of “legitimacy” and “il-
legitimacy” may be out of place here, because, and perhaps for good
reason, it is not the language that Douglass uses. The discourse of legiti-
macy, I suggest, is closely and inextricably tied to a ruler-centered con-
ception of politics.97 Thus the shift to an action-in-concert conception
may call for an alternative language for holding political actors account-
able for what they do. And that language, Douglass suggests, is the lan-
guage of fidelity and infidelity, of faithfulness and betrayal. For Douglass,
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then, holding Sandy accountable for his actions would be a matter of
maintaining that he had betrayed his promises and pledges to his fellows,
not of asserting that his actions had failed to satisfy some criterion of le-
gitimate rule. Put otherwise, he suggests that Sandy is answerable not for
a precept he issued—for the band of brothers never “elevated” its mem-
bers to the status of ruler, or commander—but for the deeds through
which he, Sandy, avowed or disavowed his commitments to others. What
validates and lends authority to a deed, Douglass implies, is its fidelity to
such commitments, not its racial authenticity.98

Although I have been arguing that Douglass refuses political expres-
sivism in his depiction of plantation politics, I do not take him to deny
that African American politics can and sometimes should be a race-
conscious enterprise that attributes significance to being black. Consider,
for example, that when he and his cohort decide to keep their Freeland-
plantation Sabbath school secret from whites—seeking help from a free
colored man and not, as before, from a pious white man—they judge that
black slaves and nonslaves can be trusted more than anyone classified
as white. The condition of being black (of counting as black) has a sa-
lient significance for Douglass and his band, not because they derive their
political purposes from that condition, but because those purposes—for
example, resistance to slaveholder tyranny—and past experiences (the
breakup of the Sabbath school at St. Michaels) prompt them to believe
that reliability matters and that blacks are more reliable than whites.99

As Douglass describes it, African American plantation politics gener-
ated a race-conscious political solidarity because he and his fellow con-
spirators believed that the purposes around which they affiliated de-
manded the formation of a racially exclusive political cohort.100 It is
obvious, moreover, that they could have committed themselves to pur-
poses contrary to the ones they did in fact endorse—for example, they
might have decided not to resist slaveholder tyranny but to support it,
perhaps on the grounds that the enslavement of blacks is God’s will. In-
deed, we can imagine a group of slaves, having fallen prey to what
Douglass calls “the “slaveholding priestcraft,” acting in concert to rein-
force God’s will by thwarting the likes of the band of brothers. For such
men, being black would not mean being more reliable than whites but
being subject to God’s disfavor.101

Extrapolating, then, from the particulars of Douglass’s narrative, I
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wish to suggest that, as he portrays it, consent- and affiliation-based Afri-
can American politics can in principle take many directions, with each
related to a different interpretation of the condition of being black. In ef-
fect, Douglass invites the thought that there can exist multiple and heter-
ogeneous forms of race-conscious African American political solidarity
characterized by diverse purposes and diverse understandings of the sig-
nificance of that condition. As in Bonnie Honig’s recent feminist reading
of Hannah Arendt, the key idea here is that politics, rather than deriving
from one identity, may produce many identities. For Honig,

Arendt’s politics is agonistic because it always resists the attrac-
tions of expressivism, for the sake of her view of . . . identity as a
performative production . . . The strategy here is to proliferate dif-
ference . . . and the result might be the empowering discovery or
insistence that there are . . . many ways to do one’s gender. The ho-
mogenizing impulse of some (so-called) private identities would be
weakened and that would allow for greater differentiation and
contestability within the frame of these “identities” themselves.102

In a similar vein, Douglass’s view of plantation politics allows that there
may be multiple and mutually contestable ways of “doing” or “forging”
race-conscious black solidarities. Resisting the attractions of political
expressivism, which for the sake of political efficacy and legitimacy se-
cures the purposes of black politics by appeal to an antecedently formed
black spiritual or cultural identity, Douglass spurs us to regard black pol-
itics as the interplay of conflicting purposes and conflicting interpreta-
tions of the condition of being black.103

Radical Reconstruction versus Assimilation

A central aim of the present chapter is to highlight several features of
Douglass’s political thought that distinguish it from the politics of ex-
pressive self-realization. Thus far, I have focused on two of those fea-
tures: namely, Douglass’s non-ruler-centered depiction of plantation poli-
tics and his rejection of political expressivism. A third feature is what I
have described as his radical reconstructionism.

As we have seen, Du Bois adapts some basic elements of Gustav
Schmoller’s social theory to argue that African American politics should
attempt to solve the “Negro Problem”; that is, to bring African American
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life into conformity with the norms characteristic of America’s basic so-
cial arrangements—which for Du Bois means the economic, moral, and
perhaps aesthetic norms of modernity. In a nutshell, Du Bois holds that
African American politics should aim to assimilate and normalize the
black masses. But the aim of radical reconstruction is not the elimina-
tion of deviance; rather it is to reconstitute practices of citizenship and
thereby to refound the American nation. With its emphasis on norma-
tive integration, Du Bois’s politics of self-realization tends to prefigure
a prominent strand of modern, American sociology that defines social
“problems” and “disorganization” in terms of “deviation from norms,”
a theme that is still evident in the sociology of the black underclass.104 In
contrast to this tendency, Douglass’s politics of radical reconstruction,
which knows nothing of the sociology of the late nineteenth or twentieth
centuries, more often appears to belong to a tradition of Roman and re-
publican political theory.105

I have argued that Douglass presents the Covey fight as the beginning
of a revolution (as a declaration of independence) that aims to reconsti-
tute the American nation. Douglass presents his plantation politics as
continuing that revolution when, after describing his insurgent band of
brothers, he proclaims that the “slaveholder . . . the every hour violator
of the just and inalienable rights of man . . . never lisps a syllable in com-
mendation of the fathers of this republic . . . without inviting the knife to
his own throat and asserting the rights of rebellion for his slaves.” With
these incendiary remarks, Douglass suggests that, in acting to assert their
rights of rebellion, he and his fellow conspirators imitated the founding
fathers. In other words, he suggests that they aspired to keep faith with
the work of the founders (the men he also calls “the heroes of the revolu-
tion”), which was to establish a republic that respected “the just and in-
alienable rights of man.”106 By invoking the language of the Declaration
of Independence (“inalienable rights”), Douglass implies that the seminal
act of the founders was to commit themselves to the principles enshrined
in the Declaration. In addition, he implies that this act fell short of the
founders’ wishes, for the reign of the slaveholder shows that that the na-
tion it established no longer erects itself on and respects those principles.
Douglass and his band emulate the founders by undertaking to refound
the nation—that is, by performing insurgent acts (such as preparing to
escape from Freeland’s plantation) that reenact the founders’ founding
commitment to the principles of the Declaration, hoping thus to further
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the cause of transforming America into a nation that respects those prin-
ciples.107

In his famous speech of July 5, 1852, excerpts of which he includes
in Bondage, Douglass had already called for social reform that would
echo the deeds of the founding fathers.108 America, he says, is young
and still “impressible.” Indeed, “there is consolation that American is
young,” for “great streams are not easily turned from their channels.”
According to Douglass, youthful America’s identity as a nation is avail-
able to be reformed. Here he charges the task of national reform to the
(white) “sons” of the founding fathers: “Your fathers have lived, died,
and have done their work, and have done much of it well. You live and
must die, and you must do your work. You have no right to enjoy a
child’s share in the labor of your fathers, unless your children are to be
blest by your labors.” For Douglass, the work of the sons is to finish the
work the fathers began—the work of founding a nation that respects the
principles of the Declaration of Independence. “The principles contained
in that instrument,” he insists, “are saving principles.” “Stand by those
principles, be true to them on all occasions,” he advises. Later in the
speech Douglass suggests that the sons have forsaken these principles and
that like the descendents of Abraham, who forsook Abraham’s “faith
and spirit,” they have “repudiated the deeds” of their fathers: “Washing-
ton could not die till he had broken the chains of his slaves. Yet his mon-
ument is built up by the price of human blood, and the traders in the bod-
ies and souls of men shout—’We have Washington as our father.’” It is
no surprise, then, that Douglass finally denounces the sons’ jubilee cele-
bration as “mere bombast, fraud, deception, impiety, and hypocrisy,” im-
plying that their professed commitment to the ideals enshrined in the
nation’s founding document is insincere. In Douglass’s view, there is a
contradiction between the principles that the sons of the fathers purport
to endorse—the principles of the Declaration—and the principles they do
endorse. His main evidence for this contradiction is the “guilty practices”
of slavery, which suggest that the principles of the Declaration mean
nothing to the country’s white citizenry, national anniversary celebra-
tions notwithstanding: “Fellow citizens! I will not enlarge further on
your national inconsistencies. The existence of slavery in this country
brands your republicanism as a sham, your humanity as a base pretence,
and your Christianity as a lie.”109

I can summarize my reading of Douglass’s July 5 speech by remarking
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that it relies on a narrative of decline.110 Considering the present in the
perspective of the past, Douglass describes the present as “degenerate
times.” The past to which he contrasts the present is marked by the
“solid manhood” of the founders for whom nothing was “settled” that
was not right: “With them, justice, liberty and humanity were ‘final;’ not
slavery and oppression.” Contemporary America is false to the past,
Douglass argues, for while the founders unaffectedly embraced principles
that opposed slavery (a controversial claim, to be sure)—even penning
these principles into the Declaration and Constitution—their heirs, their
deceptive and hypocritical sons, only pretend (profess) to embrace such
principles.111 And while Douglass has exhorted the sons to “cling” to
the Fourth of July, and to “cling” to its principles, he admits that they
“cling” instead to the existence of slavery, “as if it were the sheet anchor
of all [their] hopes.” In his July 5 speech, Douglass envisions American
history as the tale of a fall from grace: that is, as a decline from the time
of the founding acts (the Declaration, the adoption of the Constitution)
through which American leaders committed themselves to principles and
purposes that opposed slavery—intending therein to found a nation that
respected these principles—to the time of the speech, when the sons of
the fathers harbor no commitment to these principles and purposes. In
the main body of Bondage, Douglass presents the nation’s black sons,
men the July 5 speech describes as not sharing in the “inheritance of . . .
liberty” bequeathed by the fathers, as imitating those heroes and as act-
ing to refound the nation. In the July 5 speech, he calls on the nation’s
white sons to do the same—that is, to reenact their fathers’ founding
commitment to the principles of the Declaration (and thus to establish a
nation without slavery)—even as he berates them for not having kept
faith with that commitment.112

According to Hannah Arendt, the ancient Romans conceptualized
acts of political innovation as acts of refounding the old institutions.
Thus she writes that “all decisive political changes in the course of Ro-
man history were reconstitutions, namely, reforms of the old institutions
and the retrievance of the original act of foundation.”113 For the Romans,
Arendt suggests, acts that radically transformed Roman institutions were
deeds that reenacted and so revived the original act of founding Rome.
Douglass develops a similar notion of political innovation based on the
idea that the “original act” that founded the American nation was the
founding fathers’ committing themselves to the principles embodied in
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the Declaration. For Douglass, acts that could advance a radical recon-
struction of American institutions—for example, the rebellious acts his
band of brothers performs and the revolutionary acts he wishes the na-
tion’s white sons to undertake—were deeds that aimed to refound the
American Republic by reenacting the founding fathers’ founding com-
mitment to those principles. Like the Romans, Douglass interprets the
path to radical political change—to change that would rid America of the
“venomous creature” that is slavery—as the path of reestablishing the
Republic on the founding principles that the white sons of the founders
have repudiated.114 In sum, and reminiscent of Cicero and other writers
in the tradition of republican political theory, he suggests that the decline
of the Republic is due to the moral failing of its sons, and that the resto-
ration of the Republic will require their moral transformation.115

To begin to appreciate fully the nonassimilationist implications of
Douglass’s radical reconstructionism, we may recall Du Bois’s suggestion
that there was a “flat contradiction” between southern whites’ color
prejudice, which helped to perpetuate the color line, and their “beliefs
and professions,” which expressed a commitment to the ideals evident
in the “caste-levelling precepts of Christianity” and in the principle of
“equality of opportunity for all men.”116 As I have argued in previous
chapters, the early, Schmoller-inspired Du Bois was an anomaly theorist
who both took the practice of racial prejudice to be extrinsically related
to the prevailing “group” ideals and norms constituting modern Ameri-
can society, and hoped to realize those ideals through (in part) a politics
of self-assertion (one prong of the politics of self-realization) that com-
bated racial prejudice with the aim, ultimately, of assimilating African-
American life to group norms. For Du Bois the core ideals were both pro-
fessed and believed, which is to say that he declined to interpret the con-
tradiction between the ideals and the practice of prejudice as an indica-
tion of hypocrisy. In this respect, Du Bois’s thinking prefigured that of
Gunnar Myrdal, who similarly declined to interpret the clash between
the American creed and the practice of racism as a form of hypocrisy.
Americans, Myrdal insisted, were truly committed to the creed: it was a
“living reality” and a “living actuality” that they did not merely pro-
fess.117 Like Du Bois, Myrdal was an anomaly theorist whose political
prescriptions were geared to eliminate deviant practices through the pro-
motion of widely and sincerely professed ideals.118

In the July 5 speech, Douglass writes neither as an anomaly theorist,
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nor as an assimilationist (in Du Bois’s sense), for unlike Du Bois and
Myrdal he does not propose to bring group practices into conformity
with norms of behavior or development corresponding to prevailing
group ideals.119 In Douglass’s view, such a proposal would have been in
error, because the prevailing ideals were proslavery. In short, whether or
not one agrees with Douglass that the founding fathers meant to found a
nation wherein slavery had no place, it is critical to see that, formally
speaking, his July 5 argument for reconstructing the American polity in-
voked the antislavery ideals to which he insists the founders were com-
mitted as a counterpoint to the prevailing, proslavery ideals of his hypo-
critical, insincere contemporaries.

In contrast to Du Bois and Myrdal, Douglass promotes a politics
predicated on ideals that have ceased to be a living reality in the hearts
and minds of the nation’s white citizens. By recalling for those citizens
the antislavery commitments of the founders, he hopes radically to trans-
form their hearts and minds—thus, ultimately, to enlist them in the revo-
lutionary project of refounding the American nation by renewing those
commitments; or, more exactly, the project of reconstituting the nation’s
prevailing group ideals by embracing the founders’ ideals as their ideals.
Were that project to have been fulfilled, it then would have made sense to
demand that the nation’s practices be brought into conformity with the
norms corresponding to its prevailing ideals—but not otherwise.120 For
Douglass, the narrative of American history is the story of an ongoing
contest between divergent ideals and commitments. The politics of radi-
cal reconstruction is the politics of contesting and displacing those pre-
vailing ideals and commitments that signal the decay and decline of the
Republic.121

In chapter 4 of Bondage, Douglass writes,

Public opinion in such a quarter [the slave plantation] is not likely
to be very efficient in protecting the slave from cruelty. On the con-
trary, it must increase and intensify his wrongs. Public opinion sel-
dom differs very widely from public practice. To be a restraint
upon cruelty and vice, public opinion must emanate from a hu-
mane and virtuous community.122

Suggesting here that prevailing practices tend to track prevailing opin-
ion, ideals, and the like, Douglass, I propose, prefigured Ralph Ellison’s
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view that citizenship is a fabric of habits—of practices informed by opin-
ions and beliefs and governed by norms—and that the elimination of
racial subordination required the reconstitution of that fabric (here, as
in the introduction, I follow Danielle Allen’s reading of Ellison).123 Writ-
ing in the early 1850s, Douglass sensed that satisfying the prevailing
proslavery opinion and ideals of the white sons would entail the perpetu-
ation of both the white sons’ practices of domination, complicity with
domination, and hypocrisy; and the enslaved black sons’ subjection to a
system of domination that worked to reduce man to a level with the
brute—that is, that assimilated black bondsmen to the norms of brutish
behavior. For Douglass, the reconstruction of the nation required the
reconstitution of the opinion, ideals, and practices constituting and in-
trinsic to the identity of the nation in its fall from grace. And for
Douglass, as for Ellison, this meant transforming the habits of both the
oppressors and the oppressed. Assimilating black behavior to the prac-
tices of domination, complicity with domination, and so on would no
more reconstruct the nation than would assimilating black behavior to
the behavior of brutes, for a nation of black and white masters and hypo-
crites would no more reflect the founding fathers’ commitments than a
nation of white masters and hypocrites. To reconstruct the nation and re-
store the Republic, the enslaved black sons must repudiate the coerced
habits of brute-like behavior and, imitating the fathers, declare their in-
dependence and rights to rebellion.124 Similarly, to reconstruct the nation
and restore the Republic, the white sons must repudiate their habits
of domination, complicity, and hypocrisy, and, imitating the fathers,
commit or recommit themselves to the Declaration’s ideals. In Douglass’s
gendered, revolutionary imagination, the black sons and the white sons
must conspire together to refound, reconstruct, and reconstitute the
American nation.125

Second Declaration of Independence,
Extra-Plantation Politics

It is well known that Douglass began to affiliate with William Lloyd Gar-
rison just a few years after he escaped slavery. Here, I do not rehearse the
story of his extensive activities as speaker for Garrison’s organization.
Rather I concentrate on one of the accounts he gives of his break with
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Garrison. Douglass only completes that break in 1850–1851, when he
announces his rejection of the theory that the Constitution is a proslavery
document. In Bondage, however, he suggests that he had declared his
independence from Garrison and his tutelage years earlier. Unifying
Douglass’s story is the proposition that texts, written and spoken, lend
themselves to conflicting interpretations. Douglass introduces this propo-
sition when discussing slave masters’ opposition to teaching slaves to
read. Thus he sets the stage for suggesting an important analogy between
his treatment as a slave and his treatment by the white leaders of Garri-
son’s movement.

When recounting the breakup of the St. Michaels Sabbath schools,
Douglass seems to endorse a Protestant approach to biblical herme-
neutics:

These Christian class leaders were . . . consistent. They had settled
the question, that slavery is right, and, by that standard, they de-
termined that Sabbath schools are wrong. To be sure, they were
Protestant, and held to the great Protestant right of every man to
“search the scriptures” for himself; but, then, to all general rules,
there are exceptions. How convenient! What crimes, may not be
committed under the doctrine of the last remark.126

In the course of his later transactions with the Garrisonians, Douglass
secularizes the Protestant approach to biblical interpretation. Specifically,
he applies that approach to the problem of interpreting the text of his
life. Douglass reports that when stumping for Garrison, Garrison would
speak after Douglass, taking Douglass “as his text.” Coming just a cou-
ple of pages after he describes Garrison as a man “raised up by God,”
who took the Bible as “his text book,” Douglass’s claim that he served
Garrison as a text emphasizes the continuity between Garrison’s appeal
to the Bible and his appeal to Douglass—or, more precisely, to the text
Douglass produced by narrating his life as a slave.127 The problem that
arises here is the one that arose at St. Michaels. Notwithstanding their
professed Protestantism, the masters at St. Michaels behaved as if they
were priests who alone enjoyed the authority to interpret the meaning
of scripture. Similarly, the Garrisonians behaved toward Douglass as if
they alone enjoyed the authority to interpret the meaning of his narrative
of his life as a slave. “Give us the facts,” the Garrisonians tell Douglass;
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“we will take care of the philosophy.”128 Douglass responded to this de-
mand by declaring his independence from the hermeneutical authority of
Garrisonian abolitionism:

Just here there arose some embarrassment. It was impossible for
me to repeat the same old story month after month, and to keep up
my interest in it . . . “Tell your story, Frederick,” would whisper
my then revered friend, William Lloyd Garrison . . . I could not al-
ways obey, for I was now reading and thinking. New views of the
subject were presented to my mind. It did not entirely satisfy me to
narrate wrongs; I felt like denouncing them. I could not always
curb my moral indignation for the perpetrators of slaveholding vil-
lainy, long enough for a circumstantial statement of the facts which
I felt almost everybody must know. Besides, I was growing, and
needed room. “People won’t believe you ever was a slave, Freder-
ick, if you keep on this way,” said Friend Foster. “Be yourself,”
said Collins, “and tell your story.” It was said to me, “Better have
a little of the plantation manner of speech than not; ‘tis not best
that you seem too learned.” These excellent friends were actuated
by the best of motives, and were not altogether wrong in their ad-
vice; and still I must speak just the word that seemed to me the
word to be spoken by me.129

When Douglass became a Garrisonian, he revered Garrison and fell prey
to a “slavish” adoration of the members of Garrison’s cohort.130 And
as we have seen, he later depicts Garrison’s politics as ruler-centered—
that is, as revolving around his revered friend’s directives. In keeping
with this depiction, Douglass now presents Garrison as dictating the
“story” Douglass should tell, and as expecting that Douglass summarily
“obey” his commands. In addition, Douglass suggests that the white
members of Garrison’s cohort dominated his activity as a public speaker
and storyteller, exercising a power arbitrarily to interfere with—to censor
and shape—his speech. They possessed a power of arbitrary interference,
he implies, for they controlled his speech without taking into account his
opinion of the words he would speak. Douglass declares his indepen-
dence from the hermeneutical authority of the Garrisonian abolitionists
by proclaiming that henceforth he will not submit to their rule and so
permit them to dominate his speech; regardless of their judgment of the
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word he intends to speak, he will speak the word that seems to him to be
the word to be spoken by him.131 Douglass will not only narrate his story;
he will issue philosophical and moral interpretations of it, for he is no
less entitled than the Garrisonians to search the scripture of his life for
meaning.

Douglass’s declaration of independence paves the way for an extra-
plantation politics of black print journalism, a politics that he initiates
when he founds his newspaper, the North Star. In Bondage, this politics
comes into view as a practice of freedom: to wit, as a practice of collec-
tive action and speech that is not subject to the domination of the
Garrisonian abolitionists. Like his plantation politics, the nondominated,
extra-plantation journalistic politics in which he joins with other free
blacks illustrates a form of black political agency that is not captured by
the politics-as-rule model exemplified by Garrison and later favored by
Du Bois; is race-conscious though not expressivist; and is geared to the
project of radical reconstruction.

Reconstructionist, Race-Conscious Politics without Rule—Again!

By establishing an exclusively black newspaper “devoted to the interests
of [his] enslaved and oppressed people,” Douglass tried to advance the
adoption of “abolition principles” by the citizens of the United States.
Specifically, he argued that the low estimate of the “negro, as a man” had
hindered the adoption of these principles, and that the creation of a good
black paper would help to alter this estimate by showing black people’s
“capacity for a more exalted civilization than slavery and prejudice had
assigned to them.”132 When Douglass recounts his role as an instigator
on Mr. Freeland’s plantation, he remarks that “here began my public
speaking.”133 When he recounts his establishment of a black newspaper,
he shows himself to be continuing his public career by instituting a public
forum that he and other free blacks can collectively deploy to combat ra-
cial oppression. Declining as before (as in his portrait of plantation poli-
tics) to adopt a rule- and ruler-centered notion of black politics, Douglass’s
representation of his extra-plantation, journalistic politics pivots around
the idea of public discourse and, avant la lettre, the notion of a black
“counterpublic.” It is worth noting, moreover, that Douglass initially in-
vokes these concepts in the “Editor’s Preface” to Bondage, most immedi-
ately to justify his decision to write Bondage but implicitly with the more
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general aim of justifying the public sphere-centered politics to which
both the North Star and Bondage contribute:

Dear Friend: I have long entertained, as you very well know, a
somewhat positive repugnance to writing or speaking anything
for the public, which could, with any degree of plausibility, make
me liable to the imputation of seeking personal notoriety, for its
own sake. Entertaining that feeling very sincerely . . . I have often
refused to narrate my personal experience in public anti-slavery
meetings . . . In my letters and speeches, I have generally aimed to
discuss the question of Slavery in the light of fundamental princi-
ples, and upon facts, notorious and open to all . . . I have never
placed my opposition to slavery on a basis as narrow as my own
enslavement . . . I have also felt that it was best for those having
histories worth the writing . . . to commit such work to hands
other than their own. To write of one’s self, in such a manner as
not to incur the imputation of weakness, vanity, and egotism, is a
work within the ability of but a few . . .

These considerations caused me to hesitate, when first you kindly
urged me to prepare for publication a full account of my life as a
slave, and my life as a freeman.

Nevertheless, I see, with you, many reasons for regarding my au-
tobiography as exceptional in its character, and as being, in some
sense, naturally beyond those reproaches which honorable and
sensitive minds dislike to incur. It is not to illustrate the heroic
achievement of a man, but to vindicate a just and beneficient prin-
ciple . . . by letting in the light of truth upon a system, esteemed by
some as a blessing, and by others as a curse and a crime. I agree
with you, that this system is now at the bar of public opinion . . .
Any facts . . . calculated to enlighten the public mind, by revealing
the true nature, character and tendency of the slave system, are in
order . . .

I see, too, that there are special reasons why I should write my
own biography, in preference to employing another to do it. Not
only is slavery on trial, but . . . the enslaved people are also on
trial. It is alleged that they are naturally inferior; that they are so
low in the scale of humanity, and so utterly stupid, that they are
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unconscious of their wrongs, and do not apprehend their rights.
Looking, then, at your request, from this stand-point, and wishing
everything of which you think me capable to go to the benefit of
my afflicted people, I part with my doubts and hesitation, and pro-
ceed to furnish you the desired manuscript; hoping that you may
be able to make such arrangements for its publication as shall be
best adapted to accomplish that good which you so enthusiasti-
cally anticipate.134

In The Letters of the Republic, Michael Warner argues that in eigh-
teenth-century America the print ideology shaping the public sphere
“valorized the general above the personal and construed the opposition
between the two in the republican terms of virtue and interest.”135 Ac-
cording to Warner, republican print ideology saw print as the proper
medium for public discourse, which it conceptualized as the rational,
general, and impersonal expression of civic virtue. In short, it held that
printed, public discourse should detach itself from private interest and
concentrate on the common good. For Benjamin Franklin, Warner’s ideal
example of the republican “citizen-in-print,” achieving this aim meant
freeing public discourse from the “localization of the personal, the
bodily, the corruptible.”136

Douglass begins his “Editor’s Preface” by relying on this rhetoric of
republican print ideology. Adverting to the distinctions between writing
(and speaking) for the public and seeking personal notoriety; between
public meetings and personal experience; and between committing his
story to others and risking the imputation of weakness, vanity, and ego-
tism, he characterizes public discourse in terms that starkly oppose what
is public and impartial to what is personal and corrupt. Douglass has
hesitated to write his story because the genre of autobiography threatens
to contaminate public discourse with personal vice. Were someone else to
tell his tale, he implies—and here, it seems, he has in mind someone
white—it would be possible to enlighten the public mind, influence pub-
lic opinion, and still avoid that threat. Yet Douglass finally decides to tell
his own tale, for enlightening the public entails more than an impartial
description of the true nature of slavery. Specifically, it requires a demon-
stration of black people’s humanity, of their awareness of their rights,
and so on. Absent some such demonstration, a putatively virtuous public
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discourse that supposedly targets the common good is destined to convict
black people of stupidity and inferiority. Douglass must write his own
story to correct public discourse, but the narrative he presents will not re-
flect his personal interests. Rather he will write with an eye to the circum-
stances of black people generally, aspiring to a voice that is more general
and impersonal than a personal voice, but less general and impersonal
than public discourse is ordinarily. Speaking as if on behalf of a “black
public,” he will produce a public discourse about the common good of
black people (slaves and free blacks included) that, through its very exis-
tence, criticizes the ruling public discourse, contesting its presumption of
black inferiority and its pretension to speak for the common good of all.
In effect, Douglass will project his voice as the agent of what contempo-
rary political theorists would call a “subaltern counterpublic,” a discur-
sive arena wherein the members of a subordinated social group “invent
and circulate counter-discourses, which in turn permit them to formulate
oppositional interpretations of their identities, interests, and needs”—
that is, interpretations that disrupt and challenge the interpretations ad-
vanced in “official public spheres.”137

Douglass’s argument for creating a black newspaper parallels his
argument for writing his autobiography. In short, he defends both proj-
ects by appealing to their probable efficacy as means for countering
the low estimation of blacks in the public mind. In his “Editor’s Preface,”
Douglass conceptualizes the possibility of a subaltern, black counter-
public and represents Bondage as an attempt to shape a black counter-
public discourse. Near the end of his book, he represents his newspaper
as the institutional embodiment of what he has conceptualized:

My friends in England had resolved to raise a given sum to pur-
chase for me a press and printing materials; and I already saw my-
self wielding my pen, as well as my voice, in the great work of ren-
ovating the public mind, and building up a public sentiment which
should, at least, send slavery and oppression to the grave, and to
restore to “liberty and the pursuit of happiness” the people with
whom I suffered, both as a slave and as a freeman.138

At a time when “there was not, in the United States, a single newspa-
per regularly published by the colored people,” Douglass took the initia-
tive to put “in the hands of persons of the despised race” a public forum
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in the form of a “tolerably well conducted press”—a vehicle for those
persons to call out “the mental energies of the race,” to make themselves
acquainted with their “latent powers,” and to enkindle “the hope that
for them there is a future.”139 Depicting himself as resolving to collabo-
rate with other freedmen to establish a collectively run black newspaper,
he brings to a head his portrait of his political involvements with free
blacks, which began when he participated in the debates of the East
Baltimore Mental Improvement Society, and continued when he attended
the public meetings of the colored people of New Bedford. Like his de-
scription of his plantation politics, Douglass’s treatment of his extra-
plantation politics imagines blacks acting and speaking in concert: to im-
prove themselves, to pass and advance “resolutions,” and to renovate the
“public mind” of a wider public beyond their subaltern group.140 And
while Douglass represents extra-plantation black politics as a race-con-
scious enterprise—that is, as an undertaking that is characteristically
shaped by one or another view of the stakes and, more generally, the sig-
nificance of being black—he never implies that its efficacy or legitimacy
depends on the expression of a collective spiritual or cultural identity.

As we have seen, Douglass supposes that prevailing practices track
predominant public opinion and ideals. And that supposition, I suggest,
explains his interest in forming a black counterpublic to renovate the pre-
vailing public mind. Douglass expects that a renovation of the white
American public mind will help to engender new political practices and,
ultimately, a radical transformation of the fabric of political habits con-
stituting the nation in its fall from grace. In the closing pages of Bondage,
Douglass recalls that he has used his newspaper to reshape the public
mind on the matter of constitutional interpretation. Having repudiated
the authority of Garrisonian hermeneutics as it applies to the text of his
life, he also repudiates it as it applies to the text of the Constitution.141

Declaring a politically “protestant” theory of constitutional interpreta-
tion, he insists that “every citizen has a right to form an opinion of the
constitution, and to propagate that opinion, and to use all honorable
means to make his opinion the prevailing one.”142 Douglass defends an
antislavery interpretation of the Constitution, hoping to make his inter-
pretation prevail and thus to persuade fellow citizens both to commit
themselves to the ideals he finds in the Constitution and to alter their
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practices accordingly. “All I ask of the American people,” he writes, is
“that they live up to the Constitution, adopt its principles, imbibe its
spirit and enforce its provisions.”143 For Douglass, then, the black
counterpublic’s battle over constitutional interpretation is part of a radi-
cal reconstructionist battle to reconstitute the nation: first, by reconsti-
tuting citizens’ prevailing interpretation (their public opinion) of the na-
tion’s constitution; and second, by urging them to bring their practices
into accord with that re-constituted interpretation.144

Conclusion: Douglass, Du Bois, and the Negro Problem

In this final section I consider Douglass’s speeches “The Negro Problem,”
delivered in 1890, and “Lessons of the Hour,” which he gave in 1894.145

Both speeches belong to the very same decade as Du Bois’s “The Study of
the Negro Problems” (1897), with “Lessons” coming fewer than ten
years before the publication of Souls (1903). Because the elder Douglass’s
republican and radical-reconstructionist discussions of the “Negro prob-
lem” are nearly contemporary to the young Du Bois’s writing on the
topic, they offer a valuable reference point for evaluating Du Bois’s as-
similationism.

A thesis central to America’s late nineteenth-century discourse about
the “Negro problem” was that the Negro is, as Douglass put it, a “dan-
gerous person.”146 In Souls, in the closing paragraphs of “Of the Sons of
Master and Man,” Du Bois responds to this thesis by contrasting the ar-
gument that southern whites adduce to support it with a counterargu-
ment that he himself elaborates. The argument of the southerners is “of
great strength,” he allows, but “not a whit stronger than the argument of
thinking Negroes.” Submitting that the social condition of the Negro is a
danger or, as Du Bois writes, a “menace,” southern whites cite the Ne-
gro’s “ignorance, shiftlessness, poverty, and crime” to justify the racial
prejudice wherewith they hold the Negro at arm’s length, thereby pre-
venting him from infringing on and “sweep[ing] away the culture of
[their] fathers [and] the hope of [their] children.” Although Du Bois be-
gins to counter this position with the recognition that “the condition of
our masses is bad,” he immediately adds that there is “adequate histori-
cal cause for this, and unmistakable evidence that no small number have,
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in spite of tremendous disadvantages, risen to the level of American civi-
lization.” Du Bois concludes his retort on a less defensive, more criti-
cal note:

When, by proscription and prejudice, these same Negroes [those
who have risen to the level of American civilization] are classed
with and treated like the lowest of their people, simply because
they are Negroes, such a policy not only discourages thrift and in-
telligence among black men but puts a direct premium on the very
things you complain of,—inefficiency and crime. Draw lines of
crime, of incompetency, of vice, as tightly and uncompromisingly
as you will, for all these things must be proscribed; but a color-line
not only does not accomplish this purpose, but thwarts it.147

Du Bois can resolve the conflict between the two arguments he pres-
ents because he interprets the discourse about the Negro problem and,
specifically, the danger (menace) thesis set forth by southern whites in
terms of the social theory he sketches in “The Study of the Negro Prob-
lems.” Each argument deserves the appreciation and sympathy of the
“other’s position,” because each holds a grain of truth. The behavior of
the black masses presents a danger to American civilization (to the cul-
ture of the fathers, and so forth), Du Bois implicitly admits, but it need
not do so, for it is possible and desirable to shape black lives to the norms
of American civilization. Thus the Negro must “realize more deeply than
he does at present the need of uplifting the masses of his people.” And
while white people may be justified in shunning incompetence, vice, and
the like, they must admit that not all blacks fall short of the norms of
civilization, and that treating all as if they do will effectively thwart all
attempts to transform the black masses into assimilated, civilized Ameri-
cans. Whites, then, must “realize more vividly than they have yet done
the deadening and disastrous effect of a color-prejudice that classes
Phillis Wheatley and Sam Hose in the same despised class.” For Du Bois,
color-related prejudice and the backward social condition of the black
masses “act as reciprocal cause and effect” such that “a change in neither
alone will bring the desired effect.”148 Applying the social-theoretical
framework of “The Study of the Negro Problems,” he argues, in fine,
that the danger the masses present can be eradicated through assimila-
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tion and that eradicating that danger requires a two-pronged attack on
the mutually reinforcing obstacles to assimilation.

In chapter 3 of Souls, Du Bois describes Washington’s politics as one
of compromise. Given the opportunity, Douglass, I conjecture, would
have similarly described the young Du Bois’s politics, arguing that Du
Bois conceded too much in requiring sympathy and appreciation for
the white southerner’s thesis that the Negro is a menace. According to
Douglass, the claim that the Negro presents a danger to society is a “red
herring,” a distraction that is nonetheless symptomatic of the “true prob-
lem,” which “is not the negro, but the nation.” And this true, national
problem, he insists, emanates from the dearth of civic virtue among the
southern, “white ruffians” whose persecution, lawlessness, and corrup-
tion of the ballot box express a “moral depravity” that dishonors the na-
tion. Assuming “to control the destiny of [the] Republic as well as the
destiny of the negro,” the very men “who led the nation in a dance of
blood” now attempt to turn back the clock, asking that the polity “undo
all that it did by the suppression of rebellion and in maintenance of the
Union.” Although the Negro poses no threat to the Union, the Union has
begun to endanger the Negro due to sectional reconciliation and the new
political power of the white southerner. Discourse to the effect that there
is a Negro problem hides the proper object of political concern, Douglass
proclaims, which is the moral integrity of the nation.149

“There is nothing the matter with the negro,” says Douglass, “he is all
right.”150 But there may well be something the matter with the nation, as
the elder Douglass no less than the Douglass of the 1850s is eager to pro-
claim:

But let me say again, the South neither really fears the ignorance of
the negro, nor the supremacy of the negro. It is not the ignorant
negro, but the intelligent North that it fears; not the supremacy of
a different race from itself, but the supremacy of the Republican
party. It is not the men who are emancipated but the people who
emancipated them that disturb its repose. In other words the trou-
ble is not racial but political. It is not the race and color of the
vote, but the type of civilization represented by the vote. Disguise
this as it may, the real thing that troubles the south is the Republi-
can party, its principles, and its ascendancy in the Southern States.
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When it talks of negro ignorance, and of negro supremacy, it
means this, and simply this, and only this.151

For Douglass, the thesis that the Negro is a danger misrepresents a com-
plaint about the nation as a complaint about the Negro. And the effect of
that misrepresentation, he suggests, is to disguise a question about the
type of civilization that should prevail in the United States—a political is-
sue—as a question about the Negro’s fitness for civilization per se, which
is a racial issue. Douglass meets southern discourse about the Negro
problem with a hermeneutics of suspicion that unmasks its pretended at-
tack on the Negro as an attack on the very principles (Republican party
principles) that have come to define the civilization of the nation in the
wake of the Civil War. Put otherwise, Douglass interprets that discourse
as an attempt to promote the re-constitution of the nation through the
disavowal of principles that he presents as res adjudicata—as having set-
tled the identity of the nation as a whole once and for all.152

From Douglass’s perspective, Du Bois concedes too much to the white
southerner because he takes the danger thesis too seriously. To be sure, he
responds critically to the thesis by proposing that the putative want of fit
between the Negro and American civilization is due as much to white
prejudice as it is to the backward social condition of the Negro. Still—
and this is the critical point—Du Bois pursues the southerner’s bait, run-
ning after his red herring, precisely to the extent that he assumes that
there is in fact a danger, a want of fit, that needs to be addressed. As I ar-
gue in Chapter 4, Du Bois too often neglects to question the validity of
norms adduced in the name of American civilization: to borrow the
words of a contemporary political theorist, he takes for granted “the un-
impeachable desirability [and] estimability” of norms of this sort.153 But
Douglass puts such norms into question, suggesting that any decision to
endorse them must await an interrogation as to whether they are norms
of tyranny—norms that help to rationalize and reinforce the “dominion
of whites [and] the . . . subjection of blacks”—or norms of republican
freedom.154 In short, he insists on the fundamental, political importance
of asking whether the type of civilization that the danger ideologues and
their sympathetic, appreciative interlocutors endorse and take for
granted is a type of civilization that merits endorsement in the first
place. From the standpoint of Douglass’s republican and radical re-
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constructionist political thought, the question of whether the principles
governing the polity are the right principles—whether they define appro-
priate standards of evaluation—must always take political priority over
questions as to whether a particular group constitutes a danger to those
principles or can be shaped to conform to them. And where these second-
ary questions do indeed obtain priority, it must immediately be suspected
that they have been invoked to obscure a political struggle over the gov-
erning principles. Given these imperatives, Douglass’s political thought
could never pivot around the problem of the masses.
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6

I N H E R I T I N G D U B O I S

A N D D O U G L A S S A F T E R J I M C R O W

The self-clarification (critical philosophy) of the struggles
and wishes of the age. This is a task for the world and for us.

Karl Marx to A. Ruge

The critique of what we are is at one and the same time the
historical analysis of the limits imposed on us and an experi-
ment with the possibility of going beyond them.

Michel Foucault, “What Is Enlightenment?”

Notwithstanding its origin in the age of Jim Crow, Du Bois’s early politi-
cal thought and Souls in particular exert considerable influence on post-
segregation African American political theory. In the present chapter, I
clarify the reach of that influence. Specifically, I consider a number of
contemporary theorists who position themselves with respect to the au-
thority still exercised by the political thought of the young Du Bois. Some
theorists quite self-consciously rely on that thought, while others, having
taken issue with it, remain committed to one or more of the propositions
that fundamentally frame it. Glancing backward from Souls, I similarly
bring Douglass’s Bondage into conversation with post-segregation politi-
cal thought in order better to conceptualize, critically evaluate, and build
on the work of post-segregation theorists who think beyond Du Bois—
that is, who think beyond the fundamental framework that he has be-
queathed to contemporary theory.1

I divide the present chapter into three parts, each of which considers
an important debate among post-segregation political theorists in light of
one of three questions I rely on to compare Du Bois and Douglass. Thus I
interpret the first debate, which concerns the very notion of black politi-
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cal agency, in the perspective of Du Bois’s conceptualization of black pol-
itics as a form of leadership. I interpret the second, which is about the re-
lation of black politics to black identity, with reference to the theme of
political expressivism. And I interpret the third debate, which pertains to
black poverty and the black underclass, in terms of the contrast between
anomaly and radical reconstructionist critiques of white supremacy.

Black Politics and Black Leadership

To my knowledge, the work of John Brown Childs represents the first
and conceptually clearest post-segregation effort to break with Du Bois’s
ruler-centered notion of African American politics. In his Leadership,
Conflict, and Cooperation in Afro-American Political Thought (1989),
Childs distinguishes two “concept(s) of political action,” which he de-
scribes as expressing two “fundamental world views within key areas of
black American social thought.” One, the “vanguard” concept, repre-
sents black politics as the few—a vanguard group—commanding the
many to bring their behavior into accord with the dictates of a “blue-
print,” or a “plan,” that prescribes “a complete mode of action and
thought.” The second, the “mutuality” concept, represents black politics
as human beings “acting with others,” or, more expansively, as mutu-
ally and cooperatively acting and interacting. As is perhaps obvious,
the distinction Childs draws between the vanguard idea that politics is
“giv[ing] orders” and the contrasting mutuality thesis that it is “coopera-
tive egalitarian action” corresponds to the distinction I have stressed
throughout this book between a rule- or ruler-centered conception of
politics and an action-in-concert conception. Childs aims to underline
and promote the mutuality/action-in-concert conception, for mutualistic
action “works unnoticed” and “suffers from obscurity” due to strong
“cultural tendencies to think in power-centered and competitive terms.”2

In Chapter 1, I noted that Du Bois in Dusk of Dawn represents his
early disagreement with Booker Washington as a contest between aris-
tocracy (the rule of the best) and oligarchy (the rule of the wealthy)—that
is, between two conflicting theories of the sort of rule to which the black
masses should be subject to advance black social progress. Thus Childs
echoes Du Bois himself when he stresses that “Washington and Du Bois
agreed on the need for a Vanguard group,” even if “they had quite differ-
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ent ideas regarding the membership of that group.”3 Childs’s attempt to
rescue the practice of mutuality from obscurity is equally an attempt to
recover for post-segregation African American political thought a notion
of black politics that Douglass brings to light in Bondage, and thereby to
challenge the view that the young Du Bois advances and that has tended
to dominate black political discourse in the aftermath of the Du Bois–
Washington debate.4 Douglass, however, is more helpful than Childs
in suggesting institutional terms for regarding black politics as blacks
speaking and acting in concert; in particular, he defends the idea (again
avant la lettre) of a subaltern black public sphere, a counter-public.

Joy James’s 1997 book Transcending the Talented Tenth is a second
serious attempt to break with Du Bois’s notion of black politics that
highlights his debt to the traditional view that politics is the practice of
rule. In a nutshell, James views the young Du Bois as a Platonic political
philosopher who attributes black political agency exclusively to the tal-
ented tenth—Du Bois’s version of the philosopher-king—and who identi-
fies that agency with the exercise of “(benevolent) leadership, or rule.”5

In Chapter 1, I argued that we should reject James’s thesis that, over the
course of his career, Du Bois’s intellectual development followed a path
from elitist blindness to anti-elitist insight. What interests me here, how-
ever, is her attempt to think beyond Du Bois’s concept of black politics—
or, as she would put it, to “transcend” his theory of the talented tenth.

Significantly, James invokes Childs. Yet she is less successful than
Childs in thinking beyond Du Bois, for she conflates her answer to the
question “Who should lead?” with her embrace of Childs’s mutuality
conception of black politics. For James, transcending the talented tenth
entails an endorsement of the political leadership and agency of progres-
sive, grassroots activists—that is, of “nonelite” working men and women
who advocate a progressive political agenda.6 Patricia Hill Collins and
bell hooks perpetuate Du Bois’s thinking on this account, because the
black feminism that they espouse promotes the political leadership of lib-
eral, female, academic intellectuals—a “female talented tenth”—at the
expense of the radical activism of “community-based black women.”7 It
is perhaps not surprising, then, that James’s representation of Childs’s
work gives no attention to his notion of “cooperative action” and con-
cludes with an allusion to “activist women’s stories and memoirs.”8 To
be clear, the problem here and elsewhere is not with James’s description
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of nonelite activists as “leaders” and “political agents.” Rather it is with
her failure to recognize that simply applying these predicates to nonelites
is not tantamount to proposing an alternative to the Platonic–Du Boisian
concept of leadership and political agency as rule. By confusing the one
thing with the other, James’s obscures both Childs’s theoretical achieve-
ment and her own attempt to break with the political theoretical thought
of the young Du Bois.9

In the years following the publication of Childs’s book, Adolph Reed’s
essay “The Jug and Its Content” (1999) has emerged as the most insight-
ful and influential critique we presently have of the Platonic–Du Boisian
notion of black politics. According to Reed, the idea that black politics is
the practice of racial custodianship has played a critical role in setting the
terms of “mainstream black political debate,” at least since the disen-
franchisement of southern blacks and the consolidation of Jim Crow led
to the transformation of black politics (to the establishment of petit
bourgeois hegemony in black politics) at the turn of the twentieth cen-
tury.10 “Racial custodianship” is Reed’s expression for the proposition
that black politics is “the leadership of the best men”; or, more expan-
sively, that it is the “custodial and tutorial” occupation of a “genteel and
cultivated” elite held to be “best equipped to organize and guide the de-
velopment of the remainder of the population.”11 Like Childs, Reed de-
clines to introduce a conventional term from political theory, “rule.” Yet
his notion of racial custodianship is, reminiscent of Plato, the concept
of a class of guardians—here, a class of black guardians—exercising di-
rective, supervisory control over the activities of others and thereby
mobilizing them to implement the designs of a racial “uplift” agenda;
it is, in short, the concept of a black few ruling the black many.12 Du
Bois theorized the ruling few’s “uplift vision . . . more elaborately than
most,” Reed reminds us, with his explication of the idea of the “Talented
Tenth.”13

Proponents of the claim that black politics is the practice of racial cus-
todianship have tended to rationalize that claim, Reed argues, by appeal-
ing to the political expressivist thesis—what I shall call the legitimacy-as-
authenticity thesis—that black politics, to be legitimate, must be authen-
tic: that it must express corporate black interests that derive from an an-
tecedently formed black identity (that is, from an already determined
“collective [black] will” or “common [black] sensibility”). Reed rejects
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the legitimacy-as-authenticity thesis, for it proceeds “from an impossibly
idealist and essentializing notion of the black population”; or, put other-
wise, from the “organicist mythology” that identity-based, corporate
racial interests actually exist. And he suggests that rejecting this thesis is
tantamount to rejecting the racial custodial concept of black politics on
behalf of a “new approach . . . that . . . recognizes the diversity of black
life and concerns and that therefore cultivates popular, democratic par-
ticipation and debate.” Yet this suggestion is false or, at best, mislead-
ing.14

The difficulty here is with a certain ambiguity in Reed’s discussion of
participatory, democratic values. Consider first that Reed represents his
participatory-democratic notion of black politics as the claim that black
political agency is legitimate only if ratified through some sort of elec-
toral, democratic procedure—what I shall call the legitimacy-through-
ratification thesis. Notice, however, that this thesis is not inconsistent
with the claim that black politics is the practice of racial custodianship.
To be sure, a proponent of racial custodianship could quite plausibly
judge that it would be practically self-defeating to authorize an uplift
agenda by appealing to the input of a constituency in need of uplift—a
judgment that explains Du Bois’s turn from a criticism to an expressivist
model of political legitimacy (see Chapter 1).15 But from that judgment,
it hardly follows that there is a contradiction in asserting both that black
politics is the practice of racial custodianship and that elite-driven agen-
das deriving from that practice require democratic ratification to be legit-
imate. Du Bois himself coherently conceptualizes democratic ratification
as a procedure wherewith the demos authorizes the aristoi—or some sub-
set of the aristoi—to rule it (see Chapter 1), and Reed, in an earlier work,
explicitly adduces the idea of “representative democracy” to defend the
electoral, democratic ratification of elite, black leadership as a means of
achieving what another political theorist has characterized as “control of
the rulers by those who are ruled.”16 In sum, if Reed’s promotion of dem-
ocratic participation amounts to no more than a defense of the
legitimacy-through-ratification thesis—and, therefore, to no more than
Du Bois’s defense of the criticism model as the “soul of democracy”—
then it misleadingly represents the endorsement of a particular model of
legitimate rule as the articulation of a new approach to black politics:
that is, as the articulation of an approach that decisively breaks with the
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inherited, framing proposition that black politics is the practice of rule
or, in Reed’s language, racial custodianship; and it puts into question his
suggestion that a rejection of the legitimacy-as-authenticity thesis is tan-
tamount to a rejection of the racial custodial notion of black politics.

For Reed, “concern with the quality of black leadership as the basis
for primary interpretation and judgment is the artifact of precisely the
elite-centered way of thinking about black politics that became hege-
monic as a result of disenfranchisement and the white supremacist con-
solidation.”17 Reed doubtlessly means this remark to discredit both elite-
centered thinking and questions relating to the quality of black leader-
ship. But if the critique I have sketched is right, then the remark applies
just as well to Reed himself. For Reed’s preoccupation with questions of
legitimacy, accountability, and ratification is itself a concern with the
quality of black leadership, and itself an artifact of his attachment to
ways of thinking about leadership that represents it as a form of rule (as
I noted in Chapter 5, the discourse of legitimacy may be inextricably
bound up with the rule-centered view of politics). Still, and as I have al-
ready noted, Reed’s sense of the democratic possibilities available to
black politics is ambiguous and not wholly dictated by the idea that poli-
tics is rule. Thus, he also explains his participatory, democratic “notion
of black politics” as one “in which black people, as individuals and as
groups, organize, form alliances, and enter coalitions freely on the basis
of mutually constituted interests, crisscrossing racial boundaries as they
find it pragmatically appropriate.”18 Here, then, Reed interprets popular
participation and debate not as tools to be deployed to legitimate leaders,
or rulers, but as engendering and sustaining ventures in which individu-
als and/or groups voluntarily come together to join forces, plan actions,
and so forth, and as fostering the mutual shaping (the constitution and
reconstitution) of the interests and needs-interpretations on the basis of
which alliances, coalitions, and the like typically are formed.19 Reminis-
cent of Douglass’s portrait of plantation politics, he represents black pol-
itics as blacks allying themselves and acting in concert to identify and ad-
vance common causes.

In contrast to Childs, Reed argues that a transformation of “the black
public forum” would be required for a notion of black politics as blacks
allying themselves and acting in concert to become an effective force in
black political life. And he suggests that for some such transformation to
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have that consequence it would have to return us to the path that black
political development followed before the black public forum succumbed
to the distortions of the Jim Crow era—distortions that helped both to
entrench the too-narrow, racial custodial concept of black political agency
that Du Bois articulates and to suppress the more robust notion evident
in the thought of Douglass and others before the establishment of Jim
Crow.20 Reed persuasively urges the recuperation of both this more ro-
bust notion and the path of political development it reflected not out of
nostalgia, but, in keeping with the argument of the present book, in order
to broaden our view of what black politics and political theories of black
politics can be.21

We should, then, endorse Reed’s exemplary reliance on the category
of a black public forum to analyze and evaluate the history of black
American political development. As Reed himself argues, post–World
War II scholarly examinations of black American politics tended for
some time to take the form of leadership studies.22 Since the mid-1980s,
however, political scientists investigating black politics have come to con-
centrate on other topics, including urban politics, presidential politics,
voting rights, and public policy. Despite “a few studies that deal with as-
pects of the phenomenon of African American leadership,” Robert Smith
wrote in 1999, “systematic studies in leadership have virtually disap-
peared.”23 The empirical, political scientific treatment of black politics
has turned away from the study of black leadership, and Reed’s pivotal
use of the category of a black public forum suggests that normative, po-
litical theoretical treatments of black politics can do the same. More to
the point, his use of that category exemplifies the possibility of political
theories of black politics that concern themselves less, in the spirit of
Souls, with the quality (for example, the fitness and the legitimacy) of
black leadership than, in the spirit of Bondage and its idea of a black
counter-public, with the workings and fate of black public spheres. By
showing how the appraisal of black politics can critically engage “the
terms of mainstream black political debate,” Reed models normative po-
litical theory as a practice that reveals, in James Tully’s words, “the arbi-
trary and unnecessary limits to the way [political agents] . . . are con-
strained to think, deliberate, and act and . . . the possible ways of going
beyond them.”24 Thus understood, the normative, political theoretical
treatment of black politics is a critical activity, one important aim of
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which is to expand the horizon of possibilities in light of which partici-
pants in black public spheres debate, deliberate, and collectively act.

I conclude this section by adverting to the work of Michael Dawson.
If Childs and Reed have been more successful than other theorists in
loosening the grip of the politics-as-rule notion on African American po-
litical thought, then Dawson has been the most expansive in (I think,
inadvertently) recuperating Douglass’s notion of a subaltern, black
counterpublic and in interpreting black politics in terms of that notion.
But Dawson’s recuperation of Douglass’s legacy is equally a challenge
to that legacy, for a central claim of Black Visions (2001), his most re-
cent book, is that state-sponsored repression, internal dissension, and
deindustrialization combined to erode the institutional basis of the black
counter-public in the 1960s and 1970s, and that the black counter-public
since then has not recovered. There is reason to be skeptical, he suggests,
that a “[black] subaltern counterpublic exists.”25

I concur with Dawson that the idea of a black counter-public—be-
cause it represents blacks as relying on specific “organizational sites” (in-
cluding but not restricted to the black church, the black press, and outlets
for distributing black popular music) to act in concert (to collaboratively
invent, circulate, and agitate on behalf of oppositional need-interpreta-
tions)—adds institutional texture to the notion of black politics as collec-
tive debate, deliberation, and action.26 If Dawson’s diagnosis of the con-
temporary fate of the black counter-public is correct, however, then it
presents at least two theoretical challenges to African American political
thought. One is to identify the social forces that now function to inhibit
the reconstitution of a black counter-public, or, indeed, to prevent multi-
ple black public spaces from flourishing. The second, again, is a norma-
tive task: not now to criticize the discursive tendencies of black publics,
but to justify the demand to rebuild and strengthen them. With respect to
the latter, Dawson gestures in the direction of a line of argument that
would emphasize the good of democratic empowerment.27

Black Politics and Black Identity

Cornel West concludes the first chapter of Prophesy Deliverance (1982),
his still indispensable contribution to post-segregation African American
political theory, with the striking proclamation that “the postmodern pe-
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riod has rendered the framework of the Du Bois–Washington debate
obsolete, but presently there is little theory or praxis to fill the void.”
According to West, Du Bois and Washington both argued for “Afro-
American inclusion in American society,” agreeing on the form of inclu-
sion (nonviolent reform) but disagreeing on the content (for Washington,
“self help initiatives”; for Du Bois, “social mobility in the social and po-
litical spheres”). “The Du Bois–Washington debate set the framework for
inclusionary African practices in the United States in this century” (not-
withstanding some “minor attempt[s]” to “step outside [its] confines”),
West argues, but that framework is now outmoded.28

West gives two arguments for the claim that the framework of the Du
Bois–Washington debate cannot speak to postmodern concerns. One is
that both parties to the debate presupposed that American society is a
modern, industrial social order, which it has ceased to be with the advent
of postmodernity.29 The second is that the dispersive, postmodern “dif-
ferentiation” of African American experience has disrupted the unity of
that experience, thus undercutting Du Bois’s and Washington’s assump-
tion that, because African American experience is without significant in-
ternal differentiation, black politics can justifiably aim at the “collective
enhancement of Afro-Americans”—at what Reed terms “generic racial
advancement”—while ignoring conflicts and differences internal to Afri-
can American life.30

In the next section, I question West’s first line of argument, argu-
ing that much of the postmodern discussion of the postindustrial black
underclass has tended to recycle the terms of the Du Bois–Washington
debate and, more specifically, terms of Du Bois’s analysis of the Negro
problem. Here, however, I emphasize West’s recognition that post-
segregation, postmodern African American political thought must come
to grips with the differentiation of African American experience. In
Souls, Du Bois advances the expressivist thesis that to be legitimate and
effective black politics must embody a collectively shared and racially
specific spirit (an ethos) that antecedently unites black Americans. But in
postsegregation America, the persistent and accelerating differentiation
of African American experience has undermined the belief that any such
spirit, or culture, exists. For a theorist like Adolph Reed, who concen-
trates on the topic of legitimacy, skepticism with respect to this belief is a
welcome development that spells the demise of the legitimacy-as-authen-
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ticity thesis.31 But for thinkers aiming to determine the conditions of a
black politics that could make some headway against racism and white
supremacy, the splintering of African American experience and the skep-
ticism it has engendered have been a source of real worry and taken up as
a theoretical challenge. The nature of this challenge can best be stated as
a question: given the increasing differentiation of African American ex-
perience, how is a black politics that effectively fights racism and white
supremacy possible?32

One attempt to answer this question is Paul Gilroy’s The Black Atlan-
tic (1993), a Du Bois–inspired, neo-expressivist work of political theory
that considers the “differentiation problem” in relation to postcolonial
and postsegregation African-Atlantic cultures generally, and not simply
with respect to postsegregation African America. The second is Tommie
Shelby’s We Who Are Dark (2005), a brilliant if finally unpersuasive at-
tempt to break with Du Bois’s expressivist legacy and to establish a foun-
dation for black political solidarity without the assumption of a collec-
tive black identity.

Gilroy’s Neo-Expressivism

Deliberately echoing Du Bois, Gilroy claims that modern black self-
consciousness is a “double consciousness” of being “both inside and
outside the West,” and that a distinction between two kinds of politics
corresponds to the black experience of a divided identity. One kind, the
politics of fulfillment, proceeds from “inside” the cultural repertoire of
the West and employs a “discursive mode of communication” to insist
“that bourgeois civil society live up to the demands of its own rhetoric.”
The politics of fulfillment is, in fine, an immanent critique of modernity.
Exemplified by the speeches of “many ex-slaves and abolitionists,” no
less than by the critical theory of Jürgen Habermas, it holds that moder-
nity’s crises can be resolved “from within modernity itself by the comple-
tion of the Enlightenment project.” The second kind, the “politics of
transfiguration,” Gilroy promotes in The Black Atlantic (though not
without sympathy for the politics of fulfillment). Putatively proceeding
from “outside” the cultural repertoire of the modern West, the politics of
transfiguration is an anti- and perhaps prediscursive politics that comple-
ments the project of immanent critique. It is a cultural politics that is
“played, danced, and acted,” with a “hermeneutic focus [that] pushes to-
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ward the mimetic, dramatic, and performative.” Its basic desire “is to
conjure up and enact the new modes of friendship, happiness, and soli-
darity that are consequent on the overcoming of the racial oppression on
which modernity and its antinomy of a rational, western progress re-
lied.”33

The politics of transfiguration is prominently if not exclusively evi-
dent in the musical performances that arise from the dense web of affilia-
tions—of “diaspora identities and concerns”—that constitute the black
Atlantic. (Consider the example of a recording “produced in Britain by
the children of Caribbean and African settlers from raw materials pro-
duced by black Chicago but filtered through a Kingstonian sensibility”).
According to Gilroy, these diaspora-based artistic events engender a “co-
herent (if not always stable) experiential sense” of a black self and black
identity, even though musicians and listeners may be “separated in space
and time or divided by the technologies of sound reproduction.” Re-
jecting ontological essentialism, which sees black identity as a “fixed
essence” that is present independently of social practices, as well as liber-
tarian pluralism, which sees it as “contingent construction to be re-
invented by the will and whim of aesthetes, symbolists, and language
gamers,” Gilroy propounds an “anti-anti-essentialism” that interprets
black identity as a culturally produced form of “racialised subjectivity”
that can be mistaken for the origin of the social practices that pro-
duce it.34

Gilroy endorses the political expressivist thesis that, in order effec-
tively to contend with racial oppression, black politics must involve the
embodiment of a shared racial identity that unites blacks across the dias-
pora. He also endorses a collective identity thesis: namely, that some such
unifying identity exists, in various permutations, and that it involves a
cultural orientation distinctive to the black diaspora—one that is not a
part of the cultural repertoire of European modernity. Gilroy defends the
collective identity thesis by representing collectively shared modes of
black subjectivity as modes of feeling that can, despite their mutability,
unite the persons who share them. This is the idea he seems to have in
mind when, for example, he writes of “the structures of feeling which un-
derpin black expressive cultures.”35 That individuals can share structures
of feeling is perhaps reasonable. But nothing Gilroy says supports the
claim that such structures, when they have been produced through the
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sociocultural practices of the black diaspora, have ranged beyond one or
another locality, region, or social group; in other words, that they have
conjured up feelings that could plausibly be said to unite black subjects
of different nations, classes, genders, and generations across the dias-
pora. In this connection, his emphasis on the transatlantic “ubiquity of
antiphonal, social forms” is not at all helpful, for it is not apparent that
the cultural practice of antiphony regularly produces the same structures
of feeling, let alone structures of feeling that have, as Gilroy holds, an im-
plicitly democratic ethical content.36 Neither, finally, does Gilroy succeed
in establishing that the sociocultural practices of the black diaspora pro-
duce structures of feeling distinctive to the diaspora. As I show else-
where, Gilroy’s argument to this effect fails, for it depends on an attenu-
ated view of the cultural repertoire of European modernity.37 No more
than Du Bois in his chapter on the sorrow songs does Gilroy make good
on the promise to identify a uniquely black cultural content.

Gilroy’s defense of political expressivism comes in the context of his
critique of libertarian pluralism, “which affirms blackness as an open
signifier,” or, again, as a contingent construction to be invented as one
wills. But libertarian pluralism, whose anti-essentialist motto could well
be “Different strokes for different folks,” is “insufficiently alive to the
lingering power of specifically racialised forms of power and subordina-
tion.” Endorsing it, Gilroy argues, is “tantamount to ignoring the undi-
minished power of racism itself and forsaking the mass of black people
who continue to comprehend their lived particularity through what
it does to them.” According to Gilroy, libertarian pluralism “makes the
impure world of politics literally unthinkable.” More expansively, it is
marked by a “distaste for uncomfortable questions of class and power
[that] makes political calculation hazardous if not impossible.”38 In
contrast to libertarian pluralism, Gilroy’s preferred anti-anti-essentialist
politics of transfiguration is responsive to racialized forms of power, can
speak to the black masses, and is at home in the impure world of class,
power, and political calculation—or so he implies. But how is this
so? More exactly, what about the politics of transfiguration’s anti-anti-
essentialist embodiment of a collectively shared black identity could give
it a political efficacy that is unavailable to anti-essentialist pluralism?
And why does political efficacy in the struggle against racialized power
require the embodiment of a shared identity?
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The politics of transfiguration is not a form of ontological essential-
ism, for the black identity it embodies is not given independently of social
and cultural practices. But neither is it wholly of a piece with the expres-
sivism that Du Bois defends in “Conservation” and Souls. Du Bois, like
Gilroy, rejects ontological essentialism (or, to be precise, a typically nine-
teenth-century biological variant of ontological essentialism—see chap-
ter 1) and conceptualizes racial identities as products of social and histor-
ical forces (in Souls, he emphasizes slavery). Now for Du Bois, a properly
expressivist politics (which he models through the construction of his
authorial person) embodies an identity that has been antecedently
formed by such forces. For Gilroy, however, such a politics forms, or pro-
duces, the identity it expresses. Put otherwise, Gilroy’s neo-expressivism
collapses the distinction between forming an identity and embodying it.

How is it, then, that the politics of transfiguration, by culturally form-
ing and embodying a collective black identity—thus insisting on “a uni-
tary idea of black community”—would engage the realities of class and
power?39 Presumably the answer cannot be that its formation of a collec-
tive identity would have a utopian content (that the politics of trans-
figuration conjures up new modes of friendship, happiness, and the like),
for such a content would be a “vernacular” artistic vision of life as
it might be lived “consequent on the overcoming of . . . racial oppres-
sion,” not a basis for political calculation.40 Rather the answer must be
that the politics of transfiguration would provide support to a different
kind of politics—specifically, to an impure, calculative, and familiarly in-
strumental politics that directly challenged racialized power in the name
of a project of collective (communal) liberation.41 Libertarian pluralism
would never engender such support, Gilroy reasons, for its “different
strokes for different folks” ethic would not help to sustain such a project.
But by keeping alive a unitary idea of black community, a politics of
transfiguration that expressed a collective identity would be effective in
this vein, for it would help the mass of black people to interpret their
struggle against racialized power as reflecting a common identity and
group aspirations. Efficacy in directly challenging racialized power re-
quires the support of a politics that expresses a collective identity, Gilroy
suggests, for without such a politics there would be no shared point of
reference in light of which the mass of black people could envision and
embrace a collective liberation agenda.42
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Let us suppose that Gilroy’s political expressivism thesis is true, but
that the collective identity thesis is not—for Gilroy never establishes that
unifying, pan-diasporic structures of feeling exist, let alone that the struc-
tures of feeling that have been produced involve a cultural orientation
distinctive to the diaspora. A not unreasonable inference to draw from
this supposition is “So much the worse for black politics.” For if an effec-
tive, emancipatory, diaspora politics requires the formation and embodi-
ment of a collective identity, but no such identity exists, then the pros-
pects for an effective, emancipatory, diaspora politics are at best dim.
Here it is critical to recognize that Gilroy’s political expressivism presents
him a theoretical challenge, since he accepts the libertarian pluralist’s
insight that “black particularity is internally divided by class, sexual-
ity, gender, age, ethnicity, economics, and political consciousness.”43

Responding to that insight, he asks, in effect, how there can be an effec-
tive black politics given the ongoing, inner differentiation of African
American and, more generally, African-diasporic experience. Gilroy’s an-
swer to this question is, in essence: through a politics of transfiguration
that produces, preserves, and expresses a collective, pan-diasporic black
identity shaped by shared structures of black feeling. But again, Gilroy
never shows that the black diaspora’s sociocultural practices have suc-
ceeded or will be likely to succeed in producing, preserving, and express-
ing such an identity. In fine, he never shows that they have engendered a
politics of transfiguration that has or can be expected to offset the threat
that the differentiation of the black experience seems to pose to the possi-
bility of a black politics involving the embodiment of a shared black ra-
cial identity.44

Shelby’s Foundationalism

We Who Are Dark pivots around the distinction between classical black
nationalism and pragmatic black nationalism. Where the former regards
“black solidarity and voluntary separation under conditions of equality
and self-determination . . . [as] a worthwhile end in itself,” the latter val-
ues black solidarity as a means necessary “to free blacks from racism and
its burdensome legacy.”45 Most of Shelby’s book is given to showing (1)
that classical nationalism faces insurmountable problems, and (2) that
various versions of pragmatic nationalism—specifically, community na-
tionalism, political corporatism, and cultural nationalism—are similarly
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untenable.46 For the purposes of the present discussion, I ignore these in-
sightful and largely critical lines of argument in order to examine Shelby’s
foundationalist account of the “viable pragmatic nationalism” he en-
dorses.47 I begin, then, with an evaluation of Shelby’s foundationalism. I
then turn to his rebuttal to the collective identity theorist’s position that
no version of pragmatic black nationalism can be effective in advancing
its emancipatory goals unless blacks embrace and cultivate a shared iden-
tity. Against collective identity theory, Shelby demonstrates that blacks’
cultivation of a shared identity is bound to be self-defeating. Yet Shelby
fails to establish that his political foundationalism presents a viable alter-
native to collective identity theory.

For Shelby, establishing the possibility of a viable pragmatic national-
ism is tantamount to “identify[ing] a basis for black political unity that
does not deny, downplay, or disparage individual or group differentia-
tion within the black population.”48 His book’s project, he writes, is
“a reconstruction and defense of the underlying principles of black soli-
darity.”49 Shelby does not distinguish between black political unity and
black (political) solidarity.50 On his account, then, identifying a founda-
tion, or a basis, for black solidarity is the same as identifying a founda-
tion, or a basis, for black political unity. What a foundation or a basis is
he explains by distinguishing between the form and the content of a ro-
bust black political solidarity and by elucidating the idea of specifically
black interests.

Shelby describes five individually necessary and jointly sufficient norms
of a robust group solidarity—where by “robust” he means “strong
enough to move people to collective action.” These are identification
with the group; special concern for the group’s other members; sharing
a set of goals and values with those other members; group loyalty; and
mutual trust. Taken together, these norms constitute “the form of black
solidarity.” As to the content, Shelby notes that it varies with historical
circumstance and sociopolitical context, and that it “is defined by the
specific values and goals that blacks embrace as members of a solidarity
group.” Now thus understood, the content of black solidarity is any set
of goals and values that at any given time blacks will happen to have
“jointly committ[ed] themselves to,” whatever they are. But Shelby’s nor-
mative project is not to pick out just any such set of goals and values.
Rather it is to identify a content appropriate to the post-segregation,
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“post–civil rights” United States; or, more exactly, a set of goals and val-
ues that expresses specifically post-segregation-era black interests, which
Shelby defines as the interests that all post-segregation era blacks share
“because they are black.” For Shelby, identifying such a set of goals and
values, and thus fixing the content of a specifically post-segregation black
solidarity, is tantamount to identifying “what are (or could be) the under-
lying principles of . . . [such] a solidarity.” Conversely put, identifying a
foundation (a set of underlying principles) for a specifically post-segrega-
tion black solidarity is equivalent to identifying a set of goals and values
that, because they express interests that all post-segregation-era blacks
share because they are black, could politically unite them.51

Shelby states a clear criterion for determining the values and goals
that could serve as a foundation for black political unity: “Our question
might be put this way: What political principles can blacks reasonably
expect all other blacks, because they are black, to commit to as a basis
for group action?”52 This criterion immediately raises two questions.
First, what notion of blackness is Shelby adducing? Second, what is his
test for determining whether it is reasonable for a black to expect all
other blacks, because they are black, to endorse a principle? Distin-
guishing between “thin conceptions of blackness, which view black iden-
tity as a vague social marker imposed from the outside [and] . . . thick
conceptions, which view the marker as signifying something ‘deeper,’”
Shelby straightforwardly answers the first question by tying his account
of black political solidarity to “thin social criteria for being classified as
black”—specifically, to criteria that serve “to distinguish groups on the
basis of their members having certain visible, inherited physical charac-
teristics and a particular biological ancestry.”53 Not surprisingly, he also
invokes the thin conception to elucidate his notion of the interests all
blacks share because they are black.54

In responding to the second question, Shelby is perhaps less straight-
forward. What is clear, however, is that despite the Rawlsian resonance
in his appeal to principles and values that others can reasonably be ex-
pected to endorse, his answer cannot be the “original position” test that
Rawls adduces for the purposes of his ideal-theoretical construction of a
political conception of justice.55 By his own account, Shelby’s project is
an exercise in “non-ideal theory” that, having removed the veil of igno-
rance, regards the United States as “a country still plagued by racial dis-

225

DU BOIS AND DOUGLASS AFTER JIM CROW



crimination, unjust economic disparities, and unequal opportunities.”56

In Shelby’s view, a principle that any one black can reasonably expect any
other black to endorse because she is thinly black is a principle whose
endorsement is warranted by the consideration that she is thinly black.
Put otherwise, his test for whether such an expectation is reasonable is
whether that expectation is warranted by a black person’s consideration
that she is thinly black.57 Now for Shelby, a black person’s consideration
that she is thinly black is not simply the consideration that she satisfies
thin social criteria for being classified as black. Rather, and more fully,
it is the tripartite consideration that she (1) satisfies those criteria, (2)
is vulnerable to a racism to which all thinly black persons are vulnera-
ble because they satisfy those criteria, and therefore (3) has an interest
that she shares with all other thinly black persons in eliminating a racism
to which she and they are vulnerable because they satisfy those criteria.
In short, it is a consideration that essentially involves an account of the
consequences of satisfying the thin social criteria of blackness, a point
to which I return later.58 And thus understood it is a consideration that
warrants each black person’s endorsement of the principles and goals
that express her interest—shared, again, with all other thinly black per-
sons—in eliminating a racism to which she and they are vulnerable. In
sum, the principles that could serve as a foundation for black political
unity are principles that all blacks could reasonably expect all other
blacks to endorse because they are black; which, in turn, are principles
that all blacks, due to the consideration that they are thinly black—in the
sense of the three tenets just presented—are warranted in endorsing.

Shelby is hardly oblivious to the threat that the differentiation of Afri-
can American experience presents to the prospects for black solidarity.
For example, and as we shall see, he quite forcefully argues that a prag-
matic nationalist embrace of collective identity theory can only exacer-
bate that threat. But even before he engages collective identity theory,
and its defense of political expressivism, Shelby purports to show that his
foundationalism can withstand the divisions that internally mediate post-
segregation black American life. Specifically, he claims to identify a foun-
dation for black political unity that can unite all blacks notwithstanding
the class, ideological, gender, generational, and other differences among
them. I shall argue, however, that there are good reasons to doubt this
claim, starting with an appraisal of Shelby’s contention that the basis for
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black solidarity that he identifies could unite blacks across the class di-
vide.

Maintaining that “some common understanding of the scope and
content of black political unity is needed, if only at the level of general
principles,” Shelby argues that the “elimination of racism, ghetto pov-
erty, and [substantive] racial inequality is in the interests of all blacks qua
blacks.”59 Now as may be apparent from my reconstruction of Shelby’s
position so far, the first of these principles, that antiblack racism should
be eliminated, is the core constituent of the foundation for black political
unity that he purports to identify. In other words, Shelby’s second and
third foundational principles—specifically, that ghetto poverty should be
uprooted and that substantive racial inequality should be eradicated—re-
quire the assumption that, qua blacks, black elites and nonelites share an
interest in eliminating antiblack racism.

To be sure, Shelby acknowledges that the “fact that a given social pol-
icy disproportionately affects the black population, as opposed to im-
pacting all blacks, is a reason to think that some blacks will likely defect
from the collective fight against it.” “We have reason to believe,” for
example, “that, on average, black elites will not have the same level of
concern about social disadvantages that primarily affect working-class
blacks . . . as they will have about the closing off of opportunities for the
more affluent.” But if it is “unrealistic [to] hope that all blacks will be
equally invested, or nearly so, in all forms of disadvantage that affect
blacks,” the fact remains that “many policies and practices that have a
disproportionate negative effect on blacks . . . will worsen or reproduce
racial inequality, such as higher rates of unemployment, incarceration,
and poverty among blacks than among whites.” And this outcome,
Shelby claims, “would reinforce widely held racist assumptions, such as
that blacks are ‘naturally’ less intelligent, lazier, and more violent than
the members of other racial groups.” In a related vein, Shelby adds that
“social outcomes that seem to confirm racial stereotypes will inevitably
perpetuate ideological illusions about ‘racial’ differences, and the persis-
tence of such a racist ideology does negatively affect all blacks”—includ-
ing, of course, black elites. He brings his argument to a close, finally, with
the conclusion, “Given that blacks want to end or reduce racism, they
should therefore also be concerned about substantive racial inequality.”60

Notice that Shelby’s argument on behalf of his second and third prin-
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ciples depends on two claims about which there may be considerable
disagreement: (1) that the seeming confirmation of racial stereotypes,
through the reproduction or worsening of racial inequality, reinforces
and inevitably perpetuates widely held racist ideological illusions, and (2)
that these illusions—racist assumptions that blacks are “naturally” less
intelligent, and so forth—indifferently target and negatively affect all
blacks.61 In evaluating his argument, I concentrate on the first claim re-
garding stereotypes and ideological illusions. The second claim, I believe,
involves an understanding of the nature of antiblack racism that I criti-
cize in evaluating Shelby’s thesis that, qua black, all blacks can be reason-
ably expected to embrace his core foundational principle—again, that
antiblack racism should be eliminated.

Shelby’s first claim in fact reasserts a proposition that he initially
seems to endorse when discussing Du Bois’s reflections on intraracial
class differences: namely, that “nonblacks regard the condition of the
worst-off African Americans as a sign of the inferiority of black people as
a whole.”62 As elaborated earlier, this is the claim that the apparent con-
firmation of stereotypes by the condition of the worst-off blacks tends to
reinforce racist ideological illusions. But this claim assumes that racist
beliefs are responsive to the availability of empirical evidence seeming to
confirm racist stereotypes, such that the strength of those beliefs is a
function of the availability of that evidence. Note, however, that Shelby
himself argues that antiblack racism (that is, antiblack racist ideology)
is a system of “irrationally held beliefs,” or false consciousness, that
whites and other nonblacks maintain due “to the unconscious influence
of noncognitive motives . . . not because of its epistemic warrant.”63 And
if that is true, then we should not suppose that the presence or absence
of some such warrant—for example, of evidence that seems to confirm
racial stereotypes—will make a difference to the strength with which
whites or other nonblacks endorse their antiblack racist beliefs. Rather
we should suppose that, ceteris paribus, eradicating the evidence that
“supports” racist belief—for example, by eliminating substantive racial
inequality and ghetto poverty—will not affect the persistence of racist be-
lief. Thus, even if his claim that irrational racist beliefs negatively affect
all blacks is correct, Shelby himself seems to give us good grounds for
doubting that elite blacks should endorse his second and third principles
due to an interest in reducing and eliminating antiblack racism.
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But perhaps Shelby means to argue that worsening or reproducing
racial inequality would reinforce racist assumptions not by supplying
supporting evidence for them, but by reinforcing reflexive, culturally en-
trenched motives that cause and maintain those assumptions.64 Why,
however, suppose that worsening or reproducing racial inequality would
produce this effect when it is just as plausible to suppose that reducing
racial inequality would also produce it? Shelby holds that “white work-
ers have embraced racist beliefs and sentiments when they have been
anxious about the entrance of lower-paid blacks into an already competi-
tive labor-market”—or, in other words, when they have been influenced
by their unacknowledged, unconscious fear that economic gains to blacks
would require economic losses to whites.65 Why not expect, then, that
reducing racial inequality would similarly reinforce white anxiety, fear,
and resentment, which would in turn buttress racist beliefs?66 If this
expectation were justified, then elite blacks’ interest in reducing and elim-
inating antiblack racism could reasonably lead them to refrain from en-
dorsing and promoting substantive racial equality for fear that an actual
or even apparent substantive improvement in poor blacks’ economic
condition would encourage whites’ antiblack racism and resentment
more than discourage it. Indeed, elite blacks could even come to the con-
clusion that, if white anxiety had been intensified by recent improve-
ments in poor blacks’ economic condition, then racist belief would be
best weakened by redressing those improvements.

It may well be, of course, that everyday opinion formation fits neither
a cognitivist, evidence-based model nor an irrationalist, false-conscious-
ness model, and that the reinforcement of stereotype-informed racist
assumptions is mostly a function of relentless exposure to crime reports,
local news, and entrenched patterns of workplace, recreational, and resi-
dential segregation that engender a taken-for-granted, “common sense”
understanding of racial inequality.67 But even supposing that this conjec-
ture were true, we face the same difficulty as before: namely, that of not
being able to arrive at an unambiguous view of the consequences that
would likely result from a reduction in racial inequality. Will some such
reduction not affect racist belief? Will it reduce it? Will it strengthen it?
Of course, these are not mutually exclusively alternatives, for the reduc-
tion of racial inequality may affect different individuals and various ra-
cial and other groups differently. And it will affect them differently under
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different and changing social, economic, and political circumstances. The
key point, in any event, is that due to these context-related variables we
are unlikely to come to an incontrovertible answer to the question as to
whether, as a general rule, elite blacks, qua black, have an interest in pro-
moting substantive racial equality and eliminating ghetto poverty assum-
ing that, qua black, they have an interest in eliminating racism.

I turn now to the notion of antiblack racism, which Shelby tends to
conceptualize in very general terms as an ideology. Specifically, I suggest
that a more nuanced conception of antiblack racism raises further prob-
lems for Shelby’s account of black political unity, one having again to do
with intraracial class divisions and the other with intersectional accounts
of antiblack racism. In both cases, the issue is Shelby’s contention that,
qua black, all blacks can be reasonably expected to endorse the puta-
tively core foundational principle that antiblack racism should be elimi-
nated. That contention is doubtful, I suggest, for it rests on the disputable
assumptions that antiblack racism is a unitary phenomenon and that it
indifferently targets all blacks.

Suppose, then, that black elites and nonelites are subject to the same
racial stigma. Now Shelby holds that black elites can effectively defend
against that stigma, seeing to it that their life prospects are not “greatly
hampered” by it, by “making sure civil rights laws are enforced and ex-
posing the covert racism of public officials”—that is, by fighting what
Glenn Loury calls “discrimination in contract.”68 But if Loury is right,
fighting to reduce discrimination in contract through the enforcement of
antidiscrimination law will do little to remedy the reproduction of racial
economic inequality resulting from “discrimination in contact,” or daily
face-to-face discrimination, for that inequality serves to perpetuate racial
stigma, which, in turn, reinforces “in contact” discrimination.69 Here,
then, it seems that the route through which racial stigma affects the op-
portunities of elite blacks is not the route through which it reproduces
high levels of black poverty. Should we say, then, that there is a unitary
antiblack racism that black elites and nonelites, qua black, share an inter-
est in eliminating? Or should we say that there are two racisms—say
antiblack racial stigma when it operates through contract, and antiblack
racial stigma when it operates through exclusion from contact—and that
black elites have an interest in eliminating the former (as, presumably, do
black nonelites) but not the latter, for they are not significantly wanting
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in the social networks that sustain developmental resources? Shelby must
opt for the first solution, because the second implies that a person’s con-
sideration that he is thinly black need not entail that he is susceptible to
being harmed by (is vulnerable to) antiblack racism, no matter its mode
of operation, and hence has an interest in eliminating it, no matter its
mode of operation. But the second solution would seem to be no less
plausible.

Shelby maintains that antiblack racism is a distinct racial ideology to
which all blacks, qua black, are vulnerable, but black feminist political
theory gives us reason to question this claim. In particular, black feminist
theory highlights the nonadditive, intersectional nature of antiblack rac-
ism’s representations of black women. What it suggests, more exactly, is
(1) that the racist images that apply to black women—as mammy, matri-
arch, jezebel, lady, welfare queen, and so forth—apply specifically to
black women, and (2) that these representations should not be taken to
be so many instances of various generic, antiblack stereotypes, but as ste-
reotypes that are intrinsically gendered.70 According to this view, for ex-
ample, the image of the welfare queen is not a female instance of some
generic, genderless stereotype of the lazy black, but the gendered stereo-
type of the lazy black women whose laziness expresses itself through her
decision to breed children “at the expense of taxpayers to fatten her
monthly check.”71 More generally, black feminist political theory sug-
gests that antiblack racism is best conceptualized as a set of overlapping
clusters of antiblack beliefs and stereotypes, some of which target black
women, but not black men; some of which target poor black women and/
or poor black men, but not middle-class black women or men; some of
which target black men, but not black women, and so forth.72 Thus it
casts doubt on Shelby’s assumption that antiblack racism is a single set of
stereotypes and beliefs that tend to apply indifferently to all blacks, and
to which, therefore, all blacks, qua black, are vulnerable. Black feminist
theory allows the proposition that, in fact, there is no generic, antiblack
racism that targets all blacks regardless of their gender, class, age, and
sexuality—and that all blacks, qua blacks, have an interest in eliminat-
ing—but instead a multiplicity of intersecting antiblack racisms (again,
clusters of antiblack stereotypes and beliefs), each of which targets some
but not all blacks.

Thus far my criticism of Shelby’s claim to identify a foundation for
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black political unity has focused on the principles that he believes all
blacks can reasonably expect all other blacks, qua black, to endorse. I
began by adducing reasons to doubt that all blacks can be reasonably ex-
pected to endorse his second and third principles. And I have now ad-
duced reasons to doubt the claim that all blacks can be reasonably ex-
pected to endorse his first, core principle, arguing that this proposition
relies on a questionable understanding of the nature of antiblack racism
and of the vulnerability that is consequent upon satisfying thin criteria of
blackness. In neither case do I advance these considerations conclusively
to refute Shelby’s particular arguments. Rather, and again, I advance
them with a broader purpose, which is to put into question the viability
of his, or indeed any theorist’s, recourse to political foundationalism as a
response to the threat that the differentiation of African American expe-
rience presents to the prospects for black solidarity. The foundationalist
turn will seem compelling only if it is possible straightforwardly and
uncontroversially to identify “black interests” and the principles express-
ing those interests. But the considerations I present here, because they ar-
gue for plausible if not decisive objections to Shelby’s interpretations of
those interests, suggest that this is not possible—or, at the very least, that
Shelby has not succeeded in this vein.

Let us suppose, however, that Shelby’s recourse to foundationalism
were viable. Even so, it would remain vulnerable to the charge that the
principles it identifies will not give rise to a robust black political unity.
For even if all blacks can reasonably expect all other blacks to endorse
these principles, because they are (thinly) black, it does not follow that
these principles will or are likely to move all blacks to collective action,
even if they are not hampered by the factors (complacency, narrow self-
interest, and weariness) that Shelby explicitly ties to the free-rider prob-
lem. Consider, for example, the case of the black conservative. To be
sure, Shelby can argue that, qua black, the black conservative can be rea-
sonably expected to endorse the antiracism principle, for, by Shelby’s
lights, all blacks qua blacks have an objective interest in endorsing that
principle. But as a matter of fact, and as Shelby also admits, many black
conservatives will not endorse that principle, for they will reject the thesis
that all blacks because they are black are vulnerable to antiblack racism.
Indeed, many black conservatives, because they deny that antiblack rac-
ism, however understood, persists as a significant force in American soci-
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ety, will not share with other blacks the goal of eliminating antiblack rac-
ism, and therefore will not be motivated to act in concert with other
blacks to eliminate it. And if black conservatives are likely neither to
share nor to act with others to realize this goal, then the prospects for a
robust black political unity that includes them are dim.73

At the other end of the political spectrum, Shelby’s position again
faces difficulties with respect to examples of African American political
activism around cross-cutting issues. As distinct from consensus issues,
which are “framed as somehow important to every member of the ‘black
community,’ either directly or symbolically,” cross-cutting issues per-
tain to concerns that “disproportionately and directly affect only cer-
tain segments.” Contemporary examples of cross-cutting issues include
“AIDS and drug use in black communities, as well as the extreme, iso-
lated poverty disproportionately experienced by black women.” Cathy
Cohen claims that blacks’ linked-fate activism around consensus issues
has often entailed the “secondary marginalization” of cross-cutting is-
sues—a process whereby marginal groups stigmatize their most vulnera-
ble members. In addition, she maintains that “cross-cutting issues repre-
sent the distinct, racialized experiences of different segments of black
communities, the fragmentation that threatens a perceived unified black
group identity and interest, and the corresponding reduction in the prob-
ability and effectiveness of political mobilization of blacks as a group.”74

Cohen’s remarks give us reason to doubt that Shelby has successfully
identified a foundation for a black political unity that is broadly robust
(that is, say, strong enough to mobilize blacks as group), for the founda-
tion he identifies consists exclusively of consensus issues—specifically,
principles that he thinks all blacks as such have an interest in endorsing.
But in a post-segregation political climate in which the promotion of con-
sensus issues has quite often led to the secondary marginalization of
cross-cutting issues, and in which distinct, racialized experiences give rise
to distinct and disparate black interests, it is unlikely that a black politi-
cal agenda whose core component is a general interest in eliminating a
putatively generic antiblack racism can mobilize the support of blacks—
for example, black AIDS activists—who do not see the distinct interests
that they avow reflected in that agenda, and who have good reason to be-
lieve that, in practice, promoting that agenda will be tantamount to pro-
moting yet again the secondary marginalization of the issues that express
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those interests. On the foundation that Shelby identifies, it may well be
difficult to effect and sustain a robust black political unity that includes
blacks who concentrate their race-related political energies on cross-cut-
ting issues.75

I conclude this subsection by coming, finally, to Shelby’s treatment of
collective identity theory, which he presents as the political expressivist
thesis “that a shared black identity is essential for an effective black soli-
darity whose aim is liberation from racial oppression, and thus [that]
blacks who are committed to emancipatory group solidarity must stead-
fastly embrace their distinctive group identity.”76 Now for Shelby, as
for Gilroy, the engagement with political expressivism is an engagement
with Du Bois. But where Gilroy revises Du Bois’s notions of double con-
sciousness and black identity formation to defend a version of political
expressivism, Shelby invokes the argument for political expressivism pre-
sented in “Conservation” as a paradigmatic example of the sort of posi-
tion he wishes to reject.77 Shelby sketches two lines of argument against
collective identity theory. As we shall see, the second tells against Gilroy
as well as Du Bois, notwithstanding the consideration that the former’s
neo-expressivist politics of transfiguration collapses the distinction be-
tween forming an identity and embodying it.

Against the claim that African Americans must embody and embrace
(demonstrate and cultivate) an antecedently formed, collective, ethno-
cultural identity in order to achieve a group solidarity that is effective in
the struggle against racial oppression, Shelby holds that achieving a rob-
ust and therefore effective solidarity requires no such identity.78 Shelby de-
fends this last claim by arguing, in essence, that absent a shared ethno-
cultural identity blacks can establish a robust solidarity on the basis of
principles that, he thinks, all blacks, qua blacks, can be reasonably ex-
pected to endorse. But this argument is not persuasive, for, as I have ar-
gued, there is good reason to doubt (1) that the principles Shelby identifies
are in fact principles that all blacks can be reasonably expected to endorse,
and so can serve as the basis and shared values of a robust solidarity,
and (2) that all blacks are likely to be moved to collective action by these
principles, even if they solve their free-rider problems and can be reason-
ably expected to endorse them, since their political perspectives (consider
the black conservative) and commitments (consider the cross-cutting is-
sues activist) will give them good reasons to refrain from such action.
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That Shelby’s first argument proves unpersuasive is hardly good news
for the collective identity theorist, however, for the second argument
demonstrates that the demand to embody and embrace a shared black
identity would “worsen existing group antagonisms” related to class,
gender, and generational differences (for such a demand would aggravate
intragroup conflicts over, for example, “black authenticity,” the “mean-
ing of blackness” as it relates to gender and family, and the value of hip-
hop culture), and hence undermine black solidarity.79 Put succinctly,
Shelby’s second argument establishes that, even if the embrace and culti-
vation of a shared black identity are necessary for an effective black soli-
darity—a possibility that is left open by the failure of his first argument—
it is quite likely to be counterproductive; in other words, any effort to
cultivate and promote a collective, ethnocultural black identity as a
means to uniting a gender-, class-, and generation-differentiated black
America is doomed to be self-defeating. Shelby’s second argument tells a
fortiori against Gilroy’s neo-expressivist and anti-libertarian vision of a
mutable, pan-diasporic black identity, for the effort to cultivate such an
identity through an identity-forming politics of transfiguration, due to
the transnational scope of that effort, would most likely antagonize an
even greater range of intra-group differences than would be antagonized
by the attempt to cultivate a specifically black American collective iden-
tity.80

Given the increasing differentiation of African American experience,
how is a black politics that effectively fights racism and white supremacy
possible? I have argued that Gilroy’s political expressivist answer to this
question—through a politics of transfiguration that produces, preserves,
and expresses a collective, pan-diasporic black identity—bodes rather
poorly for the prospects of a diaspora-based anti-anti-essentialist poli-
tics, for Gilroy fails to show that the black diaspora’s sociocultural prac-
tices have succeeded or can succeed in producing, preserving, and ex-
pressing such an identity. Add to my argument Shelby’s cogent case for
the thesis that the cultivation for political purposes of a shared black
identity is likely to be counterproductive—even more so in a transna-
tional, diasporic context, I have suggested—and we have even greater
cause to doubt the viability of Gilroy’s position. In addition, I have estab-
lished that Shelby’s answer to our question fairs no better than Gilroy’s,
for we likewise have reasons—strong reasons—to doubt his claim that
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black Americans can overcome the increasing differentiation of African
American experience and achieve a robust and effective black political
solidarity by uniting around the foundational principles that he identi-
fies. Shelby breaks with Du Bois’s political expressivism without embrac-
ing Gilroy’s neo-expressivism. But what he shares with Du Bois and
Gilroy, and with collective identity theory generally, is the sense that
black political efficacy in fighting racism and white supremacy requires
black solidarity. To put the point differently, Shelby and the collective
identity theorist—whether he is Du Bois, Gilroy, or some other thinker—
represent effective black politics as involving black political unity, yet
disagree as to whether that unity should be sought in collectively en-
dorsed principles or in the cultivation of a collective identity. Shelby’s
foundationalist turn reflects his post-segregation-era skepticism regard-
ing the collective-identity alternative.81

Beyond Gilroy and Shelby: A No-Foundations Perspective

Like epistemological foundationalism, Shelby’s political foundationalism
depends on a certain metaphor, or picture, as Wittgenstein might have
said—in this case, not of knowledge, but of black politics. Thus, where
epistemological foundationalism pictures knowledge as an edifice of
inferential beliefs built on a foundation of intrinsically credible, non-
inferential beliefs, Shelby’s political foundationalism pictures black poli-
tics as an edifice of black political unity built on a foundation of princi-
ples that all blacks, because they are thinly black, have an interest in
endorsing. And where the epistemological foundationalist is wrong to
think that knowledge without foundations is not possible, Shelby is
wrong to assume that black political unity without foundations is not
possible.82 As we shall see, he is equally wrong to assume that black poli-
tics requires black political unity.

We may also view Shelby’s picture of black politics as expressing, in
Thomas McCarthy’s words, an “observer’s” perspective, one that aims
to discover a ground for black political action that all blacks could
justifiably regard as uniting them with all other blacks in advance of their
political action, and with reference to which all could decide on the ends
of their political actions. But blacks could also seek political unity from
what McCarthy calls a “participant’s” perspective, and rather than act
from principles that, prior to political action, could be shown to unite
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them, make the task of establishing and refining such principles a politi-
cal project in its own right.83 Now a participant’s perspective would en-
tail a “no foundations” picture of black politics, I suggest, for while it
would grant that black politics could give rise to black political unity, it
would not fantasize a black politics that was always already a unified
edifice in the making, constructing itself on an antecedently identifiable
basis of unifying principles and “black interests.” A no-foundations pic-
ture would depict black politics as a differentiated enterprise, upbuilding
itself from, at bottom, a differentiated, disunified African American ex-
perience, not from a unifying ground.

But why opt for a no-foundations picture of black politics? A critical
problem with the foundationalist’s view is that it assumes that it is clear
what interests all blacks share because they are black. But this assump-
tion is mistaken, for as Roberto Mangabeira Unger cogently argues, “in-
terests . . . are substantively ambiguous in the sense that they are never
unified or detailed enough to provide the occupants of any given social
station with a single uncontroversial view of their interests.” “Thus,”
Unger continues, “similarly situated individuals and groups, or the same
groups and individuals at different times, may act on distinct views of
their interests.”84 Shelby supposes that we can straightforwardly distin-
guish between the interests that “blacks share because they are black . . .
and the interests that some blacks may share for reasons unrelated to
their blackness.”85 Here, however, I hope to have shown that this as-
sumption is false, for even if my case against Shelby’s claim to have found
a ground for black political unity is not conclusive, I presume that I have
presented arguments compelling enough to establish that whether an in-
terest in eliminating ghetto poverty and substantive racial inequality is
shared by all blacks, qua black or, alternatively, shared exclusively by less
well-off blacks, due to their indigence, is much less clear and much less
easy to determine than Shelby believes it is. In a related vein, I have at-
tempted to establish that whether racial ideology is properly conceptual-
ized as a single, generic set of stereotypes and beliefs that apply indiffer-
ently to all blacks or as a collection of overlapping clusters of stereotypes
and beliefs, none of which target all blacks, is an open question. Shelby’s
claims about the nature and workings of antiblack racism and about
the likely impact of worsening and reproducing racial inequality are, at
each and every turn, disputable on the basis of considerations of the sort
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that I have adduced here and, more broadly, and in his own words,
through “empirical inquiry, historical studies, and rigorous social analy-
sis.”86 What is crucial, moreover, is that we regard reasonable disagree-
ment along these lines and with regard to the content of black interests as
a feature of the practice of black politics that is ineluctable, not as a con-
dition the practice can avoid, even through the best, preemptive efforts of
foundationalist political theory in the Rawls-inspired Shelbyian mold.87

As pictured from a no-foundations perspective, black politics is consti-
tuted through controversy (including, as is relevant to Shelby’s position,
controversy as to the “racial outcomes” likely to result from public poli-
cies and social practices, and controversy as to the consequences of satis-
fying thin criteria of blackness) “all the way down.” Thus it persistently
but groundlessly renews itself through conflict and contestation among
alternative accounts of substantively ambiguous black interests.

But again, a no-foundations perspective does not in principle rule out
the possibility of black political unity. Rather it allows that political par-
ticipants can forge political unity through collective action, debate, and
deliberation. From a no-foundations point of view, black political action
need not aspire to conform to the dictates of an “implicit ‘Black Consti-
tution,’” putatively comprised of antecedently identifiable, unifying prin-
ciples, as it ought to for Shelby.88 Yet such action could well express black
political actors’ aspirations to persuade other black political actors to ac-
cept one and the same interpretation of the condition of being (thinly)
black, including an account of the common interests that condition en-
tails. And indeed, some such interpretation could emerge from mobiliza-
tions and debate (informed, of course, by empirical inquiry, historical
study, and so forth) through which political participants challenged, criti-
cized, and rearticulated the terms of each others’ originally conflicting in-
terpretations.89 Notice, however, that political participants would not
now be striving to satisfy the terms of a black Constitution to which, ide-
ally, they had “precommitted” themselves—the foundationalist model.90

Rather they would be testing and risking the rebuke of each other’s inevi-
tably controversial political judgments purporting to identify common
black interests and, at times, to articulate general principles—the no-
foundations model.91 It should be added, finally, that the no-foundations
model, while not ruling out political unity, has no special investment in
promoting it. For the no-foundations model allows that black interests
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may be sufficiently various to permit cross-cutting, intersectional, and
cross-racial black political agendas that involve contestable interpre-
tations of the significance of being (thinly) black under social circum-
stances (such as gender discrimination, class subordination, and the local
or regional constellation of nonblack group interests) peculiar to the lives
of some but not all blacks.

It perhaps goes without saying that in promoting a no-foundations
understanding of black politics I also mean to recuperate and defend
Douglass’s vision of a race-conscious black politics. Recall that Douglass
declined to endorse romantic political expressivism. To be precise, he de-
clined to endorse the thesis that to be effective and legitimate, black poli-
tics must avow and embody a racially specific and collectively shared
spiritual or cultural orientation that antecedently unites all black Ameri-
cans. That the Douglass of Bondage has no truck with political ex-
pressivism is evident, I suggested, in his description of his fight with
Edward Covey and in his representation of Sandy Jenkins as a traitor.
Still, the condition of being black (of counting as black) has a salient
significance for Douglass and his band of brothers, not because they de-
rive their political purposes from it, but because those purposes and past
experiences lead them to believe that reliability matters and that blacks
are more reliable than whites. As Douglass depicts it, African American
plantation politics is a race-conscious enterprise whereby a racially ex-
clusive cohort conspires to realize its purposes. More generally,
Douglass’s depiction suggests that consent- and affiliation-based African
American politics can in principle take many directions—imagine, again,
a politics predicated on the slaveholder’s priestcraft—with each informed
by a different account of the importance and relevance of the condi-
tion of being black. In resisting the attractions of expressivism, finally,
Douglass also avoids political foundationalism, for he seems never to as-
sume the possibility of black political unity, let alone that this possibility
could be philosophically “grounded”; rather he spurs us to regard black
politics as the interplay of conflicting purposes with conflicting and likely
controversial interpretations of the condition of being black. To be clear,
my claim here is not the anachronistic thesis that Douglass sets forth a
critique of political foundationalism—as if to suggest that he had already
asked and then answered a question that currently engages some post–
Jim Crow political theorists—but simply that his writing sketches a no-
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foundations picture of black politics, elements of which contemporary
theorists can fruitfully appropriate, rearticulate, and refine.

Although he accords little attention to Douglass, Eddie Glaude is the
contemporary theorist who goes furthest in reviving and elaborating a
race-conscious, no-foundations view of black politics. In Exodus! and In
a Shade of Blue, Glaude follows Shelby in rejecting the expressivist and
specifically cultural nationalist proposition that African Americans’ po-
litical ambitions and choices should stem from “a deep-rooted, if not
biologically grounded” collective identity, the substance of which is a dis-
tinct form of life—black culture—“that binds black people to one
another in the United States and throughout the world.”92 Yet unlike
Shelby, he resists the foundationalist imperative to locate a ground for
black politics in putatively “common,” or “group,” interests that reflect
blacks’ “common condition,” or that arise from a “conception of the
good to be recognized by all black people precisely because they are
black.”93 For Glaude, “defining the [common] interests of African Amer-
icans seems impossible.”94 And under current circumstances, character-
ized by the splintering and fragmentation of earlier “established forms”
of black association, anachronistic political appeals to common, or group,
interests tend to “obscure the complex experiences that inform the varied
political . . . interests of African Americans.”95

Although Glaude repudiates political expressivism and political
foundationalism, he retains a notion of black political solidarity. To be
precise, he endorses the Dewey-inspired pragmatist thesis that blacks
can form political solidarities around the identification of common prob-
lems. But where Shelby’s “black interests” would ideally serve to pre-
commit and regulate black politics, Glaude’s “common [black] prob-
lems” can only arise through the “messy” course of that politics.96

“Problems are not common problems,” Glaude writes, “prior to political
deliberation.”97 According to Glaude, then, black political solidarity
must be forged in the crucible of black politics: that is, by African Ameri-
cans persuading one another to see one another as having the same prob-
lems. Denying the foundationalist view that black political solidarity can
be based on unifying interests that unambiguously and uncontroversially
present themselves prior to the pragmatic engagements of politics, Glaude
also denies that it can be based on unifying problems that unambigu-
ously and uncontroversially present themselves prior to the pragmatic
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engagements of politics. Rather he envisions black political solidarity as
emerging through “vibrant conversation and debate”—that is, through
inquiry-informed, political speech and action wherewith African Ameri-
cans move other African Americans to believe that they share certain
concerns and to act accordingly.98

Three of Glaude’s claims deserve further comment. One is the propo-
sition that black politics can be a race-conscious enterprise without being
expressivist or foundationalist. In Glaude’s view, “race language” can,
but need not, serve black debate and deliberation “as a useful tool for de-
lineating problems and generating effective resolutions.”99 For example,
it can play a critical part in African American disputes over alternative
interpretations and assessments of the role of the condition of being
black in shaping all or some black Americans’ life chances (as in argu-
ments about racial profiling, welfare, the incarceration crisis, and repara-
tions). The second claim is that black politics can, but may very well not,
aim to advance a unified “black agenda.” “Particular problems . . . may
necessitate broad based political action,” Glaude writes, but whether we
judge that they do will largely depend on our context-shaped appraisal of
the concrete issues at hand.100 In a deflationary, pragmatist spirit, Glaude
suggests in effect that we need not treat the differentiation of African
American experience as a bogeyman that, because it threatens the possi-
bility of black political unity, similarly threatens the possibility of black
political efficacy in fighting white supremacy or racism(s). More pre-
cisely, he suggests that we need not follow Shelby in identifying black po-
litical solidarity with black political unity, for different problems invite
different solidarities and “forms of solidarity,” some of which may cast a
wide net but others of which may more appropriately involve the promo-
tion of race-conscious regional, class-specific, or gendered political agen-
das.101 If I read Glaude correctly, then, he would have us resist the de-
mand for black political unity where it is driven by nostalgia for a less
splintered and more homogeneous “black community,” but encourage it
where debate, deliberation, and collective action render it compelling.102

Thus “we require a new orientation toward the black freedom move-
ment, one that will free us to engage our contemporary problems imagi-
natively, intelligently, and in full view of the variety of African American
political interests.”103

The third claim, finally, is that a participatory, no-foundations black
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politics cannot flourish without strengthening and renewing the institu-
tional bases of the black public sphere. Agreeing with Michael Dawson,
Glaude claims “that we have witnessed the eclipse of a black public,”
and that we must devise strategies to “call a new public into exis-
tence.”104 Like Dawson, Glaude challenges African American political
thought to identify the social forces that now function to inhibit the re-
constitution of a black counter-public, or indeed, to prevent multiple
black public spaces from flourishing. And implicitly, at least, he too tasks
African American thought with the project of justifying the demand to
rebuild these spaces. Glaude goes beyond Dawson, and beyond Reed,
however, when he additionally insists that, in confronting contemporary
problems, contemporary, post-segregation thinkers let go of the idols of
the civil rights generation and cultivate an ability to judge the issues
now facing black politics, including the problem of reforming the black
public, in terms “capable of addressing the challenges of our current
moment.”105

Black Politics and Black Deviance:
Of Mr. Henry Louis Gates, Jr., and Others

I begin part 3 of the present chapter with a discussion of a 1998 PBS
documentary The Two Nations of Black America, written by Henry
Louis Gates, Jr., and June Cross, and narrated by Gates. Gates’s film en-
gages the purposes of this chapter, for it explicitly relies on Du Bois’s
early political thought and its preoccupation with the problem of the de-
viant, deficient masses to address ongoing debates about the ghetto poor,
the so-called black underclass. Gates, a New Yorker essayist, New York
Times op-ed columnist, correspondent for several PBS documentaries,
and long-time chair of Harvard’s celebrated Afro-American Studies De-
partment, has emerged as the most publicly visible black scholar of his
generation (roughly, the generation that came to intellectual maturity
during the decade or two that followed the demise of Jim Crow)—and
for that reason alone may well warrant attention when, in taking up the
theme of the ghetto poor, he fashions himself in Du Bois’s authoritative
image. But a better reason for considering Gates’s documentary is that
it helps to illustrate the affinities between Du Bois’s understanding of
the “Negro problem”—of the problem of the black masses—and the

242

DU BOIS AND DOUGLASS AFTER JIM CROW



standard, contemporary framing of the “problems” of the black under-
class. In exploring these affinities, I consider Gates’s presentation and em-
brace of the views of his colleague, the sociologist William Julius Wilson.
After some further analysis of Wilson’s thought, I then turn to a recent es-
say by Cathy Cohen, and to another by Tommie Shelby, both of which I
read as breaking with the neo–Du Boisian elements evident in Gates’s
and Wilson’s thought. Cohen and Shelby alike take an approach to the
Du Boisian and neo–Du Boisian theme of black deviance that renews the
spirit of Douglass’s radical reconstructionism—in Shelby’s case, without
relying on the political foundationalism with which I have taken issue.

The Two Nations of Black America

Two Nations tells two stories: one is an autobiographical tale that fol-
lows Gates from West Virginia to his undergraduate years at Yale College
and then, twenty-five years later, to Harvard; the other is a sociological
account of the decline of the black communities that existed prior to the
end of segregation, and of the corresponding emergence of a difficult-to-
bridge rift between the black poor and the black middle class—the two
nations of the film’s title. What connects these stories is Gates’s appar-
ently enduring determination, coming initially in the wake of his youth-
ful flirtation with black power and the Black Panthers, to follow Du
Bois’s path—that is, to accept Du Bois’s idea that as a member of the tal-
ented tenth he could help lead black people to liberation, which he now
suggests must be a matter of lifting them out of poverty and expanding
the black middle class. The film reminds us that the early Du Bois identi-
fied liberation with uplift when, shortly before it shows us some busts
and images of the great man, we hear Avery Brooks quoting the opening
sentence of the 1903 essay on the talented tenth:

The Negro Race, like all races, is going to be saved by its excep-
tional men. The problem of education, then, among Negroes must
first of all deal with the Talented Tenth; it is the problem of devel-
oping the Best of this race that they may guide the mass away from
the contamination and death of the Worst, in their own and other
races.106

I have argued throughout this book that Du Bois held that saving the
black masses and incorporating them into the American mainstream re-
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quired overcoming two kinds of obstacle—those pertaining to the Negro
as “a social group” and those pertaining to “his peculiar social environ-
ment.”107 And I have shown that this belief relies on a Schmoller-inspired
social-theoretical framework, the crux of which is a distinction between
the internal (social group) and external (environmental) conditions af-
fecting the masses and specifically characterized by Du Bois as cultural
backwardness and racial prejudice. For my purposes, it is significant that
current debates about the underclass depend on essentially the same
framework, for they tend to take shape as a dispute between “conserva-
tives” who explain the poverty and aberrant behavior of the ghetto poor
primarily in terms of internal, social group attributes—typically “cul-
ture,” or “values”—and “liberals” who explain it in terms of external,
environmental factors: typically racism or economic conditions said to be
“structural.” In Two Nations, Gates voices the internalist perspective
when he speaks of the need for a “moral” or “behavioral” revolution. He
allows William Julius Wilson to “correct” him, however, when he shows
Wilson defending an externalist perspective that stresses the role of struc-
tural, economic factors in causing black poverty. Wilson is not the only
talking head to appear in the film—which also includes interviews with
Angela Davis, Eldridge Cleaver, Kathleen Cleaver, Cornel West, Christo-
pher Edley, Maulana Karenga, and others—but he is the figure who
speaks about black poverty with the greatest authority. Gates demon-
strates his acknowledgment of that authority in an essay that is appended
to the film’s web site, which cites Wilson to support the position that “the
causes of poverty in the black community are both structural and behav-
ioral.”108 But for Gates, as for Du Bois, though not for Wilson—a point
that I shall revisit later—the “structural,” or environmental, cause of
black poverty is racial discrimination.109

When Gates moves from Du Boisian social theory to black politics, he
yet again follows Du Bois’s path, proposing that the salvific uplift agenda
of the “Talented Fifth” of the 1990s is to lead a two-pronged struggle
against white racism and the moral-behavioral deficiencies of the ghetto
poor. And he similarly follows Du Bois when, writing as an anomaly the-
orist, he holds that the elimination of white racism can help to bring at
least some of the black poor into the fold of a middle class whose stan-
dard habits and mores need not be questioned. Reminiscent of Du Bois,
Gates suggests that white racism is extrinsically related to the middle-
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class norms to which he wishes to assimilate the attitudes and behavior
of individuals belonging to the black underclass—which in his film and
essay are a deviant and deficient object of uplift that corresponds to Du
Bois’s black masses.110

In Two Nations and the essay that attends it, Gates updates Du Bois’s
politics of self-realization. But does he embrace Du Bois’s political
expressivism? In the film, an answer to this question is suggested by
Gates’s claim that, while he defends rap “as a literary form,” the gangsta
culture that produced Tupac Shakur confounds him, adding that Tupac,
who was gunned down in 1996, was “a victim of his own rhetorical
art.” Gates’s talk here of literary form is significant, for it alludes to his
formalist theory of African American literature, the central thesis of
which is that the blackness of black literature is a function neither of its
origins (psychological or social) nor of its documentation of the so-called
black experience, but of its use of distinctively black rhetorical strate-
gies—what Gates calls “Signification”—that organize black literature as
an aesthetic unity.111 Were Gates an expressivist like Du Bois, he would
attempt to establish his leadership as legitimate by reflecting in his voice,
or writing, the specifically black message, or messages, that animate and
unify black literary and cultural productivity—precisely the strategy
Du Bois adopts in the final chapter of Souls. For Gates, however, no such
unifying message exists, although he does suggest that the rhetorical
form of signifying is celebrated throughout black America—both in the
underclass, gangsta culture that Tupac symbolizes and in the middle-
class, high literary culture he salutes.112 Still, in addition to rejecting Du
Bois’s “message” expressivism, Gates seems also to deny that black lead-
ers could establish their leadership as legitimate by relying on rhetorical
strategies dear to both nations. Indeed, reliance on such strategies would
no more authorize talented fifth leadership than it would Tupac’s gang
banging: for Tupac erred, Gates implies, precisely in supposing that his
literary practice—his rhetorical art—legitimated a nonliterary practice
(for Gates, perhaps, an inversion of the error of supposing that serving
the sociological purpose of documenting the “black experience” legiti-
mates black literary practices as such). In Two Nations and Gates’s essay,
the legitimacy tacitly claimed for the talented fifth derives from the au-
thority of the middle-class behavioral norms that Gates brandishes
against the ghetto poor. When a gangsta named Mark impertinently chal-
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lenges that legitimacy by questioning the validity of those norms, Gates’s
recourse is to call him a Martian—an episode that shows Gates to be
even less sympathetic to Du Bois’s criticism model of political legitimacy
than to the expressivism model, and that represents his endorsement of
the politics of self-realization as an authoritarian response to a legitima-
tion crisis.113

Wilson and Black Deviance

Pace Cornel West, the debate about the post-industrial black underclass
recycles the terms of the Du Bois–Washington debate, as least as Du Bois
articulated them. This may be especially obvious in the work of a figure
like Gates, who deliberately gestures toward the idea of the talented
tenth to put forth a political agenda. But it is also evident in the writing
of William Julius Wilson, who makes no such gesture to my knowledge.
To be sure, Wilson no more than Gates accounts for black deviance by
proposing that the ghetto poor, like Du Bois’s black masses, are a group
of backward individuals woefully in need of modernization.114 But like
Gates and, again, like Du Bois in his framing of the “Negro problem”
and his critique of Washington (see Chapter 2 for my account of how the
former informs the latter), Wilson’s discussion of deviant black behavior
pivots around a distinction between the internal and external factors that
have been adduced to explain it. It is precisely this conceptual feature of
Wilson’s argumentation that I take up here.

In The Truly Disadvantaged (1987), still his most systematic account
of his theory of the underclass, Wilson observes “that there is a heteroge-
neous grouping of inner-city families and individuals whose behavior
contrasts sharply with that of mainstream behavior. The real challenge is
not only to explain why this is so, but also to explain why behavior pat-
terns in the inner city today differ so markedly from those of only three
or four decades ago.”115 In framing his approach to this challenge, the
meeting of which is the central purpose of his book, Wilson invokes the
familiar distinction between conservative and liberal accounts of the pov-
erty and aberrant behavior of ghetto blacks, noting that where liber-
als have tended to explain that behavior with reference to the external,
environmental conditions at work in the “broader society,” conservatives
have taken it to reflect the persistence within the group—the ghetto
underclass—of a self-perpetuating “culture-of-poverty.” Responding to
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the then increasing influence of the conservative perspective on ghetto
poverty and behavior, Wilson attempts in his book to “refocus” the lib-
eral perspective. More exactly, he attempts to give “externalist” explana-
tion a new lease on life by, on one hand, rejecting his fellow liberals’ ten-
dency—evident, for example, in Gates’s writing—“to rely on the easy
explanation of racism” (by which he meant currently existing, not his-
torical, racism), and, on the other, stressing the causal significance of job-
lessness resulting from economic changes and of social isolation resulting
from the departure of the black middle class from black neighborhoods.
For Wilson, joblessness and social isolation explain the existence of
underclass members’ ghetto-specific culture (which is not understood to
be self-perpetuating), as well as their deviations from “mainstream be-
havior”—that is, from what Wilson more recently has called “main-
stream norms of behavior.”116

The literature examining the particulars of Wilson’s arguments is ex-
tensive, and I do not mean to add to it here.117 But I do wish to high-
light his claim, which echoes Max Weber on the value-relatedness
(Wertbeziehung) of social inquiry, “that values influence not only our se-
lection of problems of investigation but also our interpretation of empiri-
cal data.”118 Wilson defends the reintroduction of specifically liberal
“value-premises” into the study of the underclass in order to raise “new
questions,” challenge “existing interpretations,” and stimulate “new re-
search.”119 Thus he quite candidly acknowledges these premises, recog-
nizing that they shape and focus his research differently than would spe-
cifically conservative value-premises. Yet Wilson neglects to acknowledge
the value-premises that he and his fellow liberals share with conserva-
tives, and that constitute the common ground of the debate between
them. That conservatives and liberals go round and round about the rela-
tive significance of internal and external factors in explaining the deviant
behavior and attitudes of the ghetto poor is indicative of their agreement
that ghetto poor deviance is precisely what is to be explained. Put simply,
their disagreement about the explanans takes for granted their agreement
on the explanandum. And that agreement, I propose, is founded on an
even more fundamental, shared value-premise—namely, that widely ac-
cepted, mainstream standards of behavior define norms appropriate
to the evaluation of the behavior and behavior-related attitudes of the
ghetto poor.120 Liberal and conservative analysts alike assume the appro-
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priateness of these norms as standards of evaluation; that the ghetto
poor characteristically fail to satisfy these standards; and that the point
of determining the correct explanation for that failure is to help formu-
late public policies that can assimilate the behavior and attitudes of the
ghetto poor to these standards.

In the final section of Chapter 5 I contrasted Du Bois’s and Douglass’s
approaches to the Negro problem, arguing that whereas Du Bois too of-
ten neglects to question the validity of norms adduced in the name of
American civilization, Douglass critically interrogates them, suggesting
that a decision to endorse them must await a determination as to whether
they are the right norms, that is, whether they define appropriate stan-
dards of evaluation. What would it mean similarly to put into question
the validity of the norms shared by liberals and conservatives in main-
taining the contemporary discourse about the underclass? In Douglass’s
view, judgments that fault the Negro for failing to conform to widely ac-
cepted norms must be entertained with a measure of incredulity (“there is
nothing the matter with the negro,” he proclaimed), for the critical issues
are likely the nature of American civilization and the norms defended in
its name: whether they are norms of tyranny or norms of freedom. Thus
to follow Douglass’s example in considering the liberal-conservative con-
sensus about the ghetto poor would be in part to ask whether we concede
too much in neglecting to question its most basic value-premise. More to
the point, it would be to wonder whether liberals’ and conservatives’
judgments of the ghetto poor are founded on apt standards of evaluation,
or whether the persistent gauging of the ghetto poor by mainstream mea-
sures is, in effect, a way of relentlessly soliciting them to acquiesce to a
form of domination. And finally, to follow Douglass’s example would be
to determine whether, if applying a notion of domination seems to make
sense here, the domination in question is a form of white supremacy.

Cohen, Shelby, and Black Deviance

A signal virtue of Cathy Cohen’s recent essay “Deviance as Resistance”
(2004) is its recognition that “beginning with W. E. B. Du Bois’s The
Philadelphia Negro and extending through St. Clair Drake and Horace
R. Clayton’s Black Metropolis to more recent Black community studies,
like those authored by Elijah Anderson and William Julius Wilson, there
has always been a tradition of pathologizing the behaviors of the Afri-
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can-American poor and working class, especially women.”121 In keeping
with the argument of the present section, Cohen sees that the tradition of
social inquiry she identifies considers the behavior of the black poor in
the perspectives of both internal and external factors.122 And focusing on
the early Du Bois and Wilson, she notes that, while Du Bois explains this
behavior in terms of both kinds of cause—in terms of discrimination and
cultural deficiency—Wilson’s explanation centers on “structural changes
faced by the black urban poor.”123 But what connects Du Bois to Wilson,
and to other members of the “pathologizing” tradition he initiates, is,
Cohen suggests, his value-premises. For at “the root” of “judgments”
about the black poor made by Du Bois, Wilson, and these other social
scientists “sits an unexamined acceptance of normative standards of as-
sociation, behavior, and even desire.”124

Cohen’s critique of Du Bois and Wilson is driven by her interest in es-
tablishing a new research agenda for the study of black politics
within African American studies. According to Cohen, the research agen-
das that have typically shaped that field have been organized around the
themes of political mobilization, the effort of the black middle class to
enforce standards of respectability, and black public opinion. Missing
from all these agendas, she argues, “is an examination of the possibil-
ity of oppositional politics rooted outside of traditional or formal politi-
cal institutions and, instead, in the daily lived experiences of those most
marginal in Black communities.”125 Cohen’s new research agenda con-
centrates on “deviant” practices that “counter the basic normative as-
sumptions of a society intent on protecting structural and social inequali-
ties under the guise of some normal or natural order to life.”126 More
precisely, it tends to emphasize deviant behavior that contradicts the
mainstream patriarchal and gendered standards of behavior and associa-
tion that thinkers like Du Bois and Wilson leave unexamined (for exam-
ple, the expectations that family life will have a “nuclear” character that
is organized around the heterosexual intimacy of a single, married cou-
ple; that men will provide for their families exclusively through legal ac-
tivities; and that women will refrain from bearing children when they are
not married). Cohen wishes to highlight the counter-normative behavior
of different elements of the black community “not with an eye toward
pathologizing or even justifying [it] . . . but . . . with an eye toward recog-
nizing and understanding its subversive potential.”127 As she acknowl-
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edges, however, deviance is not always defiance, and defiance does not
always take the form of conscious political resistance. Intention and
agency matter here, and so Cohen is especially concerned to stress that
“while there may be political possibilities in the deviant or defiant acts of
marginally positioned people, that potential has to be mobilized in a con-
scious fashion to be labeled resistance.”128 Hence the need for “interven-
ing mechanisms to transform deviant and defiant behavior into politi-
cally conscious acts that can be used as a point of entry into a mobilized
political movement.”129

It is no doubt obvious that Cohen wishes critically to examine the fun-
damental value-premise that unites Du Bois, Wilson, and various other lib-
eral and conservative students of the black underclass. In other words,
she wishes to question the assumption that mainstream and often patri-
archal and gendered norms of association, behavior, and desire define an
appropriate basis for evaluating the ghetto poor. As I read Cohen, she
suggests at least three reasons to reject the claim that these norms define
apt standards of evaluation: (1) evaluative judgments predicated on pa-
triarchal and gendered norms stigmatize deviant behavior and desire
(such as non-nuclear family arrangements and same-sex intimacy) that
do not deserve to be stigmatized, (2) such judgments may well encourage
young men especially to undertake dangerous and sometimes illegal
activities in order to satisfy norms (for example, norms of responsible
masculinity) against which they find themselves evaluated, and (3) such
judgments serve to rationalize and reinforce the state’s administration of
public policies meant to control and regulate the behavior of the ghetto
poor.130 This last consideration is particularly significant, for it expresses
the larger political picture that Cohen’s argument presupposes. On her
account, the state is a powerful institution that dominates and oppresses
poor black communities by making the allocation of resources condi-
tional on conformity to mainstream patriarchal and gender norms. Co-
hen’s value-related research agenda reflects this picture and rests on a
value-premise that dramatically breaks with the liberal-conservative con-
sensus: rejecting the assumption that mainstream norms define appropri-
ate standards of evaluation, she supposes instead that they constitute ap-
propriate objects of political resistance. In contrast to the purpose that
unites liberal and conservative research, the central point of Cohen’s
work is not causally to account for deviant behaviors, or their “func-
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tional or dysfunctional characteristics,” but to “investigate their poten-
tial for the production of counternormative behaviors and oppositional
politics.”131 Rather than explain the failure of the ghetto poor to conform
to mainstream norms, she proposes to understand “what might be”—
that is, how deviant practices can be transformed into political challenges
to the power that the state exercises over the ghetto poor through the
promotion and enforcement of these norms.132

For Douglass, the critical examination of mainstream or putatively
mainstream norms was important, for conformity to the wrong norms
or principles could well have meant acquiescence to “the dominion of
whites [and] the . . . subjection of blacks.” In his 1890s discussion of the
Negro problem, Douglass declined to take for granted that the workings
of white supremacy must be extrinsically related to the basic arrange-
ments of American social and political institutions. And so he was under-
standably skeptical that the struggle against white supremacy must be a
struggle to bring Negro life into conformity with the mainstream norms
shaping those arrangements: if the basic arrangements were themselves
arrangements of white supremacist domination (which they would be
were sectional reconciliation to result in the defeat of Republican party
principles), then assimilating African American lives to those norms, in
order to “include” them in the mainstream—or in Douglass’s and Du
Bois’s language, in order to “civilize” them—could only be a matter of
securing and stabilizing their subjection. In a similar vein, Cohen’s politi-
cal picture suggests that assimilating the ghetto poor to mainstream pa-
triarchal and gender norms would amount to securing and stabilizing
their subjection to an oppressive state. And although Cohen does not ex-
plicitly relate her references to oppression and resistance to the concept
of white supremacy, it would have been more than plausible for her to do
so, especially as regards the state’s relation to ghetto poor women. For as
Anna Marie Smith has argued recently, in connection to the TANF (Tem-
porary Assistance for Needy Families) program that was enacted just a
year before Two Nations aired, “[TANF] regulatory strategies are orga-
nized in the terms established by specifically patriarchal, heterosexist,
and bourgeois principles that have taken on specifically racial-ethnic
meanings. Given . . . that the location of these projects . . . builds an in-
herent class-bias into their effects and . . . that they are operating in a
society in which people of color are massively overrepresented among
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the poor, welfare reform sexual regulation is essentially targeting those
Americans who were once openly designated by the Spencerians and
eugenists as the ‘unfit.’”133 When considered from the perspective of
Smith’s remarks, Cohen’s argument invites the view that white suprema-
cist racism presently functions not as an obstacle that blocks the incorpo-
ration of the ghetto poor into the mainstream of American society—basi-
cally Gates’s outlook, which, we have seen, renews Du Bois’s approach
to the problem of the masses—but as a form of subordination that is in-
trinsic to the basic arrangements of that society and that relies on an
ideological articulation of shared value-premises to solicit and even to
coerce acquiescence to domination. To echo again Danielle Allen’s read-
ing of Ellison, it suggests that we understand institutionalized racism as a
practice that, instead of hindering inclusion by impeding assimilation to
norms left critically unexamined, fosters the domination of the ghetto
poor within the sociopolitical order that adherence to those norms helps
to shape and reproduce. According to this view, of course, resistance to
white supremacy would require, as Douglass urged, something akin to a
radical reform, or reconstruction, of the sociopolitical order’s basic ar-
rangements.

Let me now turn to Shelby’s “Justice, Deviance, and the Dark Ghetto”
(2007), which brings a moral philosophical perspective to a number of
the themes that Cohen engages in defending her novel research agenda.
Specifically, Shelby proposes “to determine what kinds of criticisms of
the ghetto poor’s behavior and attitudes are or are not appropriate given
that the social circumstances under which they make their life choices
are, at least in part, the result of injustice.”134 He argues, ultimately, that
criticism of the ghetto poor’s behavior and attitudes is inappropriate
when it is predicated on inappropriate standards of evaluation, and that
widely accepted, “mainstream” norms define inappropriate standards of
evaluation when, due to the fundamental injustice of the society shaping
the lives of the ghetto poor, these norms cease to be binding. Like Cohen,
Shelby refuses to assume that liberals’ and conservatives’ judgments of
the ghetto poor typically rest on an apt basis.

A central feature of Shelby’s argument is the distinction between natu-
ral duties and civic obligations. Natural duties “are unconditionally
binding, in that they hold between all persons regardless of whether they
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are fellow citizens or are bound by other institutional ties.” But civic
obligations bind conditionally, for “they are the obligations that exist
between the citizens of a democratic polity as defined by the principles
of justice that underpin their association . . . [they] have binding norma-
tive force . . . because of the formal or informal bonds that define a set of
persons as a distinct people or nation.” Assuming Rawls’s idea that soci-
ety is a scheme of social cooperation, Shelby claims that “within a liberal
framework, civic obligations are rooted in the political value of reciproc-
ity”—that is, in the precept that “as a beneficiary of the primary goods
afforded by the scheme of cooperation, each citizen has an obligation to
fulfill the requirements of the basic institutions of his or her society when
these institutions are just.”135 When, however, these institutions are fun-
damentally unjust, that obligation is vitiated, as are the requirement-spe-
cific civic duties that follow from it.136

Shelby develops his argument by focusing on the ghetto poor’s behav-
ioral and attitudinal deviations from commonly endorsed norms. To be
specific, the modes of deviance he discusses are “crime, refusing to work
in legitimate jobs, and contempt for authority”—in fine, modes of devi-
ance that correlate with the mainstream norms of lawful behavior, the
disposition to work in legitimate jobs, and respect for authority. And the
critical question he asks with regard to these norms is whether the ghetto
poor, in deviating from them, “violate the principle of reciprocity or
shirk valid civic obligations.” Now “when people criticize the ghetto
poor for failing to play by the rules that others honor,” Shelby writes,
“they are assuming, if only implicitly, that these rules are fair to all who
play.” But the criticism is inappropriate, he argues, because the “rules,”
the putatively valid civic obligations grounding that criticism, express
unfair and therefore inappropriate standards of judgment. These rules
articulate unfair and inappropriate standards, moreover, because the pre-
vailing social scheme fails fully to “embody the value of reciprocity.” In-
deed, “the existence of the dark ghetto—with its combination of racial
stigma, extreme poverty, racial segregation (including poorly funded and
segregated schools), and shocking incarceration rates—is simply incom-
patible with any meaningful form of reciprocity among free and equal
citizens.” For Shelby, the ghetto poor’s deviations from the aforemen-
tioned mainstream norms are neither unreasonable nor in violation of
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valid civic obligations, for the prevailing social scheme so extensively
fails to satisfy the principle of reciprocity that it is fundamentally un-
just.137

In addition, Shelby suggests that the fundamental injustice character-
izing the prevailing social scheme is a racial injustice. Or, put otherwise,
that white supremacy and institutional racism so profoundly penetrate
the institutional structure of U.S. society that “radical reform” will be re-
quired to render it just.138 Like Cohen, then, Shelby invites the view that
white supremacy, in its current incarnation, is intrinsic to basic arrange-
ments. And like Cohen, he thinks that while politically motivated devi-
ance from mainstream norms can be justified as a strategy for resisting
racial oppression, the demand that the ghetto poor assimilate their ac-
tions and attitudes to these norms can be regarded not as a cry to include
them in the mainstream, but as an insistence that, at the moral cost of
their self-respect, they acquiesce to injustice.139 To be sure, Shelby denies
that any and all deviance from widely accepted norms is reasonable, for
the ghetto poor are morally obligated to conform to those norms if
they express natural duties.140 Thus “some of the deviant attitudes and
actions of the ghetto poor are impermissible, not because they are forbid-
den by law but because they cannot be fully justified from a moral point
of view . . . reckless and gratuitous violence, the selfish indifference to
others’ suffering, and the disregard for the humanity of one’s fellow hu-
man beings . . . should not be tolerated.”141 Yet Shelby also stresses the
natural duty of justice, which obliges the ghetto poor to struggle radically
to reconstruct and reform the fundamentally unjust basic structure of
American society, neither abruptly, nor all at once, and not without pre-
serving its “reasonably just components.”142 Given the duty of justice
and on grounds of self-respect, “it is crucial,” Shelby believes, “that the
ghetto poor make manifest their principled dissatisfaction with the exist-
ing social order.”143 Whether all blacks, qua black, have an interest in
registering some such dissatisfaction, as distinct from a natural duty, qua
moral person, to do so, is of course a different question, one that I ad-
dressed earlier in the chapter.

I do not mean to suggest that Cohen’s and Shelby’s essays on black de-
viance form a single, unified perspective. There are obvious differences in
emphasis between them, not the least of which is that Cohen focuses on
patriarchal and gender norms, whereas Shelby concentrates on norms
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that express putatively valid civic obligations. And while Shelby system-
atically presents moral grounds for criticizing the criticism of deviance,
Cohen elaborates a new research agenda. What Cohen and Shelby share,
however, is an approach to the issue of black deviance that cogently ques-
tions the crucial value-premise forming the thinking of Gates, Wilson,
and other liberal and conservative students of the ghetto poor—again,
that widely accepted norms define appropriate standards of evaluation.
Gates, Wilson, and these others, I have argued, echo Du Bois’s attempt
to determine what internal and/or external factors explain black devi-
ance. And Gates, I have shown, replicates Du Bois’s interpretation of rac-
ism as an external factor that blocks assimilation. In contrast, Cohen and
Shelby recover Douglass’s insight, which is reflected in Mark the Mar-
tian’s challenge to Gates, that the critical interrogation of norms must
take political priority over the question as to whether the behavior and
attitudes of a particular group can be shaped to conform to those norms.
And no less notably, they renew Douglass’s recognition that institutional
racism and white supremacy may be most fruitfully understood not as
anomalous obstacles to assimilation, or to inclusion in a fundamentally
estimable and essentially just scheme of social cooperation, but as forms
of domination and oppression inherent to the basic arrangements shap-
ing that scheme. To borrow the language of the early Habermas, Cohen’s
and Shelby’s essays present the prospect of a paradigm shift—from social
theories of the ghetto poor framed by a technical interest in producing
public policies meant to normalize their behavior, to theories framed by a
critical, emancipatory interest in fostering the radical reform of an op-
pressive social order.144

Conclusion

In Chapter 4 I concluded my reconstruction of Souls’ politics of self-
realization, thereby preparing for Chapter 5’s “step back” to Frederick
Douglass and the careful reading of Douglass’s Bondage—a reading that
not only contests the received view that Du Bois’s early political thought
follows in Douglass’s path (a view that we owe in no small part to Du
Bois himself), but likewise brings to light some possibilities for theorizing
black politics that Du Bois’s early political thought tends to obscure. In
the present chapter, I carried forward these possibilities by evaluating
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their implications for ongoing debates about black leadership, black
identity, and black deviance; debates that, significantly, continue to re-
flect the influence that Du Bois and his “political Bible” have exerted
over post-segregation, African American political thought—by which I
mean political thought that, in the wake of Jim Crow, still takes its bear-
ing from the Afro-modern and, specifically, African American traditions
of political theory.

Through the lens of Douglass and Du Bois alike, I have also suggested
some possible tasks for contemporary African American political
thought. Two of those tasks are normative: (1) the persistent, critical ap-
praisal of the discursive tendencies of black publics, which should in-
clude, as Eddie Glaude urges, the cultivation of terms of analysis re-
sponsive to the challenges of the moment, and (2) the justification of the
demand to reconstitute and revive these publics. A related task, I pro-
posed, to which Cohen’s and Shelby’s work on racial oppression and
racial injustice no doubt pertains, is to identify the social forces cur-
rently functioning to prevent these publics from flourishing. More, of
course, could and perhaps should be written here, for this limited agenda
is hardly exhaustive of the projects available to contemporary African
American political theory. My present purpose, however, is simply to
outline a few coherent “next steps” that can be taken in the course of
recovering Douglass’s legacy and thinking beyond Du Bois—steps the
proposal of which should not be taken as a pre-political attempt to pre-
commit black politics to the principles of a “Black Constitution,” but as
a principled amendment to the race-conscious controversies characteriz-
ing that politics.145 Through a critical engagement with Douglass’s and
Du Bois’s contributions to the critique of white supremacy, the Douglass-
inspired contribution I intend here is, in short, to begin to sketch a path
for African American political thought that is founded on a revaluation
of Du Bois’s concepts of black politics, black identity, and white suprem-
acy itself.
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cut across all boundaries” (emphasis mine). To be sure, Markell presents a forceful
case for the thesis that Arendt makes remarks that seem to contradict the conven-
tional reading of beginning or “natality.” The problem, however, is that she simi-
larly makes remarks that Markell’s reading, which denies that action understood in
terms of natality entails the manifestation of qualitative difference, cannot easily
accommodate. See Markell, “The Rule of the People: Arendt, Archè, and Democ-
racy,” 5–6, 7; Hannah Arendt, Crises of the Republic (New York: Harcourt Brace
Jovanovich, 1972), 133; and Arendt, Human Condition, 190. For a related cri-
tique of Markell’s interpretation of Arendt’s conception of natality, see Miguel
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Vatter, “Natality and Biopolitics in Hannah Arendt,” Revista de Ciencia Política
26, no. 2 (2006): 155–156n39.

31. Ralph Ellison, Invisible Man (New York: Vintage, 1995), 441.
32. Strictly speaking, Kateb says what “all do together,” but here, I think, he

gets Arendt wrong. Cf. Arendt, On Revolution, 279–281.
33. In order fully and adequately to defend my interpretation of Ellison’s re-

flections on black leadership in Invisible Man, I would have to write much more
than I do here. And I would also have to consider Ellison’s novel in the perspective
of earlier writings that seem very much to echo the Du Boisian view that, I am sug-
gesting, he later criticizes—see, e.g., Ellison’s 1943 essay “The Negro and the Sec-
ond World War” in Eric J. Sundquist, Cultural Contexts for Ralph Ellison’s Invisi-
ble Man (Boston: Bedford/St. Martins, 1995), 233–240. For a discussion of the
theme of leadership in African American political thought that in some ways antic-
ipates Ellison’s implicit critique of Du Bois, see Carter G. Woodson, The Mis-Edu-
cation of the Negro (Trenton: First Africa World Press, 1990), chapter 11 (Ellison
was probably familiar with Woodson’s book, which was published initially in
1933). For a brief analysis of Ellison’s treatment of Douglass in Invisible Man, see
Sundquist, Cultural Contexts for Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man, 20.

34. Steven Hahn, A Nation under Their Feet: Black Political Struggles in the
Rural South from Slavery to the Great Migration (Cambridge: Harvard University
Press, 2003), 3.

35. Ibid., 17, 61.
36. Ibid., 38.
37. See ibid., prologue and part 1.
38. Charles E. Larmore, Patterns of Moral Complexity (Cambridge, Eng.:

Cambridge University Press, 1987), 97.
39. Ibid., 103–104.
40. It should be emphasized here that Larmore develops a valuable account of

political romanticism and expressivism that should not be conflated with Carl
Schmitt’s perhaps more familiar analysis of political romanticism as a form of
“subjectified occasionalism.” For Schmitt’s view, see Carl Schmitt, Political Ro-
manticism, trans. Guy Oakes (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1986).

41. I am well aware that the applicability of the category of political ex-
pressivism to Du Bois’s thought may be less intuitively obvious than, say, the appli-
cability of the categories of leadership and rule. I should point out, however, that to
treat Du Bois as a political expressivist is essentially to highlight the political sig-
nificance of what are widely and rightly taken to be the Herderian resonances in his
early writing. In any case, much of the burden of my argument in part 2 of Chapter
1, and in Chapters 2, 3, and 4, is to justify the application of this category to the in-
terpretation of “The Conservation of Races” and Souls. I should like to acknowl-
edge, finally, that in his contribution to the 2003 American Philosophical Associa-
tion Symposium celebrating the hundredth anniversary of the publication of Souls,
Bernard Boxill, while not relying on the notion of political expressivism, attributed
a similar line of thinking to Du Bois, emphasizing in particular Du Bois’s explana-
tion of the talented tenth’s authority to lead.

42. See Frederickson, White Supremacy, xi.
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43. Roberto Mangabeira Unger, Democracy Realized: The Progressive Alterna-
tive (London: Verso, 2000), 18–19.

44. See Charles Mills, Blackness Visible: Essays on Philosophy and Race (Ithaca:
Cornell University Press, 1998), chapter 6.

45. Danielle Allen, “Invisible Citizens: Political Exclusion and Domination in
Arendt and Ellison,” in Political Exclusion and Domination: Nomos XLVI, ed.
Melissa S. Williams and Stephen Macedo (New York: New York University Press,
2005), 55.

46. Ibid.
47. Ibid., 49.
48. Ibid., 56–57.
49. Ibid., 57.
50. Thus I will take issue with Mill’s interpretation of Douglass as an anomaly

theorist in chapter 8 of Blackness Visible. See Chapter 5.
51. I base this brief description of Du Bois’s understanding of the Negro prob-

lem on the analysis he gives in his 1897 essay “The Study of the Negro Problems.”
See The Seventh Son: The Thought and Writings of W. E. B. Du Bois, ed. Julius
Lester (New York: Vintage, 1971), 220–247.

52. For a development of the view that the political struggles of Reconstruction
were struggles to reconstitute American citizenship, see Rogers Smith, Civic Ideals:
Conflicting Visions of Citizenship in U.S. History (New Haven: Yale University
Press, 1997), chapter 10.

1. politics, race, and the human sciences

1. W. E. B. Du Bois, Darkwater: Voices from within the Veil (Mineola: Dover,
1999), 78. In Dusk of Dawn, Du Bois also ties “ruling” to “directing.” See W. E. B.
Du Bois, Dusk of Dawn: An Essay toward an Autobiography of a Race Concept
(New Brunswick: Transaction, 2000), 169.

2. Kenneth Barkin, who has rightly emphasized the impact of Gustav Schmoller
and the political economy of the German Historical School on Du Bois’s thought,
and on whose scholarship I rely in section three of the present chapter, maintains
that Du Bois “probably never attended” Dilthey’s lectures. But Du Bois himself
writes in a December 1893 letter to the trustees of the John F. Slater Fund that he
did attend Dilthey’s lectures in philosophy in the spring of 1893. See Kenneth
Barkin, “‘Berlin Days,’ 1892–1894: W. E. B. Du Bois and German Political Econ-
omy,” Boundary 2 27, no. 3 (2000): 92n27; and W. E. B. Du Bois, The Correspon-
dence of W. E. B. Du Bois, vol. 1: Selections, 1877–1934, ed. Herbert Aptheker
(Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 1977), 26.

3. Cf. David Levering Lewis, W. E. B. Du Bois: Biography of a Race, 1868–
1919 (New York: Henry Holt, 1993), 137; Barkin, “‘Berlin Days,’ 1892–1894,” 89.

4. “Bismarck” remains unpublished and may be found in the Du Bois Papers,
University of Massachusetts, Amherst.

5. W. E. B. Du Bois, The Autobiography: A Soliloquy on Viewing My Life from
the Last Decade of Its First Century (New York: International Publishers, 1968),
126.
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6. Du Bois, “Bismarck.”
7. Here, then, Du Bois opts for what Michael Walzer describes as a social-

democratic rather than Leninist reading of Moses’s leadership. Where the latter
puts Moses closer to Bismarck, the former “stresses . . . the role of Moses as the
pedagogue of the people.” See Michael Walzer, Exodus and Revolution (New
York: Basic Books, 1985), chapter 2.

8. Here I follow the analysis given in the introduction to “Prophets,” chapter 5
of The Jewish Political Tradition, vol. 1: Authority, ed. Michael Walzer, Menachem
Lorerbaum, and Noam Zohar (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2000), 200–
205.

9. In his discussion of Dark Princess, Ross Posnock has also analyzed Du Bois’s
notion of leadership in connection to the ideas of prophecy and charisma. See Ross
Posnock, Color and Culture: Black Writers and the Making of the Modern Intel-
lectual (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1998), 181–183.

10. W. E. B. Du Bois, Against Racism: Unpublished Essays, Papers, Addresses,
1887–1961, ed. Herbert Aptheker (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press,
1985), 26–29; Esther 4:16.

11. W. E. B. Du Bois, “Douglass as Statesman,” in Writings by W. E. B. Du
Bois in Periodicals Edited by Others, vol. 1: 1891–1909, ed. Herbert Aptheker
(Millwood: Kraus-Thomson, 1982), 29.

12. W. E. B. Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folk, ed. David W. Blight and Robert
Gooding-Williams (Boston: Bedford Books, 1997), 178.

13. Du Bois, Souls, 72.
14. Ibid., 170.
15. Ibid., 164.
16. W. E. B. Du Bois, “The Conservation of Races,” in Souls, 230.
17. For all the passages quoted in the preceding paragraph, see ibid., 235–236.

For a brief discussion of these passages, with affinities to the reading I sketch in
the present chapter, see Adolph Reed, W. E. B. Du Bois and American Political
Thought: Fabianism and the Color Line (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997),
39–40.

18. Du Bois, “Conservation of Races,” 236–237.
19. Hannah Arendt, The Human Condition (Chicago: University of Chicago

Press, 1958), 222.
20. Sheldon Wolin, “Norm and Form: The Constitutionalizing of Democracy,”

in Athenian Political Thought and the Reconstitution of American Democracy, ed.
J. Peter Euben, John R. Wallach, and Josiah Ober (Ithaca: Cornell University Press,
1994), 50; Arendt, Human Condition, 220–230.

21. Arnold Rampersad, The Art and Imagination of W. E. B. Du Bois (New
York: Schocken, 1990), 81.

22. Hazel Carby’s thoughtful account of the gendered character of Du Bois’s
discussion of Washington is an exception to the tendency to overlook these aspects
of Du Bois’s critique. See Hazel V. Carby, Race Men (Cambridge: Harvard Univer-
sity Press, 1998), 35–41.

23. For a good summary of the scholarship relating to the three-part structure
of Souls, see Henry Louis Gates, Jr.’s introduction to the Bantam Books edition of
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Souls entitled The Souls of Black Folk by W. E. B. Du Bois (New York: Bantam,
1989), vii–xxix.

24. See Thomas Carlyle, On Heroes, Hero Worship, and the Heroic in History
(London: Oxford University Press, 1935), 1. Significantly, all the passages cited ap-
pear in the first paragraph of Carlyle’s first lecture. For Du Bois’s remark, see Souls,
p. 65. For a sympathetic account of Carlyle’s heroic theory of history, see Philip
Rosenberg, “A Whole World of Heroes,” in Modern Critical Views: Thomas
Carlyle, ed. Harold Bloom (New York: Chelsea House, 1986), 95–108. For useful
discussions of Carlyle’s influence on Du Bois, see Rampersad, The Art and Imagi-
nation of W. E. B. Du Bois, 66–67; V. P. Franklin, Black Self-Determination: A
Cultural History of African American Resistance (New York: Lawrence Hill
Books, 1992), 23; Lewis, W. E. B Du Bois: Biography of a Race, 1868–1919, 74–
75; and Shamoon Zamir, Dark Voices: W. E. B. Du Bois and American Thought,
1888–1903 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1995), 65–66, 237n89. Zamir
gives detailed attention to a short speech Du Bois wrote on Carlyle (circa 1890) in
which he celebrates Carlyle’s admonition to men and women “to go to work” (see
“Carlyle,” Du Bois Papers, University of Massachusetts, Amherst). For a useful,
more general discussion of Du Bois’s youthful fascination with the figure of the
hero, evident in his speech on Bismarck at Fisk and his speech on Jefferson Davis at
Harvard, see Nathan Irvin Huggins, “W. E. B. Du Bois and Heroes,” in Revela-
tions: American History, American Myths, ed. Brenda Smith Huggins (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1995), 80–88.

25. Strictly speaking, Du Bois mentions self-realization and self-development.
For the sake of concision, however, I write simply of self-realization. In the third
section of this chapter, and in later chapters (e.g., Chapters 2 and 4), I defend in
greater detail the thesis that Du Bois’s notion of self-realization involves the idea of
self-assertion aimed at combating racial discrimination as well as the idea of cul-
tural self-development.

26. See Du Bois, Souls, pp. 64–67. Du Bois’s interpretation of history as the re-
cord of group leadership argues against Thomas Holt’s suggestion that, prior to the
publication of Souls, Du Bois had rejected “any Carlylean notion of history as hero
worship” and had come to see history as “the creation of ordinary folk.” See
Thomas C. Holt, “W. E. B. Du Bois’s Archeology of Race: Re-Reading ‘The Con-
servation of Races,’” in W. E. B. Du Bois, Race, and the City: The Philadelphia
Negro and Its Legacy, ed. Michael B. Katz and Thomas Sugrue (Philadelphia: Uni-
versity of Pennsylvania Press, 1998), 68.

27. For an insightful account of the tenacity with which notions of leader-
ship, or custodial leadership, have shadowed African American thinking about
black politics in the twentieth century, see Adolph Reed, Stirrings in the Jug: Black
Politics in the Post-Segregation Era (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press,
1999), chapter 1. I return to Reed’s treatment of this issue in Chapter 6.

28. William Ferris, The African Abroad, vol. 1 (New Haven: Tuttle,
Morehouse, and Taylor, 1913), 273.

29. Ibid., p. 276. Ferris connects Souls’ status as a “political bible” to his belief
that, due to writing Souls, Du Bois has come to be regarded by the “colored peo-
ple” as “the long-looked-for political Messiah, the Moses that will lead them out
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of the Egypt of peonage” (Ferris, The African Abroad, vol. 1, 276). In other words,
he clearly connects Souls to a concept of politics that relates politics to the exercise
of political leadership. That Souls might be read as representing Du Bois himself as
a political leader is not at all surprising. In Chapter 4, in fact, I shall suggest that
this is precisely the reading that Du Bois intended.

30. Du Bois, Souls, 65, emphasis mine.
31. In this connection, see the last chapter of On Heroes, Hero Worship, and

the Heroic in History, in which Carlyle describes the King, “the Commander over
Men,” as “the most important of Great Men.” For Cassirer’s discussion of Carlyle,
see Ernst Cassirer, The Myth of the State (New Haven: Yale University Press,
1946), chapter 15.

32. W. E. B. Du Bois, “The Evolution of Negro Leadership,” The Dial (July
1901): 64.

33. Philosophers as different in orientation as Gilles Deleuze (What Is Philoso-
phy?) and P. F. Strawson (Individuals) have claimed that philosophers invent con-
cepts.

34. Wolin, “Norm and Form: The Constitutionalizing of Democracy,” 34. For
the thumbnail sketch of Greek political thought that I present in this paragraph, I
am especially indebted to Wolin’s essay and to Richard Kraut, Aristotle: Political
Philosophy (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), 12–15, 368. See also Arendt,
Human Condition, 222.

35. Du Bois, Souls, p. 65.
36. See Max Weber, “The Nation State and Economic Policy,” in Weber: Politi-

cal Writings, ed. Peter Lassman and Ronald Spiers, trans. Ronald Spiers (Cam-
bridge, Eng.: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 1–28.

37. Aristotle’s Politics is an example of a classical text belonging to this strand.
As Kraut (Aristotle: Political Philosophy, 187) reminds us, “the Politics is not a
shapeless compilation of loosely related essays. It never loses its normative focus,
never analyzes politics simply for the sake of knowledge or explanation. Even its
examination of defective communities is attentive to distinctions between greater
and smaller defects. The culmination of this systematic exploration of the good
and the better, the bad and the worse, is an understanding of the best. In this sense,
all of the books of the Politics are preparatory to VII and VIII.” According to
Miguel Vatter, Machiavelli is the first modern thinker radically to deny the pre-
eminence of the normative preoccupations of the tradition that Aristotle repre-
sents. His break with the classical tradition in this respect is, in Vatter’s contro-
versial view, founded on an understanding of political life that conceptualizes
political freedom as no-rule: “The central concern of classical political thought
turns around the question of who should rule. From this concern emerges the goal
of determining the best form of government or regime (politeia), since the desired
solution to the question is always refracted through a theory of justice: those
should rule whose rule is the ‘best.’ Machiavelli rejects the primacy of the question
of who should rule, and, along with it, of the ideal of a best or just way of ruling, in
order to think of political life from the standpoint of political freedom as no-rule
. . . Such priority of the event over the form means . . . that the question of how to
change the political form overtakes the question of what is the right political
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form.” Miguel E. Vatter, Between Form and Event: Machiavelli’s Theory of Politi-
cal Freedom (Dordrecht: Kluwer, 2000), 5.

38. For the quoted material in this paragraph, see Du Bois, Souls, 45, 51, 53,
54, 58, 60.

39. Ibid., 62.
40. Ibid.
41. Ibid., 151.
42. Hannah Arendt, On Revolution (New York: Viking, 1965), 279–280.
43. Ibid.
44. “Of the Training of Black Men” first appeared in the September 1902 issue

of Atlantic Monthly. As Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham has shown, the idea of a tal-
ented tenth originated with Henry Morehouse, executive secretary of the American
Baptist Home Mission Society from 1879 to 1893 and then again from 1902
to 1917. See Evelyn Brooks Higginbothom, Righteous Discontent: The Women’s
Movement in the Black Baptist Church, 1880–1920 (Cambridge: Harvard Univer-
sity Press, 1993), 25.

45. Du Bois, Souls, 99–100.
46. Ibid. In articulating these sentiments, Du Bois echoed the views of the

white, Northern Baptist membership of the American Baptist Home Mission Soci-
ety. For this insight, I am indebted to Higginbothom, Righteous Discontent, 24–
31, 239n22.

47. Ibid., 138.
48. For Du Bois, then, sympathy, appeals to a common identity (defined in

terms of ideals, or blood), and so on are just as important as the issuing of precepts.
I emphasize the precepts angle here in order to stress that Du Bois tends to concep-
tualize leadership as rule. But in Chapters 3 and 4 I emphasize Du Bois’s belief that
authoritative and effective leaders must manifest a charisma demonstrating a felt,
sympathetic identification with the people they aspire to lead. An interesting ques-
tion, which I do not address here, is whether any of the nonphysically coercive
means of persuasion that Du Bois endorses should count as forms of “moral coer-
cion” of the sort that Mill discusses in On Liberty, building on Tocqueville’s notion
of the tyranny of the majority.

49. The Negro Problem: A Series of Articles by Representative American Ne-
groes of To-Day (New York: James Pott and Company, 1903).

50. W. E. B. Du Bois, “The Talented Tenth,” in Henry Louis Gates, Jr., and
Cornel West, The Future of the Race (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1996), 133.

51. Ibid., 139.
52. Ibid., 150.
53. In chapter 2 of We Who Are Dark: The Philosophical Foundations of Black

Solidarity (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2005), Tommie Shelby empha-
sizes Du Bois’s belief that the members of the talented tenth must be virtuous in
character. The virtues Shelby mentions include integrity, honesty, courage, loyalty,
and determination.

54. Du Bois, “The Talented Tenth,” 145.
55. George Kateb, “Political Action: Its Nature and Advantages,” in The Cam-
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bridge Companion to Hannah Arendt, ed. Dana Villa (Cambridge, Eng.: Cam-
bridge University Press, 2000).

56. Cf. Arendt, Human Condition, 220–230. According to Bernard Boxill, the
raison d’être of the talented tenth is the “moral salvation” of the black masses.
Moreover, Boxill distances Du Bois from Plato on the grounds that Du Bois, in
contrast to Plato, held that “education, not power, is the master key to moral salva-
tion.” In response to these claims I offer two observations. First, while Boxill cor-
rectly recognizes that Du Bois sees the talented tenth as moral tutors of a sort, he
omits to mention the close tie between Du Bois’s emphasis on moral education and
the particulars of his social scientific understanding of the Negro problem, a con-
nection I take up in section 3 of the present chapter. Second, Du Bois’s repudiation
of violence, or physical coercion, as a means of rule is quite compatible with his
tendency to conceptualize leadership in general as rule and the rule of the talented
tenth as the rule of the knowledgeable, thinking few (hence my suggestion that Du
Bois’s picture is Platonist). Underlying Boxill’s inclination to distance Du Bois from
Plato is, I think, a failure to observe Max Weber’s distinction between rule per se
and rule enforced through physical coercion—what Boxill calls “power.” For my
discussion of Weber on this point, see the Introduction. For Boxill on the talented
tenth, see Bernard R. Boxill, “Du Bois on Cultural Pluralism,” in W. E. B. Du Bois
on Race and Culture, ed. Bernard W. Bell, Emily R. Grosholz, and James B. Stew-
art (New York: Routledge, 1996), 76–82, esp. 79.

57. Du Bois, Dusk of Dawn, 216–217, emphasis mine.
58. Ibid.
59. See ibid., 218–220. See, too, Du Bois, “The Talented Tenth Memorial Ad-

dress,” 172.
60. Joy James has castigated intellectuals who concentrate on Du Bois’s early

political thought for minimizing his later, radical thought, and for overlooking or
underestimating his later repudiation of black elites as reliable leaders of an op-
pressed people. In her view, Du Bois’s intellectual development evolves along a lin-
ear path leading from elitist blindness to anti-elitist insight. James admits, however,
that Dusk of Dawn (1940) retains a “refined elitism.” At this stage, “Du Bois was
not willing to demobilize the elite vanguard.” James believes that Du Bois takes a
less equivocal position in the “Talented Tenth Memorial Address” (1948), where
he replaces a “black vanguard intelligentsia with a mass ‘special organization’”
and maintains that “agency belongs neither to elite nor race within the context of
revolutionary internationalism.” But this interpretation of the memorial address
strains credulity, for it cannot be reconciled with Du Bois’s all too familiar allusions
to men of “exceptional” quality, screened “for intelligent and disinterested plan-
ning,” and destined to “uplift” and civilize the Negro masses (an elite that Du Bois
now dubs “the Guiding Hundredth”). James best evidence for the advent of an
“anti-elitist” Du Bois is In Battle for Peace (1953), a book that asserts that “out of
the mass of the working classes . . . will continually rise the real, unselfish and
clear-sighted leadership.” Still, she ignores an essay Du Bois published just three
years later, in 1956 (“How United Are the Negroes”), the final sentence of which
again puts into question her blindness-to-insight story by resurrecting the idea of a
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black vanguard intelligentsia: “The Negro intelligentsia must reassert its influence
on the mass of Negro labor and wheel it into step with the world labor movement,
especially in Asia and Africa; of which today Black America dare not talk.” James
declines to acknowledge the “elitist” continuities in Du Bois’s thought. Neither
does she notice that part of what links the Du Bois of Souls to the Du Bois of Dusk
of Dawn is the tendency to conceptualize leadership—be it elite or nonelite—as
rule. In his Color and Culture Ross Posnock entertains the latter theme, claiming
that as early as Dark Princess (1928) Du Bois endorsed a notion of “anarchy” that
was “faithful to anarchy’s political premise, which derives from the word’s literal
meaning—without a ruler”—and that Du Bois saw anarchy as offering a “demo-
cratic alternative.” But I am not convinced by Posnock’s readings of the relevant
passages of Dark Princess. More persuasive, I think, is Ken Warren’s interpreta-
tion, which explicitly proceeds by way of a critique of Posnock, and according
to which Dark Princess expresses Du Bois’s persistent devotion to a rule-centered
and specifically oligarchic conception of African American politics. See Joy James,
Transcending the Talented Tenth: Black Leaders and American Intellectuals
(New York: Routledge, 1997), 18, 23, 26; Du Bois, “The Talented Tenth Memorial
Address,” 168–177; W. E. B. Du Bois, In Battle for Peace (Millwood: Krauss-
Thomson, 1976), 77; and W. E. B. Du Bois, “How United Are the Negroes,” in
The Seventh Son: The Thought and Writings of W. E. B. Du Bois, vol. 2, ed. Julius
Lester (New York: Vintage, 1971), 630–632. For a detailed, meticulously re-
searched, and persuasive defense of the claim that Du Bois remains committed to
an elite-centered notion of African American politics throughout his career, see
Reed, W. E. B. Du Bois and American Political Thought, chapter 5. For Posnock
on Dark Princess, see Posnock, Color and Culture, chapter 5. For Warren’s careful
and insightful critique of Posnock, see Kenneth Warren, “An Inevitable Drift? Oli-
garchy, Du Bois, and the Politics of Race between the Wars,” Boundary 2 27, no. 3
(Fall 2000): 153–169. By underlining the continuities in the evolution of Du Bois’s
thinking about black political leadership, I do not mean to overlook significant dis-
continuities, some of which Howard McGary very insightfully discusses when he
compares Du Bois’s idea of the talented tenth to the idea of racial leadership he de-
velops in the 1920s and 1930s. See Howard McGary, Race and Social Justice (Ox-
ford: Blackwell, 1999), 181–187.

61. Steven Hahn, A Nation under Our Feet: Black Political Struggles in the Ru-
ral South from Slavery to the Great Migration (Cambridge: Harvard University
Press, 2003), esp. the prologue and chapter 1. Hahn’s defense of a robust view of
black politics is not directed against Du Bois, but against historians of American
slavery who restrict their understanding of politics to activity belonging to “for-
mal” or “official” political arenas. But in effect, and as I note in the Introduction,
Hahn’s historiography also tells against the young Du Bois’s notion of black poli-
tics, and in favor of the more encompassing notion evident in Douglass’s Bondage.

62. My very brief summary of the late nineteenth-century German debate
about the Geisteswissenschaften derives from Lanier Anderson’s very fine and very
helpful article “The Debate over the Geisteswissenschaften in German Philoso-
phy” in The Cambridge History of Philosophy 1870–1940, ed. Thomas Baldwin
(Cambridge, Eng.: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 221–234. In a valuable re-
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cent essay, Barrington Edwards has also considered Du Bois’s early social and po-
litical thought, including “Conservation” in particular, in the perspective of the
German debate about the Geisteswissenschaften. See Barrington S. Edwards,
“W. E. B. Du Bois between Worlds: Berlin, Empirical Social Research, and the Race
Question,” Du Bois Review 3, no. 2 (2006): 405–406, 409–410.

63. See Anthony Appiah, “The Uncompleted Argument: Du Bois and the Illu-
sion of Race,” in “Race,” Writing, and Difference, ed. Henry Louis Gates, Jr. (Chi-
cago: University of Chicago Press, 1985–1986), 21–37; and Lucius Outlaw, “‘Con-
serve’ Races: In Defense of W. E. B. Du Bois,” in W. E. B. Du Bois on Race and
Culture, ed. Bernard W. Bell, Emily R. Grosholz, and James B. Stewart (New York:
Routledge, 1996), 16–37. An expanded version of Appiah’s essay appears as chap-
ter 2 of his In My Father’s House: Africa in the Philosophy of Culture (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1992).

64. See, e.g., Nahum Dimitri Chandler, “The Economy of Desedimentation:
W. E. B. Du Bois and the Discourses of the Negro,” Callaloo 19, no. 1 (1996): 79;
Holt, “W. E. B. Du Bois’s Archeology of Race,” 63–65; Paul Taylor, “Appiah’s Un-
completed Argument: W. E. B. Du Bois and the Reality of Race,” Social Theory
and Practice 26, no. 1 (Spring 2000): 103–128; and Ronald R. Sundstrom,
“Douglass and Du Bois’s Der Schwarze Volksgeist,” in Race and Racism in Conti-
nental Philosophy, ed. Robert Bernasconi (Bloomington: Indiana University Press,
2003), 32–52.

65. Du Bois, “Conservation of Races,” 230.
66. Ibid., 231.
67. Ibid., 229.
68. Appiah, “Uncompleted Argument,” 25.
69. This formulation is mine, and does not appear in Appiah’s essay. But it is, I

believe, faithful to the logical trajectory of his argument.
70. Appiah, “Uncompleted Argument,” 26.
71. Ibid.
72. Ibid.
73. Ibid., 26–27.
74. Outlaw, “‘Conserve’ Races,” 24.
75. Du Bois, “Conservation of Races,” 230. In representing races as fami-

lies and families as biological entities, Du Bois is paying homage to Alexander
Crummell, the first president of the organization—the American Negro Acad-
emy—to which Du Bois first presented “The Conservation of Races” in 1897. For
a similar view, see Eric Sundquist, To Wake the Nations: Race in the Making of
American Literature (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1993), 517. In Africa
and America, originally published in 1891, Crummell included an essay entitled
“The Race-Problem in America.” Crummell wrote there that “Races, like families,
are the organisms and the ordinance of God . . . Indeed, a race is a family”—Africa
and America (New York: Negro Universities Press, 1969), 46. A close examination
of “Race-Problem in America” suggests that in many ways it provided the frame-
work for Du Bois’s thinking in “Conservation of Races.” Crummell’s claim that
“race is the key to history” (which he attributes to Lord Beaconsfield), his talk of
racial cohesion and continuity, and his use of the rhetoric of “conservation” (he
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speaks of race as possessing a “conserving power which tends everywhere to fixity
of type”) all find clear echoes in Du Bois’s later essay (see, e.g., Africa and America,
esp. 46–49). Note finally that in the discussion that ensued in the immediate after-
math of Du Bois’s delivery of his paper to the Negro Academy, Crummell seems to
have reiterated the biological and organicist conception of families and races he es-
poused in 1891, and to have supposed that this conception was consistent with Du
Bois’s talk of families and races in his paper. For this point, see Wilson Moses, Al-
exander Crummell: A Study of Civilization and Its Discontents (New York: Ox-
ford University Press, 1989), 264–265.

76. For example, Du Bois again seems to rely on the biological concept of a
family when a few paragraphs later he begins to tell the story of the formation of
racial groups: “The age of nomadic tribes of closely related individuals represents
the maximum of physical differences. They were practically vast families, and there
were as many groups as families. As families came together to form cities the physi-
cal differences lessened, purity of blood was replaced by the requirements of domi-
cile.” See Du Bois, “Conservation of Races,” 232.

77. Appiah, “Uncompleted Argument,” 27.
78. Outlaw, “‘Conserve’ Races,” 24.
79. Appiah, “Uncompleted Argument,” 27. Paul Taylor criticizes Appiah’s cir-

cularity argument on the grounds that “it goes through only if the history to be
shared can be identified only as the history of black people simpliciter . . . Appiah
assumes that Du Bois’s historical criterion points to a global feature of the group, a
feature that the group has as a whole, that depends on the group’s prior existence,
and that members of the group possess on account of their membership in the
group. But it’s much more likely that Du Bois is arguing that certain persons com-
prise the group we call the black race because, and to the extent that, they have
parallel individual histories—that is, relevantly similar individual experiences of
dealing with certain social and historical conditions. It’s much more likely . . . that
Du Bois is interested not in some abstract group history but in the biographies of
concrete individuals, biographies which, when relevantly similar enough, justify
putting those who’ve lived them under the same category” (Taylor, “Appiah’s Un-
completed Argument,” 108). I agree with Taylor’s analysis of Appiah’s argument,
but I take issue with his suggestion that Appiah gets Du Bois wrong because Du
Bois is interested in the biographies of “concrete individuals” and not in the ab-
stract histories of groups “as a whole.” Specifically, I believe that “Conservation”
speaks against the view that Taylor attributes to Du Bois—that group identity is a
function of individual identity (of relevantly similar individual biographies)—and
that it explicitly endorses the opposite view: that individual identity is a function of
and epitomizes the expression of group identity. For Taylor’s Du Bois, the history
of the world is reducible to the history of concrete individuals. But Taylor’s Du Bois
was not the author of “Conservation”: “The history of the world is the history, not
of individuals, but of groups, not of nations, but of races, and he who ignores or
seeks to override the race idea in human history ignores and overrides the central
thought of all history . . . Turning to real history, there can be no doubt, first, as to
the widespread, nay, universal, prevalence of the race idea . . . and as to its efficacy
as the vastest and most ingenious invention for human progress. We, who have
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been reared and trained under the individualistic philosophy of the Declaration of
Independence and the laissez-faire philosophy of Adam Smith, are loath to see and
loath to acknowledge this patent fact of human history. We see the Pharaohs,
Caesars, Toussaints, and Napoleons of history and forget the vast races of which
they were but epitomized expressions” (Du Bois, “Conservation of Races,” 230–
231, emphasis mine). The assertion that rulers like the Pharaohs, Caesars,
Toussaint, and Napolean epitomized group identities suggests that Du Bois’s politi-
cal expressivism (see the Introduction to this volume and the concluding section
of the present chapter), which praises and endorses leaders whose leadership mani-
fests the ethos of the racial folk to which they belong, permitted him to reconcile
the group (race)-based conception of history of “Conservation” and the leader-,
ruler-based, and Carlylean notion of history set forth in chapter 3 of Souls (see
the concluding section of the present chapter). For a recent reading of “Conserva-
tion” similar to my own, see Sundstrom, “Douglass and Du Bois’s Der Schwarze
Volksgeist,” 40.

80. Ibid., 28–29, emphasis mine. It is worth noting that Du Bois’s use of a geo-
graphical criterion may, as does much else in his essay, reflect the influence of Alex-
ander Crummell. Compare Crummell, Africa and America, 46.

81. Outlaw also suggests a fourth objection that I do not take up in the body of
this chapter. See Outlaw, “‘Conserve’ Races,” 25–26.

82. For the material quoted in the paragraph, see ibid., 27–28.
83. Here I restrict my discussion to a consideration of the particulars of what

Outlaw in fact argues. But it should be mentioned that cluster concept approaches
need not involve precisely the sort of disjunctive analysis he proposes and, as Sally
Haslanger has pointed out to me, may allow for multiple ways of specifying neces-
sary and sufficient conditions.

84. Du Bois, “Conservation of Races,” 231.
85. Ibid., 230, emphasis mine.
86. Ibid., 232–233.
87. Ibid., 231–232, emphasis mine.
88. Ibid., 231.
89. Ibid., 232.
90. For careful and historically informed discussions of these matters, see Mi-

chael Banton, Racial Theories (Cambridge, Eng.: Cambridge University Press, 1987),
esp. chapter 2, and Robert Miles, Racism (London: Routledge, 1989), 30–38.

91. See Wilhelm Dilthey, Introduction to Human Sciences, Selected Works,
vol. 1, ed. Rudolph Makkreel and Frithjof Rodi (Princeton: Princeton Univer-
sity Press, 1989), 56–66; and Wilhelm Dilthey, Gesammelte Schriften, vol. 1 (Leip-
zig: B. G. Teubner, 1922), 4–14. See, too, Anderson, “Debate over the
Geisteswissenschaften,” 223–224, 232–233. Dilthey rejects the view that the dis-
tinction between mental and spiritual facts is to be understood as a distinction be-
tween different kinds of substance.

92. Dilthey, Introduction to the Human Sciences, 63; Gesammelte Schriften,
11.

93. For Dilthey on Goethe and Comte, see Dilthey, Introduction to the Human
Sciences, 61, 153–159; Gesammelte Schriften, 9, 104–109. Dilthey (Introduction
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to the Human Sciences, 66–72; Gesammelte Schriften, 14–21) restricts himself to
arguing for the relative independence (relative Selbständigkeit) of the human sci-
ences and acknowledges that the sciences of man take the sciences of nature as
their basis (Grundlage). Du Bois perhaps echoes this point when he permits that
psychical distinctions, though infinitely transcending physical ones, are undoubt-
edly based on them. Du Bois returns to the theme of reductionism in the 1905 essay
“Sociology Hesitant,” where he writes that “the relation of the science of man and
physical science” is “the great central problem of scientific investigation today.”
See W. E. B. Du Bois, “Sociology Hesitant,” Boundary 2 27, no. 3 (Fall 2000): 43.

94. Dilthey, Introduction to the Human Sciences, 91–93; Gesammelte
Schriften, 40–42.

95. Du Bois, “Conservation of Races,” 230, emphasis mine.
96. For a similar interpretation of Du Bois’s stated definition, see Tommy L.

Lott, “Du Bois on the Invention of Race,” Philosophical Forum 24, nos. 1–3 (Fall–
Spring 1992–1993): 167.

97. Ronald Sundstrom claims that, in a “metaphysical pluralist” reading, Du
Bois’s sociohistorical conception can do the work of individuation, but he does not
show how, exactly, this would work. That is, he does not show how the metaphysi-
cal pluralist reading would individuate the eight sociohistorical races that Du Bois
identifies. Sundstrom, “Douglass and Du Bois’s Der Schwarze Volksgeist,” 45–46.

98. Appiah, “Uncompleted Argument,” 29–30; Outlaw, “‘Conserve’ Races,” 27.
99. Perhaps it would be difficult to rid oneself of one’s impulses. Still, letting go

of specifically English or Teutonic traditions or strivings would be sufficient to rid
oneself of those sociohistorical racial identities.

100. Outlaw, “‘Conserve’ Races,” 28; Du Bois, “Conservation of Races,” 237.
101. Here I mean to apply something like Anthony Smith’s distinction between

political (what I call “civic”) and cultural nationalism. See Anthony D. Smith, Na-
tionalism and Modernism (Routledge: London, 1998), 177–180.

102. For a useful discussion of the various senses of “authority” and “legiti-
macy,” see Raymond Geuss, History and Illusion in Politics (Cambridge, Eng.:
Cambridge University Press), 31–42.

103. Du Bois, Souls, 64–65.
104. Like the educated classes of eighteenth-century Europe, Du Bois does

not seem to distinguish the literary from the political public sphere. On this point,
see Jürgen Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere, trans.
Thomas Berger and Frederick Lawrence (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1996), 56. See
also Michael Warner, The Letters of the Republic: The Public Sphere in Eigh-
teenth-Century America (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1990).

105. Du Bois, Souls, 64.
106. I base this brief description of Du Bois’s understanding of the Negro prob-

lem on the analysis he gives in his 1897 essay “The Study of the Negro Problems.”
See The Seventh Son: The Thought and Writings of W. E. B. Du Bois, ed. Julius
Lester (New York: Vintage, 1971), 229–247.

107. Du Bois, Souls, 155.
108. In “The Development of a People,” an essay that first appeared in the In-

ternational Journal of Ethics, roughly a year after Souls was published, Du Bois
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proclaims that “the leader of the masses . . . is going to solve the Negro problem.”
See “The Development of a People,” in W. E. B. Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folk,
ed. David Blight and Robert Gooding-Williams (Boston: Bedford Books, 1997),
251. All further citations of this essay will be to the Blight and Gooding-Williams
volume.

109. Du Bois alludes to this idea when he notes that Douglass advocated “ulti-
mate assimilation through self-assertion” (Souls, 66). As I suggest in an earlier
note to this chapter, Du Bois’s notion of self-realization includes the idea of self-
assertion.

110. I say “he” here, for it is clear that Du Bois envisions leaders as men. On
this point, see Carby, Race Men, 1–41.

111. See Du Bois, “Development of a People,” 251.
112. The expressivist model of political legitimacy persists in Du Bois’s thought

after Souls, e.g., with appeals to common experience and feeling, which serve the
same legitimation function as earlier appeals to a common soul, or common spiri-
tual identity. See, on this point, Warren, “An Inevitable Drift?” 161–162.

113. I thank Victor Wolfenstein for alerting me to this line of argument.
114. Throughout his career, Du Bois recurrently endorses democracy as a polit-

ical ideal—see, e.g., “Of the Ruling of Men,” in Darkwater, 78–92, which ap-
peared in 1920, and Color and Democracy (Millwood: Kraus-Thomson Organiza-
tion, Ltd., 1975), which first appeared in 1945. Still, he never puts behind him,
once and for all, the thesis that the black masses require the vanguard leadership of
intellectual elites. Notwithstanding his democratic commitments, Du Bois persis-
tently worried that the masses lacked the wherewithal (e.g., the intelligence, the
knowledge, and the experience) for competent democratic citizenship. He also rec-
ognizes, by the time of Dusk of Dawn, that they could hardly be counted on to
choose the “right” leaders (there is some truth, then, in Manning Marable’s con-
tention that Du Bois was a radical democrat—see Manning Marable, W. E. B. Du
Bois: Black Radical Democrat [Boston: Twayne Publishers, 1986], ix—but this is
but a partial truth that is qualified by the antidemocratic, vanguardist strains in Du
Bois’s political thought; for Du Bois’s skepticism regarding the competence of the
masses, see Color and Democracy, 73–74 and Dusk of Dawn, 216–220). The rule
of human society by democratic discussion and deliberation may well have been
one of the socialist Du Bois’s regulative ideals (for Du Bois’s endorsement of demo-
cratic discussion and deliberation, see “Of the Ruling of Men,” 90, and Color and
Democracy, 84), but he seems also always to have doubted that the leaders seeking
to realize such a society should let themselves be led by the democratic criticism of
the masses. In general, then, I am insisting that we take a more complicated view of
Du Bois’s democratic commitments than, say, Bernard Boxill offers, when he writes
that “by the time [Du Bois] wrote Darkwater . . . he was an uncompromising dem-
ocrat.” See Boxill, “Du Bois on Cultural Pluralism,” 85n74.

115. For an overview of Du Bois’s study in Germany, and of Schmoller’s exten-
sive involvement in Du Bois’s intellectual development, see Lewis, W. E. B. Du
Bois: Biography of a Race, 1868–1919, chapter 6. Francis Broderick discusses
Schmoller’s powerful influence on Du Bois’s substantive and theoretical work in his
“German Influence on the Scholarship of W. E. B. Du Bois,” Phylon 19, no. 4
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(Winter 1958): 367–371. For a succinct and careful summary of Broderick’s re-
search notes on Du Bois’s unpublished essay on Schmoller, which essay seems to
have sketched out a philosophically and historically informed overview of
Schmoller’s economic thought, see Zamir, Dark Voices, 79–80. (Broderick’s notes
are available in the Schomburg Collection of the New York Public Library. The un-
published essay to which they refer has yet to be rediscovered by contemporary
Du Bois scholars.) For a brief, general treatment of Du Bois’s indebtedness to
Schmoller and the German Historical School, see Thomas D. Boston, “W. E. B. Du
Bois and the Historical School of Economics,” American Economic Review 81, no.
2 (May 1991): 303–306. For a more nuanced and comprehensive overview, see Ed-
wards, “W. E. B. Du Bois between Worlds,” 395–422.

116. Quoted in David F. Lindenfield, The Practical Imagination: The Ger-
man Sciences of State in the Nineteenth Century (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1997), 219. Although Schmoller believed that the political economy
(Volkswirtschaft) included studies of ethics and culture belonging to the
Geisteswissenschaften, he also held that it comprised technological, ethnological,
climatological, and other studies belonging to the Naturwissenschaften. See, on
this point, Gustav Schmoller, Über einige Grundfragen der Sozialpolitik und der
Volkswirtschaftslehre (Leipzig: Duncker & Humblot, 1904), 274–275. For a brief,
general discussion of Schmoller’s engagement with Dilthey, whose Einleitung in die
Geisteswissenschaften Schmoller favorably reviewed, see Lindenfield, Practical
Imagination, 235–236. Finally, for two helpful, short histories of the Verein, see
Lindenfeld, Practical Imagination, 223–233, and Jurgen Herbst, The German His-
torical School in American Scholarship (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1965),
144–146.

117. For the role of the concept of Sittlichkeit in Schmoller’s thought and, more
generally, for a clear account of Schmoller’s moral institutionalism, see Heino
Heinrich Nau, “Gustav Schmoller’s Historico-Ethical Political Economy: Ethics,
Politics, and Economics in the Younger German Historical School, 1860–1917,”
European Journal of the History of Economic Thought 7, no. 4 (Winter 2000):
510–512. See also Axel R. Schäfer, “W. E. B. Du Bois und die transatlantische
Dimension des Progressivismus, 1892–1909,” in Macht und Moral: Beiträge zur
Ideologie und Praxis amerikanischer Aussenpolitik im 20. Jahrhundert, ed.
Manfred Berg, Michaela Hönicke, Raimund Lammersdorf, and Anneke de Rudder
(Münster: LIT Verlag, 1999), 52–55. Schäfer’s article “W. E. B. Du Bois, German
Social Thought and the Racial Divide in American Progressivism, 1892–1909,”
Journal of American History 88, no. 3 (December 2001): 925–949 is based on
the earlier, German-language essay and sets forth essentially the same line of argu-
ment.

118. For Schmoller’s notion of the “unified spirit of a people,” and for the
comparison to Barrington Moore, see Nau, “Gustav Schmoller’s Historico-Ethical
Political Economy,” 511–512. For the comparison to John Rawls, see Yuichi
Shionoya, The Soul of the German Historical School: Methodological Essays on
Schmoller, Weber, and Schumpeter (Springer: New York, 2005), 25.

119. Gustav Schmoller, “Die Gerechtigkeit in der Volkswirtschaft,” Schmollers
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Jahrbuch für Gesetzgebung, Verwaltung und Volkwirtschaft 5 (1881): 49–50. Cf.
Schäfer, “W. E. B. Du Bois und die transatlantische Dimension des
Progressivismus, 1892–1909,” 54.

120. Gustav Schmoller, “The Idea of Justice in Political Economy,” trans. Ernst
L. von Halle and Carl L. Schutz, Annals of the American Academy of Political
and Social Science (March 1894): 39; for the German original, see Schmoller, “Die
Gerechtigkeit in der Volkswirtschaft,” 52. See also Nau, “Gustav Schmoller’s
Historico-Ethical Political Economy,” 512–514.

121. On the “social question” in Germany in the nineteenth century, see
Lindenfeld, Practical Imagination, 143–151, and Nau, “Gustav Schmoller’s
Historico-Ethical Political Economy,” 508–510.

122. Quoted in Barkin, “‘Berlin Days,’ 1892–1894,” 94.
123. Broderick briefly but explicitly notes this debt (see Broderick, “German

Influence on the Scholarship of W. E. B. Du Bois,” 369–370), but more recent
scholarship on “The Study of the Negro Problems” has tended to ignore the essay’s
Schmollerian orientation. See, for example, the otherwise interesting and useful es-
says collected in The Study of African American Problems: W. E. B. Du Bois’s
Agenda, Then and Now, ed. Elijah Anderson and Tukufu Zuberi (Thousand Oaks:
Sage Publications, 2000). An exception to this tendency is Boxill, “Du Bois on Cul-
tural Pluralism,” 57–58.

124. Zamir notes the same parallel between Schmoller’s and Du Bois’s social
thought. See Zamir, Dark Voices, 78–79.

125. See Du Bois, “The Study of the Negro Problems,” 230, for all the material
quoted in the paragraph.

126. Ibid., 236. In this passage, Du Bois suggests that social scientific inquiry
must precede and is a means (a method) for solving social problems (for realizing
group ideals through what he calls “conscious, normative, intelligent action,”
ibid., 236). Thus he echoes Schmoller’s view that recommendations for social re-
form, while distinct from empirical research, must be grounded in it. For a further
echo, see ibid., 241–242; for Du Bois’s understanding of Schmoller in this connec-
tion, see his economic notebooks of 1893–1894 (Du Bois Papers, University of
Massachusetts, Amherst), where he quotes his mentor as saying that “my school
tries as hard as possible to leave the sollen for a later stage and study the geschehen
as other sciences have done” (see also, on this point, Broderick, “German Influence
on the Scholarship of W. E. B. Du Bois,” 369–371). Du Bois likewise suggests here
that the group ideals with reference to which he conceptualizes Negro problems
are ideals he attributes to the larger society within which these problems occur—
American society—and not ideals peculiar to the Negro as a distinct social group.
Thus the Negro problems are (in Du Bois’s view) first and foremost problems be-
longing to, or characteristic of, American history, and not problems belonging
to, or characteristic of, Negro history—except inasmuch as the Negro is an Ameri-
can Negro (see, too, on this point, Du Bois, “Study of the Negro Problems,” 233). I
think, then, that Lucius Outlaw errs in suggesting that the ideals with reference
to which Du Bois conceptualizes Negro problems are distinctively Negro ideals.
For Outlaw’s discussion of these matters, see Lucius Outlaw, Jr., “W. E. B. Du Bois

275

NOTES TO PAGES 58–60



on the Study of Social Problems,” in The Study of African American Problems,
287–289.

127. Du Bois, “Study of the Negro Problems,” 233–234.
128. Du Bois was not alone in adapting Schmoller’s ideas to the study of social

problems in the United States. E.g., the influence of Schmoller’s ethical approach to
the study of society is equally evident in the writings Albion Small, Du Bois’s con-
temporary and the founder of the Chicago School of Sociology who also studied in
Germany (from 1879 to 1881). An obvious case in point is Small’s 1894 textbook,
An Introduction to the Study of Society, whose conceptualization of sociological
inquiry very clearly echoes Schmoller: “Sociology is first, Descriptive—coordinated
facts of society as it is; second, Statical—the ideal which right reason discloses of
society as it ought to be; third, Dynamic—[investigation of] the available resources
for changing the actual into the ideal.” Quoted in Vernon K. Dribble, The Legacy
of Albion Small (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1975), 18. For the persis-
tence of the influence of Schmoller’s ethical conception of social inquiry on Small’s
views throughout his career, see Dribble, Legacy of Albion Small, 2, 221n4.

129. Du Bois, “Study of the Negro Problems,” 230.
130. Ibid., 234.
131. My emphasis. As I read Du Bois, he identifies these norms of development

with a range of development typical of specifically modern nations. Thus to bring
Negro life into accord with these norms would be to bring it within a certain range
of development. Du Bois’s early thought is, broadly speaking, of a piece with that
of those social theorists whom James McKee has described as the first generation
of American sociologists, scholars “who were concerned with the modernizing of a
nation still largely rural and agricultural but undergoing transformation to an ur-
ban and industrial society. As late as the 1920s, sociologists were still very much
involved in making typological comparisons between modern and traditional
peoples and societies. Black people were seen as a pre-modern people, culturally
backward by modern standards and still isolated from the socializing currents of
modern life.” See James B. McKee, Sociology and the Race Problem: The Failure of
a Perspective (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1993), 6. It is significant that Du
Bois also held that the modernization of Negro life could be reconciled with the
preservation of black Americans’ distinctive folk identity. This reconciliation thesis
is evident in both “Conservation” and Souls; I discuss some of its difficulties in
Chapter 4. For a different view of Du Bois’s relation to modern American sociol-
ogy, which simply does not do justice to his pronounced tendency in his early writ-
ings (1) to view the black masses as deficient and backward due to their failure
to satisfy modern norms of civilized development, and (2) to advocate on behalf
of their assimilation to these norms, see Aldon Morris, “Sociology of Race and
W. E. B. Du Bois: The Path Not Taken,” in Sociology in America: A History, ed.
Craig Calhoun (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2007), 503–534.

132. Du Bois, “Study of the Negro Problems,” 235. Du Bois implies, then, that
there is a contradiction between the group ideal of including Negroes in the social
body and the widespread conviction that Negroes should not be included, no mat-
ter what their condition. In Souls (146) he points to essentially the same contradic-
tion, which I discuss with reference to Du Bois’s affinities to Myrdal in Chapter 5.
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133. For Du Bois’s use of the term “prejudice,” see, for example, ibid., 236,
245. For a detailed discussion of the young Du Bois’s concept of prejudice, see
Lawrence D. Bobo, “Reclaiming a Du Boisian Perspective on Racial Attitudes, in
The Study of African American Problems, 186–202. That prejudice causes the
same kinds of problems as cultural backwardness is, I take it, what Du Bois has in
mind when he divides the plexus of Negro problems into two correlated parts.

134. According to Du Bois, the problems caused by prejudice complicate the
problems caused by backwardness, for they constitute a set of social forces that af-
fects “every other social force.” Specifically, he implies that prejudice retards eco-
nomic development by making it more difficult for black men to earn a living, or to
spend their earnings as they will; that it retards educational development by con-
signing blacks to poorer school facilities and restricting their contact with cultured
classes; and that it retards social development by causing and providing an excuse
for discontent, lawlessness, laziness, and injustice. Du Bois leaves open the ques-
tion, to be decided by future research, as to which class of problems, or set of
forces, is of greater “relative importance.” See Du Bois, “Study of the Negro Prob-
lems,” 235–236, 244–245.

135. Du Bois, Dusk of Dawn, 27.
136. Emphasis mine. For all the material quoted in this paragraph, see Du Bois,

“Study of the Negro Problems,” 234–235.
137. In addition to “immorality” and “crime,” Du Bois also mentions “dis-

ease.” Why he mentions disease, however, is not clear to me, unless he sees disease
in its grosser forms as resulting from a want of adaptation of individual life to the
organizing norms of group life. That Du Bois may have had an argument along
these lines in mind is suggested in a later essay that alludes to the “morals of sani-
tary living,” for the want of some forms of sanitary living do indeed cause disease.
See Du Bois, “Study of the Negro Problems,” 224, and Du Bois, “Development of
a People,” 252.

138. Du Bois, “Study of the Negro Problems,” 242.
139. Ibid., 241–245.
140. It may strike some readers as odd that I have chosen to focus on “The

Study of the Negro Problems” rather than the massive and better known The Phil-
adelphia Negro (1899) to discuss the sociological dimensions of Du Bois’s early po-
litical thought in the present chapter (Du Bois was just completing the research for
The Philadelphia Negro when he delivered “The Study of the Negro Problems” to
the American Academy of Political and Social Sciences in November 1897). The
choice is justified, I believe, by the consideration that “The Study of the Negro
Problems” is the more philosophical, more programmatic contribution; of the two
works, it gives a clearer picture of the conceptual “deep structure” of Du Bois’s
early social thought and can be read both as a statement of the key, social-theoreti-
cal presuppositions informing the longer, empirically driven study of black Phila-
delphia (which likewise promotes an agenda geared to assimilating African Ameri-
cans to modern civilization), and as a prolegomenon to “The Atlanta University
Studies” (1897–1914), which Du Bois was just beginning to undertake. For an es-
pecially detailed discussion of The Philadelphia Negro in connection to Du Bois’s
integrationist/assimilationist agenda, see Reed, W. E. B. Du Bois and American Po-
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litical Thought, chapter 3. See too in this connection Zamir, Dark Voices, 94. For a
more general discussion, in a similar vein, see Alan Munslow, Discourse and Cul-
ture: The Creation of America, 1870–1920 (London: Routledge, 1992), chapter 7.
For Du Bois’s own, autobiographical account of the relationship among “The
Study of the Negro Problems,” The Philadelphia Negro, and “The Atlantic Univer-
sity Studies,” on which I have relied here, see Du Bois, Dusk of Dawn, 57–66.

141. For all the quoted material in this paragraph, see Du Bois, “Conservation
of Races,” 237–238.

142. In arguing that Schmoller’s influence is evident in “Conservation,” as well
as in “The Study of the Negro Problems,” I take issue with Boxill’s insistence that
the former marks a break with Schmoller. Boxill misses the Schmoller-echoing
affinities between the two essays, I think, because he sees in Schmoller’s writing but
a “pedestrian empiricism.” In short, Boxill overlooks the ethical dimension of
Schmoller’s thought, which is decisive for the conceptualization of the Negro prob-
lem evident in both “The Study of the Negro Problems” and “Conservation.” See
Boxill, “Du Bois on Cultural Pluralism,” 57–58.

143. Du Bois, Souls, 146–147. I discuss these pages in some detail in the con-
clusion to Chapter 5.

2. intimations of immortality

and double consciousness

1. W. E. B. Du Bois, “The Conservation of Races,” in The Souls of Black Folk,
ed. David W. Blight and Robert Gooding-Williams (Boston: Bedford Books, 1997),
230.

2. W. E. B. Du Bois, “Strivings of the Negro People,” Atlantic Monthly (August
1897): 194–198.

3. W. E. B. Du Bois, “The Study of the Negro Problems,” in The Seventh Son:
The Thought and Writings of W. E. B. Du Bois, ed. Julius Lester (New York: Vin-
tage, 1971), 230.

4. W. E. B. Du Bois, “Careers Open to College-Bred Negroes,” in W. E. B. Du
Bois Speaks: Speeches and Addresses, 1890–1919, ed. Philip S. Foner (New York:
Pathfinder Press, 1970), 87.

5. Ibid.
6. W. E. B. Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folk, ed. David W. Blight and Robert

Gooding-Williams (Boston: Bedford Books, 1997), 102.
7. See William Wordsworth, The Prelude, from Wordsworth’s Poetical Works,

ed. Thomas Hutchinson, rev. Ernest de Selincourt (1969; London: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 1973), 494–588. For commentary relating the theme of sublimity to
Wordsworth’s journey through the Alps in book 6 of The Prelude, see M. H.
Abrams, Natural Supernaturalism (New York: W. W. Norton, 1971), 97–113.

8. All the quoted material in this paragraph derives from Du Bois, “Careers
Open to College-Bred Negroes,” 87–88. In The Quest of the Silver Fleece, a novel
that Du Bois first published in 1911, he again relies on the “Intimations Ode” to
represent the higher life revealed through liberal education in a chapter entitled
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“The Training of Zora”; see W. E. B. Du Bois, The Quest of the Silver Fleece (New
York: Negro Universities Press, 1969), 251–252.

9. See Immanuel Kant, The Critique of Judgment, trans. Werner Pluhar (India-
napolis: Hackett, 1997), 119–123. In a later paragraph, Du Bois again ties the sub-
lime to high ideals and purposes, and he again echoes Wordsworth. Du Bois writes:
“How often do we see young collegians enter life with high resolve and lofty
purpose and then watch them shrink and shrink and shrink to sordid, selfish,
shrewd plodders, full of distrust and sneers. Woe to the man, who, with the revela-
tion of the world once before him, as it stands before you now, has let it fade and
whiten into the common day—life is death” (see “Careers Open to College-Bred
Negroes,” 92). “Let it fade and whiten into common day” very clearly echoes
stanza 5 of the “Intimations Ode”: “The Youth, who daily farther from the east /
Must travel, still is Nature’s Priest, / And by the vision splendid / Is on his way at-
tended; / At length the Man perceives it die away, / And fade into the light of com-
mon day.”

10. For all the material quoted in this paragraph, see Du Bois, Souls, 34, 37.
11. I develop this point at greater length in the third section of this chapter,

which focuses on Du Bois’s critique of Washington.
12. Esther Schor, Bearing the Dead: The British Culture of Mourning from the

Enlightenment to Victoria (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1996), 132.
13. It is perhaps worth noting here that in stanza 5 Wordsworth generalizes his

recollection of the past, speaking of the Child, the Youth, and the Man and thus
forgoing the first-person narrative of the first four stanzas. On this point, see Peter
J. Manning, “Wordsworth’s Intimations Ode and Its Epigraphs,” in Critical Essays
on William Wordsworth, ed. George K. Gilpin (Boston: G. K. Hall, 1990), 87.

14. Majorie Levinson, “The Intimations Ode: A Timely Utterance,” in Critical
Essays on William Wordsworth, ed. George K. Gilpin (Boston: G. K. Hall, 1990),
114, 111.

15. Du Bois, “Strivings of the Negro People,” 195.
16. See Du Bois, Souls, 38; ibid., 194.
17. For the references to Souls in this paragraph, see Du Bois, Souls, 37–38.
18. Although Du Bois depicts the natural environment of his childhood as sub-

lime (as raised aloft)—again, it is away up in the hills—he depicts himself and his
school as diminutive: “I was a little thing . . . In a wee wooden school house.” The
diminutive child is tranquilly at home in his sublime environs (compare Words-
worth’s “But trailing clouds of glory do we come / From God, who is our home”)
until the “shadow” of racism disrupts his life—compare Arnold Rampersad, The
Art and Imagination of W. E. B. Du Bois (Cambridge: Harvard University Press,
1976), 73. The sublimity of the environs cannot contend with this disruption.
Hence the need for a willed sublimity—that is, for the willed assertion of superior-
ity that Du Bois relates to beating his classmates at examinations and at foot races
(compare Du Bois, Souls, 38)—to compensate for the assault on his dignity that
racism entails.

19. Du Bois, Souls, 37.
20. In associating childhood sublimity with a specifically ethical ideal, Du Bois
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may be deviating from Wordsworth, for according to Schor, “Wordsworth em-
phasizes the pre-ethical nature of childhood sublimity.” See Schor, Bearing the
Dead, 133. Notice, however, that accepting Schor’s reading would entail a rejec-
tion of Levinson’s interpretation of the Ode, seeing as Levinson reads Words-
worth’s figuring of childhood sublimity as a sort of ethical/political allegory (I am
prompted to make this remark, I should say, by the comments of my friend and
former Amherst College colleague Dale Peterson).

21. Du Bois, Souls, 102.
22. For Emerson’s remark, which I take Du Bois to be deliberately echoing, see

Ralph Waldo Emerson, “The American Scholar,” in Selections from Ralph Waldo
Emerson, ed. Stephen Whicher (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1957), 79–80.

23. Mrs. Longstreet, Good Form: Cards, Their Significance, and Proper Uses
(New York: Frederick Stokes, 1889), 13, 18, 31, 33.

24. Cf. Du Bois, Souls, 196n4.
25. Ibid., 38; Longstreet, Good Form, 12.
26. Du Bois, Souls, 38.
27. On the fuzziness of the Reconstruction-era distinction between civil, politi-

cal, and social rights, which I take Du Bois to be presupposing throughout Souls,
see Richard A. Primus, The American Language of Rights (Cambridge, Eng.: Cam-
bridge University Press, 1999), 153–160. For helpful discussion of deontic statuses
in connection to the theme of reciprocal recognition, see Robert B. Pippin, “What
Is the Question for Which Hegel’s Theory of Recognition Is the Answer?” Euro-
pean Journal of Philosophy 8, no. 2 (2000): 155–177; and Terry Pinkard, German
Philosophy, 1760–1890: The Legacy of Idealism (Cambridge, Eng.: Cambridge
University Press, 2002), 275–280. For more general discussion of deontic statuses,
see John Searle, The Construction of Social Reality (New York: Free Press, 1995),
79–112; and Robert Brandom, Making It Explicit (Cambridge: Harvard Univer-
sity Press, 1994), 141–166. Du Bois’s interpretation of reciprocal recognition in the
terms I have suggested could well have been influenced by Josiah Royce’s reading
of Hegel in The Spirit of Modern Philosophy (1892), which explicitly ties the desire
for recognition—a “conscious appeal to others to respect my right and worth”—to
the constitution of social roles (e.g., the roles of “brother,” “companion,” and “co-
worker”) to which various duties, entitlements, and the like attach. For a brief dis-
cussion of Royce’s possible influence on Du Bois, and of the Roycean echoes
evident in Du Bois’s treatment of the theme of recognition, see Robert Gooding-
Williams, Look, a Negro! (New York: Routledge, 2006), 76–77. For the relevant
passages in Royce, see Josiah Royce, The Spirit of Modern Philosophy (Boston:
Houghton Mifflin, 1892), 207.

28. For a very different and largely psychoanalytic approach to Du Bois’s repre-
sentation of the visiting-card exchange, see Claudia Tate, Psychoanalysis and Black
Novels: Desire and the Protocols of Race (New York: Oxford University Press,
1998), 184–189. See, too, Eugene Victor Wolfenstein, A Gift of Spirit: Reading
the Souls of Black Folk (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2007), 19–20, 27–37.
Wolfenstein’s book, I should add, offers the most thorough, engaging, and compel-
ling psychoanalytic interpretation of Souls presently available.

29. Du Bois, Souls, 38.
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30. Ibid., 37–38. Du Bois’s generalization of his experience corresponds to
Wordsworth’s generalization of his experience in stanza 5 of the Ode. For a valu-
able discussion of Du Bois’s use of personal autobiography as representative, or al-
legorical, see Kathryne V. Lindberg, “W. E. B. Du Bois’s Dusk of Dawn and James
Yates’s Mississippi to Madrid, or ‘What Goes Around Comes Around and Around’
in Autobiography,” Massachusetts Review (Summer 1994): 283–308.

31. The figure of the veil is, of course, overdetermined. For biblical uses of that
figure to which Du Bois may be alluding, see Exodus 44:33–35; 2 Corinthians
3:13–18; Matthew 27:51; Hebrews 6:19 and 10:20; and Isaiah 25:7.

32. For useful discussions of African American folklore, see Newbell Niles
Puckett, Folk Beliefs of the Southern Negro (New York: Dover, 1969); Elsie Clews
Parsons, Folk-Lore of the Sea Islands, South Carolina (Cambridge: American Folk-
lore Society, 1923); and Melville Herskovitz, The Myth of the Negro Past (1941;
Boston: Beacon Press, 1958). My discussion of the figure of second sight in the dis-
course of magnetism owes a substantial dept to Malcolm Bull, Seeing Things Hid-
den: Apocalypse, Vision, and Totality (London: Verso, 1999), 240–248. I must
add, however, that I remain skeptical of Bull’s claim that Du Bois’s adaptation of
magnetist language and ideas can be traced to Hegel and, specifically, to a Zusatz
belonging to his Philosophy of Mind. After all, the discourse of magnetism was not
so esoteric as to rule out the possibility that Du Bois was familiar with it from a va-
riety of sources. It turns up, for example, as a theme of Henry James’s novel of
1886, The Bostonians. Finally, I am also skeptical of one of the presuppositions on
which Bull’s reading of Du Bois on second sight, veiling, and double consciousness
critically depends: namely, that Du Bois (in Souls) held that post-emancipation
America was characterized by a general diffusion of mutual sympathy between the
races. There are many textual bases for doubting this thesis, not the least of which
is Du Bois’s insistence in “Of the Sons and Master of Man” that the post-emanci-
pation regime of Jim Crow was inimical to interracial sympathy, and his nostalgia
in the same chapter for “that finer sympathy and love between masters and house
servants which the radical and uncompromising drawing of the color-line in recent
years has caused almost completely to disappear” (Souls, 145). The evidence Bull
cites for his view is a passage drawn from “Of Alexander Crummell” (see Bull,
Seeing Things Hidden, 243). For a different reading of that passage, and of the role
of the Crummell chapter in relation to the theme of sympathy, see Chapter 3.

33. Compare Bull, Seeing Things Hidden, 245.
34. In this paragraph, I assume that the self-consciousness afforded through the

exercise of second sight is either true or false but never both; that true self-con-
sciousness is a consciousness of one’s self that represents one’s self accurately; and
that false self-consciousness is a consciousness of one’s self that represents one’s
self inaccurately. Regarding the objection that “true self-consciousness” refers to
authentic (or genuine) self-consciousness, and not to representationally accurate
self-consciousness, it seems to me (1) that the rhetoric of veiling, as Du Bois uses it,
strongly suggests that he wishes to emphasize the distinction between accurate and
inaccurate self-representation, and (2) that if he wishes “true” to connote authen-
tic, as well as accurate, it is because he thinks that self-consciousness is authentic
only to that extent that it is accurate in its self-representation. It should be noted,
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finally, that Du Bois speaks of “self consciousness” and not of “true self-conscious-
ness” in “Strivings of the Negro People”; in revising that essay for Souls, Du Bois
added the term “true.”

35. The scholarly literature on the concept of double consciousness is by now
vast, but the best general discussion of Du Bois’s likely sources remains Dickson
Bruce’s paper “W. E. B. Du Bois and the Idea of Double Consciousness,” American
Literature 64 (June 1992): 299–309. See also, in a similar vein, Werner Sollors’s
brief but helpful remarks on Du Bois’s allusions to Goethe, Emerson, Hegel, and
the Bible in his “Of Mule and Mares in a Land of Difference; or, Quadrupeds All?”
American Quarterly 42, no. 2 (June 1990): 182. Other significant discussions of
the concept of double consciousness, the related but distinct notion of two-ness,
and so on, include (in chronological order): Rampersad, The Art and Imagination
of W. E. B. Du Bois, 73–74; Joel Williamson, The Crucible of Race (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1984), 404–405; Robert Gooding-Williams, “Philosophy
of History and Social Critique in The Souls of Black Folk,” Social Science Infor-
mation 2, no. 1 (1987): 99–114; Cornel West, The American Evasion of Philoso-
phy: A Genealogy of American Pragmatism (Madison: University of Wisconsin
Press, 1989), 138–150; Thomas Holt, “The Political Uses of Alienation: W. E. B.
Du Bois on Politics, Race, and Culture, 1893–1940,” American Quarterly 42 (June
1990): 301–323; Robert Gooding-Williams, “Evading Narrative Myth, Evading
Prophetic Pragmatism: Cornel West’s The American Evasion of Philosophy,” Mas-
sachusetts Review (Winter 1991–1992): 517–537; Gerald Early, ed., Lure and
Loathing: Essays on Race, Identity and the Ambivalence of Assimilation (New
York: Allen Lane, 1993); Paul Gilroy, The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double
Consciousness (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1993), chapter 4; David Le-
vering Lewis, W. E. B. Du Bois: Biography of a Race, 1868–1919 (New York:
Holt, 1993), 96, 279–283; Eric Sundquist, To Wake the Nations: Race in the
Making of American Literature (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1993),
571–572; Sandra Adell, Double Consciousness/Double Bind (Urbana: University
of Illinois Press, 1994), 11–19; Ronald A. T. Judy, “The New Black Aesthetic
and W. E. B. Du Bois, or Hephaestus, Limping,” Massachussets Review (Summer
1994): 249–282; Shamoon Zamir, Dark Voices: W. E. B. Du Bois and American
Thought, 1888–1903 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1995), chapter 4; Ber-
nard Bell, “Genealogical Shifts in Du Bois’s Discourse of Double Consciousness as
the Sign of African American Difference,” in W. E. B. Du Bois on Race and Cul-
ture: Philosophy, Politics, and Poetics, ed. Bernard W. Bell, Emily Grosholz, and
James B. Stewart (New York: Routledge, 1996), 87–108; Adolph Reed, W. E. B.
Du Bois and American Political Thought: Fabianism and the Color Line (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1997), esp. chapter 7; Ernest Allen, “Du Boisian Double
Consciousness: The Unsustainable Argument,” Massachusetts Review 43, no. 2
(Summer 2002): 217–253; David Owen, “Whiteness in Du Bois’s The Souls of
Black Folk,” Philosophia Africana 10, no. 2 (August 2007): 107–126; and, finally,
Jonathan Flatley, Affective Mapping: Melancholia and the Politics of Modernism
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2008), 117–131.

36. More than any other influential Du Bois scholar, Aldolph Reed has been in-
tent on reading Du Bois’s thought as exclusively a function of its discursive envi-
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ronment. But Reed’s interpretive methodology presents several difficulties. The
first is his assumption that the only discursive environment relevant to discerning
the unity of Du Bois’s thought is a geographically bounded, late nineteenth- and
early twentieth-century American one. Reed realizes that Du Bois was a cosmopol-
itan intellectual, yet never entertains the possibility that his thought was as pro-
foundly shaped by specifically European as by American discourses and ideologies
(for example, by Gustav Schmoller’s ethical political economy). A second and not
unrelated problem is that Reed’s methodology tends to reduce Du Bois’s thought to
an instance of American, reform-era ideologies. Reed reads Du Bois mainly with
the aim of validating the premise that Du Bois’s thought exemplifies these ideolo-
gies. Thus he often discovers in Du Bois only what he assumed was there to begin
with. A third and especially troubling difficulty is a consequence of the second. Be-
cause Reed reduces Du Bois’s writing to its discursive environment, he loses sight
of its distinctive complexity. That Du Bois’s writing is a complicated and creative
enterprise, which both responds to and transforms its discursive environment, he
nowhere acknowledges. Reed’s discussion of Souls is a case in point. Concentrating
on the concept of double consciousness, he defends two key claims. The first is that
this concept “was embedded most significantly in the neo-Lamarckian thinking
about race, evolution, and social hierarchy that prevailed in a strain of reform-
minded, fin-de-siècle American social science.” The second is that recent readers of
Souls have tended to stress Du Bois’s analysis of double consciousness at the ex-
pense of his attack on Booker T. Washington, thus substituting literary readings of
Du Bois’s masterpiece for the political readings favored by an earlier generation
and by Reed himself. Reed explains this interpretive turn as a function of black pe-
tit bourgeois ideology. But Reed’s polemic rests on two false assumptions: that Du
Bois’s response to Washington exhausts Souls’ political significance, and that polit-
ical and literary readings of Souls simply cannot coincide. As I hope to have shown
already, however, Souls’ value as political thought far and away exceeds its treat-
ment of Washington. And as I also hope to have shown—and will to continue to
demonstrate in Chapter 3—the book’s political argument importantly depends on
both literary allusion (e.g., to William Wordsworth, John Bunyan, Richard Wag-
ner, and to the Bible) and the concept of double consciousness. Making sense of Du
Bois’s allusions is essential to keeping track of his argument. Making sense of dou-
ble consciousness is similarly essential, and not only because that concept tacitly
helps to structure Du Bois’s critique of Washington (see the concluding section of
the present chapter). For Du Bois, the concept of double consciousness is an analyt-
ical tool for examining African American’s felt, subjective experience of the Negro
problem; for analyzing the failings of African American political leadership; and
for articulating the ethical aims of the politics of self-realization. Shadowing the
whole of Souls, it plays a complex variety of interrelated roles that cannot be re-
duced to its affinities with neo-Lamarckianism. See Reed, W. E. B. Du Bois and
American Political Thought, 12–13, 45–46, 91, and 127–130. For a briefer, earlier
critique of Reed in a similar vein, see my “Du Bois, Politics, Aesthetics: An Intro-
duction,” in a special edition of Public Culture entitled 100 Years of the Souls of
Black Folk: A Celebration of W. E. B. Du Bois, ed. Robert Gooding-Williams and
Dwight A. McBride; see Public Culture 17, no. 2 (2005): 207.
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37. Shamoon Zamir’s Dark Voices is a valuable contribution to Du Bois schol-
arship, not least of all because its exploration of the cultural influences on Du
Bois’s early writing attempts explicitly to “respect the quality of Du Bois’s re-
sponse” to those influences (see esp. 19). In this connection, Zamir’s interpretation
of Du Bois in the perspective of American intellectual history is superior to Reed’s
approach (see my criticism of Reed’s book in the preceding note). Still, with regard
to Zamir’s influential discussion of double consciousness, I am inclined to demur.
Like an increasing number of works by Du Bois scholars (e.g., Williamson’s The
Crucible of Race, my “Philosophy of History and Social Critique,” and Adell’s
Double Consciousness/Double Bind), Zamir accents the apparently Hegelian mo-
tifs at work in the opening paragraphs of Souls. He overstates his case, however,
when he purports to map “quite precisely” (114) the parallels between, on one
hand, the narrative structure of the second and third paragraphs of “Of Our Spiri-
tual Strivings” and, on the other hand, key sections of the narrative of Hegel’s Phe-
nomenology of Spirit—specifically, Hegel’s notoriously difficult presentation of the
transition from consciousness to self-consciousness; his better-known analysis of
the master-slave relation; and his description of the stoical, skeptical, and “un-
happy” modes of self-consciousness. Indeed, Zamir himself gives us good reason to
doubt the viability of his “mapping” when he contradicts himself first by initially
mapping Du Bois’s visiting-card exchange as corresponding to the transition from
consciousness to self-consciousness, though not to the struggle between master and
slave (he initially maps the allusion to the “shades of the prison-house” as corre-
sponding to the struggle between master and slave), but then later as correspond-
ing to both (as “collaps[ing] together”) the transition to self-consciousness and the
struggle between master and slave (although, curiously, he likewise admits that the
terms of Du Bois’s description of the visiting-card exchange “not so much recall
Hegel” as prefigure aspects of Sartre’s commentary on Hegel); and second, by ini-
tially mapping the allusion to the “shades of the prison house” as corresponding to
the struggle between master and slave, but later mapping it as belonging to a pas-
sage he relates to Hegel’s analysis of skeptical self-consciousness, and presenting
the allusion to skeptical self-consciousness in that passage as coming before the ref-
erence to “the shades of the prison-house,” which, if the initial mapping of “the
shades of the prison-house” were warranted, would imply that Du Bois held that
the struggle between master and slave, as he understood it, was, contra Hegel,
somehow a consequence of the development of stoical and skeptical self-conscious-
ness. I could go on, but my main point, I hope, is clear: the parallelism thesis on
which Zamir bases his interpretation of double consciousness is dubious, for the
mapping through which he purports to establish that thesis is anything but precise
and is at best unstable (see chapter 4, esp. 114, 135, 139–146). To be sure, I do not
wish to deny that some of the passages that Zamir discusses recall Hegel (indeed, in
the present chapter, I myself have looked to contemporary Hegel scholarship to
make sense of the notion of reciprocal recognition—see, e.g., my citation of Robert
Pippin’s and Terry Pinkard’s work in an earlier note to this chapter); and in earlier
essays I have emphasized the affinities between Souls and the Phenomenology, and
between the language that Du Bois uses in the first chapter of Souls and the lan-
guage that Josiah Royce uses to characterize Hegel’s thought in The Spirit of Mod-
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ern Philosophy (see, again, my “Philosophy and Social Critique” and “Evading
Narrative Myth”). But I do wish emphatically to reject the much stronger thesis
that the Hegel-echoing features of Du Bois’s concepts and language belong to a
narrative that palpably parallels the narrative of a well-defined stretch of the Phe-
nomenology. For my brief review of Zamir’s book, which makes a similar argu-
ment, but also touches on themes not mentioned here, see Robert Gooding-Wil-
liams, “Dark Voices: W. E. B. Du Bois and American Thought, 1888–1903, by
Shamoon Zamir,” American Literature 69, no. 4 (December 1997): 855–856.

38. An important exception is Priscilla Wald’s discussion of double conscious-
ness, which forms the basis of her insightful reading of “Of the Coming of John.”
See Priscilla Wald, Constituting Americans: Cultural Anxiety and Narrative Form
(Durham: Duke University Press, 1995), 176–177.

39. Ernest Allen seems to chide Du Bois for suggesting that the “peculiar sen-
sation” of double consciousness is the outcome of “simply ‘looking at oneself
through the eyes of others,’” for, following Hegel and William James, Allen holds
that looking at one’s self through the eyes of others is “normative to the
intersubjective process.” But Du Bois is not suggesting what Allen takes him to be
suggesting: that is, he is not claiming that double consciousness inheres in looking
at one’s self through the eyes of others. For Du Bois, experiencing the peculiar sen-
sation is not simply, or inherently, a matter of looking at one’s self through others’
eyes, but of looking at one’s self through others’ eyes when (1) the others belong to
a social group different than one’s own, and (2) they happen to be prejudiced. Thus
he allows that one may look at oneself through others’ eyes (e.g., the eyes of the
members of one’s own social group), or exercise the power of second sight, absent
the sensation of double consciousness. See Allen, “Du Boisian Double Conscious-
ness,” 229–230.

40. Under the regime of Jim Crow, African Americans inhabited American soci-
ety, and exercised second sight within it, even though they were denied the norma-
tive status of membership.

41. Ernest Allen proclaims that Du Bois mistakenly treats double consciousness
and conflictual two-ness as “the same phenomenon,” but cites no textual evidence
to support this claim. It is ironic, moreover, that the best evidence Allen cites
against identifying these distinct phenomena is precisely the evidence supplied by
Du Bois’s text itself (e.g., Allen speaks of a “perilous ‘disconnect’” between Du
Bois’s discussion of double consciousness and his discussion of conflictual two-
ness), which suggests, I have argued, that Du Bois did not mean to identify the
two phenomena. Not Du Bois, but Du Bois commentators, have “haphazardly
merged” double consciousness and conflictual two-ness (this tendency is evident
even in Bruce’s fine “The Idea of Double-Consciousness”). If read, then, as a cri-
tique of Du Bois commentators, rather than of Du Bois, Allen’s argument is exactly
on target (see Allen, “Du Boisian Double Consciousness,” 227–228). I take it,
finally, that my account of the relationship between double consciousness and con-
flictual two-ness is perfectly adaptable to the discussion of “painful self-conscious-
ness” (which I read as referring to double-consciousness) and of “a double life,
with double ideals” that Du Bois gives in chapter 10 of Souls (“Of the Faith of the
Fathers”).
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42. Du Bois, Souls, 39.
43. Ibid., 42.
44. On my account, then, prejudice corrupts and degrades the gift of second

sight, where the defeat of prejudice makes it possible for African Americans to ac-
tualize and genuinely enjoy the potential benefit of that gift, which is true self-con-
sciousness. Thus I now reject the thesis that second sight is inherently negative. For
my earlier endorsement of that thesis, see Gooding-Williams, “Philosophy of His-
tory and Social Critique,” 107. For Zamir’s critique of my earlier position on this
point, with which I am now in accord, see Dark Voices, 255–256n88.

45. Thus, in the closing pages of “Of Our Spiritual Striving,” Du Bois cele-
brates the ideal of race, which he defines as “the ideal of fostering and developing
the traits and talents of the Negro, not in opposition to or contempt for other
races, but rather in conformity to the greater ideals of the American Republic.” Du
Bois, Souls, 43.

46. For a similar line of interpretation, see Owen, “Whiteness in Du Bois’s The
Souls of Black Folk,” 116–117.

47. Ibid., 34. As is well known, the idea of a fusion of horizons derives from the
work of Hans-Georg Gadamer. For philosophically insightful discussions of this
concept, see, especially, Georgia Warnke, Gadamer: Hermeneutics, Reason, and
Tradition (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1987), 100–106, and Lorenzo C.
Simpson, The Unfinished Project (New York: Routledge, 2001), 63–98.

48. Du Bois, “Strivings of the Negro People,” 197.
49. Compare Allen, “Du Boisian Double Consciousness,” 230.
50. Ernest Allen’s analysis very persuasively calls into question the adequacy of

paragraph 5’s examples. But I reject Allen’s thesis that the inadequacy of these ex-
amples should lead us to the conclusion that the “Du Boisian double consciousness
was not so much a usable concept as an exquisitely crafted metaphor.” As I hope to
have shown in this chapter, the concept has a precise significance that can be best
appreciated by considering the role it plays in Du Bois’s analysis of and political
philosophical response to the “Negro Problem.” And as I also suggest, it plays a
critical role in Du Bois’s treatment of the figures of Crummell and black John. We
should acknowledge the metaphorical power of the expression “double conscious-
ness,” but not lose sight of the relatively well-defined concept it expresses. See Al-
len, “Du Boisian Double Consciousness,” 230–234.

51. Du Bois, Souls, 68.
52. Ibid., 133.
53. Ibid., 125. See, too, Du Bois’s reference to America’s “brutal dyspeptic

blundering,” in ibid., 43.
54. Quoted in Lewis, W. E. B Du Bois: Biography of a Race, 1868–1919, 251.
55. In emphasizing the global dimensions of Du Bois’s reflections on the Ameri-

can Negro problem, I concur with Vilashini Cooppan’s thesis that Souls exhibits “a
distinct form of national and racial thinking that finds its expressive medium and
oppositional force in a certain kind of globalism.” See Vilashini Cooppan, “The
Double Politics of Double Consciousness: Nationalism and Globalism in The Souls
of Black Folk,” in Gooding-Williams and McBride, 100 Years of The Souls of
Black Folk, 301.
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56. For a detailed, textually based reconstruction of the theory of social prog-
ress that Washington expounds in his magnum opus, Up from Slavery (1901), see
Gooding-Williams, “Philosophy of History and Social Critique,” 108–110.

57. Du Bois, Souls, 68.
58. Ibid., 71.
59. Ibid., 67–68.
60. Ibid., 67.
61. Ibid., 69, emphasis mine.
62. Ibid., 101.
63. Du Bois assumes, I take it, that his cultured aristocrats will indeed under-

stand the workings of capitalist markets, and much more besides.
64. Du Bois, Souls, 67.
65. Ibid., 70.
66. Ibid., 38.
67. Ibid., 81.

3. du bois’s counter-sublime

1. Wilson Jeremiah Moses, Alexander Crummell: A Study of Civilization and
Its Discontents (New York: Oxford University, 1989), 247.

2. Eric J. Sundquist, To Wake the Nations: Race in the Making of American
Literature (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1993), 517.

3. For Crummell’s reference to “the word and the thought of slavery,” see his
“The Need of New Ideas and New Aims for a New Era,” the lead essay in his Af-
rica and America (1891; New York: Negro Universities Press, 1969), 19. In read-
ing Du Bois’s essay on Crummell as addressing the question of racial leadership, I
am following the leads of Robert Stepto—see his From Behind the Veil (Urbana:
University of Illinois Press, 1979), 57—and Arnold Rampersad in his The Art and
Imagination of W. E. B. Du Bois (New York: Schocken Books, 1990), 87. In high-
lighting the divide between Crummell and Du Bois on the value of slave culture I
build on the insights of Sundquist (To Wake the Nations, 516) and Frank M.
Kirkland—see Kirkland, “Modernity and Intellectual Life in Black,” Philosophical
Forum 29, nos. 1–3 (Fall–Spring 1992–1993): 136–165.

4. Sundquist, To Wake the Nations, 517.
5. See Stanley Brodwin, “The Veil Transcended: Form and Meaning in W. E. B.

DuBois’ ‘The Souls of Black Folk,’” Journal of Black Studies (March 1972): 313.
6. For an analysis of Bunyan’s interpretation of the figure of the pilgrim as

a homeless wanderer in an alien world, see Philip Edwards, “The Journey in The
Pilgrim’s Progress,” in The Pilgrim’s Progress: Critical and Historical Views, ed.
Vincent Newey (Liverpool, Eng.: Liverpool University Press, 1980), 113–114. For
two helpful discussions of the general tenets of Bunyan’s Protestantism see, in
the same volume, the essays by Newey (“Bunyan and the Confines of the Mind”)
and Gordon Campbell (“The Theology of The Pilgrim’s Progress”), as well as
Roger Sharrock’s “Introduction” to The Pilgrim’s Progress, ed. Roger Sharrock
(Harmondsworth, Eng.: Penguin, 1987), vii–xxii.

7. For Bunyan’s use of Foxe, see Sharrock’s notes to the Penguin edition of The
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Pilgrim’s Progress, 394–395. Foxe’s History of the Acts and Monuments of the
Church, which is likewise known as The Book of Martyrs, was published in Latin
in Basel in 1554 and in English in London in 1563.

8. For an extended defense of the thesis that Richard Allestree wrote The
Whole Duty of Man, see Paul Elmen, “Richard Allestree and The Whole Duty of
Man,” The Library: The Transactions of the Bibliographical Society s5-VI, no. 1
(1951): 19–27.

9. Du Bois, Souls, 168–169.
10. Strictly speaking, the pathetic fallacy concerns the ascription of human

traits to inanimate nature; see M. H. Abrams, A Glossary of Literary Terms (New
York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1971), 121–122. Du Bois’s Crummell, I sug-
gest, attributes human traits not to inanimate nature, but to an animate fly.

11. Du Bois, Souls, 168.
12. Consider, e.g., the following passage, taken from a 1715 edition of The

Whole Duty of Man, printed in London by F. Leake for E. Pawlet at the Sign of the
Bible in Chancery Lane, near Fleetstreet, page v: “and the World is a vast army
against us: There is no state or condition in it, nay, scarce a creature which doth
not, at some time or another, fight against the Soul; The Honours of this world seek
to wound us by Pride, the wealth by covetousness, the Prosperity of it tempts us to
forget God, the adversities to murmur at him. Our very table becomes a snare to
us, our meat draws us to gluttony, our drink to drunkenness, our company, nay,
our nearest friends often bear a part in this war against us, whilst either by their ex-
ample or persuasions they entice us to sin . . . Consider all this and then tell me,
whether a soul thus beset hath leisure to sleep.”

13. For Foxe’s description of Bonner as fat-paunched, see Foxe’s Book of Mar-
tyrs, ed. and abridged by G. A. Williamson (Toronto: Little, Brown, 1965), 420.
For a general discussion of Foxe’s caricatures of Bonner as a “bloody,” fat, and
bestial glutton, see Warren W. Wooden, John Foxe (Boston: Twayne, 1983), 56–
57.

14. For Foxe’s use of tableaux, and for Foxe on the relation between religious
inwardness and the distinction between the visible and the invisible church, see
Wooden, John Foxe, 48–50 and 28–29, respectively.

15. Du Bois, Souls, 171.
16. Crummell himself seems to refer to the “parable of the talents” in at least

two places. In the first instance, he alludes to a biblical text that “shows us the sat-
isfaction of a gracious judge, in the beneficence of the righteous”—see Alexander
Crummell, The Future of Africa (Detroit: Negro History Press, 1960), 196. In a
footnote to this allusion Crummell cites Matthew 25:31, which bears no obvious
or even plausible connection to his reference to a gracious judge. It is reasonable,
however, to assume that he intended to refer to Matthew 25:14–30, which immedi-
ately precedes the passage he does cite, and which can straightforwardly be con-
strued as demonstrating the satisfaction of a gracious judge. In the second instance
Crummell seems clearly to echo Matthew’s parable when he writes that “when the
grace of God is given men, then there comes a fiery stimulus to human souls to
make our talents, whether two, or five or ten, bring a larger value and a noble
fruitage”; see Alexander Crummell, Destiny and Race: Selected Writings 1840–
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1898, ed. Wilson Jeremiah Moses (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press,
1992), 273.

17. Souls, 170–171, emphasis mine.
18. Ibid., 133–147, for the passages cited in the preceding paragraph.
19. Ibid., 165–166. As Shamoon Zamir notes, Du Bois here rhetorically con-

structs his audience as white and middle class, places himself in the company of the
white middle class, and so articulates “a sense of a relativized black self . . . sepa-
rate from the black masses”; see Zamir, Dark Voices: W. E. B. Du Bois and Ameri-
can Thought, 1883–1903 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1995), 107. In
Chapter 4 I take up Zamir’s insight in connection to the distinction Du Bois draws
between the masses and the folk, a distinction that is critical, I argue, to Du Bois’s
larger political philosophical argument. For a related discussion of Du Bois’s rhe-
torical reliance on appeals to sympathy and the aesthetics of the picturesque to
affiliate himself with his ideal reader (a northern, educated, white man), see Sheila
Lloyd, “Du Bois and the Production of the Racial Picturesque,” in 100 Years of
The Souls of Black Folk: A Celebration of W. E. B. Du Bois, a special edition of
Public Culture ed. Robert Gooding-Williams and Dwight A. McBride; see Public
Culture 17, no. 2: 277–297. For a sample of Du Bois’s pre-Souls thinking about
sympathy, see “The Present Outlook for the Dark Races of Mankind” (1900),
which also characterizes the nineteenth century as a “century of sympathy”—see
W. E. B. Du Bois, The Oxford W. E. B. Du Bois Reader, ed. Eric J. Sundquist (New
York: Oxford University Press, 1996), 47–54.

20. Ibid., 145. For a useful discussion of the affinities and differences between
Du Bois’s understanding of sympathy and the treatment of sympathy in the writ-
ings of Adam Smith, William James, and Franz Boas, see Zamir, Dark Voices, 42–
45, 105–106. For a discussion of the role of sympathy in Martin Delany’s political
thought, which invites comparison to Du Bois’s thinking about the theme, see Ber-
nard Boxill, “Two Traditions of African American Political Philosophy,” Philo-
sophical Forum 24, nos. 1–3 (Fall–Spring 1992–1993): 120–121.

21. The figure of “stretched forth” hands seems clearly to echo Psalms 68:31:
“Princes shall come out of Egypt; Ethiopia shall soon stretch out her hands to
God.” Ethiopianism is a recurrent motif in African American letters, as Wilson Jer-
emiah Moses shows in The Wings of Ethiopia (Ames: Iowa State University Press,
1990).

22. Du Bois, Souls, 72.
23. Ibid., 164. Here I allude to the musical epigraph accompanying “Of Alex-

ander Crummell,” which derives from “Swing Low, Sweet Chariot,” a slave spiri-
tual that has a connection to the prophet Elijah’s ascent to heaven in a chariot of
fire (2 Kings 2:11). I am indebted to a former student, Bethany Criss, for pointing
out to me Du Bois’s implicit allusion to the prophet Elijah.

24. Sacvan Bercovitch, The Puritan Origins of the American Self (New Haven:
Yale University Press, 1975), 6. See too Bercovitch’s detailed analysis of Cotton
Mather’s “Life of John Winthrop” (1–71), which tempts me to speculate that
Mather’s biographies of Winthrop and the other figures featured in the Magnalia
Christi Americana served Du Bois as models for his construction of his “Life of
Crummell.” Indeed, one can well imagine that Du Bois took himself to be counter-
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ing Mather’s story of a “Nehemias Americanus” with the tale of a “Nehemias
Africanus.”

25. Du Bois, Souls, 166. Here Du Bois alludes to Crummell’s meeting with
Bishop Benjamin Onderdonk, which preceded the encounter with Bishop Henry
Onderdonk (Benjamin’s brother) of Philadelphia—an encounter that, we have
seen, Du Bois describes in vivid detail. For useful discussions of Crummell’s in-
volvement with the two Onderdonks, see Moses, Alexander Crummell, 11–33.

26. Ibid., 166–167.
27. In the preceding paragraph, all quotations derive from Crummell’s “New

Ideas” essay. See Alexander Crummell, Africa and America, 14, 19, 34. While not
widely known, Crummell’s speech is an especially important contribution to nine-
teenth-century African-American social and political thought. As I have been argu-
ing, Du Bois seems to allude to the speech in “Of Alexander Crummell.” He al-
ludes to it again, I shall argue, in “Of the Coming of John.” Frederick Douglass
also knew the speech, for he was present in the audience when Crummell delivered
it at Harpers Ferry and, apparently, voiced substantial objections after Crummell
had finished (see Crummell, Africa and America, iii–iv).

28. See Northrop Frye, Anatomy of Criticism (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 1957), 215. See, too, Richard Sewall, The Vision of Tragedy (New Haven:
Yale University Press, 1980), 50–56.

29. Compare, for example, the concluding lines of Du Bois’s elegy “The Passing
of the First Born”: “Perhaps now he knows the All-love, and needs not to be wise.
Sleep then child—sleep till I sleep and waken to a baby voice and the ceaseless
patter of little feet—above the Veil” (Du Bois, Souls, 163). Du Bois’s “Perhaps,”
with the lack of certainty it expresses, echoes an earlier lament: “If still he be, and
he be There, and there be a There, let him be happy, O Fate!” For a brief but in-
sightful discussion of the anti-Christian character of Du Bois’s elegy, see Arnold
Rampersad, “Slavery and the Literary Imagination: Du Bois’s The Souls of Black
Folk,” in Slavery and the Literary Imagination, ed. Deborah E. McDowell and Ar-
nold Rampersad (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1989), 120.

30. See Harold Bloom, The Anxiety of Influence (London: Oxford University
Press, 1973), 8–112. For the interesting if not fully developed suggestion that, in
the African American literary tradition, the notion of “stylin,” or “woofing,” is the
counterpart to Bloom’s concept of the counter-sublime, see Henry Louis Gates, Jr.,
The Signifying Monkey (New York: Oxford University Press, 1988), 86–87.

31. Bloom, Anxiety of Influence, 15.
32. Ibid., 110.
33. For Kant’s analysis of the dynamical sublime, see Immanuel Kant, Critique

of Judgment, trans. Werner Pluhar (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1987), 119–140.
34. Du Bois, Souls, 164.
35. Max Weber, Political Writings, ed. Peter Lassman and Ronald Spiers, trans.

Ronald Spiers (Cambridge, Eng.: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 312.
36. Typically, Bloom argues, the assertion of a counter-sublime is linked to the

tropes of hyperbole and litotes. See Harold Bloom, The Map of Misreading (New
York: Oxford University Press, 1975), 84.

37. Du Bois, Souls, 186.
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38. Ibid., 185.
39. For a closely related reading of the opening lines of the first paragraph of

Souls’ final chapter, see Dale Peterson, “Justifying the Margin: The Construction of
‘Soul’ in Russian and African-American Texts,” Slavic Review 51, no. 4 (Winter
1992): 753–754. For a good summary of the rather pronounced tendency in the
secondary literature to characterize the style of Souls as prophetic (with attention
to the work of Shamoon Zamir, Keith Byerman, and Houston Baker)—a tendency,
by the way, that is wholly consistent with the present chapter’s argument that Du
Bois means to figure his authorial persona and voice as those of a prophet-seer—
see the preface to W. E. B. Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folk, ed. Henry Louis
Gates, Jr. and Terri Hume Oliver (New York: W. W. Norton and Company, 1999),
xxxii–xxxv.

40. Du Bois, Souls, 60.
41. I borrow the expression “neo-slavery” from Arnold Rampersad, who makes

essentially the same point regarding Du Bois’s understanding of Negro experience
during the post-Reconstruction era (see Rampersad, “Slavery and the Literary
Imagination,” 113). See also, on this point, Kirkland, “Modernity and Intellectual
Life in Black,” 157–158.

42. As we saw in Chapter 1, moral uplift is an important part of Du Bois’s
assimilationist project of solving the Negro problem.

43. See Crummell, Africa and America, 19.
44. Brodwin also compares Du Bois’s black John to John the Baptist. See

Brodwin, “The Veil Transcended,” 316–318.
45. Du Bois, Souls, 179.
46. See Ibid., 170, 173, 169, 180, 167, 180, 171, and 184 for the material

quoted in the preceding paragraph. Shamoon Zamir has also noticed the similari-
ties between the endings of “Of Alexander Crummell” and “Of the Coming of
John.” See Zamir, Dark Voices, 189.

47. Ibid., 176.
48. Ibid., 174.
49. Ibid., 176.
50. Ibid.
51. Ibid., 177, emphasis mine.
52. My thinking about the relationship between tragedy and (failed) acknowl-

edgment owes a debt to the writings of Stanley Cavell and Martha Nussbaum. See,
e.g., Cavell’s reading of King Lear in Disowning Knowledge (New York: Cam-
bridge University Press, 1987), 39–123, and Nussbaum’s reading of Antigone in
The Fragility of Goodness (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1986), 51–82.

53. Du Bois, Souls, 178.
54. Ibid., 179.
55. Ibid., 179, 148–149.
56. Du Bois’s narrative suggests that the black folk of Altamaha fully expect

that John’s return will entail an advent of the new, and thus a break with the past:
“‘When John comes.’ Then what parties were to be, and what speakings in the
churches, what new furniture in the front room,—perhaps even a new front room;
and there would be a new schoolhouse, with John as a teacher, and then perhaps a
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big wedding; all this and more—when John comes” (see Du Bois, Souls, 173–174).
This suggests, again, that what puts off these black folk is not the promotion of
new ideas per se, but John’s apparent insistence that taking those ideas seriously re-
quires a complete repudiation of the spirit of the old religion.

57. For Crummell’s antipathy to slave religion, see Moses, Alexander
Crummell, 238. See also Crummell’s sermon “Piety, Moralism, and Enthusiasm,”
in Destiny and Race, 140–145, as well as Moses’s brief commentary on this ser-
mon in the same volume (14).

58. With great insight, Priscilla Wald also interprets Du Bois’s black John as
embodying double consciousness, but without reference to the theme of racial
leadership. See Priscilla Wald, Constituting Americans: Cultural Anxiety and Nar-
rative Form (Durham: Duke University Press, 1995), 175–190.

59. A small number of other scholars have also interpreted “Of the Coming
of John” with reference to the plot and the thematics of Lohengrin, including
Brodwin, “The Veil Transcended,” 317–318; Sundquist, To Wake the Nations,
521–525; Wald, Constituting Americans, 181–186; Russell Berman, “Du Bois and
Wagner: Race, Nation, and Culture between the United States and Germany,” Ger-
man Quarterly 70, no. 2 (Spring 1997): 123–135; and, most recently, Charles
Nero, “Queering The Souls of Black Folk” in Gooding-Williams and McBride,
100 Years of the Souls of Black Folk, 255–276. For a more general discussion of
the possibility that Wagner’s artistic practice influenced the composition of Souls,
see in the same volume Anne E. Carroll, “Du Bois and Art Theory: The Souls of
Black Folk as a ‘Total Work of Art,’” 235–254.

60. Ernest Newman, The Wagner Operas (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
1991), 166. For a similar account of Wagner’s story, which emphasizes that
Lohengrin is “deeply unchristian” in disallowing the union of the divine and the
human,” see Berman, “Du Bois and Wagner,” 128.

61. For black John’s reference to “life-service,” see Du Bois, Souls, 177.
Lohengrin, in act 3, speaks both of serving the Grail (“Wer nun dem Gral zu dienen
ist erkoren” [Whosoever is chosen to serve the Grail]) and of serving Elsa (“Die
hehre Macht, die Wunder meiner Art, die Kraft, die mein Geheimnis mir bewahrt,
wollt’ ich dem Dienst des reinsten Herzens weihn” [the noble might, the wonder of
my race, the strength granted me by my secret, all these I wanted to dedicate to
serving the purest of hearts]). According to Russell Berman, “Lohengrin emerges as
the model of black activism, coupled . . . with a reminiscence of the nobility of ser-
vice from the Harvard address and the motto: ‘Ich dien.’” See Berman, “Du Bois
and Wagner,” 128.

62. Du Bois, Souls, 175.
63. Ibid., 175–176.
64. Ibid., 176.
65. Ibid., 177.
66. For a similar reading, see Priscilla Wald, Constituting Americans: Cultural

Anxiety and Narrative Form, 185–186. In a related vein, Russell Berman persua-
sively argues that Du Bois’s adaptation of Lohengrin alerts us to elements in the
opera that express a profound critique of inequality, of separation and segregation
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(Trennung), and of social relations predicated on “Nam” and “Art” (name and
race). See Berman, “Du Bois and Wagner,” 128–131.

67. Du Bois, Souls, 178. See Esther 4:16. On the evening of his twenty-fifth
birthday (February 23, 1893), Du Bois recorded some of his thoughts regarding his
life and his future. He concludes his remarks by citing the same passage from Es-
ther that black John cites: “These are my plans: to make a name in science, to make
a name in literature and thus to raise my race. Or perhaps to raise a visible empire
in Africa thro’ England, France or Germany. I wonder what will be the outcome?
Who knows? I will go unto the king—which is not according to the law and if I
perish I perish.” See W. E. B. Du Bois, Against Racism: Unpublished Essays, Pa-
pers, Addresses, 1887–1961, ed. Herbert Aptheker (Amherst: University of Massa-
chusetts Press, 1985), 29. For a valuable discussion of the history of African Amer-
ican allusions to Queen Esther, in addition to a thoughtful reading of black John’s
and Du Bois’s trans-gendering identifications with the biblical queen, see Nero,
“Queering The Souls of Black Folk,” 266–270. And for a discussion of Esther’s
place in the Puritan tradition that may also have informed Du Bois’s reflections on
John’s affinities to Esther, see Matthew Gartner, “‘The Scarlet Letter’ and the Book
of Esther: Scriptural Letter and Narrative Life,” Studies in American Fiction 23,
no. 2 (Autumn 1995): 131–152.

68. Du Bois, Souls, 181–182.
69. For a reading of “Of the Coming of John” that emphasizes John’s relation-

ship to his sister, which I have slighted here, see Kevin Miles, “Haunting Music in
The Souls of Black Folk,” Boundary 2 27, no. 3 (Fall 2000): 207–214.

70. Ibid., 183.
71. Ibid., 184.
72. In quoting Wagner’s “Song of the Bride,” Du Bois substitutes “freudig”

(joyfully) for Wagner’s “treulich” (faithfully). For an argument that the sub-
stitution is deliberate, and not an error, see Nero, “Queering The Souls of Black
Folk,” 264. For Schopenhauer on the “deep tranquility” that the holy man
personifies, see Arthur Schopenhauer, The World as Will and Representation, vol.
1, trans. E. F. J. Payne (New York: Dover, 1969), 411; for the German original, see
Arthur Schopenhauer, Die Welt als Wille und Vorstellung I, Zweiter Band (Zurich:
Diogenes Verlag, 1977), 507. Ronald Judy has also noted the importance of the
theme of renunciation (what I have termed “resignation”) for interpreting the fig-
ure of John Jones. See Ronald A. T. Judy, “The New Black Aesthetic and W. E. B.
Du Bois, or Hephaestus, Limping,” Massachusetts Review (Summer 1994): 255,
277n25.

73. See Josiah Royce, The Spirit of Modern Philosophy (Boston: Houghton
Mifflin, 1920), 257.

74. In Du Bois’s narrative, the second occurrence of “pitied them” (“Oh, how
he pitied them,—pitied them,—and wondered if he had the coiled, twisted rope”)
is an instance of free indirect discourse that invests black John’s state of mind with
a dramatic immediacy that sets it apart from the worldly actions surrounding it. In
other words, Du Bois’s narrative technique works to reinforce his representation of
black John as a spirit of resignation lost to the world. For a detailed discussion of
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free indirect discourse and its role in the African American literary tradition, and
especially in Zora Neale Hurston’s Their Eyes Are Watching God, see Gates, Jr.,
The Signifying Monkey, 191–216.

75. By tying Lohengrin and its “Song of the Bride” to the spirit of resignation,
Du Bois represents Wagner’s vision from a far less optimistic viewpoint than he es-
pouses more than thirty years later: “It [Lohengrin] is a hymn of Faith. Something
in the world man must trust. Not everything—but Something. One cannot live and
doubt everybody and everything. Somewhere in this world, and not beyond it,
there is Trust, and somehow Trust leads to Joy. It is this theme that a great artist
seeks to treat for the thought and enlightenment of mankind.” See W. E. B. Du
Bois, “Opera and the Negro Problem,” Pittsburgh Courier, October 31, 1936;
reprinted in Newspaper Columns, ed. Herbert Aptheker, 2 vols. (White Plains:
Kraus-Thomson, 1986), vol. 1, 130.

76. Here I follow Sundquist’s suggestion that Du Bois’s musical epigraphs may
be read as invoking the lyrics to which they correspond. See Sundquist, To Wake
the Nations, 493.

77. Ibid., 492–493.
78. Ibid., 493, 522.
79. Du Bois, Souls, 188.
80. Sundquist, To Wake the Nations, 522. For a discussion of the relation of

the lyrics of “I’ll Hear the Trumpet Sound” to the libretto of Lohengrin, see
Berman, “Du Bois and Wagner,” 130–131.

81. Compare Sundquist, To Wake the Nations, 524, specifically with respect to
the significance of the white judge’s judgment of black John.

82. All the chapters of Souls have literary as well as musical epigraphs. The lit-
erary epigraph heading “Of the Coming of John” is a stanza from a poem by Eliza-
beth Barrett Browning. Its title is “A Romance of the Ganges,” and its story is
one of betrayed love (as, in a sense, is Lohengrin). Like “Of the Coming of John,”
“A Romance of the Ganges” ends on a pessimistic note, with Luti, its protagonist,
renouncing her life and committing suicide. By invoking this poem at the begin-
ning of his short story, Du Bois prefigures not only the troubles awaiting black
John, but also the posture of resignation that marks the end of his life. See Eliza-
beth Barrett Browning, “A Romance of the Ganges,” in The Poetical Works of
Elizabeth Barrett Browning (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1974), 19–31. For a brief
but instructive discussion of Browning’s poem, see Glennis Stephenson, Elizabeth
Barrett Browning and the Poetry of Love (Ann Arbor: UMI Research Press, 1989),
41–43.

83. See John 3:30.
84. For a discussion of the historical and political contexts framing the plot of

Lohengrin, see Newman, Wagner’s Operas, 115–118. See also Berman, “Du Bois
and Wagner,” 128–131.

85. Du Bois, Souls, 194, 166.
86. Ibid., 188, 192.
87. Ibid., 192–193.
88. Ibid., 193.
89. Ibid., 195.
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90. Emphasis mine. On the secular character of Du Bois’s vision, see Sundquist,
To Wake the Nations, 495, 525.

91. Du Bois, Souls, 160.
92. For an extended discussion of the gendered, masculinist, and patriarchal di-

mensions of the notion of leadership that Du Bois elaborates in Souls, see Hazel
Carby, Race Men (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1998), 9–41.

93. Ecclesiastes 3:15.
94. Du Bois, Souls, 81.

4. between the masses and the folk

1. Shamoon Zamir, Dark Voices: W. E. B. Du Bois and American Thought,
1888–1903 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1995), 107.

2. To my knowledge, Houston Baker was the first commentator carefully to ex-
plore Matthew Arnold’s influence on Du Bois; Baker, Long Black Song, 96–108.
See also Arnold Rampersad, The Art and Imagination of W. E. B. Du Bois (Cam-
bridge: Harvard University Press, 1976), 86–87, and, more recently, Cornel West,
“Black Strivings in a Twilight Civilization,” in Henry Louis Gates, Jr. and Cornel
West, The Future of the Race (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1996), 65–68.

3. Matthew Arnold, Culture and Anarchy, ed. Samuel Lipman (New Haven:
Yale University Press, 1994), 5.

4. Ibid., 44, 33.
5. Ibid.
6. Ibid., 73. For a discussion of the debate about Goethe in the context of

midcentury English treatments of the concepts of “culture” and “self-develop-
ment,” see David J. DeLaura, “Matthew Arnold and Culture: The History and the
Prehistory,” in Matthew Arnold in His Time and Ours: Centenary Essays, ed.
Clinton Machann and Forrest D. Burt (Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia,
1988), 1–16.

7. Arnold, Culture and Anarchy, 132.
8. Ibid. For Kant on the free play of the cognitive powers in the judgment of

taste, see Critique of Judgment, trans. Werner S. Pluhar (Indianapolis: Hackett,
1987), 61–64. For Kant on the disinterested quality of the judgment of taste, see
44–53.

9. Independent 54 (April 3, 1902): 809. See Du Bois Papers, University of Mas-
sachusetts, Amherst, box 365, folder 33.

10. W. E. B. Du Bois, “The Development of a People,” in The Souls of Black
Folk, ed. David W. Blight and Robert Gooding-Williams (Boston: Bedford Books,
1997), 254. Here and elsewhere in the present chapter I draw extensively on this
essay, which appeared just a year after Souls was published, and which summarizes
some of the early Du Bois’s key theoretical commitments.

11. Du Bois argues that the group leader must be “educated, not merely in the
technique of teaching or skill of hand, but over and beyond that into a thorough
understanding of their age and the demands and meaning of modern culture.” Du
Bois, “Development of a People,” 254.

12. For a brief but valuable earlier discussion of the connection between culture
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and self-development in Du Bois’s thought, see John Brown Childs, “Concepts of
Culture in African American Political Thought, 1890–1920,” Social Text (Fall
1981): 32–33.

13. W. E. B. Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folk, ed. David W. Blight and Robert
Gooding-Williams (Boston: Bedford Books, 1997), 93–94.

14. Ibid., 86.
15. Du Bois, “Development of a People,” 254.
16. Du Bois, Souls, 101, emphasis mine.
17. For a more extensive statement of the ideal, see Du Bois’s address, “The Art

and Art Galleries of Modern Europe,” which he delivered at Wilberforce Univer-
sity, probably in 1896. In the sentence that begins the second paragraph of that ad-
dress, Du Bois remarks that “we who take an interest in the training of men believe
steadfastly and conscientiously in the full rounded development of man.” In what
follows, he discusses man’s physical and mental development, arguing that the for-
mer is a means to the latter. As in Souls, Du Bois ties mental development to an ap-
preciation of the good, the true, and the beautiful. See W. E. B. Du Bois, Against
Racism, ed. Herbert Aptheker (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 1985),
32–33; and Du Bois, Souls, 85–89.

18. Du Bois, needless to say, was not unique among his contemporaries in in-
voking the idea of “culture” to criticize what was perceived to be a vulgar and
philistine America. For a general discussion of similar critical gestures, which also
drew inspiration from Arnold, see Alan Trachtenberg, The Incorporation of Amer-
ica: Culture and Society in the Gilded Age (New York: Hill and Wang, 1982), 153–
161. See also Baker, Long Black Song, 101–102.

19. In a paper he delivered before a gathering of African American schoolteach-
ers in Athens, Georgia, probably in the fall of 1900, Du Bois explicitly ties “self-
cultivation” through education to “self-development” and “self-culture.” See Her-
bert Aptheker, ed., Against Racism: Unpublished Essays, Papers, Addresses, 1887–
1961 (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press), 67.

20. Du Bois, Souls, 88.
21. Ibid.
22. Ibid. This phrase derives from the 1898 Fisk commencement address, which I

discuss in Chapter 2. See W. E. B. Du Bois, W. E. B. Du Bois Speaks, ed. Philip S.
Foner (New York: Pathfinder, 1970), 87.

23. Du Bois, Souls, 88.
24. Ibid., 91.
25. Arnold, Culture and Anarchy, 47–48.
26. Ibid., 29–30, 47.
27. Here I build on Cornel West’s remarks. See Gates and West, Future of the

Race, 66.
28. W. E. B. Du Bois, “The Talented Tenth,” in Gates and West, Future of the

Race, 133.
29. Ibid., 156–157.
30. Ibid., 139.
31. Ibid., 145.
32. Some commentators have claimed that Du Bois neglects to condemn the
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economic structure of society—see, e.g., Alun Munslow, Discourse and Culture:
The Creation of America, 1870–1920 (New York: Routledge, 1992), 143. But in
“Of the Black Belt,” “Of the Quest of the Golden Fleece,” and “Of the Sons of
Master and Man,” for example, he explicitly criticizes the economic injustice of the
southern sharecropping system. Still, the anti-Semitism that informs that criticism
seems often to suggest that Du Bois is less concerned to argue that sharecropping in
particular or capitalist social relations in general are inherently unjust than that
they are put to unjust purposes by the unscrupulous behavior of Jewish landown-
ers. For Du Bois on Jews and, specifically, Russian Jews as the primary agents of
economic exploitation in the neo-slave south, see Du Bois, Souls, 137, 112–116. In
the picture Du Bois paints in these passages, Russian Jews appear as the new Pha-
raohs (the heirs to the slave baron), lording it over blacks who have struggled to
transform the Egypt of the Confederacy (the black belt’s Dougherty County) into a
“Land of Canaan.” For an overview of Du Bois’s anti-Semitic references to Jews in
Souls, as well as a brief history of the events that led him to eliminate most of those
references in the 1953 edition, see Du Bois, Souls, chapter 7, 209–210n20. For a
historically informed and generally valuable discussion of Souls that considers the
figure of the Jew in the perspective of the book’s larger discursive economy, see Mi-
chael P. Kramer, “W. E. B. Du Bois, American Nationalism, and the Jewish Ques-
tion,” in Race and the Production of American Nationalism, ed. Reynolds J. Scott-
Childress (New York: Garland, 1999), 169–194. See too, in this vein, Harold
Brackman, “A Calamity Almost Beyond Comprehension: Nazi Anti-Semitism and
the Holocaust in the Thought of W. E. B. Du Bois,” American Jewish History
(March 1, 2000): 1–2.

33. Du Bois, Souls, 137–138.
34. Ibid.
35. Ibid.
36. Ibid., 137–141. For Du Bois’s explicitly utilitarian talk of “the greatest

good to the greatest number,” see ibid., 138–139. For a brief discussion of the
“self-defense” or “self-protection” arguments for democracy advanced by Jeremy
Bentham and James Mill, see C. B. Macpherson, The Life and Times of Liberal De-
mocracy (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1977), 23–43. Du Bois, it should be
noted, did not oppose “legitimate efforts to purge the ballot of ignorance, pauper-
ism, and crime.” On this point, see Du Bois, Souls, 140.

37. Du Bois, “The Development of a People,” 250; compare Du Bois, “The
Talented Tenth,” 145. For Frazier’s argument, see E. Franklin Frazier, The Negro
Family in the United States, rev. and abridged ed., foreword by Nathan Glazer
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1966), chapter 1.

38. Ibid., 250–251.
39. Du Bois, Souls, 141.
40. For a brief but related discussion of the Du Bois–Washington debate, see

Cornel West, Prophesy Deliverance: An Afro-American Revolutionary Christian-
ity (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1982), 39–40.

41. Du Bois’s preoccupation with backward blacks’ failure to adhere to moral
norms, especially norms of sexual behavior, as well as with their criminal behavior
and tendency to flout the authority of the law, is amply evident in “The Study of
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the Negro Problems” and “Conservation,” as well as in Souls and “The Develop-
ment of a People.”

42. In “The Development of a People,” Du Bois writes explicitly of “the agency
of thoroughly educated men.” See Du Bois, “Development of a People,” 254.

43. It is arguable, therefore, that Du Bois’s early writing, perhaps no less than
that of Alexander Crummell and notwithstanding the young Du Bois’s expressed
antipathy to the horrors of colonialism (see Du Bois, Souls, 133), joins what David
Lloyd has called “the ethnological discourse of colonialism in its hegemonic
phase.” According to Lloyd, “it is not sufficient, in this phase, to assert repetitively
the racial inferiority or bestiality of the black, or to repeat, in [a] range of dis-
courses . . . that the Irish are sentimental, shiftless, shifty, and congenitally incapa-
ble of sustained labor. The ideological necessity is here to transform the stereotype
into the type, allowing the fixed character—in the sense of one defined or deter-
mined—of the racial subject to become a letter into which a spirit can be breathed,
the spirit, that is, of an evolving assimilation of the uncultivated and therefore in-
complete to the civilized and complete.” See David Lloyd, “Arnold, Ferguson,
Schiller: Aesthetic Culture and the Politics of Aesthetics,” Culture Critique 1, no. 2
(Winter 1985): 153. For extensive discussion of the “civilizationist” elements in
Crummell’s writing that may very well be interpreted along similar lines, see Wil-
son Jeremiah Moses, Alexander Crummell: A Study of Civilization and Discontent
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1989). It should be noted, finally, that Du
Bois’s and Crummell’s civilizationist argumentation also has affinities to the em-
bryonic theory of “mass society” that America’s younger, patrician intellectuals
(e.g., E. L. Godkin and Charles Eliot Norton) fashioned in the decades following
the Civil War. For a helpful discussion of the writings of these intellectuals, see
Trachtenberg, Incorporation of America, 156–161.

44. Du Bois, Souls, 187, 185.
45. Ibid., 149, emphasis mine.
46. Solomon, I take it, is best regarded as the putative author of the “Song of

Solomon.” See Du Bois, Souls, 103.
47. Ibid., 187.
48. Thus I disagree with Shamoon Zamir’s claim that Du Bois “in Souls never

slips into romantic notions of collective identity.” See Zamir, Dark Voices, 171.
For a clear discussion of Herder’s and Hegel’s expressivism, see Charles Taylor,

Hegel (Cambridge, Eng.: Cambridge University Press, 1975), 13–29. On the affinity
between Du Bois and Herder, specifically with respect to the question of the rela-
tion between folk and high art, see Bernard W. Bell, “W. E. B. Du Bois’s Struggle to
Reconcile Folk and High Art,” in William L. Andrews, ed., Critical Essays on
W. E. B. Du Bois (Boston: G. K. Hall), 106. For a more detailed treatment of the
Herderian motifs in Souls—indeed, the best that I know—see Michael P. Kramer,
“W. E. B. Du Bois, American Nationalism and the Jewish Question,” 169–194. For
a related discussion of the “romantic racialist” elements in Du Bois’s early thought,
see George M. Frederickson, The Black Image in the White Mind: The Debate on
Afro-American Character and Destiny, 1817–1914 (Middletown: Wesleyan Uni-
versity Press, 1971), 97–129, esp. 125.

49. Du Bois, “Development of a People,” 250.
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50. Du Bois, Souls, 34.
51. Du Bois, “Development of a People,” 250.
52. I borrow the notion of like-mindedness from Robert Pippin, who develops

it in a number of places. See, e.g., Robert Pippin, Henry James and Modern Moral
Life (Cambridge, Eng.: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 26–27.

53. W. E. B. Du Bois, “The Study of the Negro Problems,” in The Seventh Son:
The Thought and Writings of W. E. B. Du Bois, ed. Julius Lester (New York: Vin-
tage, 1971), 242–243.

54. Ibid., 244, emphasis mine.
55. See, e.g., Charles Taylor’s now classic essay “Interpretation and the Sci-

ences of Man,” in Charles Taylor, Philosophy and the Human Sciences: Philosoph-
ical Papers, vol. 2 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1985), 45–76. Du
Bois’s disposition to interpretive social science is, of course, of a piece with his
Dilthey-like defense of the Geisteswissenschaften in “Conservation” (on this point,
see my discussion in Chapter 1).

56. For an exceptionally clear discussion of the “worldly” character of Hegel’s
Geist, see Michael O. Hardimon, Hegel’s Social Philosophy: The Project of Recon-
ciliation (Cambridge, Eng.: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 42–43.

57. W. E. B. Du Bois, “The Spirit of Modern Europe,” in Herbert Aptheker, ed.,
Against Racism: Unpublished Essays, Papers, Addresses, 1887–1961 (Amherst:
University of Massachusetts Press), 51. Aptheker dates this paper as circa 1900.

58. Here again, Du Bois’s position seems to be similar to Hegel’s. Cf.
Hardimon, Hegel’s Social Philosophy, 49. D. C. Phillips succinctly defines the sort
of holism—what he calls “Holism 2”—that I am attributing to Du Bois: “Holism 2
states that a whole, even after it is studied, cannot be explained in terms of its
parts; opposed by reductionism.” See D. C. Phillips, Holistic Thought in Social Sci-
ence (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1976), 36. The textual basis for claiming
that Du Bois subscribes to this sort of holism is his assertion that social organiza-
tions have a development and meaning that far transcend the individual lives that
compose them. For a discussion of Hegel in the perspective of Phillips’s categories,
see Kenneth R. Westphal, Hegel’s Epistemology: A Philosophical Introduction to
the Phenomenology of Spirit (Indianapolis: Hackett, 2003), 110–112.

59. Du Bois, Souls, 188–189.
60. In an early review of Souls, C. F. G. Masterman also suggests that Du Bois’s

treatment of the sorrow songs is meant to bring to light the spiritual development
of the Negro people. See C. F. G. Masterman, “A Book of the Day: The Soul of a
Race,” in William Andrews, ed., Critical Essays on W. E. B. Du Bois (Boston:
G. K. Hall, 1985), 36.

61. Du Bois, Souls, 147.
62. The reference to Shakespeare’s plays and Balzac’s novels alludes to the fa-

mous final paragraph of “Of the Training of Black Men.” The first sentence of the
paragraph reads: “I sit with Shakespeare and he winces not.” The reference to
Wagner’s operas alludes to “Of the Coming of John” and to black John’s passion
for Wagner’s Lohengrin. I agree, then, with the spirit of Houston Baker’s claim that
Du Bois meant to broaden “the Arnoldian definition of culture, which was nar-
rowly white and Western, to include the best that had been thought and known in
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the world of the black American folk.” But strictly speaking, I would say that Du
Bois wants not to broaden Arnold’s definition of culture so much as to show that
the black American folk, or folk-spirit, satisfies that definition (Baker, Long Black
Song, 106). In a sophisticated discussion of Du Bois’s treatment of the sorrow
songs, Ronald M. Radano argues, as I do, that Du Bois represents the sorrow songs
as having a civilized or, in my terms, “cultured” character. According to Radano,
Du Bois believes that the textual re-presentation of the sorrow songs as concert
songs marks them as elements of civilization. My somewhat different position is
that Du Bois sees the sorrow songs as having a civilized or “cultured” character,
even prior to their “texting” as concert songs, for he views them as manifesting a
developed, developing, and “cultured” folk spirituality. See Ronald M. Radano,
“Soul Texts and the Blackness of the Folk,” Modernity/Modernism 2, no. 1 (1995):
71–95. Finally, Robert Stepto has expressed puzzlement that Souls concludes with
Du Bois located in his private, Atlanta University study, a feature of the narrative
that Stepto takes to be at odds with “all the narrative energies that have been di-
rected toward fashioning a narrative of cultural immersion in Afro-American ritual
ground (the Black Belt).” Yet the book’s conclusion begins to make sense, I suggest,
if we (1) follow Stepto in reading Du Bois’s “final positioning” in Atlanta as implic-
itly confirming his philosophy of higher education and, I would add, the Arnoldian
notion of culture shaping that philosophy, and (2) grant that what Du Bois takes
himself to have discovered through his “journey of immersion” is a cultured folk-
spirit, the proper appreciation of which belongs not to the world in which he has
immersed himself (the Black Belt), but to the world of higher education and “high
art.” Writing from his Atlanta study, Du Bois (his authorial persona) expresses that
“proper appreciation” in Souls’ concluding chapter. See Robert Stepto, From Be-
hind the Veil: A Study of Afro-American Narrative, 2d ed. (Urbana: University of
Illinois Press, 1991), 78, 80.

63. Du Bois, Souls, 179.
64. My emphasis here on the stylistic features both of John’s speech and Du

Bois’s treatment of the sorrow songs draws on Ken Warren’s insightful analysis of
John’s speech. See Kenneth W. Warren, “Frederick Douglass’s Life and Times: Pro-
gressive Rhetoric and the Problem of Constituency,” in Eric J. Sundquist, ed., Fred-
erick Douglass: New Literary and Historical Essays (Cambridge, Eng.: Cambridge
University Press, 1990), 261.

65. Here again, I mean to ascribe to Du Bois a fully normative, de jure theory of
legitimacy (cf. Chapter 1). And here, as elsewhere, I use the terms “authority” and
“legitimacy” more or less synonymously, treating the question of authority as a
question of legitimate agency—for Du Bois, of legitimate leadership. In this con-
nection, I follow Raymond Geuss, History and the Illusions of Politics (Cam-
bridge, Eng.: Cambridge University Press, 2001), 37.

66. For a valuable recent discussion of “Of the Faith of the Fathers,” which
treats this chapter as an extended philosophical meditation on the history of the
problem of the color line, see Frank M. Kirkland, “The Problem of the Color-Line:
Normative or Empirical, Evolving or Non-Evolving,” Philosophia Africana 7, no.
1 (March 2004), 75–78.

67. Ibid., 157.
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68. Ibid., 158.
69. Du Bois makes a similar point in The Black North in 1901 (New York:

Arno Press, 1969), 42.
70. For the quoted material in this paragraph, see Du Bois, Souls, 157–158.
71. Ibid., 158.
72. Ibid.
73. Emphasis mine.
74. Here I have in mind a variant of the modern, moral ideal of authenticity

that Charles Taylor has so helpfully illuminated. See Charles Taylor, The Ethics of
Authenticity (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1991).

75. Du Bois, Souls, 187, emphasis mine.
76. For a detailed discussion of nineteenth-century African American musical

traditions, including the coon song and minstrel song traditions, see Eileen South-
ern, The Music of Black Americans: A History (New York: W. W. Norton, 1983),
part 3. For more on the coon song and the history of ragtime, see Edward A.
Berlin, King of Ragtime: Scott Joplin and His Era (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1994).

77. I develop the same line of argument in Robert Gooding-Williams, “Du
Bois, Politics, Aesthetics: An Introduction,” Public Culture 17, no. 2 (2005): 203–
215.

78. For a critique of conceptions of racial authenticity predicated on biological
notions of race, see Anthony Appiah, “‘But Would That Still Be Me’: Notes on
Gender, ‘Race,’ Ethnicity, as Sources of ‘Identity,’” Journal of Philosophy 87, no.
10 (October 1990): 493–499.

79. I should like to stress here that Du Bois’s sense that political authority must
ultimately rest with the demos, which is evident in both models of legitimacy, ex-
plains why, in his view, the talented tenth’s fitness to rule, which is due to its char-
acter, knowledge of modern culture, and so forth, does not establish the authority
of its rule.

80. Because he invokes two different conceptions of the demos, Du Bois can
reconcile his disposition to honor the demos with the distrust of it that he ex-
presses, e.g., in “The Talented Tenth.” For my discussion of Du Bois’s distrust of
the demos, see Chapter 1.

81. The tendency in Du Bois’s thought to interpret the rule of the few as com-
patible with, or as a mode of, the rule of the many is not unique to Souls. Indeed, as
Ken Warren persuasively argues, this tendency is equally evident in Darkwater and
Dark Princess, and finds expression in Du Bois’s identification of oligarchy and de-
mocracy. In these texts, the key conceptual move is an appeal to common experi-
ence and feeling, which is functionally and conceptually analogous to Souls’ appeal
to the notion of a collective folk-spirit. See Kenneth W. Warren, “An Inevitable
Drift? Oligarchy, Du Bois, and the Politics of Race between the Wars,” Boundary 2
27, no. 3 (2000): 161–162.

82. Du Bois, Souls, 192. For Du Bois’s suggestion that the meaning of the sor-
row songs is to be sought in the message they convey, see Souls, 187, 189.

83. Ibid., 102.
84. Ibid., 43, 102. For Du Bois’s suggestion that the “greater ideals of the
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American Republic” express the “pure human spirit of the Declaration of Indepen-
dence,” see ibid., 43. For his appeal to the Declaration in the context of his discus-
sion of Washington’s failure to give the struggle against prejudice and for recogni-
tion its due (which I discuss in Chapter 2), see ibid., 71–72.

85. In “Conservation,” Du Bois associates what is specific to Negro identity, in
contrast to what defines the Negro’s “Americanism,” with a “subtle sense of song”
that is the source of the music and the fairy tales that “Of Our Spiritual Strivings”
similarly associates with the Negro (and, in the case of fairy tales, with the Indian).
And in “Our Spiritual Strivings” he describes “we black men” as America’s “sole
oasis of simple faith and reverence.” A somewhat different picture seems to emerge
in “The Sorrow Songs,” I am arguing, for there Du Bois presents Negro song and
music as the media through which Negro faith in the non-peculiarly Negro ideal of
reciprocal recognition finds expression. Put succinctly, Du Bois’s interpretation of
the sorrow songs works effectively to soften the contrast between what is specific
to Negro identity and what defines the Negro’s Americanism. It should be added,
finally, that Du Bois’s striking claim in “Of Our Spiritual Strivings” that “there are
to-day no truer exponents of the pure human spirit of the Declaration of Indepen-
dence than the American Negroes” already anticipates this “softening.” For this
claim represents Negro difference not as a difference in ideals, but as a difference in
the faithfulness with which Negroes promote the pure human spirit expressed in
American ideals. See Du Bois, “Conservation,” 234, and Souls, 43.

86. In “Of the Sons of Master and Man,” Du Bois similarly suggests that the
principle of equal opportunity—which, I have argued, he interprets in terms of the
ideal of reciprocal recognition (see my discussion in Chapter 2 of Du Bois’s refer-
ence in “of Our Spiritual Strivings” to “having the doors of Opportunity” closed
roughly in one’s face)—is a principle endorsed by white as well as black Americans
(see Souls, 146). In Chapter 2, I examine the relationship between the ideal of rec-
ognition and the ideal of incorporation through assimilation.

87. Ernest Allen has likewise and persuasively taken Du Bois to task for failing
to fulfill the promise in Souls’ first chapter to distinguish between American and
Negro ideals. See Ernest Allen, “Du Boisian Double Consciousness: The Unsus-
tainable Argument,” Massachusetts Review 43, no. 2 (Summer 2002): 229–230.

88. See “The Study of the Negro Problems,” in The Seventh Son: The Thought
and Writings of W. E. B. Du Bois, ed. Julius Lester (New York: Vintage, 1971),
234. As I initially noted in Chapter 1, and note again later, Du Bois in this essay
holds that the Negro’s want of social efficiency is his “great deficiency.” Thus he
implies that the Negro’s other (economic and educational) shortcomings are like-
wise, if lesser, or less significant, deficiencies.

89. Sheldon Wolin, Politics and Vision: Continuity in Western Political Thought,
expanded ed. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2004), 377.

90. I develop this point in connection to my discussion of “Conservation” and
“Of the Training of Black Men” in Chapter 1.

91. See my discussion of Du Bois’s criticism of the politics of revolt and revenge
in Chapter 2.

92. I discuss Du Bois’s criticism of demagogues in Chapter 1. For a discussion
of the conflict between elite and nonelite black leaders, and of the different agendas
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and styles of leadership separating them in the 1870s and 1880s (especially as re-
lates to controversy in connection to the southern emigrationist movement), see
Steven Hahn, A Nation under Our Feet: Black Political Struggles in the Rural
South from Slavery to the Great Migration (Cambridge: Harvard University Press,
2003), 337–345.

93. For a detailed and largely persuasive discussion of Du Bois’s commitment
to an organizational model of black politics throughout his career, see Reed,
W. E. B. Du Bois and American Political Thought, chapters 3 and 5.

94. For Du Bois’s later, critical reaction in Dusk of Dawn to his earlier failure
to question prevailing norms and ideals, see Chapter 1. For a historical account of
the post-emancipation and, later, post-Redemption political struggles of the freed-
men that effectively puts into question Du Bois’s picture of the black “masses,” see
Hahn, A Nation under Our Feet, esp. chapter 7. For Fortune’s critique of modern,
capitalist civilization, see T. Thomas Fortune, Black and White: Land, Labor, and
Politics in the South (New York: Washington Square Press, 2007), esp. chapters
11–16.

5. douglass’s practices of politics

1. For discussion of the many references to Byron’s Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage
in nineteenth-century African American letters, see Eric Sundquist, To Wake the
Nations: Race in the Making of American Literature (Cambridge: Harvard Univer-
sity Press, 1993), 124, 496.

2. Lord Byron, Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage, canto 2, stanza 74, line 710, in The
Complete Poetical Works of Byron, ed. Paul E. More (Boston: Houghton Mifflin,
1905).

3. In the text, Du Bois sharply separates the two epigraphs with a dotted line.
4. W. E. B. Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folk, ed. David W. Blight and Robert

Gooding-Williams (Boston: Bedford Books, 1997), 66–67.
5. See ibid., p. 62, and M. F. Armstrong and Helen W. Ludlow, Hampton and

Its Students, with Fifty Cabin and Plantation Songs arranged by Thomas P. Fenner
(New York: G. P. Putnam’s Sons, 1874), 222–223. I follow Sundquist in assuming
that the Hampton volume was the source of Du Bois’s epigraphs; see Sundquist, To
Wake the Nations, 497.

6. Armstrong and Ludlow, Hampton and Its Students, 222–223.
7. Du Bois, Souls, 62. The reading I give of the significance of Du Bois’s placing

of this epigraph differs from that given by Sundquist (cf. Sundquist, To Wake the
Nations, 496–497), although I agree with Sundquist that the epigraph’s allusion to
mourning serves as a sort of ironic counterpoint to Du Bois’s praise of Washington.
It should be noted, also, that Fenner’s arrangement of “A Great Camp-meetin’” in-
dicates that the same six bars of music are meant to accompany different choral
lyrics in each of the song’s subsequent (second, third, fourth, and fifth) stanzas. But
unlike the choral lyrics of the first stanza, none of these other lyrics seems to bear
directly on Du Bois’s engagement with Washington.

8. Du Bois, Souls, 72.
9. For an extensive discussion of African Americans’ analogical use of the Exo-
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dus story to interpret African American history, politics, and so on, see Eddie S.
Glaude, Jr., Exodus! Religion, Race, and Nation in Early Nineteenth Century
America (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2000).

10. Du Bois, Souls, 40.
11. Ibid., 41, 61. Cf. Numbers 20:17, 21:22.
12. Du Bois, Souls, 70.
13. See Frederick Douglass, “What to the Slave Is the Fourth of July? An Ad-

dress Delivered in Rochester, New York, on 5 July 1852,” Frederick Douglass Pa-
pers, ser. 1, vol. 2, 1847–1854, ed. John W. Blassingame (New Haven: Yale Univer-
sity Press, 1982), 359–388.

14. Waldo E. Martin, The Mind of Frederick Douglass (Chapel Hill: University
of North Carolina Press, 1984), x.

15. For a good introduction to the 1845 Narrative, see, especially, Frederick
Douglass, Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, an American Slave, Written
by Himself, edited and introduction by David W. Blight (Boston: Bedford Books,
1993). Blight’s introduction to this edition (“A Psalm of Freedom,” 1–23) gives
due emphasis to the heroic, individualistic character of the Narrative. For a de-
tailed discussion of the communitarian turn in Bondage, see Williams L. Andrews,
To Tell a Free Story: The First Century of Afro-American Autobiography, 1760–
1865 (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1988), 214–239, 280–291. For further
discussion of the differences between the Narrative and Bondage, see Sundquist,
To Wake the Nations, 83–112. For Life and Times’s emphasis on the doctrines of
self-reliant individualism (compare Sundquist, To Wake the Nations, 92) and eco-
nomic self-help, see Frederick Douglass, Life and Times of Frederick Douglass:
Written by Himself (1892; New York: Collier Books, 1962), 360, 376, 466, 479–
480, 505–506. See too Waldo Martin, The Mind of Frederick Douglass, chap. 10,
for an extended account of the theme of the self-made man in Douglass’s later
speeches and writings. I do not want to suggest that there is nothing in Bondage
that prefigures Washington’s celebration of the spirit of economic self-help, for, as
Robert S. Levine has shown, that spirit is explicitly evident in the opening pages of
part 2 of Bondage (“Life as a Freeman”). See, on this point, Robert S. Levine, Mar-
tin Delany, Frederick Douglass, and the Politics of Representaive Identity (Chapel
Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1997), 134–136.

16. Douglass’s letter to the editor who invited him to write Bondage comprises
more than half of the book’s preface and indicates that Bondage’s purpose is to en-
lighten the public mind with respect to the “true nature, character, and tendency of
the slave system” (Bondage, 4). Both “The Nature of Slavery” and the excerpts
from “What to the Slave Is the Fourth of July?” similarly contribute to this pur-
pose. The preface and appendix also shed light on Douglass’s understanding of the
practice of freedom.

17. See my discussion of Dusk of Dawn in the main body of Chapter 1, and of
Dusk of Dawn, Dark Princess, and the late “How United Are the Negroes” in the
notes to Chapter 1.

18. In Black Reconstruction, for example, Du Bois invokes the figure of John
Henry to represent the political agency of the black worker (the “underlying cause”
of the Civil War) as expressing “the philosophy of life and action which slavery
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bred in the souls of black folk.” See W. E. B. Du Bois, Black Reconstruction in
America: 1860–1880 (New York: Atheneum, 1972), 14–15. For a similar interpre-
tation of these pages, see Cedric J. Robinson, Black Marxism: The Making of the
Black Radical Tradition (London: Zed Books, 1983), 322–323. For Du Bois on Af-
rican communalism, see W. E. B. Du Bois, Dusk of Dawn: An Essay Toward an
Autobiography of a Race Concept (Piscataway: Transaction, 2000), 219.

19. For example, Charles Mills has suggested that Du Bois’s discussion of the
wages of whiteness in Black Reconstruction reflects a rejection of anomaly theories
of white supremacy. See Charles Mills, Blackness Visible: Essays on Philosophy
and Race (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1998), 135.

20. See Frederick Douglass, My Bondage and My Freedom, ed. and introduc-
tion by William L. Andrews (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1987), 17. In the
first chapter of Representative Men, Emerson writes, “No man in all the procession
of famous men is reason or illumination, or that essence we were looking for; but is
an exhibition in some quarter of new possibilities.” See Ralph Waldo Emerson,
Representative Men, introduction by Andrew Delbanco (Cambridge: Harvard Uni-
versity Press, 1996), 19. For an insightful discussion of Emerson’s (and Nietzsche’s)
notion of the exemplar, see Stanley Cavell’s essay “Aversive Thinking,” the
first chapter of his Conditions Handsome and Unhandsome: The Constitution of
Emersonian Perfectionism (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1990), 10–11,
33–63.

21. Robin Blackburn, The Making of New World Slavery: From the Baroque to
the Modern, 1492–1800 (London: Verso, 1997), 10.

22. Douglass, Bondage, 29.
23. Ibid., 45.
24. Ibid., 48.
25. See, for example, Douglass’s discussion of Colonel Lloyd’s response to Mr.

Gore’s murder of Demby. See also his discussion of his appeal to Thomas Auld af-
ter Covey has abused him. Auld, Douglass tells us, offered a “full justification” of
Covey in response to Douglass’s appeal. See Douglass, Bondage, 79–80, 142.

26. Ibid., 78.
27. Ibid., 73–74.
28. For Douglass’s suggestion that the plantation is a kind of “public” see ibid.,

44. Compare too the following remarks, which help to set the stage for Douglass’s
description of Aaron Anthony’s brutal beating of Esther: “What may have been
mechanically and heartlessly done by the overseer, is now done with a will. The
man [the slaveholder] who now wields the lash is irresponsible. He may, if he
pleases, cripple, or kill, without fear of consequences; except insofar as it may con-
cern profit or loss.” Douglass, Bondage, 57, emphasis mine. Significantly, Douglass
acknowledges the existence of laws meant to protect the lives of slaves, but notes
that “the very parties who are nominally protected, are not permitted to give evi-
dence, in courts of law, against the only class of persons from whom abuse, out-
rage, and murder might be reasonably apprehended.” See Douglass, Bondage, 81.

29. Ibid., 58.
30. Ibid., 95.
31. See Philip Pettit, Republicanism: A Theory of Freedom and Government
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(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997), esp. 31–79. See also Philip Pettit,
“Keeping Republican Freedom Simple: On a Difference with Quentin Skinner,”
Political Theory 30 (June 2002): 339–356. Douglass’s first exposure to Republican
notions of domination, and of freedom as nondomination, is likely to have been
through his reading of The Columbian Orator—especially the speech by G.
Cassius. The book also contains speeches by Cato and Cicero, which would also
have contributed to Douglass’s early introduction to Republican political thought.
See Caleb Binham, The Columbian Orator, ed. David W. Blight (New York: New
York University Press, 1998), 15–16, 41–41, 125–127.

32. Here I follow Pettit’s formulation in his A Theory of Freedom: From the
Psychology to the Politics of Agency (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), 78–
79. For enlightenment on these matters, especially as pertains to certain tensions in
Pettit’s formulation of his position (which I do not address here), I am indebted to
conversations with Patchen Markell, and to Markell’s essay “The Insufficiency of
Non-Domination,” Political Theory 36, no. 1 (2008): 9–36.

33. Douglass, Bondage, 274.
34. Ibid., 54.
35. In at least one place (Bondage, 77), Douglass suggests that overseers are

tyrannical and masters “lawful.” As I read him, his point here is that the mem-
bers of the class of overseers are by nature tyrannical, while the members of the
slaveholding gentry are by nature lawful. As the example of Aaron Anthony
shows, the slave system tends to transform the character of the members of the
slaveholding gentry and to provoke them to the sort of unrestrained, brutish be-
havior that comes naturally to overseers. When he discusses Sophia and Thomas
Auld, Douglass likewise stresses the impact of the slave system on the character of
slave masters (see Bondage, 96–102, 142). For a similar line of argument relating
to Douglass’s comparison of masters and overseers, see Levine, Martin Delany,
Frederick Douglass, and the Politics of Representative Identity, 122.

36. Here I write “largely,” because I do not mean to imply that these are the
only tactics the plantation regime uses to reduce human beings to a level with
brutes (for example, using slaves as breeders, as Covey uses Caroline [see Bondage,
135] is another tactic). But I do think that Douglass emphasizes these tactics more
than others, which is why I emphasize them.

37. Douglass, Bondage, 29.
38. Ibid., 28, 38.
39. Orlando Patterson, Slavery and Social Death (Cambridge: Harvard Univer-

sity Press, 1982), 7.
40. Douglass, Bondage, 36.
41. Ibid., 128–129.
42. Domination leads to, or gives rise to, the treatment of human beings as ani-

mals, but not because masters must in principle dominate slaves by treating them
as animals (indeed, masters can dominate their slaves without so treating them,
because they can dominate their slaves without ever exercising their power of arbi-
trary interference; on this point, see Petitt, Republicanism, 63–64). Rather
Douglass’s view, again, is that the condition of domination—that is, the availability
of the power of arbitrary interference—provokes masters to behave capriciously.
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More exactly, it provokes them regularly to indulge their whims, and thus regu-
larly to exercise their power of arbitrary interference in ways that lead them to
treat their slaves as animals. Overseers likewise treat their slaves as animals,
Douglass believes, because the brutal behavior to which masters must be provoked
comes naturally to them and is not subject to constraint in situations where they
enjoy the power arbitrarily to interfere in slaves’ lives.

43. Douglass suggests that the city slave is less subject to physical abuse than
the “whip-driven” plantation slave. Still, as the example of Mrs. Hamilton shows,
the city slave is hardly immune to such abuse (see Bondage, 93–95).

44. This is the title of chapter 15 of Bondage.
45. Douglass, Bondage, 136.
46. Ibid., 137–138.
47. Ibid., 136.
48. Ibid., 149–150. For a compelling argument that Bondage narrates the fight

with Covey in a low mimetic, comic mode, see William L. Andrews, To Tell a Free
Story: The First Century of Afro-American Autobiography (Urbana: University of
Illinois Press, 1986), 282–288.

49. Douglass, Bondage, 149.
50. Ibid., 151.
51. Ibid.
52. Ibid., 138.
53. See David Van Leer, “Reading Slavery: The Anxiety of Ethnicity in

Douglass’s Narrative,” in Eric Sundquist, ed., Frederick Douglass: New Literary
and Philosophical Essays (Cambridge, Eng.: Cambridge University Press, 1990),
121. Although Van Leer’s essay focuses on Douglass’s 1845 Narrative, much of his
argument applies equally well to Bondage. I owe to Van Leer’s essay my under-
standing of Douglass’s use of the conversion narrative to depict the fight with
Covey in Bondage.

54. Douglass, Bondage, 151.
55. Ralph Waldo Emerson, “Self-Reliance,” in Stephen E. Whicher, ed., Selec-

tions from Ralph Waldo Emerson (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1957), 162.
56. Douglass, Bondage, 151.
57. See Emerson, “Self-Reliance,” 149. Nathan Huggins has also stressed

Douglass’s affinity to Emerson. See Nathan Irvin Huggins, Slave and Citizen: The
Life of Frederick Douglass (New York: Harper Collins, 1980), 44–46.

58. Here I differ with Bernard Boxill, whose most detailed discussion of the
fight with Covey argues that Douglass was moved to fight Covey not by an aver-
sion to domination, but by the recognition of a duty to “to stand up for the princi-
ples of morality,” specifically, to stand up “for his rights.” Two considerations
count against this interpretation. The first concerns the internal consistency of
Boxill’s account. Boxill takes seriously Douglass’s claim that the fight with Covey
revived his “crushed self-respect.” But it is hard to see how Covey’s abuse could
have truly crushed Douglass’s self-respect in the first place if, like Boxill, one holds
that, despite such abuse, Douglass retained his belief that he was a human being
with rights, a belief that would have yielded him some measure of self-respect (in
his discussion of the impact of the fight on Covey, Boxill seems to maintain that
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seeing an individual—thus, seeing oneself—as a human being with rights is tanta-
mount to according her at least a “grudging respect”). The second consideration is
Douglass’s suggestion, in the chapter after the one describing the fight with Covey,
that Covey’s abuse deprived him of “all just ideas of his natural position” and that
he regained a “clear conception of rights” only after the fight. See Bernard R.
Boxill, “The Fight with Covey,” in Lewis Gordon, ed., Existence in Black: An An-
thology of Black Existential Philosophy (New York: Routledge, 1997), 286–290;
and Douglass, Bondage, 161–162. In a different essay, Boxill offers a briefer read-
ing of the fight that is closer to my interpretation. For example, he argues that the
ultimate cause of Douglass’s decision to fight was his desire for liberty, a desire I
have described as Douglass’s aversion to domination (the immediate cause, claims
Boxill, was the desire to avoid pain). Moreover, he now seems to recognize that,
due to Covey’s abuse, Douglass lost sight of his rights, only to regain that aware-
ness after the fight. See Bernard R. Boxill, “Radical Implications of Locke’s Moral
Theory: The Views of Frederick Douglass,” in Tommy L. Lott, ed., Subjugation
and Bondage (Lanham: Rowman and Littlefield, 1998), 39, 45–46.

59. Douglass, Bondage, 151–152.
60. Here I follow Pettit in using “arbitrary power” (of interference) and

“power of arbitrary interference” synonymously. An act is arbitrary in this usage
“by virtue of the controls—specifically, the lack of controls—under which it mate-
rializes, not by virtue of the particular consequences to which it gives arise.” See
Pettit, Republicanism, 55.

61. Douglass’s strategy for effecting a limit to domination—in this case, Covey’s
power to interfere with him on an arbitrary basis—corresponds, roughly, to what
Pettit calls “the strategy of reciprocal power.” It is a strategy of defending himself
against a dominator’s interference with his affairs in order to reduce what Pettit
calls “the intensity of domination.” On these points, see Pettit, Republicanism, 57–
58, 67–68. For a detailed, historical introduction to and philosophical defense
of the interpretation of freedom as nondomination, see Pettit, Republicanism.
For a valuable analysis of the important connections between domination and de-
pendence, and implicitly between nondomination and independence, see Pettit,
“Keeping Republican Freedom Simple,” 341–342. See also Quentin Skinner, Lib-
erty before Liberalism (Cambridge, Eng.: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 70–
77.

62. Here I reject Boxill’s view that Douglass could not have meant what he
says, namely, “that resisting Covey made him unafraid to die.” As evidence for this
view, Boxill cites Douglass’s assertion that life is “precious” to all human beings
and “not lightly regarded by men of sane minds” (Douglass, Bondage, 173). As-
suming that the fear of death involves the wish not to die, Boxill holds that this
assertion commits Douglass to the claim that, after the fight with Covey, he too
wished not to die “given that he did not think that at the time he was no longer
of sane mind.” But is Boxill right about this? I agree that, after the fight, Douglass
did not believe that he was no longer of sane mind. Even so, it is not absurd to sup-
pose that he believed that human beings can have experiences that alter their sense
of life’s comparative worth and lead them to revalue their wish not to die. Even
if, as a general rule, “sane minds” wish not to die, it remains plausible that extraor-
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dinary events, like the fight with Covey, will occasionally prompt them to recog-
nize that other goods—in Douglass’s case, enforcing his commitment to resist
flogging—matter so much to them that the preciousness of life pales in compari-
son. Douglass arrives at this insight with no sacrifice of sanity, for fighting moves
him to see that preserving his integrity—in essence, protecting the projects and atti-
tudes with which he most closely and profoundly identifies—requires that he pre-
serve his opposition to flogging, not that he preserve his life when it is subjected to
flogging. In effect, he discovers that, relative to other considerations, his life and
satisfying his wish not to die matter a good deal less to him than he thought they
did. See Boxill, “Fight with Covey,” 286–287. The notion of integrity I invoke here
derives from Bernard Williams’s essay “A Critique of Utilitarianism,” in J. J. C.
Smart and Bernard Williams, eds., Utilitarianism: For and Against (Cambridge,
Eng.: Cambridge University Press, 1973), 108–118.

63. Douglass, Bondage, 109.
64. See The Compact Edition of the Oxford English Dictionary (Oxford: Ox-

ford University Press, 1971), first entry under “fact.” Jane Austen’s entire sentence
(Emma, vol. 2, chap. 12) is “Enscombe however was gracious, gracious in fact, if
not in word.” Let me be clear that I do not suppose that Douglass’s use of “fact” to
refer to action is the only use of “fact” evident in his writing. I do suppose, how-
ever—here, and in the main body of the present chapter—that he like Austen relies
on a conventional, English-language distinction between actions (deeds), on one
hand, and speech and/or writing (words) on the other; see The Compact Edition of
the Oxford English Dictionary, entry I.1.a., under “Action.” Even so, I hardly
wish to deny that he knew, in J. L. Austin’s felicitous phrase, “How to do things
with words.” Having learned to read by studying The Columbian Orator, and hav-
ing begun his abolitionist career as a Garrisonian moral suasionist, Douglass was
all too aware of what, after Austin and John Searle, we have come to call “speech
acts.” And he was especially and famously adept at the deployment of what Austin
dubbed “perlocutionary utterance.” In sum, I suppose that Douglass (again, like
Jane Austen) believed that one could cogently speak of actions, or facts, as distinct
from words, with the convention-based understanding that the actions one had in
mind were nonverbal (as when he expresses concern about Lincoln’s failure to limit
the exposure of colored troops to capture by rebel soldiers: “[Lincoln] was silent
. . . but charity suggested that being a man of action rather than words he only
waited for a case in which he should be required to act”; see Douglass, Life and
Times, 345), and without in any way repudiating the moral suasionist’s assump-
tion that speech indeed does act and can bring about valuable moral effects.

65. In contrast to Willett, Boxill, and most other interpreters of Bondage, I
deny that Douglass invokes the distinction between “fact” and “form” to describe
the difference between “inside” and “outside” views of the self, or between a men-
tal and a physical freedom. As far as I can see, neither account can be easily
squared with Douglass’s earlier references to the differences among being some-
one’s slave “in fact,” being someone’s slave “in form,” and being someone’s slave
“in law.” See Cynthia Willett, Maternal Ethics and Other Slave Moralities (New
York: Routledge, 1995), 149; and Boxill, “Fight with Covey,” 285. Support for my
interpretation can also be found in Life and Times, when Douglass recounts his
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visit to one of his old masters, Thomas Auld, “after a period of more than forty
years.” Before he describes his meeting with Auld, Douglass writes at length of the
“conduct” and the “deeds” through which “to me Captain Auld had sustained the
relation of master” (emphasis mine). And he writes that “traveling the length and
breadth of this country and England,” he once upon a time had held up Auld’s con-
duct to “the reprobation of all men who would listen to my words.” But when
Douglass recalls his feelings during his visit to Auld, he writes that “the conditions
were favorable for remembrance of all his good deeds, and generous extenuation
of all his evil ones. He was to me no longer a slaveholder either in fact or in spirit,
and I regarded him as I did myself, a victim of the circumstances of birth, educa-
tion, law, and custom” (emphasis mine). The last sentence I quote here is wholly
consistent with and supports my interpretation of “in fact” in Bondage, for again it
shows Douglass using that phrase to refer to deeds and, more precisely, to assert
that while Auld had long ago through his deeds (both good and evil) sustained the
relation of master to him (“to me”), Douglass no longer through his deeds sustains
that relation to him (“He was to me no longer a slaveholder”). I am assuming, of
course, that because this last sentence comes at the end of a paragraph wherein
Douglass represents the relation of master, or slaveholder, exclusively in terms of
his master’s deeds, it is natural to interpret “in fact” to mean “in deed”—in fact, it
is quite difficult to see, in this context, how else plausibly to interpret it. Finally, be-
cause Douglass distinguishes between being a slaveholder in fact and being a slave-
holder in spirit, it is quite reasonable to doubt Boxill’s and Willett’s assumption
that when he uses the phrase “in fact,” here or elsewhere, he has in mind an “in-
ner” or “mental” state. See Douglass, Life and Times, 440–441.

66. Douglass, it seems, takes for granted that fighting to the point of risking
one’s life is sufficient to secure limited freedom. But as Derrick Darby has pointed
out to me, this need not be the case. A slave could fight, risk his life, but then lose
the fight, be bound by his overseer, and then flogged. Having been bound, he then
would be powerless to resist the flogging.

67. Douglass, Bondage, 63.
68. I assume that Douglass uses “honor” and “respect” more or less synony-

mously. As I read Douglass, he held that all human beings deserve respect, because
all possess natural rights in virtue of which they deserve respect (for Douglass’s ref-
erence to the just and inalienable rights of man, see Bondage, 165). Consistent with
this belief, Douglass’s discussion of dignity suggests that a slave will not receive the
respect he or she is due (either from herself or from others) unless she manifests
dignity through her resistance to domination. Douglass may have held that slaves’
failure to resist domination and thus to demonstrate dignity explains the public’s
toleration of slavery. For a discussion and criticism of this view, see Boxill, “Fight
with Covey,” 288.

69. It may also be the case that Douglass motivates Covey to respect him, as
Boxill suggests. Pace Willett, however, I see no evidence in the text for the claim
that the desire for Covey’s respect, or recognition, motivates Douglass to fight him.
See Boxill, “Fight with Covey,” 288–289; Willet, Maternal Ethics, 141–143, 174.

70. See Lord Byron, Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage, canto 2, stanza 76. Pace
Boxill, a reading of the entire stanza makes it clear that Byron has in mind physical,

310

NOTES TO PAGES 180–181



not mental freedom (compare Boxill, “Fight with Covey,” 276). In any case, By-
ron’s assertion that hereditary bondsmen will not be free unless they themselves
“strike the blow” is plausible if one assumes that slave masters will not voluntarily
free their slaves and that slaves will be reenslaved by those (other than themselves)
who free them. There may be exceptions to Byron’s claim, but they are not so nu-
merous as to render it obviously absurd.

71. I do not mean to deny here that the founding fathers saw nonverbal action
as indispensable to their revolutionary endeavors, or to claim that Douglass re-
garded their revolutionary enterprise as wholly or even primarily “verbal.” And by
emphasizing the verbal character of the 1776 Declaration, I am not asserting that
Douglass saw that document as “only” or “merely” words, as if to suggest some-
how that the founding fathers did not regard their words as giving an important
justificatory basis for nonverbal (e.g., military) actions. Rather my point, simply,
is that Douglass’s declaration, though it is not a verbal declaration, may still
be judged to be a declaration. I should add, finally, that recent philosophical
discussions of declarations of independence have concerned the thesis that writ-
ten declarations of independence seem to be at once “performative” and
“constative”—see, e.g., Jacques Derrida, “Declarations of Independence,” New
Political Science 15 (1986): 7–15; and Bonnie Honig, Political Theory and the Dis-
placement of Politics (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1993), 104–109. Because
Douglass’s declaration is a declaration in deed, and not in word, I am suggesting
that it is simply performative.

72. Here I cite the first paragraph of the 1776 American Declaration of Inde-
pendence.

73. In Bondage, Douglass’s narration of events preceding the fight with
Covey—specifically, his appeal to Thomas Auld—also suggests a parallel to the
founding fathers. Douglass’s July 5 speech of 1852 emphasizes that the founding
fathers rebelled after “they saw themselves treated with sovereign indifference,
coldness, and scorn” (see Douglass, “What to the Slave Is the Fourth of July?”
362). Similarly, the presentation of the appeal to Auld in Bondage, in contrast to
the presentation of that appeal in the 1845 autobiography, describes Auld as be-
coming “cold,” suggests that he seemed “indifferent” after he repressed his feel-
ings, and mentions that he abused Douglass with a “passionate condemnation”
(see Douglass, Bondage, 142). By representing his travails as mirroring those of the
founders, Douglass reinforces the suggestion that he aspires to refound and re-con-
stitute the American nation.

74. Douglass, Bondage, 161–162.
75. In explicating Douglass’s picture of plantation politics, I do not take myself

to be explicating Douglass’s intermittent use, or uses, of the term “politics,” as, for
example, when he writes that from the slave plantation “religion and politics are
alike excluded . . . [t]he politician keeps away, because people have no votes, and
the preacher keeps away, because the people have no money” (Bondage, 45–46).
Rather I take myself to be explicating an account, a concept, of politics that
Douglass articulates through his narrative depictions of his life as a slave and a free
man. Many thanks to Jack “Chip” Turner for directing my attention to the passage
just cited. For a detailed discussion of the thesis that narratives can articulate con-
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cepts—that they can exhibit received concepts and even invent and present new
ones (in the manner, say, of Kant’s productive imagination in the formation of pure
judgments of taste), see Robert Gooding-Williams, Zarathustra’s Dionysian Mod-
ernism (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2001), 10–14.

76. Douglass, Bondage, 124.
77. Ibid., 164, 171.
78. In this chapter, my use of the distinction between descent and consent

draws inspiration from Werner Sollors’s discussion of this distinction. The related
distinction between filiation and affiliation draws inspiration from Edward Said.
See Werner Sollors, Beyond Ethnicity: Consent and Descent in American Cul-
ture (New York: Oxford University Press, 1986), esp. 6, and Edward W. Said,
The World, the Text, and the Critic (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1983),
1–30.

79. Douglass, Bondage, 43.
80. For an excellent discussion of the figure of the circuitous journey in Euro-

pean literature and philosophy, see M. H. Abrams, Natural Supernaturalism (New
York: W. W. Norton, 1971), esp. 169–195.

81. Douglass, Bondage, 111.
82. Ibid., 165.
83. Here, and in much of what follows, my discussion of the “plantation poli-

tics” Douglass depicts in chapters 18 and 19 of Bondage owes a profound debt to
the path-breaking work of William Andrews and Eric Sundquist. Although my
reading of these chapters differs in many significant respects from theirs, I am also,
in many ways, building on their insights (see Andrews, To Tell a Free Story, 214–
239, and Sundquist, To Wake the Nations, 112–134). I should like to stress, more-
over, that in highlighting the consensual/affiliative character of Douglass’s picture
of collective action, or action-in-concert, I mean to be stressing its nonbiological,
non-descent-based character, and not at all to be suggesting that the property of be-
ing consensual is a property that suffices to distinguish action-in-concert from the
practice of rule (as the example of representative government shows, rule can also
be based on consent).

84. For Shakespeare, the bonds binding the band are also affiliative: “We few,
we happy few, we band of brothers. / For he today that sheds his blood with me /
shall be my brother” (4.3.60–62), emphasis mine. For my understanding of the po-
litical force of these lines, which derive from King Henry’s famous Crispin Day
Speech, I am indebted to Robert Lane’s essay, “‘When Blood Is Their Argument’:
Class, Character, and Historymaking in Shakespeare’s and Branaugh’s Henry V,”
ELH 61, no. 1 (Spring 1994): 28–32.

85. Douglass, Bondage, 216. By emphasizing that he presents himself and his
co-conspirators as discursively expressing their shared concern for the world they
inhabit, I mean to suggest that Douglass, notwithstanding his reliance on the rheto-
ric of fraternity, depicts his involvement with his fellows as exhibiting the spirit
of the political virtue that Hannah Arendt has called “friendship.” See, in this con-
nection, Hannah Arendt, Men in Dark Times (San Diego: Harcourt Brace, 1995),
3–31.

86. Here, then, my view is similar to that of William Andrews, who suggests

312

NOTES TO PAGES 183–187



that Douglass’s leadership of his Freeland band grows out of a broader context of
political activity characterized by mutual self-reliance and a lateral distribution of
power. According to Andrews, “This fraternal instead of paternal relationship be-
tween leader and followers stuck in Douglass’s mind as an unprecedented model
of home. Paternalism tended to fragment the slaves’ faith in their peers in favor of
the cultivation of their immediate superiors and inferiors. But the fraternalism of
Douglass’s Freeland band distributed power laterally, not vertically, so that author-
ity could not abuse community. The mutual self-reliance of these black men ce-
mented them into a unity of identity and purpose that liberated Douglass from
mere individuality.” See William Andrews, “Introduction to the 1987 Edition,” in
Frederick Douglass, My Bondage and My Freedom (Urbana: University of Illinois
Press, 1987), xxi–xxii. It needs to be acknowledged, however, that Douglass did
not always seem to adhere to a decentralized, fraternal conception of politics. In
one version of the “Pictures and Progress” speech that he delivered in 1861, he
contended that “the few think, the many feel. The few comprehend a principle, the
many require illustration. The few lead, the many follow”—quoted in Waldo Mar-
tin, The Mind of Frederick Douglass (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina
Press, 1984), 264. For a brief account of the various versions of this speech that
Douglass delivered in 1861, see The Frederick Douglass Papers, ser. 1, vol. 3, ed.
John Blassingame (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1985), 452. For Douglass’s
description of his activities as an instigator, see Bondage, 168, 170–171. For the
distinction between leaders-as-rulers and leaders-as-initiative-takers, see the Intro-
duction as well as Hannah Arendt, Responsibility and Judgment, ed. Jerome Kohn
(New York: Schocken, 2003), 46–48.

87. My colleague John McCormick has suggested to me that Douglass’s depic-
tion of his transactions with his Freeland band of subversives illustrates a practice
of democratic self-rule, not, as I interpret it, a practice of politics without rule. But
I am not persuaded by this suggestion, for it seems to me that Douglass’s explicit
emphasis on mutual “commitment” and “pledging” (see, e.g., Bondage, 171, 176)
better corresponds to what Hannah Arendt has described as a “limited sover-
eignty” achievable through “the force of mutual promise” than to the idea of a
group, or a people, that, having forged a collective or general will, exercises that
will to command itself. On this point, see Hannah Arendt, The Human Condition
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1958), 221, 245. For the critically impor-
tant insight that the distinction between politics as action-in-concert and politics as
rule cuts across the distinction between the few and the many, see Hannah Arendt,
On Revolution (New York: Viking, 1965), 279–280. I briefly touch on this point in
Chapter 1.

88. Here I mean for the concept of political solidarity to capture identification
between group members, shared values or goals, mutual trust, and mutual loy-
alty—thus all the features that Tommie Shelby mentions in his excellent discussion
of that concept. See Tommie Shelby, “Foundations of Black Solidarity: Collective
Identity or Common Oppression,” Ethics 112 (January 2002): 236–239.

89. Douglass, Bondage, 147.
90. See ibid., 181.
91. Van Leer, “Reading Slavery,” 126. The argument I develop in the next few
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pages, that Bondage refuses romantic political expressivism, has strong affinities to
Briallen Harper’s argument that Harriet Beecher Stowe’s romantic racialism comes
under attack throughout the book. See Briallen Harper, “The Bondage of Race and
the Freedom of Transcendence in Frederick Douglass’s My Bondage and My Free-
dom,” Postgraduate English 4 (September 2001): 1–12.

92. Van Leer, “Reading Slavery,” 125.
93. Douglass, Bondage, 146–147.
94. Ibid., 149.
95. Ibid., 151. Cf. Andrews, To Tell a Free Story, 285–286, and John Pittman,

“Douglass’s Assimilationism and Anti-Slavery,” in Bill E. Lawson and Frank M.
Kirkland, eds., Frederick Douglass: A Critical Reader (Oxford: Blackwell, 1999),
68.

96. Here it should also be noted that while Douglass, like Du Bois, acknowl-
edges the power of the slave songs to express the suffering of the slave, and to en-
gender sympathy for that suffering, he declines to propose either (1) that they ex-
press the distinctive spiritual identity of the black slave (in fact, Douglass claims to
have heard similar songs, characterized by the same “wailing notes,” in Ireland), or
(2) that effective, emancipatory black poltical action must expressly heed and pro-
mote the message conveyed in those songs. See Douglass, Bondage, 65. For a gen-
eral discussion of Douglass’s ambivalence with respect to the political significance
of slave culture generally, and the slave songs specifically, see Sundquist, To Wake
the Nations, 105, 127–130.

97. For the suggestion that the question of legitimacy is “concomitant” to the
notion of rule, see Arendt, Human Condition, 228. It should be noted, however,
that Arendt offers a rather different view in her essay “On Violence,” where she
writes that power, which she understands as action-in-concert, “needs no justifica-
tion . . . what it does need is legitimacy.” See Hannah Arendt, Crises of the Repub-
lic (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1972), 151.

98. The line of argument I develop in this paragraph is largely inspired by
Hannah Arendt’s discussion of promising as the source of a limited sovereignty
corresponding to an action-centered notion of politics (see Arendt, Human Condi-
tion, 236–247, esp. 244–245). For Arendt, the faculties of promising and forgive-
ness are closely connected, and establish for politics a “diametrically different set
of guiding principles from the ‘moral standards’ inherent in the Platonic notion of
rule” (Arendt, Human Condition, 237). Douglass too seems to connect the two
faculties, if only implicitly, and all too briefly, when, after suggesting that Sandy be-
trayed the band of brothers, he seems to forgive him, writing “and yet, we could
not suspect him. We all loved him too well to think it possible that he could have
betrayed us” (Douglass, Bondage, 181). For a valuable treatment of Arendt’s anal-
ysis of the faculties of forgiving and promising, see Susannah Young-ah Gottlieb,
Regions of Sorrow: Anxiety and Messianism in Hannah Arendt and W. H. Auden
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2003), 151–156.

99. See, in a similar vein, Ronald Sundstrom’s claim that “although Douglass
disfavored racial organizations, he thought it was necessary for African Americans
to organize and unify to fight against slavery and racial prejudice, and to struggle
for justice . . . for Douglass, this political organizing and unification was not to
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be for reasons of race or culture, but strictly for political reasons.” See Ronald
Sundstrom, “Frederick Douglass’s Longing for the End of Race,” Philosophia
Africana 8, no. 2 (August 2005): 152.

100. Although Douglass’s defense of the formation of a racially exclusive co-
hort may well be taken to raise issues similar to those raised by his defense else-
where of complexional institutions, I do not address those issues here. For an in-
sightful discussion of Douglass’s endorsement of complexional institutions, and
the suggestion that that endorsement sits uneasily with his “assimilationism,” see
Howard McGary, “Douglass on Racial Assimilation and Racial Institutions,” in
Frederick Douglass: A Critical Reader, ed. Bill E. Lawson and Frank M. Kirkland
(Malden: Blackwell, 1999), 50–63. For a further discussion of assimilationism, and
the suggestion that in at least one significant sense of the term Douglass is not an
assimilationist, see my interpretation of Douglass as a radical reconstructionist in
the present chapter.

101. As bizarre as it may seem to suggest that black slaves could act together to
support slaveholder tyranny, Douglass invites such speculation when he tells us
that not even Sandy, who had strong ties to African beliefs and rites, had wholly
freed himself from the slaveholding priestcraft (which Douglass represents as as-
serting that God is the author of slavery, that running away is an offense against
God, and so on). In fact, by tying Sandy to the slaveholding priestcraft, Douglass
suggests an interpretation of Sandy’s political agency that is different than the one
he suggests (and that I have emphasized in this chapter) when he connects Sandy to
African divination practices. See Douglass, Bondage, 168.

102. See Bonnie Honig, “Towards an Agonistic Feminism: Hannah Arendt and
the Politics of Identity,” in Judith Butler and Joan W. Scott, eds., Feminists Theo-
rize the Political (New York: Routledge, 1992), 226–232. For a similar line of ar-
gument, see Amy Allen, The Power of Feminist Theory: Domination, Resistance,
Solidarity (Boulder: Westview Press, 1999), 103–112.

103. For a more detailed discussion of the distinction between the condition of
being black and the activity of interpreting and assigning significance to that condi-
tion, see Robert Gooding-Williams, “Race, Multiculturalism, and Democracy,” in
Robert Gooding-Williams, Look, A Negro! Philosophical Essays on Race, Cul-
ture, and Politics (New York: Routledge, 2006), esp. 92–97.

104. See C. Wright Mills, “The Professional Ideology of Social Pathologists,”
American Journal of Sociology 49, no. 2 (September 1943), esp. 169. For an ac-
count of the connection of the sociology of disorganization to contemporary dis-
cussions of the black underclass, see Adolph Reed, Stirrings in the Jug (Minneapo-
lis: University of Minnesota Press, 1999), chapter 6, 187.

105. In stressing the republican dimensions of Douglass’s political thought here
and elsewhere, I intend neither to deny Douglass’s “liberalism” nor to imply, as do
some neo-republicans like Philip Pettit and Quentin Skinner, that republican and
liberal political thought can always be clearly and sharply distinguished. An in-
teresting symptom of the difficulties here, as Charles Larmore shows, is Pettit’s
placing of John Locke—a founder of the liberal tradition, who, like Douglass, con-
ceptualizes freedom as nondomination—among the republicans (see Pettit, Repub-
licanism, 40). For an important account of Douglass’s political thought that places
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him within the American liberal tradition, and that highlights both his affinities
with and differences from Locke, see Peter C. Myers, Frederick Douglass: Race
and the Rebirth of American Liberalism (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas,
2008). For Larmore’s valuable discussion of Pettit, which emphasizes that “the lib-
eral tradition is not all of a piece,” and which disputes Pettit’s claim to have broken
with that tradition, see Charles Larmore, The Autonomy of Morality (Cambridge,
Eng.: Cambridge University Press, 2008), chapter 7.

106. Douglass, Bondage, 119.
107. Thus refounding is a matter of reiterating the sort of action—in this case

the founders’ action of committing themselves to the principles embodied in the
Declaration of Independence—that initially founded the nation. I develop this
point further in my brief discussion of the Roman antecedents of Douglass’s view.

108. The reading of Douglass’s speech that follows has been strongly influ-
enced by David Blight’s interpretation. See David W. Blight, Frederick Douglass’
Civil War: Keeping Faith in Jubilee (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press,
1989), 74–77.

109. For the passages cited in this paragraph, see Douglass, “What to the Slave
Is the Fourth of July?” 360, 361, 366, 364, 367, 371, 383.

110. For a similar interpretation, see Priscilla Wald, Constituting Americans:
Cultural Anxiety and Narrative Form (Durham: Duke University Press, 1995), 90–
92.

111. In Life and Times (389), Douglass similarly understands hypocrisy as a
contradiction between what is professed and what is intended, or wished.

112. For the passages cited in this paragraph, see Douglass, “What to the Slave
Is the Fourth of July?” 365, 369, 364, 383, 368. According to Bernard Boxill,
antislavery black moral suasionists held that the American nation’s founding docu-
ments gave it a “common conscience” and so took their own task to be to persuade
the nation to live up to its conscience. In Douglass’s case, this meant persuading
white slaveholding citizens to bring their (proslavery) professions into accord with
the demands of their conscience. See Bernard R. Boxill, “Fear and Shame as Forms
of Moral Suasion in the Thought of Frederick Douglass,” Transactions of the
Charles S. Peirce Society 31, no. 4 (Fall 1995): 714, 717. It seems to me, however,
that Boxill’s analysis cannot explain Douglass’s speech of July 5, 1852, for, as I
have been arguing, a central thesis of the speech is that the antislavery common
conscience of the founding fathers is not the common conscience of his white
contemporaries, their pretenses to the contrary notwithstanding. As I read him,
Douglass invokes the authority of the founding fathers to persuade his white con-
temporaries to make the common conscience of the founding fathers their own (to
exchange their proslavery conscience for the founding fathers’ conscience) and
thereby to acquire a conscience whose demands accord with the principles and ide-
als they profess.

113. Arendt, On Revolution, 209.
114. Here I conjecture that Douglass’s notion of political innovation as re-

founding may be the key to explaining the paradox that Frank Kirkland interest-
ingly identifies in his analysis of Douglass’s political thought: namely, Douglass’s
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apparent commitment to the view that there can be a form of morally informed po-
litical action that at once preserves an extant political culture and institutes a
wholly new political culture. See Frank Kirkland, “Enslavement, Moral Suasion,
and Struggles for Recognition: Frederick Douglass’s Answer to the Question ‘What
Is Enlightenment?’” in Frederick Douglass: A Critical Reader, ed. Bill E. Lawson
and Frank M. Kirkland (Malden: Blackwell, 1999), 283–284.

115. On the relation between moral failing (e.g., the collapse of virtù) and
political decline in the tradition of republican political thought, see C. H.
Wirszubski, Libertas as a Political Idea at Rome during the Late Republic and
Early Principate (Cambridge, Eng.: Cambridge University Press, 1960), 79–87,
and Quentin Skinner, The Foundations of Modern Political Thought, vol. 1: The
Renaissance (Cambridge, Eng.: Cambridge University Press, 1978), 75–180.
Douglass’s Roman, republican thinking persists in Life and Times when, in ex-
plaining his escape from slavery to a former master (Capt. Auld), he quotes
Brutus’s famous words from Shakespeare’s Julius Ceasar (3.3.21–22), writing that
“I did not run away from you, but from slavery; it was not that I loved Caesar less,
but Rome more.” And explicitly invoking the Roman concept of political innova-
tion, as Arendt analyzes it, he describes Lincoln’s second inaugural address as the
president’s attempt to “restore [the Republic] to its enduring foundations.” See
Douglass, Life and Times, 443, 362.

116. Du Bois, Souls, 146–147, emphasis mine. Here I take Du Bois to be sug-
gesting that, with each generation, southern white citizens come to feel more and
more that there is such a contradiction and that they come to feel this because (1)
there is in fact such a contradiction, and (2) their honesty and generosity lead them
to see that there is in fact such a contradiction.

117. Gunnar Myrdal, An American Dilemma: The Negro Problem and Mod-
ern Democracy (New York: Harper and Brothers, 1944), 1–25.

118. For Myrdal as an anomaly theorist, see Charles Mills, Blackness Visible
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1998), 132, 146.

119. Here, then, I am not denying that there are other senses of
“assimilationism” in which Douglass could correctly be judged to have been an
assimilationist. According to Bernard Boxill, assimilationism is the thesis that a
colorblind society is both possible and desirable in America. According to John
Pittman, social assimilationism is the repudiation of an identity that is predomi-
nantly the effect of a system of oppression through the radical or revolution-
ary overthrow of that system (the sort of thing that Sartre envisions for Jewish
identity in Anti-Semite and Jew). Douglass may well have been an assimilationist
in Boxill’s sense and an advocate of social assimilationism in Pittman’s sense. See
Bernard Boxill, “Two Traditions of African American Political Philosophy,”
Philosophial Forum 24 (Fall–Spring 1992–1993): 119, and John Pittman,
“Douglass’s Assimilationism and Antislavery,” in Frederick Douglass: A Criti-
cal Reader, ed. Bell E. Lawson and Frank M. Kirkland (Malden: Blackwell, 1999),
76–79.

120. But not otherwise, for otherwise the practices—specifically, the practice of
slavery—would already have conformed to those norms. For a similar interpreta-
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tion of Douglass’s politics and, specifically, the July 5 speech, see George Shulman,
American Prophecy: Race and Redemption in American Political Culture (Minne-
apolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2008), 9, 16–18.

121. By denying that Douglass’s July 5, 1852 speech presents an “anomaly” ac-
count of American racism, I am taking issue with Charles Mills’s interpretation of
that speech. If I am right that Douglass implies that American history has harbored
powerful but divergent ideals and commitments, then perhaps we should see him
as anticipating the “multiple traditions” view of American political culture that is
currently associated with the work of Rogers Smith. For Douglass, the existence of
potent but conflicting ideals suggests that racial politics will be an ongoing struggle
over the soul of the nation. See Charles Mills, “Whose Fourth of July: Frederick
Douglass and Original Intent,” in Charles Mills, Blackness Visible (Ithaca: Cornell
University Press, 1998), 167–200. For Smith’s defense of the multiple traditions
view, see Rogers Smith, Civic Ideals (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1997). For
a more recent, programmatic statement in the same vein, see Desmond S. King and
Rogers M. Smith, “Racial Orders in American Political Development,” American
Political Science Review 99, no. 1 (February 2005): 75–92.

122. Douglass, Bondage, 45, emphasis mine.
123. The argument I sketch in this paragraph is largely indebted to Danielle

Allen’s essay “Invisible Citizens: Political Exclusion and Domination in Arendt
and Ellison,” in Melissa S. Williams and Stephen Macedo, eds., Political Exclusion
and Domination (New York: New York University Press, 2005), 29–76. See too
Danielle S. Allen, Talking to Strangers: Anxieties of Citizenship since “Brown v.
Board of Education” (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2004), 101–119.

124. Douglass’s defense of the right to rebellion indicates his move away from
his successful opposition to Henry Highland Garnet’s call for an armed insurrec-
tion of slaves at the 1843 National Negro Convention and prefigures his defense of
armed guerilla warfare geared to “drawing off the slaves to the mountains” in con-
versation with John Brown and Shields Green on the eve of the Harpers Ferry raid.
For Douglass’s account of his initial encounter with Brown, and of his later conver-
sation with Brown and Green, see Douglass, Life and Times, 273–274, 319–320.
For related commentary, see Michael G. Hanchard, “Racial Consciousness and
Afro-Diasporic Experiences: Antonio Gramsci Reconsidered,” Socialism and De-
mocracy 7, no. 3 (1991): 83–106, and Michael C. Dawson, Black Visions: The
Roots of Contemporary African-American Political Ideologies (Chicago: Univer-
sity of Chicago Press, 2001), 1–2.

125. Douglass’s political thought is gendered, but I do not see that it is essen-
tially gendered, or patriarchical, at least with respect to the key themes I em-
phasize: the concept of black politics he illustrates, his rejection of political
expressivism, and his radical reconstructionism. In other words, there is nothing
in these notions to imply that black politics must be, or must primarily be, a male
enterprise.

126. Douglass, Bondage, 163.
127. Ibid., 218, 216.
128. Ibid., 220.
129. Ibid., 220–221.
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130. Ibid., 216, 241.
131. Nathan Huggins also characterizes Douglass’s break with the Garrisonians

as a declaration of independence. See Huggins, Slave and Citizen, 42–44.
132. Ibid., 237.
133. Ibid., 168, emphasis mine.
134. Ibid., 3–4, emphasis mine.
135. Michael Warner, The Letters of the Republic: Publication and the Public

Sphere in Eighteenth-Century America (Cambridge: Harvard University Press,
1990), 76.

136. Ibid., 87.
137. Nancy Fraser, Justice Interruptus: Critical Reflections on the “Post-

socialist” Condition (Routledge: New York, 1997), 81–82.
138. Douglass, Bondage, 240.
139. Ibid., 238, 237.
140. Ibid., 193, 213, 240.
141. Ibid., 242–243.
142. Douglass, “What to the Slave Is the Fourth of July?” 385.
143. See Frederick Douglass, “The Dred Scott Decision: An Address De-

livered, in Part, in New York, New York, in May 1857,” in John Blassingame, ed.,
The Frederick Douglass Papers, ser. 1, vol. 3 (New Haven: Yale University Press,
1985), 183.

144. Here, then, my view is in accord with John Pittman’s claim that, upon his
break with the Garrisonians, Douglass “came to see the interpretation of the Con-
stitution as a field of political contestation. This decisive move strengthened rather
than compromised Douglass’s sense of the anti-slavery struggle as one between so-
cial systems or civilizations, that is, as one whose successful conclusion would in-
volve a radical and complete rupture with the fundamental structures and relations
definitive of the social situation in America from the 1840s on.” See Pittman,
“Douglass’s Assimilationism and Antislavery,” 79.

145. See Frederick Douglass, “The Negro Problem: An Address Delivered in
Washington, D.C., on 21 October 1890,” in John Blassingame, ed., The Frederick
Douglass Papers, ser. 1, vol. 5 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1992), 436–
456, and Frederick Douglass, “Lessons of the Hour: An Address Delivered in
Washington, D.C., on 9 January 1894,” inthe same volume, 575–607.

146. Douglass, “The Negro Problem,” 443.
147. All the material cited in this paragraph derives from Du Bois, Souls, 146–

147.
148. All the material cited in this paragraph derives from ibid., 147.
149. For all the material cited in the paragraph, see Douglass, “The Negro

Problem,” 443–444.
150. Douglass, “Lessons of the Hour,” 602.
151. Douglass, “The Negro Problem,” 447, emphasis mine.
152. Ibid., 448.
153. Danielle Allen, “A Reply to Bader and Orwin,” in Political Exclusion and

Domination, ed. Melissa S. Williams and Stephen Macedo (New York: New York
University Press, 2005), 179.
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154. Douglass, “The Negro Problem,” 445. See too Douglass, “Lessons of the
Hour,” 607.

6. inheriting du bois and douglass after jim crow

1. The fundamental propositions framing Du Bois’s early thought are, again:
(1) that African American politics is a practice of group leadership—thus, a prac-
tice of group rule, or governance, for Du Bois interprets leadership as a form of
rule, or governance, (2) that African American politics should take the form of
political expressivism, such that it expresses the spiritual identity of the black folk,
and (3) that African American struggles to counter white supremacy are best un-
derstood as struggles against social exclusion. Here and throughout the present
book, I present Du Bois—in particular, the young Du Bois—as a theorist whose
political thought is organized by these propositions. I do not mean to suggest,
however, that Du Bois’s political thought—early or otherwise—is without interest
where it is not reducible to these propositions. Rather I aim to show that we can
best appreciate the scope and nature of Du Bois’s ongoing influence by seeing how
his early thought hangs together as a coherent whole. In a similar vein, Adolph
Reed suggests that his Du Bois scholarship has been motivated (at least in part) by
his desire to think beyond the “interpretive frames” for thinking about black poli-
tics that the post-segregation era has inherited from Du Bois and from the segrega-
tion era more generally; see Adolph L. Reed, Jr., W. E. B. Du Bois and American
Political Thought: Fabianism and the Color Line (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1997), 13, 181–184. For a different approach to Du Bois’s political thought
that concentrates less on the coherence of his outlook than on the significance of
some of his insights and arguments for recent discussions of racial justice, see
Lawrie Balfour’s excellent forthcoming book Democracy’s Reconstruction:
W. E. B. Du Bois in the Twenty-first Century.

2. For the passages cited in this paragraph, see John Brown Childs, Leadership,
Conflict, and Cooperation in Afro-American Social Thought (Philadelphia: Temple
University Press, 1989), 3–9, 148.

3. Ibid., 14.
4. Childs does not mention Douglass, but finds exceptions to this tendency in

the writings of George Ellis and Arturo Schomburg. And he argues that Marcus
Garvey’s UNIA (Universal Negro Improvement Association) put “mutuality” into
action on a global scale. See ibid., chapter 4.

5. Joy James, Transcending the Talented Tenth: Black Leaders and American
Intellectuals (New York: Routledge, 1997), 19.

6. Ibid.
7. Ibid., 131–145.
8. Ibid., 89.
9. Unlike James, Childs sees that the distinction between vanguard and mutual-

ity cuts across the distinction between elite intellectual and nonelite worker. In
other words, he sees that elite intellectuals can embody the mutuality model (a
point he explicitly makes) and that members of the working class can embody the
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vanguard model (a point that is implicit in what he otherwise argues). See Childs,
Leadership, Conflict, and Cooperation, 131.

10. Adolph Reed, Jr., “The Jug and Its Content,” in his Stirrings in the Jug:
Black Politics in the Post-Segregation Era (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota
Press, 1999), 18, 37.

11. Ibid., 18–20.
12. According to Reed, uplift ideology “presumed a mass population that was

by definition not capable of steering its own programmatic course or mobilizing on
its own behalf.” In the perspective of uplift ideology, he suggests, the rule of elites
was required to mobilize such a population and to steer its action. See ibid., 27.

13. Ibid., 28.
14. For the material cited in this paragraph, see Reed, “The Jug and Its Con-

tent,” 15–16, 33, 49.
15. For a similar point, see ibid., 20.
16. See Adolph L. Reed, Jr., The Jesse Jackson Phenomenon (New Haven: Yale

University Press, 1986), 33, 123–127; and Hannah Arendt, On Revolution (New
York: Viking, 1963), 272.

17. Reed, “The Jug and Its Content,” 22.
18. Ibid., 50.
19. For discussion supporting the claim that debate, deliberation, and the

formation of political alliances can lead to the transformation of preferences and
needs-interpretations, see Cass Sunstein, The Partial Constitution (Cambridge:
Harvard University Press, 1993), chapter 1, pp. 133–135, and Roberto
Mangabeira Unger, Politics, the Central Texts: Theory against Fate, ed. Zhiyuan
Chi (London: Verso, 1997), 159–164.

20. Reed, “The Jug and Its Content,” 18–28, 49.
21. For another recent, valuable attempt to expand our notion of black poli-

tics, see Michael Hanchard, Party/Politics: Horizons of Black Political Thought
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), esp. chapters 1 and 2. Reed’s effort to
broaden our concept of black politics notwithstanding, he insists on excluding
black popular culture from that concept. For a persuasive critique of Reed’s posi-
tion on this issue, see Richard Iton, In Search of the Black Fantastic: Politics and
Popular Culture in the Post–Civil Rights Era (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2008), 8–19.

22. Reed, “The Jug and Its Content,” 35–37.
23. Ronald W. Walters and Robert C. Smith, African American Leadership (Al-

bany: State University of New York Press, 1999), 69.
24. See Reed, “The Jug and Its Content,” 18, and James Tully, “Political Philos-

ophy as a Critical Activity,” Political Theory 30 (August 2002): 535.
25. Michael C. Dawson, Black Visions: The Roots of Contemporary African-

American Political Ideologies (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2001), 35–42.
26. Ibid., 35. For Dawson’s suggestion that black publics have served as institu-

tional fora for the practice of politics conceptualized in Arendtian terms—as men
and women speaking and acting in concert—see ibid., 53.

27. Ibid., 322–323. For related lines of normatively inflected argumentation,
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see Cathy J. Cohen, “Social Capital, Intervening Institutions, and Community
Power,” in Social Capital and Poor Communities, ed. Susan Saegert, J. Phillip
Thompson, and Mark R. Warren (New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 2001),
266–289; Joshua Cohen and Joel Rogers, “Solidarity, Democracy, Association,” in
Wolfgang Streeke, ed., Staat und Verbände (Opladen: Westdeutscher Verlag,
1994), 136–159; and Iris Marion Young, Inclusion and Democracy (Oxford: Ox-
ford University Press, 2000), 168–173.

28. For the passages cited in this paragraph, see Cornel West, Prophesy Deliv-
erance: An Afro-American Revolutionary Christianity (Philadelphia: Westminster
Press, 1982), 44, 39–40.

29. Ibid., 44. According to West, African Americans fully enter the modern
world and gain a foothold in the industrial order—thus fulfilling the aims that Du
Bois and Washington shared—just as the postmodern period commences and the
post-industrial period begins.

30. Ibid., 43–44. For a related discussion of the theme of differentiation, see
Lucius Outlaw, Jr., Critical Social Theory in the Interests of Black Folk (Lanham:
Rowman and Littlefield, 2005), chapter 7.

31. Here I do not mean to suggest that Reed wholly ignores the issue of efficacy,
but only that his discussion of appeals to corporate or “organic” black interests
tends to concentrate on the issue of legitimacy. For a good example of Reed’s ex-
plicit engagement with the issue of efficacy, see Reed, The Jesse Jackson Phenome-
non, 126–131.

32. For a discussion of the form of this sort of question—a “how-possibly”
question—and the related notion of an apparent excluder, see Robert Gooding-
Williams, Zarathustra’s Dionysian Modernism (Stanford: Stanford University
Press, 2001), 14–15.

33. For the passages cited in the paragraph, as well as related remarks, see Paul
Gilroy, The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double Consciousness (Cambridge:
Harvard University Press, 1993), 1, 30, 58, 37–8, 49, 71.

34. For the passages cited in this paragraph, as well as related remarks, see
ibid., 95, 198, 218, 31–32, 101–102.

35. Ibid., 77, 80, 110.
36. Ibid., 200.
37. See Robert Gooding-Williams, Look, a Negro! Philosophical Essays on

Race, Culture, and Politics (New York: Routledge, 2005), chapter 9.
38. For the passages cited in this paragraph, see Gilroy, Black Atlantic, 32,

100–102.
39. Ibid., 32.
40. Ibid., 38.
41. For Gilroy’s explicit suggestion that the politics of transfiguration is a

means to a communal liberation project with significant parallels to (and differ-
ences from) the Marxist project of proletarian liberation, see ibid., 40.

42. In The Black Atlantic, then, Gilroy’s critique of libertarian pluralism appar-
ently leads him to modify the “anti-instrumentalist” account of diasporic politics
that he sketches in an essay published the same year as the book. “Rather than aim
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at the conquest of political power and its apparatuses,” he argues, diasporic poli-
tics “centers on the control of a field of autonomy or independence from the sys-
tem.” See Paul Gilroy, “One Nation under a Groove,” in his Small Acts: Thoughts
on the Politics of Black Cultures (New York: Serpent’s Tail, 1993), 43–44. For a
brief but cogent critique of the “anti-instrumentalism” evident in this essay, which,
however, neglects to consider Gilroy’s modification of his position in The Black At-
lantic, see Kenneth W. Warren, So Black and Blue: Ralph Ellison and the Occasion
of Criticism (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2003), 122–123n48.

43. Gilroy, Black Atlantic, 32; see, too, ibid., 99–100.
44. In Against Race, published several years after The Black Atlantic, Gilroy

maintains his criticisms of both ontological essentialism and ethnic absolutism.
Here, however, he expresses considerable doubt with regard to the viability of a
black politics that would be driven by the performance of black music. An impor-
tant reason for Gilroy’s new skepticism is his recognition that video has displaced
music as the expressive medium that dominates cultural production in the black
public sphere. As before, he remains attuned to the ongoing differentiation of black
experience, especially among black communities in the “overdeveloped zone.” See
Paul Gilroy, Against Race: Imagining Political Culture beyond the Color Line
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2001), 186, 190, 205, 214, 179, 213.

45. Tommie Shelby, We Who Are Dark: The Philosophical Foundations of
Black Solidarity (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2005), 201–202.

46. Ibid., 202. Here Shelby builds on and clarifies the account of the structure
of his book that he gives in the “Introduction.”

47. Ibid., 202–203.
48. Ibid., 3.
49. Ibid.
50. Shelby is quite explicit in writing that by “black solidarity” he means

“black political solidarity”—that is, a “form of group solidarity that has as its pri-
mary goal the liberation of black people from the burdens of injustice.” He ac-
knowledges that other, nonpolitical goals could serve as a basis for black unity. See
ibid., 206.

51. For the passages cited or otherwise invoked in this paragraph, see ibid., 3,
68–72, 150–154.

52. Ibid., 155. For similar formulations, see ibid., 100, 159–160.
53. Ibid., 23, 212, 207. More generally, see ibid., 207–209.
54. Ibid., 150–151.
55. According to Rawls, “the point of the ideal of public reason is that citizens

are to conduct fundamental discussions within the framework of what each re-
gards as a political conception of justice based on values that others can reasonably
be expected to endorse . . . This means that each of us must have, and be ready to
explain, a criterion of what principles and guidelines we think other citizens . . .
may reasonably be expected to endorse along with us. We must have some test we
are ready to state as to when this condition is met. I have elsewhere suggested as a
criterion the values expressed by the principles and guidelines that would be agreed
to in the original position. Many will prefer another criterion.” See John Rawls,
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Political Liberalism (New York: Columbia University Press, 1996), 226–227. For
Shelby’s adherence to a Rawlsian conception of the reasonable, see Shelby, We
Who Are Dark, 285n56.

56. Shelby, We Who Are Dark, 12.
57. Thus Shelby writes that “the elimination of racism, ghetto poverty, and ra-

cial inequality is in the interests of all blacks qua blacks. When black activists act-
ing in the name of black people work for racial justice, such acts can reasonably be
expected to garner consensus.” See ibid., 160.

58. See ibid., 150–154, 228, and esp. 251, where Shelby writes, “for the pur-
poses of black political solidarity, blackness should not be understood in terms of
racialist, ethnic, cultural or national modes of blackness. Instead, ‘racial’ blackness
should be understood in terms of one’s vulnerability to antiblack racism, and thus
the thin criterion for assigning racial membership is sufficient.” Here it is clear, I
think, that the sort of consideration that grounds Shelby’s appeal to what all blacks
can reasonably expect from all other blacks includes the proposition that because a
person satisfies the thin conception of blackness he is vulnerable to a racism that
affects all thinly black persons (see again ibid., 150–154). For his political theoreti-
cal purposes, in other words, Shelby understands the vulnerability to racism that
results from satisfying the thin conception as a dimension of what is involved in
satisfying that conception.

59. Ibid., 160. See ibid., 121, 154, 161, 204, 221, and 247 for similar but not
always identical accounts of the foundational principles that Shelby endorses.

60. For the passages cited in this paragraph, see ibid., 155–156.
61. Shelby’s conclusion specifically mentions substantive racial inequality, but

the general tenor of his argument leads me to believe that he also intends to be ar-
guing that black elites should be concerned with ghetto poverty. As far as I can tell,
Shelby defends the view that, qua black, black elites can reasonably be expected to
endorse his second principle on the same grounds on which they can be reasonably
expected to endorse the third.

62. Ibid., 87.
63. See ibid., 142, and Tommie Shelby, “Ideology, Racism, and Critical Social

Theory,” Philosophical Forum 34 (Summer 2003): 170.
64. Shelby suggests that this is his considered view when, in the paragraph fol-

lowing the one in which he writes of “social outcomes that seem to confirm racial
stereotypes” (Shelby, We Who Are Dark, 156), he puts the term “evidence” in
scare quotes and expressly doubts that “racist beliefs could be eradicated simply by
education, counterevidence, or dialogue” (157).

65. Ibid., 142.
66. For strong empirical support for the claims (1) that racial resentment does

in fact fuel whites’ perception that public policies that benefit blacks threaten their
collective, racial group interest (that black gains mean white losses) and incline
them to be less supportive of these policies, and (2) that whites’ racial resentment
of blacks powerfully predicts their endorsement of racial stereotypes, see Donald
R. Kinder and Lynn Sanders, Divided by Color: Racial Politics and Democratic
Ideals (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1996), chapters 4 and 5.

67. I thank Tom McCarthy for suggesting this formulation.
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68. Shelby, We Who Are Dark, 85–86; Glenn C. Loury, The Anatomy of Racial
Inequality (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2002), 95–96.

69. See Loury, Anatomy of Racial Inequality, chapters 3–5. For Loury, discrim-
ination in contract is unequal treatment on the basis of race in the execution of for-
mal transactions. Discrimination in contact is discrimination in the informal, pri-
vate spheres of life. Discrimination in contact can be harmful to blacks, he argues,
because it denies them access to social networks that can afford them “develop-
mental resources” for fostering productive skills. For Shelby’s acknowledgment of
the significance of Loury’s work, and of its suggestion that we should distinguish
between different “manifestations of racism,” see Shelby, We Who Are Dark, 133,
255n57. Shelby does not draw out the implications of Loury’s work along the lines
that I do in the present chapter.

70. See, e.g., Dorothy Roberts, Killing the Black Body: Race, Reproduction,
and the Meaning of Liberty (New York: Vintage, 1997), esp. 3–21; Patricia Hill
Collins, Black Feminist Thought: Knowledge, Consciousness, and the Politics of
Empowerment, 2d ed. (New York: Routledge, 2000), esp. chapter 4; and
Johnnetta Betsch Cole and Beverly Guy-Sheftall, Gender Talk: The Struggle for
Women’s Equality in African American Communities (New York: One World,
2003), xxxv–xxxvi, chapters 3 and 7. For an exceptionally clear and insightful
philosophical development of the intersectionalist thesis that the racialized sexism
and gendered racism suffered by African American women has a qualitative spe-
cificity that distinguishes it from the sexism suffered by white women and the rac-
ism suffered by black men, see Elizabeth V. Spelman, Inessential Woman: Problems
of Exclusion in Feminist Thought (Boston: Beacon Press, 1988), chapter 5. See too,
in this connection, Kimberle Crenshaw, “Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race
and Sex: A Black Feminist Critique of Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist The-
ory and Antiracist Politics,” in D. Kelly Weisberg, ed., Feminist Legal Theory:
Foundations (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1993), 383–395. Although
Shelby briefly and in passing acknowledges the significance of feminist analyses of
intersectionality (see Shelby, We Who Are Dark, 226–227), he stops short of con-
sidering the implications of those analyses for our understanding of the nature and
workings of antiblack racism. For while he admits that the impact of antiblack rac-
ism can vary greatly in scope, degree, and kind “across different sectors of the pop-
ulation” (see Shelby, We Who Are Dark, 113), he neglects to consider that the
qualitatively specific character of antiblack racism can vary with the social status—
say, the gender and class status—of its targets; or, e.g., that the gender- (or class-)
specific character of antiblack racist stereotypes can have gender-specific effects,
such as the rationalization of the regulation of black women’s fertility (see, on this
point, Roberts, Killing the Black Body, 8).

71. Roberts, Killing the Black Body, 17, emphasis added.
72. For the suggestion and argumentation that racism need not be and histori-

cally has not been indifferent to class distinctions, see Stephen Steinberg, Turning
Back: The Retreat from Racial Justice in American Thought and Policy (Boston:
Beacon Press, 1995), 149–150, and Sut Jhally and Justin Lewis, Enlightened Rac-
ism: The Cosby Show, Audiences, and the Myth of the American Dream (Boulder:
Westview, 1992), 109–111.
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73. It could be argued on Shelby’s behalf that, given the paucity of support for
black conservatives among black Americans (on this point, see Dawson, Black Vi-
sions, 283–313), his failure to account for the inclusion of black conservatives in
the robust solidarity he envisions is not significant. It is clear, however, that Shelby
wishes to include black conservatives in a robust black solidarity, notwithstanding
his claim in his book’s introduction that he writes for black progressives and not
black conservatives (see Shelby, We Who Are Dark, 247, 5–6).

74. Cathy Cohen, The Boundaries of Blackness: AIDS and the Breakdown of
Black Politics (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1999), 11, 13, 16, 70–76.

75. For a similar line of criticism that also draws on Cathy Cohen’s work, see
Lawrie Balfour, “Review of Tommie Shelby, We Who Are Dark: The Philosophi-
cal Foundations of Black Solidarity, Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press,
2005,” Symposia on Gender, Race and Philosophy, book reviews (Spring 2006),
http://web.mit.edu/sgrp.

76. Shelby, We Who Are Dark, 203.
77. Ibid., 204–206.
78. Shelby focuses on the ethnocultural version of collective identity theory be-

cause he takes it to be the most plausible, a point with which I agree. See ibid.,
216–219.

79. Ibid., 223–231.
80. My account of the relation between Shelby’s and Gilroy’s views differs from

Shelby’s account, for Shelby, I think, does not fully appreciate the extent to which
Gilroy, through his defense of anti-anti-essentialism, remains committed to a ver-
sion of collective identity theory. For Shelby’s discussion of Gilroy, see ibid., 235–
236.

81. This is already clear in the first paragraph of the introduction to Shelby’s
book. See ibid., 1–2.

82. My account of epistemological foundationalism follows Michael Williams’s
analysis. See Michael Williams, Groundless Belief: An Essay in the Possibility of
Epistemology (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1977), esp. chapters 3 and 5.

83. See Thomas McCarthy, “Kantian Constructivism and Reconstructivism:
Rawls and Habermas in Dialogue,” Ethics 105 (October 1994): 58–63.

84. For the passage cited, see Unger, Politics, the Central Texts, 162. For
further argumentation in a similar vein, see 285–289 in the same volume. See,
too, Roberto Mangabeira Unger, Democracy Realized: The Progressive Alternative
(London: Verso, 1998), 10–16.

85. Shelby, We Who Are Dark, 153.
86. Ibid., 147.
87. Shelby believes that all blacks, qua black, or because they are black, can be

reasonably expected to endorse his foundational principles, for he believes that
they all have an interest, qua black, in doing so. What he overlooks, however, is
that there can be reasonable disagreement—in Rawls’s sense, where specifically
reasonable disagreement reflects “the burdens of judgment” (the sources of reason-
able disagreement)—about the content of the interests that all blacks have because
they are black, or as to whether any such interests exist. Now where there is rea-
sonable disagreement about black interests, then not all blacks can be reasonably
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expected to agree about those interests. And if not all blacks can be reasonably ex-
pected to agree about those interests, then not all of them can be reasonably ex-
pected to endorse a set of principles reflecting one particular account of those inter-
ests. Rawls appears to claim that there can be reasonable disagreement about the
details but not the fundamentals of justice. In a parallel vein, Shelby holds that
there can be reasonable disagreement about the “practical details” and “appropri-
ate strategies” of black “group action” but not about the fundamental principles
grounding black solidarity. What I am suggesting here, however, is that there can
be and is likely to be reasonable disagreement about these principles—again, be-
cause there can be and is likely to be reasonable disagreement about the content of
black interests. Put more precisely, it is simply not possible to avoid Rawls’s bur-
dens of judgment (difficulties in the assessment of evidence and differences in
weighing it; indeterminacy of concepts and conflicts of interpretation; experiential
and normative divergences in the evaluation of relevant considerations; and varia-
tion in the selection and ranking of diverse values) in the determination of the con-
tent of those interests. In this connection, one obviously relevant example of rea-
sonable disagreement is the diversity of social scientific accounts of the nature and
workings of antiblack racism, not all of which support Shelby’s arguments regard-
ing the likely impact of social policies and practices on racial outcomes, and not all
of which support the counterarguments that I adduce. For Rawls on the “burdens
of judgment,” see Rawls, Political Liberalism, 54–58; and for Shelby’s suggestion
that agreement on fundamental principles can countenance disagreement about
practical details, see Shelby, We Who Are Dark, 247. For a detailed discussion of
current social scientific disagreement about the nature and workings of racism see
David O. Sears, John J. Hetts, Jim Sidaneus, and Lawrence Bobo, “Race in Ameri-
can Politics: Framing the Debates,” in David O. Sears, Jim Sidaneus, and Lawrence
Bobo, eds., Racialized Politics (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2000), 1–43,
esp. 32–33. Finally, for criticism of Rawls that has helped to shape my criticism of
Shelby, see Jeremy Waldron, “Rawls’s Political Liberalism,” in Waldron, Law and
Disagreement (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), 149–163, and McCarthy,
“Kantian Constructivism and Reconstructivism,” 61–62.

88. Shelby, We Who Are Dark, 160.
89. Thomas McCarthy makes a similar point in the context of his critique of

Rawls. See McCarthy, “Kantian Constructivism and Reconstructivism,” 61.
90. That Shelby thinks of his “implicit ‘Black Constitution’” with an eye to

the notion of precommitment is evident in his suggestion that black politics should
regard its foundational principles as relatively immune to revision; that is, “as prin-
ciples that should be altered or discarded only after serious and careful consider-
ation” (Shelby, We Who Are Dark, 160). The no-foundations perspective defended
here, though neutral with respect to the long-standing debate over the appropriate-
ness of constitutional precommitment to democracy as such, denies that
precommitment is appropriate to the conceptualization of black politics. Shelby
defends “Black Constitutionalism” on the grounds that, without it, “the normative
content of political blackness” is left “completely unspecified” (see Shelby, We
Who Are Dark, 158–159). And this is a problem, he thinks, for absent the speci-
fication of such a content the black community cannot guard itself against
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spokespersons who falsely persuade a wider public that their views express “the
will of the black community” (see Shelby, We Who Are Dark, 159). I do not see,
however, why defending against this threat requires that the spokespersons in ques-
tion be met with a unified “loud chorus of dark voices ringing out in collective
dissent” (see Shelby, We Who Are Dark, 160), for it would be equally evident
that these spokespersons did not represent the black community’s “general will”
were they met with many different choruses of dissent, with each dissenting on the
basis of many different and perhaps conflicting normative considerations. For clar-
ification and a defense of constitutional precommitment strategies, see Stephen
Holmes, Passions and Constraint: On the Theory of Liberal Democracy (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1995), chapter 5, and Cass R. Sunstein, Designing De-
mocracy: What Constitutions Do (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), 96–
101. For criticism, see Waldron, Law and Disagreement, chapter 12.

91. Thus the no-foundations model does not eschew appeals to general princi-
ples so much as relocate them. Such principles would function not as pre-
committments but as considerations that political actors put forward and defend
(e.g., by grounding them in larger views of life), hoping to gain their widespread
acceptance by other political actors, but again always risking the possibility of re-
buke. Here and more generally, my account of a no-foundations approach to black
politics owes a great debt to Linda Zerilli’s somewhat similar account of feminist
politics. See Linda M. G. Zerilli, Feminism and the Abyss of Freedom (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 2005), esp. 165–177.

92. Eddie S. Glaude, Jr., Exodus! Religion, Race, and Nation in Early Nine-
teenth Century Black America (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2000), 12–
13. Glaude gives a similar account of cultural nationalism in Eddie S. Glaude, Jr.,
In a Shade of Blue: Pragmatism and the Politics of Black America (Chicago: Uni-
versity of Chicago Press, 2007), 51–55.

93. Glaude, Exodus! 11–12.
94. Ibid.
95. Glaude, In a Shade of Blue, 148, emphasis mine.
96. Ibid., 62.
97. Ibid.
98. Ibid. Here my appraisal of Glaude’s position responds to his rejoinder to

my suggestion in another place that the position he develops in Exodus! is, in the
language of the present chapter, “foundationalist.” But Glaude’s rejoinder (see In a
Shade of Blue, 60–62) has convinced me that he holds a no-foundations view of
black politics, similar to my own. For my earlier treatment of Glaude’s position,
see Robert Gooding-Williams, Look, a Negro! chapter 7.

99. Glaude, In a Shade of Blue, 62. I certainly agree with Glaude that not all
discussions of problems involving African Americans are best conducted with the
term “race” (64), and that not all black political activity needs to be “race con-
scious” or to express “black interests” (148). Still, I think it useful to continue to
rely on the phrase “black politics” to pick out that range of black political activity
that is, in fact, informed by appraisals (interpretations) of the role of the condition
of being black in shaping the circumstances of black peoples’ lives, in determining
their life chances, in setting constraints on viable political strategies, and so forth.
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When these sorts of considerations have ceased to inform black political activity,
then, it seems to me, the notion of “black politics” will have lost its theoretical and
practical usefulness. Nevertheless, I obviously reject Shelby’s belief that to speak
meaningfully of black politics, where the phrase “black politics” means something
more than “simply the political behavior of black people,” we must embrace a
foundationalist view of black politics (see Shelby, We Who Are Dark, 288n16).

100. Glaude, In a Shade of Blue, 147–148.
101. See ibid., 61, 65, 150, 154. In Glaude’s view, we should think of the focus

and scope of racial solidarities, or of what he also describes as forged “forms of
overlapping consensus,” as variable and constantly shifting. Now Shelby worries
that racial solidarity, thus understood, “is only as stable as the contingent circum-
stances that have brought about . . . [a] convergence of interests.” And to defend
his worry, he argues that without “a unity rooted in a set of principles that all can
affirm,” black politics “lacks the foundation needed for continuous endeavor”
(Shelby, We Who Are Dark, 153). But why Shelby believes that blacks’ long-term
struggle for racial justice requires stability and the maintenance through time of
political unity is not clear, mainly because he cites no empirical evidence to support
that belief. Neither is it clear that black politics has ever involved the maintenance
through time of political unity, even during the Jim Crow era. Indeed, on Shelby’s
own account, that unity was manifestly absent precisely to the extent that, prior to
the demise of legal segregation, millions of blacks were sympathetic to and endorsed
Booker T. Washington’s program of racial advancement (Shelby, We Who Are
Dark, 159). For an excellent discussion of the emergence of a regional, race-con-
scious black political agenda that crossed racial lines—that is, of the alliance that
emerged among blacks, Chicanos, and poor whites in reaction to the Fifth Circuit
Court of Appeals judgment in the Hopwood case—see Lani Guinier and Gerald
Torres, The Miner’s Canary: Enlisting Race, Resisting Power, Transforming De-
mocracy (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2002), chapter 3.

102. Nostalgia of this sort may well inform Shelby’s argument, as when he
writes “that a meaningful form of black political solidarity is still viable in the
post–Jim Crow era.” See Shelby, We Who Are Dark, 153, emphasis mine. It is ar-
guable, of course, that such nostalgia is based on an idealization of the Jim Crow
past, during which the “black community” was much less politically unified than is
often assumed. I owe this point to my colleague Michael Dawson.

103. Glaude, In a Shade of Blue, 148–149.
104. Ibid., 147–148.
105. Ibid., 132. In this connection, Glaude’s emphasis on the temptations of

“nostaligic longing” for past periods of black political action deserves much more
attention than I can give it here, for it points to the affective investments of black
public life, and to the importance of taking these into account in undertaking the
project of “calling a new public into existence.” For a groundbreaking discussion
of the issues at stake here, see Lauren Berlant’s development of the notion of an
“intimate public” in her The Female Complaint (Durham: Duke University Press,
2008).

106. W. E. B. Du Bois, “The Talented Tenth,” in Henry Louis Gates, Jr. and
Cornel West, The Future of the Race (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1996), 133.
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ington: Civitas, 1997), 31–35; Reed, Stirrings in the Jug, chapter 6; and Charles
Mills, From Class to Race: Essays in White Marxism and Black Radicalism
(Boston: Rowman and Littlefield, 2003), chapter 5.

118. Wilson, Truly Disadvantaged, 5. For Weber’s discussion of value related-
ness and its “transcendental” role in constituting the objects and defining the prob-
lems of social inquiry, see Max Weber, “Objectivity in Social Science and Social
Policy,” in Edward Shils and Henry A. Finch, eds., The Methodology of the Social
Sciences (New York: Free Press, 1949), 75–76, 83–84, 105–106.

119. Wilson, Truly Disadvantaged, 5.
120. Only rarely in my reading do scholarly discussions of the ghetto poor ac-

knowledge this taken-for-granted value-premise. An exception is the debate by
Adolph Reed, Jr. and Martin Kilson about Wilson’s Truly Disadvantaged and, par-
ticularly, about the defensibility of Wilson’s dependence on what Kilson calls “a
valid normative societal mode from which to measure the life patterns of the poor,
let alone to guide policies for reconstruction.” See, in this connection, the exchange
between Kilson and Reed in The Nation (May 14, 1988): 662, 679.

121. Cathy Cohen, “Deviance as Resistance: A New Research Agenda for the
Study of Black Politics,” Du Bois Review 1, no. 1 (2004): 33–34.

122. Ibid., 33–37.
123. Ibid., 35. As noted in the main text, Cohen focuses on The Philadelphia

Negro, published in 1899, not “The Study of the Negro Problems,” which was
initially delivered in 1897. But for the purposes of my argument, this is inconse-
quential. I briefly discuss the relation between these two works in the notes to
Chapter 1.

124. Ibid., 37.
125. Ibid., 32.
126. Ibid., 33.
127. Ibid., 38.
128. Ibid., 40.
129. Ibid.
130. Cohen’s commitment to (1) is, I believe, implicit throughout her essay. For

her remarks regarding (2) and (3), respectively, see ibid., 36, as well as ibid., 29,
37–39, 42–43.

131. Ibid., 37.
132. Ibid.
133. Anna Marie Smith, Welfare Reform and Sexual Regulation (Cambridge,

Eng.: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 84, emphasis mine. See too Smith’s dis-
cussion of institutional racism, 72–73.

134. Tommie Shelby, “Justice, Deviance, and the Dark Ghetto,” Philosophy
and Public Affairs 35, no. 2 (Spring 2007): 126–127.

135. For all the material quoted in this paragraph, see ibid., 144–145, emphasis
mine.

136. On this point, see Shelby’s discussion of tolerable injustice, which he
equates with fundamental injustice in ibid., 143–151.

137. For the material quoted in this paragraph, see ibid., 128, 151, 144, 150.
138. Ibid., 130–134, 139–143, 144, 150–151, 158–159.
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139. Ibid., 155–156, 157, 160.
140. In Shelby’s view, then, natural duties define appropriate standards for

evaluating the behavior and attitudes of the ghetto poor, and criticism based on
those standards is likewise appropriate.

141. Ibid., 152.
142. Ibid., 159. As I read Shelby, his resistance to “abrupt radical reconstruc-

tion” (ibid., 159, emphasis mine), while calling for a radical reform of a society
characterized by fundamental injustice, is fully consistent with Roberto Unger’s in-
sight that “while positivist social science disregards the distinction between forma-
tive contexts and formed routines, deep-structure social theory sees every social
framework as an indivisible package. Once we define a formative context with
enough detail to show how it shapes routines of social conflict, we see that its com-
ponents do not in fact develop simultaneously nor come together in a single mo-
ment of closure. The major institutional or imaginative components of a formative
context are often changed piecemeal . . . Such revisions typically destabilize some
parts of the established framework while strengthening others.” Unger, Politics,
the Central Texts, 78. See, too, Unger’s discussion of radical reform in his Democ-
racy Realized, 18–19. For Unger’s detailed defense of the views sketched in these
passages, see Robert Mangabeira Unger, False Necessity: Anti-Necessitarian Social
Theory in the Service of Radical Democracy (London: Verso, 2004), 172–246.

143. Shelby, “Justice, Deviance, and the Dark Ghetto,” 160.
144. For Habermas’s distinction among technical, practical, and emancipatory

interests, see Jürgen Habermas, Knowledge and Human Interests (Boston: Beacon
Press, 1971). For further argumentation that conventional discussion of the
“underclass” is technocratic, see Adolph Reed, Jr., “The Liberal Technocrat,” The
Nation (February 6, 1988): 167–170. For an especially compelling recent effort to
orient the study of the ghetto poor with reference to what I have called an
“emancipatory interest,” see Loïc Wacquant, Urban Outcasts: A Comparative So-
ciology of Advanced Marginality (Cambridge, Eng.: Polity, 2008).

145. I borrow the figure of the “next step” from Unger, False Necessity, xvii–
xxx.

332

NOTES TO PAGES 254–256



I n d e x

Ability, 33, 211
Abolitionism, 6, 168, 197–200, 219
Abraham, 193
Absolutism, 323n44
Accountability, 215
Acknowledgment, 103–104, 106, 108, 117–

118, 125–128
Action, 9, 11, 15, 22, 24, 98, 186, 217,

260n30; supportive, 13; collective, 183;
political, 211; cooperative, 212

Action in concert, 11–12, 14, 186, 189–
190, 204, 211–212, 217, 312n83, 314n97

Activism, 5–6, 15, 186, 212–213, 233–234
Adjustment, 25, 88–89, 93–94
Aesthetics, 63, 69, 93, 111, 134, 139, 141,

157, 176
Africa, 38–39, 56, 85–87, 100, 138–139,

153, 167, 188, 218–220, 223, 268n60,
289n21, 315n101

African American churches, 24, 30–31,
147–149, 151, 217

African American counter-public, 200, 203–
205, 212, 216–217, 242

African American deviance, 158, 192, 242–
255

African American diaspora, 220–223, 235,
322n42

African American history, 25, 29–31, 37,
84, 164

African American ideals, 155–157
African American identity, 8, 18, 37, 53, 67,

87, 108, 114, 119, 130, 141, 153, 187,
189, 211, 213, 219–223, 234–235, 256

African American leadership, 8, 14, 17, 55,
65, 97, 104, 125, 131, 145, 245, 256; Du
Bois’s early views, 20–21, 26, 28–29, 31,
35–36; of Douglass, 21–22, 25–26, 163,
165–166; of Washington, 22, 55, 88, 104,
149–151, 165; and double consciousness,
67–68, 70–71, 86–87; authority/authen-
ticity of, 149, 152, 155; and African
American politics, 211–217

African American political thought, 5–9,
12, 14, 18, 25, 97, 161–162, 165, 210,
212, 216–217, 242, 256

African American politics, 7–8, 19, 53, 64–
65, 153, 210, 235–242, 256, 320n1,
328n99; defined, 9–13; and political
expressivism, 13–15; countering white su-
premacy, 17–18; Du Bois’s early views,
25–28, 31, 36–37; and “Negro problem,”
160–161; Douglass’s practices, 5, 12, 14–
15, 17, 165–168, 187–188, 191–192,
200, 217, 239; and African American
leadership, 211–217; and African Ameri-
can identity, 217–223; and African Amer-
ican deviance, 242–255

African American public forums, 215–
216

African American public sphere, 200–202,
212, 216–217, 242

African-Atlantic cultures, 219–220
Afro-American Studies Department (Har-

vard), 242
Afro-modern political thought, 2–3, 5, 7, 9,

12, 256

333



AIDS, 233
Alienated consciousness, 67
Alienated leadership, 149
Alienation, 97–98, 107–111, 118, 120, 133;

double-, 109, 116, 125; natal, 173, 175,
184

Allen, Amy, 315n102
Allen, Danielle, 15–16, 197, 252
Allen, Ernest, 285nn39,41, 286n50, 302n87
Allestree, Richard, 98
Altamaha, 116, 118–119, 121–123, 128,

145–146, 291n56
American Academy of Political and Social

Sciences, 277n46
American Baptist Home Mission Society,

266nn44,46
Americanism, 302n85
American Negro Academy, 22–23, 32, 53,

64, 269n75
American Philosophical Association,

261n41
Anarchy, 268n60
Ancestry, 32, 38–39, 41–43, 46–47, 49–51
Anderson, Elijah, 248
Anderson, Lanier, 268n62
Andrews, William, 312nn83,86
Anglicans, 98
Anomaly theories, 15–18, 167, 195, 211,

244
Anthony, Aaron (Captain), 171, 179–180,

305n28, 306n35
Anthropology, 141
Apartheid, 3–4
Appiah, Anthony, 37–44, 50–52, 270n79
Arbitrary interference, 171–175, 177–178,

181, 199, 307n42, 308nn60–61
Arendt, Hannah, 9–13, 15–16, 24, 31, 191,

194, 259n24, 260nn27,30, 312n85,
313n87, 317n115, 321n26; The Human
Condition, 259n25, 314n98; “On Vio-
lence,” 314n97

Aristocracy, 2, 27, 31, 33, 35, 93, 133, 137,
144, 148, 152, 159, 211; representative,
23

Aristocratic leadership, 10, 37
Aristoi, 10, 23, 33, 57, 64, 152, 159–160, 214

Aristotle, 27, 35, 69, 74–75, 259n13; Poli-
tics, 7, 265n37

Arnold, Matthew, 69, 130, 133–139, 144–
145, 295n2, 299n62; Culture and Anar-
chy, 32, 136

Arthur, King, 105
Asia, 38, 268n60
Aspirations, 141, 153
Assimilation, 4–7, 12, 17, 55–56, 63–64,

163, 165–166, 183, 245, 252, 255,
273n109, 277n140, 298n43, 315n100,
317n119; and double consciousness, 86–
90, 93; of masses, 131–132, 134, 137,
139, 153, 155–156, 159–161; versus rad-
ical reconstruction, 191–197; and “Negro
problem,” 205–207

Athens, Ga., 296n19
Atlanta, Ga., 134
Atlanta Carnegie Library, 134
Atlanta University, 300n62
Atlanta University singers, 151
Atlanta University Studies, 277n140
Atlantic Monthly, 67, 266n44
Attitude formation, 23–24, 34, 63
Auld, Hugh, 179
Auld, Sophia, 306n35
Auld, Thomas, 180, 183, 188, 305n25,

306n35, 310n65, 311n73
Austen, Jane, 180; Emma, 309n64
Austin, J. L., 309n64
Authenticity, 133, 159–160, 213–215, 218–

219, 301nn74,78; and authority, 147–
157; racial, 151–152, 155, 159, 190

Authentic leadership, 150–152, 155–156
Authoritative leadership, 147, 149–150,

152–153, 155, 160, 167
Authority, 5, 14, 17, 35–36, 87, 120, 131–

132, 139, 170, 176, 190, 198–199, 253,
300n65, 301n79; political, 54–56, 65,
97–98, 156; charismatic, 105, 107, 114;
and authenticity, 147–157

Autocracy, 20, 27, 65, 248, 258n13
Aversion, 177, 182–183

Backwardness. See Cultural backwardness;
Economic backwardness

334

I ndex



Baker, Houston, 291n39, 295n2, 299n62
Balfour, Lawrie, 320n1, 326n75
Baltimore, Md., 148, 173, 204
Balzac, Honoré de, 74–75, 144, 299n62
Band of brothers, 186–187, 190, 192, 195,

314n98
Baptists, 118, 122, 266nn44,46
Barante, Prosper de, 2
Barkin, Kenneth, 262n2
Barney (slave), 169–170
Beaconsfield, Earl of (Benjamin Disraeli),

269n75
Benhabib, Seyla, 260n27
Bentham, Jeremy, 297n36
Berlant, Lauren, 329n105
Berlin, Germany, 20, 28, 58
Berman, Russell, 292nn61,66
Berne, Switzerland, 69
Bible, 21–22, 99–101, 104–105, 115, 122,

125, 128, 164–165, 187, 193, 198,
283n36, 288n16, 289n23

Bildung, 25, 133
Bildungsreise, 185
Bill (slave), 176, 189
Biology, 39–40, 42, 44, 46–53, 151, 172,

186–188
Bismarck, Otto von, 10, 14, 20–21, 32, 53,

65, 120, 259n22, 263n7, 264n24
Black Belt, 300n62
Blackburn, Robin: The Making of New

World Slavery, 168
“Black Constitution,” 238, 256, 327n90
Black John. See Jones, John
Black Panthers, 243
Blight, David W., 258n8, 304n15
Bloom, Harold, 290nn30,36; The Anxiety

of Influence, 96, 111–112
Blumenbach, Johann Friedrich, 44
Boas, Franz, 289n20
Bogues, Anthony, 258n6
Bonner, Bishop, 100
Boston, Mass., 105–107
Bourbon Restoration (France), 2
Boxill, Bernard, 261n41, 267n56, 273n114,

278n142, 307n58, 309n65, 316n112,
317n119

Britain, 38, 43, 46, 133, 142, 203, 220
Broderick, Francis, 273n115, 275n123
Brodwin, Stanley, 98
Brooks, Avery, 243
Brown, John, 318n124
Browning, Elizabeth Barrett: “A Romance

of the Ganges,” 294n82
Bruce, Dickson: “W. E. B. Du Bois and the

Idea of Double-Consciousness,” 282n35,
285n41

Bull, Malcolm, 281n32
Bunyan, John, 283n36, 287n6; The Pil-

grim’s Progress, 98–99
Bureaucracy, 2
Business success, 90–92
Byerman, Keith, 291n39
Byron, Lord (George Gordon), 163; Childe

Harold’s Pilgrimage, 162, 181, 310n70

Caesars, 22, 271n79
Capitalism, 35, 90, 93, 138, 160–161,

297n32
Carby, Hazel, 263n22
Caribbean cultures, 220
Carlyle, Thomas, 25–26, 28, 54,

264nn24,26, 271n79; “Heroes and Hero
Worship,” 26; On Heroes, Hero Worship,
and the Heroic in History, 265n31

Caroline (slave), 176, 189, 306n36
Cassirer, Ernest, 26
Cassius, G., 306n31
Cato, 306n31
Cavell, Stanley, 291n52, 305n20
Chandler, Nahum, 269n64
Charisma, 9–10, 21, 107, 112, 114, 120,

149, 263n9
Charismatic authority, 105, 107, 114
Charismatic leadership, 10, 21, 98, 112,

147, 149
Chicago, Ill., 148, 220
Chicago School of Sociology, 276n128
Chicanos, 329n101
Childs, John Brown, 8, 211–213, 215, 217,

320nn4,9; Leadership, Conflict, and Co-
operation in Afro-American Political
Thought, 211

335

I ndex



Choice, acts of, 39–40, 52
Christianity, 100, 110, 176, 188, 193, 195,

198, 290n29
Churches, 24, 30–31, 147–149, 151, 217
Cicero, 195, 306n31
Citizenship, 15–17, 166, 192, 262n52,

273n114
Civic nationalism, 53, 65, 272n101
Civic obligations, 252–255
Civic virtue, 202, 207
Civil rights, 6, 30, 91, 93–94, 126, 154, 230
Civil War, 26, 29, 163, 165, 208, 304n18,

309n64
Classical nationalism, 223
Clayton, Horace R.: Black Metropolis, 248
Cleaver, Eldridge, 244
Cleaver, Kathleen, 244
Coercion, 2, 259n23, 266n48, 267n56. See

also Force, use of; Violence, threat of
Cohen, Cathy, 8, 233, 243, 248–252, 254–

256; “Deviance as Resistance,” 248
Cohen, Joshua, 322n27
Collective action, 183–184
Collective identity, 204, 219–224, 226,

234–236
Collective identity theory, 234, 236,

326nn78,80
Collective spirit, 4, 14, 131–133, 140–145,

147, 149, 151–153, 155, 218, 239,
273n112

Collective struggle, 12, 36
Collins, Patricia Hill, 212, 325n70
Colonialism, 3, 298n43
Color line, 29, 71, 89, 102, 118, 195,

281n32
Columbian Orator, 306n31, 309n64
Comedy, 97, 99, 110–111, 120, 125. See

also Tragedy
Common ancestry, 38–39, 41–43, 46–47,

49–51
Common history, 38, 40–43, 46, 49–52
Common impulses/strivings, 41, 43, 49–52,

154
Common language, 38–39, 41–43, 49–51
Common laws/religion, 46, 51

Common traditions, 39, 42, 49–52, 154
Communalism, 167
Communication, 13
Community, 103–104, 106–109, 113, 116–

119, 174, 212, 222, 241, 313n86, 327n90
Community nationalism, 223
Comte, Auguste, 49
Concerted action. See Action in concert
Confederacy, 297n32
Conflictual two-ness, 82–83, 87–88
Conscience, 316n112
Consciousness. See Double consciousness;

Race consciousness; Self-consciousness
Consensus issues, 233
Conservatism, 6, 232–234, 244, 246–248,

250, 252, 255, 326n73
“Constitution, Black,” 238, 256, 327n90
Constitution, U.S., 194, 198, 204–205,

319n144
Constitutions, 11, 27–28, 31, 169, 204–

205, 215
Contractarian political thought, 1–3
Conversion narratives, 176–177
Coon songs, 144, 151
Cooperation, 12
Cooperative action, 212
Cooppan, Vilashini, 286n55
Counter-public, 200, 203–205, 212, 216–

217, 242
Counter-sublime, 111–112, 125, 165,

290nn30,36. See also Sublime
Covey, Edward, 173–184, 188–189, 192,

239, 305n25, 306n36, 307n58,
308nn61–62, 310n69, 311n73

Crenshaw, Kimberle, 325n70
Crime, 62, 64, 161, 206, 277n137, 297n41
Crisis, 1
Criss, Bethany, 289n23
Criticism model, 54–57, 152, 214, 246
Cross, June, 242
Cross-cutting issues, 233–234, 239
Crummell, Alexander, 6, 21–22, 25, 54, 68,

70, 88, 96–120, 124–132, 145, 149–151,
165, 269n75, 271n80, 286n50, 287n3,
288nn10,16, 290nn25,27, 298n43; “The

336

I ndex



Need of New Ideas and New Aims for a
New Era,” 109, 114–115, 118–120, 122,
287n3; “The Race-Problem in America,”
269n75

Cruse, Harold: The Crisis of the Negro In-
tellectual, 6

Cugoano, Ottobah, 2
Cultural backwardness, 17, 55, 61–64, 71,

85–87, 92–93, 131–132, 139, 145, 147,
156, 158, 206, 208, 244, 277n134

Cultural development, 61
Cultural identity, 188–189, 191, 204, 234–

235, 240
Cultural nationalism, 53, 57, 65, 153, 223,

240, 272n101
Cultural politics, 219
Cultural racial differences, 47, 49, 51–52
Cultural standards, 11, 17
Culture, 69, 83, 93, 130, 132–139, 144–

147, 274n116, 296n18, 315n99
Cultured leadership, 156, 159
Custodial leadership, 264n27
Custom, 9–10, 34

Darby, Derrick, 310n66
Darwin, Charles, 43
Davis, Angela, 162, 244
Davis, Jefferson, 264n24
Dawson, Michael, 6–7, 217, 242, 321n26;

Black Visions, 217
Debate, 9, 11–12, 14, 215–218, 256
Declaration of Independence, 154, 165,

181, 192–195, 197, 271n79, 302nn84–
85, 311n71, 316n107

Declarations of independence, 168, 176–
177, 181–183, 192, 199, 311n71

Defectiveness. See Deficiencies
Deficiencies, 62, 157–158, 160–161
Delany, Martin R., 3, 6; Blake, 162–163
Deleuze, Gilles, 265n33
Deliberation, 9, 11–14, 217
Demagogues, 31–33, 36, 159
Demarcations, 11
Democracy, 2, 11, 16, 23–24, 27, 54–57,

152, 156, 217, 221, 268n60, 273n114,

301n81, 313n87, 327n90; representative,
23, 214; participatory, 214–215

Democratic criticism, 54–57
Demos, 23–24, 31, 33, 57, 152, 155–156,

214, 301nn79–80
Deontic statuses, 75–76, 90
Derrida, Jacques, 311n71
Descartes, René, 175
Descendentalism, 70, 73
Desegregation, 15
Despotism. See Autocracy
Development, 61, 133–135, 139, 143–146,

155, 157–158
Deviance, 158, 192, 195, 242–255
Dewey, John, 240
Diaspora, 220–223, 235, 322n42
Differentiation, 219, 223
Dignity, 177, 180–181, 310n68
Dilthey, Wilhelm, 20, 37, 47–49, 65, 262n2,

271n91, 299n55; Introduction to the Hu-
man Sciences, 19, 47

Directives, 19–20, 32, 34, 146, 199
Discrimination. See Racial discrimination
Disease, 277n137
Disraeli, Benjamin (Earl of Beaconsfield),

269n75
Doctrinaires, 2
Domination, 12, 15–16, 166, 168, 170–

184, 197, 199, 248, 252, 255, 306n42,
308nn58,61, 310n68

Double-alienation, 109, 116, 125
Double consciousness, 18, 53, 65, 67–68,

97, 108, 120, 130–131, 145, 155, 219,
234, 282n35, 283n36, 284n37,
285nn39,41, 286n50, 292n58; and recip-
rocal recognition, 70–88; and Washing-
ton, 93–95

Dougherty County, Ga., 297n32
Douglass, Frederick, 3, 9, 16, 148, 210,

215–216, 240, 243, 252, 273n109,
290n27, 309n64, 314n99, 315nn100–
101,105, 316n114, 318nn124–125; and
African American politics, 5, 12, 14–15,
17, 165–168, 187–188, 191–192, 200,
217, 239; Du Bois’s reading of, 5–8, 163,

337

I ndex



Douglass, Frederick (continued)
165–167, 255–256; depiction of slave
life, 12–13, 168–176, 306nn35,42,
309n65, 310nn66,68, 316n112; leader-
ship of, 21–22, 25–26, 163, 165–166;
fight with Covey, 162, 176–182, 307n58,
308nn61–62, 310n69; death of, 164–165;
first declaration of independence, 176–
182, 311n71; and plantation politics,
182–197, 215; Sabbath school of, 183–
184, 190, 198; and abolitionism, 197–
200, 319n144; and extra-plantation poli-
tics, 197–205; second declaration of inde-
pendence, 197–205; and “Negro prob-
lem,” 205–209, 248, 251

Writings: “The Heroic Slave,” 162;
“Lessons of the Hour,” 205; Life and
Times of Frederick Douglass, 162, 166,
316n111, 317n115; My Bondage and My
Freedom, 5, 7–9, 12–13, 15–18, 161–
162, 165–169, 171, 176, 180, 188, 193–
194, 196, 198, 200–204, 210, 212, 216,
239, 255, 258n13, 268n61, 304nn15–16,
305nn25,28, 306n35, 307n43, 308n62,
309n65, 310n68, 311nn73,75,
312nn83,85, 313nn86–87,
314nn91,96,98, 315n101; Narrative of
the Life of Frederick Douglass, 166,
304n15, 311n73; “The Nature of Slav-
ery,” 167, 171, 304n16; “The Negro
Problem,” 205; “Pictures and Progress,”
313n86; “What to the Slave Is the Fourth
of July?” 165–167, 193–196, 304n16,
311n73, 316n112, 318n121

Drake, St. Clair: Black Metropolis, 248
Du Bois, W. E. B. See individual entries for

Du Bois’s views on specific topics
Writings: THE SOULS OF BLACK

FOLK, 1–9, 16–18, 20–21, 25–28, 32,
34, 40, 53–56, 64, 66, 68, 93, 130–131,
133, 135, 139–142, 151, 155, 157, 166–
167, 210, 216, 218, 222, 255, 261n41,
264nn26,29, 268n60, 272n108,
173n112, 176n131, 180n28, 281n32,
291n39, 295n10, 296n17, 298n41,

299n60, 301n81; “The Forethought,” 71;
“Of Our Spiritual Strivings” (chapter 1),
67–68, 70–88, 98, 107, 130, 140, 154–
155, 164, 279n18, 282n34, 284n37,
302nn85,87; “Of the Dawn of Freedom”
(chapter 2), 29–30, 164; “Of Mr. Booker
T. Washington and Others” (chapter 3),
24–26, 30, 88–94, 96–97, 134, 162–166,
207, 271n79, 283n36; “Of the Meaning
of Progress” (chapter 4), 94–95, 129; “Of
the Wings of Atalanta” (chapter 5), 69,
134; “Of the Training of Black Men”
(chapter 6), 31, 33, 69, 74, 134–135,
266n44, 299n62; “Of the Black Belt”
(chapter 7), 297n32; “Of the Quest of the
Golden Fleece” (chapter 8), 297n32; “Of
the Sons of Master and Man” (chapter 9),
32, 34, 36, 101–102, 205–206, 281n32,
297n32, 302n86; “Of the Faith of the Fa-
thers” (chapter 10), 30–31, 147–150; “Of
the Passing of the First-Born” (chapter
11), 31, 127–128, 290n29; “Of Alexan-
der Crummell” (chapter 12), 22, 31, 54,
70, 88, 96–115, 124–125, 131, 290n27;
“Of the Coming of John” (chapter 13),
22, 31, 54, 88, 97, 110–111, 115–125,
145–146, 290n27, 291n56, 299n62;
“The Sorrow Songs” (chapter 14), 31, 97,
111, 113, 124–129, 131, 142–145, 149–
151, 153–156, 245, 300n62, 302n85

Other Writings: “The Art and Art
Galleries of Modern Europe,” 296n17;
“Bismarck,” 259n22; Black Reconstruc-
tion, 167, 304n18; “Carlyle,” 264n24;
“The Conservation of Races,” 22–24, 27,
30, 33–34, 37, 40, 44–47, 52–53, 62–63,
65–67, 87, 91, 140–142, 145, 154, 156,
222, 234, 261n41, 269n75, 270n79,
276n131, 278n142, 298n41, 299n55,
302n85; Dark Princess, 167, 263n9,
268n60, 301n81; Darkwater, 20,
273n114, 301n81; “The Development of
a People,” 140–141, 272n108, 295n10,
298n41; Dusk of Dawn, 1, 34–36, 62,
167, 211, 267n60, 273n114; Fisk com-

338

I ndex



mencement address, 10, 21–22, 68, 70,
259n22, 264n24; “How United Are the
Negroes?” 267n60; In Battle for Peace,
267n60; The Negro Problem, 32–33; The
Philadelphia Negro, 248, 277n140; The
Quest of the Silver Fleece, 278n8; “Soci-
ology Hesitant,” 272n93; speech at At-
lanta Carnegie Library, 134; speech on
Jefferson Davis, 264n24; speech at
Wilberforce, 21–22; “The Spirit of Mod-
ern Europe,” 142–143; “Strivings of the
Negro People,” 67, 73, 87, 282n34; “The
Study of the Negro Problems,” 58–64,
66–67, 93, 138–139, 141, 146, 157, 205–
206, 277n140, 278n142, 297n41; “The
Talented Tenth,” 19; “Talented Tenth
Memorial Address,” 267n60

Dumas, Alexandre, 74–75
Durkheim, Emile, 34
Dynasty, 26, 29

East Baltimore Mental Improvement Soci-
ety, 204

Ecclesiastes, 128
Economic backwardness, 93
Edley, Christopher, 244
Education, 24, 31–34, 36, 57, 64, 90–94,

160–161, 183–184, 190, 198, 253,
277n134, 278n8, 296n19, 300n62; train-
ing, 33, 134, 296n17; liberal, 68–70, 92,
134–135; industrial, 90–93, 134, 138,
164; on plantations, 183–184, 190, 198

Edwards, Barrington, 269n62
Effective leadership, 159, 167
Effectiveness. See Efficacy
Efficacy, 120, 131–132, 143, 146, 159, 204,

218, 222, 239, 322n31; political, 53–54,
64–65, 97–98, 156; social inefficiency, 62;
social efficiency, 93

Egypt, ancient, 22, 77, 165, 265n29,
271n79, 297n32

Elijah, 105, 289n23
Elites, 8–9, 24, 31–32, 35, 53, 57, 161,

212–215, 227, 229–230, 267n60,
273n114, 320n9, 324n61

Ellis, George, 320n4
Ellison, Ralph, 11–13, 15–16, 196–197,

252; Invisible Man, 4, 12, 261n33; “The
Negro and the Second World War,”
261n33

Emancipation. See Freedom
Emancipation Proclamation, 115
Emerson, Ralph Waldo, 74, 168; Represen-

tative Men, 305n20; “Self-Reliance,” 177
Emigration, 89–90
England. See Britain
English peoples, 38, 42–43, 46–47, 52,

272n99
Enlightenment, 72, 219
Entitlements, 76, 84
Entrepreneurial virtues, 90–91, 157
Episcopalians, 105–108, 110, 115
Equiano, Olaudah, 2
Essentialism, 220–222, 235, 323n44,

326n80
Esther (queen), 21–22, 122, 293n67
Esther (slave), 305n28
Estrangement. See Alienation
Ethics, 58–60, 65, 67, 70, 76, 84, 107, 147–

148, 156, 221, 274n116. See also Morality
Ethiopianism, 289n21
Ethnic absolutism, 323n44
Ethos, 4, 9, 15, 17, 53, 56, 67, 88, 97, 140–

141, 218, 271n79
Euclid, 69
Europe, 3, 17, 27, 38, 42–43, 46–47, 55,

61, 86, 89–90, 111, 118, 138, 144, 153,
184, 220–221, 272n104, 283n36

Exclusion, 4, 7, 15–16, 19–20, 61, 71, 73,
76, 84–85, 320n1

Exodus, 164–165
Expressivism, 152–153, 156, 160–161,

165–168, 183, 200. See also Neo-
expressivism; Political expressivism

Expressivist model, 54, 56–58, 65, 97, 131,
146, 152, 156, 159, 188, 213–214, 218,
220, 245–246, 273n112

Extra-plantation politics, 197–205
Extrinsic relations to social arrangements,

15–17

339

I ndex



Factions, 22–24
Fairy tales, 302n85
Family, 34, 38–40, 43, 49–51, 172–174,

184–186, 249–250, 270n75
Fanon, Frantz, 3
Feminism, 6, 191, 212, 231, 325n70
Fenner, Thomas P., 303n7
Ferris, William H., 26; The African Abroad,

1, 18, 264n29
Feudalism, 160
Fisk Jubilee Singers, 124, 150
Fisk University, 10, 21–22, 68, 70, 259n22,

264n24
Folk, 4, 9, 14, 17–18, 36, 57, 97, 110, 132–

133, 140–146, 152–156, 159, 271n79,
289n19

Folklore, 78, 141–142, 167
Folk songs, 113, 140, 142–146, 150–151,

167
Folk-spirit, 140, 144–146, 149–152, 154–

157, 300n62, 301n81
Force, use of, 10, 14, 32, 36, 267n56
Fortune, T. Thomas, 161
Foucault, Michel: “What Is Enlighten-

ment?” 210
Foundationalism, 223–241, 243, 328n98
Founding, 193–195
Foxe, John: Book of Martyrs, 98–100,

288n7
France, 2–3, 39, 142
Franchise. See Suffrage
Franklin, Benjamin, 202
Fraternalism, 313n86
Frazier, E. Franklin, 138
Frederickson, George, 6, 15
Free blacks, 183, 203–204
Freedmen’s Bureau, 24, 29–31, 94, 149
Freedom, 3, 27, 72, 109, 131, 162, 177–

181, 184, 187, 200, 248, 265n37; eman-
cipation from slavery, 8, 12, 37, 55, 110,
114–115, 138, 161, 163, 165

Freeland, William (Freeland plantation), 12,
182–186, 190, 192, 200, 313nn86–87

French Revolution, 2, 72, 123
Freud, Sigmund, 111, 167

Frye, Northrop, 110
Fulfillment, 219

Gadamer, Hans-Georg, 286n47
Gaines, Kevin: Uplifting the Race, 8–9
Gangsta culture, 245
Garnet, Henry Highland, 318n124; “Ad-

dress to the Slaves of the United States,”
162–163

Garrison, William Lloyd, 168, 187, 197–
200, 204, 309n64, 319n144

Garvey, Marcus, 320n4
Gates, Henry Louis, Jr., 8, 242–247, 252,

255, 330nn109,112–113; Figures in
Black, 330n112

Geisteswissenschaften (human sciences), 20,
37, 44, 47–49, 51–52, 58, 65–67,
268n62, 274n116, 299n55

Gender norms, 249–252, 254
General Theological Seminary, 105, 107–

108, 113
German Historical School, 58, 262n2,

274n115
Germany, 13, 20–21, 28, 37, 46, 58–59, 61,

125, 259n22, 268n62, 276n128
Ghetto poverty, 227–228, 230, 244–254,

324nn57,61, 331n120, 332n140
Gilroy, Paul, 8, 219–223, 234–236, 322n41,

326n80; Against Race, 323n44; The
Black Atlantic, 219, 322n42

Glaude, Eddie, Jr., 8, 240–242, 256,
329nn101,105; Exodus! 240, 328n98; In
a Shade of Blue, 240, 328n99

Global concerns, 3, 71, 89, 159, 286n55
Godkin, E. L., 298n43
Goethe, Johann Wolfgang von, 49, 133,

295n6
Gospel hymns, 144, 151
Gottlieb, Susannah Young-ah, 314n98
Governance, 4, 9, 11–12, 23, 26–31, 35,

149, 320n1. See also Rule
Gramsci, Antonio, 259n23
“Great Camp-meetin’,” 163, 303n7
Great Migration, 37
Greece, ancient, 19, 27–28, 58, 77

340

I ndex



Green, Shields, 318n124
Group ideals, 67, 195–196
Group leadership, 4, 9, 19, 25–26, 54, 56–

57, 137, 264n26, 295n11, 320n1
Group life, 17, 55, 61, 71, 73–74, 76–77,

83–86, 93, 148
Guizot, François, 2

Habermas, Jürgen, 219, 255
Hahn, Steven, 12–13, 36; A Nation under

Our Feet, 268n61
Hampton Institute singers, 151
Hanchard, Michael, 258n6, 318n124,

321n21
Harper, Briallen, 314n91
Harpers Ferry, W.Va., 109, 290n27,

318n124
Harris, Henry, 186
Harris, John, 186
Harvard University, 124, 242–243, 264n24
Haslanger, Sally, 271n83
Hawaii, 89
Hebrews, ancient, 21–22, 99, 105, 164–165
Hegel, G. W. F., 13–14, 140, 142, 280n27,

285n39, 299n58; Phenomenology of
Spirit, 284n37; Philosophy of Mind,
281n32; The Spirit of Modern Philoso-
phy, 284n37

Heidegger, Martin, 259n15
Herder, Johann Gottfried von, 13–14, 140,

261n41
Heroes, 25–26, 264n24, 304n15
Herrschaft, 9
Higginbotham, Evelyn Brooks, 266n44
Hindu peoples, 38, 42, 46
History, 20, 22, 24–26, 28–29, 37–38, 40–

46, 48–54, 66, 138, 140–141, 145, 151,
264n26, 268n61, 270n79, 272n97; Afri-
can American, 25, 29–31, 37, 84, 164;
common, 38, 40–43, 46, 49–52

Hobbes, Thomas, 1–2
Holism, 142, 145, 299n58
Holmes, Stephen, 328n90
Holt, Thomas, 264n26
Holy Grail, 120–121

Honig, Bonnie, 191, 311n71
hooks, bell, 212
Hopkins, Rigby, 180
Hopwood case, 329n101
Hose, Sam, 206
Hughes (overseer), 176
Human sciences. See Geisteswissenschaften
Huxley, Thomas Henry, 44–45
Hypocrisy, 147–148, 195–197

Ideals, 32, 58, 61, 154–161, 195–197, 204,
302n87; group, 67, 195–196; social, 76–
77; political, 154–155; African American,
155–157

Identity, 32, 150–154, 193, 197, 208, 213–
214; spiritual, 4, 14, 47, 57, 66, 131,
145–146, 151, 154, 167, 189, 191, 204,
273n112, 314n96, 320n1; African Ameri-
can, 8, 18, 37, 53, 67, 87, 108, 114, 119,
130, 141, 153, 187, 189, 211, 213, 219–
223, 234–235, 256; racial, 8, 14, 20, 46–
47, 52–54, 132, 145, 187, 220, 223; cul-
tural, 188–189, 191, 204, 234–235, 240;
collective, 204, 219–224, 226, 234–236

“I’ll Hear the Trumpet Sound,” 124
Immorality, 62, 64, 161, 206, 277n137,

297n41
Impartial conduct, 23–24
Imperialism, 3, 89
Impulses, 41, 43, 49–53, 154
Inclusion, 16, 61, 63, 84, 156, 326n73
Independence, 178–179, 181
Indians, 302n85
Individualism, 13, 23–24, 130, 135, 166,

304n15, 313n86
Industrial education, 90–93, 134, 138, 164
Industrialization, 59, 138, 322n29
Inequality, 227–230, 237, 324nn57,61
Initiatives, 11, 24
Innovation, 194, 317n115
Insurrection. See Revolt
Integration, 5–6, 15, 59, 138
International Journal of Ethics, 272n108
Intrinsic relations to social arrangements,

15–17

341

I ndex



Israel, ancient, 21–22, 164–165
Italy, 39
Iton, Richard, 321n21

James, C. L. R., 3
James, Henry: The Bostonians, 281n32
James, Joy, 8, 212–213, 267n60, 320n9;

Transcending the Talented Tenth, 212
James, William, 285n39, 289n20
Jay, John, 105–107, 110, 117–118
Jenkins, Sally, 188–190, 239, 315n101
Jesus Christ, 100–101, 111, 125, 176
Jews, 2, 137, 257, 297n32, 317n119
Jim Crow system, 1, 3–4, 15, 24, 26, 64,

74, 76, 80, 90–91, 95, 101–102, 107,
109, 116, 118, 121–122, 130–131, 210,
213, 216, 239, 242, 256, 281n32,
285n40, 329nn101–102. See also Racial
discrimination; Segregation

John (apostle), 125
John the Baptist, 115, 118, 125
John F. Slater Fund, 262n2
Jones, John (Black John), 21–22, 54, 68, 88,

97, 110–111, 115–126, 128–132, 138,
145–146, 149–150, 286n50, 291n56,
292n58, 293nn67,74, 294n82, 299n62,
300n64

Joshua, 11, 22, 104, 164–165
Josie (Du Bois’s schoolhouse student), 94–95
Journalism, 168, 200–204, 217
Judgments, 81–82, 86–87
Judy, Ronald, 293n72
Justice, 58–59, 153, 225, 254, 314n99,

323n55, 324n57, 327n87, 329n101
Justification of rights, 2

Kant, Immanuel, 1–2, 37, 70, 134–135,
312n75; Critique of Judgment, 96, 111

Karenga, Maulana, 244
Kateb, George, 10–13, 34
Kilson, Martin, 331n120
King, Martin Luther, Jr., 6
Kingston, Jamaica, 220
Kirkland, Frank M., 287n3, 316n114
Knowledge, 103, 117, 130, 133, 135
Kraut, Richard, 257n4, 265n37

Laissez-faire liberalism, 59
Lamarck, Jean-Baptiste, 283n36
Language, 38–39, 41–43, 49–51
Larmore, Charles, 13–14, 261n40,

315n105
Law, 46, 51
Laziness, 62, 64
Leadership, 8–14, 17–19, 63, 104–105,

115, 120, 143, 145–147, 166–168,
259n23, 266n48, 267n56, 271n79,
273n114; group, 4, 9, 19, 25–26, 54, 56–
57, 137, 264n26, 295n11, 320n1; Afri-
can American, 8, 14, 17, 20–21, 26, 28–
29, 31, 35–36, 55, 65, 67–68, 70–71, 86–
87, 97, 104, 125, 131, 145, 149, 152,
155, 211–217, 245, 256; aristocratic
leadership, 10, 37; charismatic leadership,
10, 21, 98, 112, 147–149; political, 11,
17–18, 20–22, 24, 29, 31, 34, 67–68, 70–
71, 86–87, 97, 131–132, 147, 168, 212,
265n29; basics of, 20–37; racial leader-
ship, 21, 97, 126; social leadership, 34;
legitimate, 54–56, 131, 147, 149–150,
153, 159–160, 245; authoritative, 147,
149–150, 152–153, 155, 160, 167; alien-
ated, 149; authentic, 150–152, 155–156;
cultured, 156, 159; effective, 159, 167;
custodial, 264n27

Legality, 9, 62, 64
Legal rules, 11
Legitimacy, 9, 54–58, 132–133, 143, 152,

156, 159, 189–191, 204, 213–215, 218–
219, 239, 246, 273n112, 300n65,
301n79, 322n31; political, 54–58, 214,
216, 273n112

Legitimacy-as-authenticity thesis, 213–215,
218–219

Legitimacy-through-ratification thesis, 214–
215

Legitimate leadership, 54–56, 131, 147,
149–150, 153, 159–160, 245

Legitimate state coercion, 2
Lenin, V. I., 263n7
Levine, Robert S., 304n15
Levinson, Marjorie, 72, 280n20
Liberal education, 68–70, 92, 134–135

342

I ndex



Liberalism, 1–3, 6, 59, 244, 246–248, 250,
252, 255, 315n105

Liberation theology, 8–9
Libertarian pluralism, 220–223
Lincoln, Abraham, 309n64; Second Inaugu-

ral Address, 317n115
Little Rock, Ark., 15
Lloyd, David, 298n43
Lloyd, Edward (Colonel), 169, 175,

305n25
Locke, John, 1–2, 315n105; Second Treatise

on Government, 7
Lohengrin, 116–117, 120–123, 125,

292nn60–61,66, 294n75, 299n62
London, England, 142
Longstreet, Mrs.: Good Form: Cards, Their

Significance, and Proper Uses, 75–76
Louisville, Ky., 142
Loury, Glenn, 230, 325n69
Luke (apostle), 115
Lynching, 4, 117

Machiavelli, Niccolò, 265n37
Mammonism, 27, 69, 135, 160
Marable, Manning, 273n114
Marcus Aurelius, 74–75
Marcuse, Herbert, 162
Mark (gangsta), 245–246, 255
Markell, Patchen, 260n30, 306n32
Martyrs, 98, 100–101, 111, 120
Marx, Karl, 210
Marxism, 6, 59, 167
Maryland, 173
Massachusetts, 73–74
Masses, 4, 8–10, 14, 17–18, 23, 30–33, 35–

36, 55–57, 63–64, 71, 86, 90, 93–94,
132, 164, 192, 206, 209, 221,
273nn108,114, 289n19; and self-devel-
opment, 134–139; and folk, 143–147;
and authority/authenticity, 152, 155–156;
and “Negro problem,” 157–161; and de-
viance, 242–246, 252

Masterman, C. F. G., 299n60
Masters, 169–174, 177–180, 184, 197–198,

284n37, 306nn35,42, 310n65, 311n70
Materialism, 135, 149, 160

Mather, Cotton: Magnalia Christi
Americana, 289n24

Matthew (apostle), 100, 115, 288n16
McCarthy, Thomas, 236–237, 326n83,

327nn87,89
McClurg, A. C., 26
McCormick, John, 313n87
McGary, Howard, 268n60, 315n100
McKee, James, 276n131
Meanings, 141
Mental racial differences, 47–49
Mercantilism, 3
Methodists, 118
Middle class, 243–245, 247, 249
Mill, James, 297n36
Mill, John Stuart, 37, 48; On Liberty,

266n48
Mills, C. Wright, 315n104
Mills, Charles, 15–16, 305n19, 318n121
Minstrel songs, 144, 151
Modernity, 4, 17, 55–56, 61–62, 86, 90, 93,

138, 160, 192, 219–221
Modern political thought, 1–3, 9, 210, 256,

259n24
Monarchy, 27
Mongolian peoples, 38, 42, 46, 77
Montesquieu, baron de (Charles-Louis de

Secondat), 259n13
Moore, Barrington, 58
Morality, 54, 61–62, 64, 70, 93, 107–111,

114, 119, 139, 157, 161, 176, 195, 207,
254–255. See also Ethics

Morehouse, Henry, 266n44
Morris, Aldon, 276n131
Moses (ruler-prophet), 21–22, 32, 53, 65,

104, 120, 165–166, 187, 263n7, 264n29
Moses, Wilson, 96–97
Mutuality concept, 211–212, 320n9
Myers, Peter C., 258n13
Myrdal, Gunnar, 195–196

Napoléon Bonaparte, 22, 271n79
Nashville, Tenn., 95
Natal alienation, 173, 175, 184
National Association for the Advancement

of Colored People, 1

343

I ndex



Nationalism, 6; civic, 53, 65, 272n101; cul-
tural, 53, 57, 65, 153, 223, 240, 272n10;
classical, 223; community, 223; prag-
matic, 223–224

National Negro Convention, 318n124
Nations, 21–22, 24, 28, 53, 138, 193,

270n79
Nation-states, 3, 27
Natural sciences. See Naturwissenschaften
Nature, 69–70, 72–73, 112
Naturwissenschaften (natural sciences), 37,

48, 52, 66, 274n116
Negro peoples, 22, 38–46, 52–53, 77
“Negro problem,” 16–18, 20, 22, 29–30,

35, 71, 73, 76–77, 84–85, 97, 119, 131–
132, 145, 152, 155, 191, 218, 242, 246,
248, 267n56, 273n108, 275n126,
286n50; and influence of Schmoller, 58–
65; Washington on, 88–94; and masses,
157–161; Douglass on, 205–209, 248, 251

Neo-expressivism, 219–223, 234–236
Neo-republican political thought, 315n105
Neo-slavery, 114, 126, 128, 131, 137, 143,

145, 149, 153, 291n41, 297n32. See also
Slavery

Netherlands, 39, 46
New Bedford, Mass., 204
New England Anti-Slavery Society, 197
Newman, Ernest, 121
New York City, 116, 118, 121, 126
New Yorker, 242
New York Times, 242
No-foundations view, 236–242, 327n90,

328nn91,98
Nondomination, 179, 181, 183–184, 200
Normative theories, 15, 28, 54
Norms, 11, 17, 34, 55–56, 61–64, 70, 76–

77, 80–84, 90, 93, 131–132, 192, 195,
197, 206, 208, 216, 224, 265n37; and
self-development, 134, 138–139; and au-
thority/authenticity, 153–156; and “Ne-
gro problem,” 157–161; and deviance,
245, 247–255; gender, 249–252, 254; pa-
triarchal, 249, 251, 254

North Star, 200–201

Norton, Charles Eliot, 298n43
Nussbaum, Martha, 291n52

Obligations, 76, 84; political, 2; civic, 252–
255

“Old Black Joe,” 144
Oligarchy, 27, 31, 35, 211, 301n81
Onderdonk, Benjamin, 290n25
Onderdonk, Henry, 98–100, 290n25
Ontological essentialism, 220, 222, 323n44
Outlaw, Lucius, 37, 39–44, 52–53, 271n83,

275n126
Overseers, 168–169, 172, 175, 178–179,

307n42

Pan-African Congress, 89
Paradox, 130–133, 143, 145–146, 152
Paris, France, 142
Participatory democracy, 214–215
Passerin d’Entrèves, Maurizo, 260n27
Paternalism, 313n86
Patriarchal norms, 249, 251, 254
Patterson, Orlando, 172–173
Payne, Daniel, 25
PBS documentaries, 242
People. See Folk
Perfection, 134–135
Perspectives, 87
Pettit, Philip, 170–171, 308nn60–61,

315n105
Pharaohs, 22, 271n79, 297n32
Philadelphia, Pa., 98, 248, 277n140,

290n25
Philippines, 89
Philistinism, 135, 160, 296n18
Physical racial differences, 45–49
Pilgrims, 98, 100
Pippin, Robert, 280n27, 299n52
Pittman, John, 317n119, 319n144
Plantation politics, 12–13, 168, 176, 182–

184, 186–187, 190–192, 200, 204, 215,
239, 312n83

Plantations, 168–176, 184–185, 311n75
Plato, 34, 212–213, 267n56, 314n98; Crito,

257n4

344

I ndex



Plessy v. Ferguson, 4
Pluralism, 220–223
Policies, 20, 22–24, 31, 34
Polis, 27
Politeia, 27, 265n37
Political action, 211
Political authority, 54–56, 65, 97–98, 156
Political corporatism, 223
Political debate, 9, 11
Political economy, 55, 64–65, 67, 274n116
Political efficacy, 53–54, 65, 97–98, 156
Political expressivism, 4–5, 7, 10, 17–

21, 36, 40, 64–66, 87, 115, 130, 145,
147, 151, 211, 261nn40–41, 314n91,
318n125, 320n1; and African American
politics, 13–15; and choice, 52–53; versus
democratic criticism, 54–58; race con-
sciousness without, 187–191; and neo-
expressivism, 220–223; and founda-
tionalism, 234–236; and no-foundations
perspective, 239–241

Political foundationalism, 224, 232, 236,
238–240, 243

Political freedom, 265n37
Political ideals, 154–155
Political innovation, 194, 317n115
Political leadership, 11, 17–18, 20–22, 24,

29, 31, 34, 67–68, 70–71, 86–87, 97,
131–132, 147, 168, 212, 265n29

Political legitimacy, 54–58, 214, 246,
273n112

Political obligation, 2
Political rights, 30, 91, 93–94, 126, 154
Political romanticism, 261n40
Political rule, 10–11
Political theory, 157–158, 161–162, 167,

256
Political unity, 224–227, 230, 232–234,

236–239, 241, 329n101
Politics, 1, 4–5, 34, 53–54, 57, 63–65, 90,

93–94, 97, 145, 156, 158–161, 188–193,
196, 210–223, 244–246, 314n98; African
American, 7–10, 12, 14–15, 17–19, 25–
28, 31, 36–37, 53, 64–65, 153, 160–161,
165–168, 187–188, 191–192, 200, 210–

220, 223, 235–242, 244, 249, 255–259,
320n1, 328n99; racial, 8; plantation, 12–
13, 168, 176, 182–184, 186–187, 190–
192, 200, 204, 215, 239, 312n83; basics
of, 20–37; rule-centered, 160, 166–167,
183, 199–200, 211, 215; without rule,
184–187, 200–205; cultural, 219

Popular music, 217, 245
Posnock, Ross, 263n9; Color and Culture,

268n60
Postmodern concerns, 217–218, 322n29
Poverty, 211, 227–228, 230–231, 243–255,

324nn57,61, 331n120, 332n140
Practical paradox, 130–133, 143, 145–146,

152
Pragmatic nationalism, 223–224
Precepts, 20, 32
Prejudice. See Racial prejudice
Prestige, 5
Princeton University, 116
Print ideology, 202
Problems, 70–71, 74–77, 80, 84, 94. See

also “Negro problem”; Social problems
Programs, 20
Property rights, 179–180
Prophecy, 105, 263n9
Prosser, Gabriel, 89
Protestants, 98, 100, 110, 120, 198, 287n6
Psalms, 289n21
Psychoanalysis, 280n28
Psychology, 37, 44, 47
Public sphere, 200–204, 212, 216–217, 242
Puritans, 98, 105, 289n24

Race, 20, 22, 37, 89, 151, 208, 269n75,
270n79, 315n99; Appiah and Outlaw on,
38–44; Du Bois’s definitions, 44–53; and
folk, 140, 143, 145

Race consciousness, 15, 17, 183, 190–191,
200, 204, 239, 241, 256, 328n99

Race relations, 20
Racial apartheid, 3–4
Racial authenticity, 151–152, 155, 159,

190
Racial custodianship, 213–216

345

I ndex



Racial differences: spiritual, 44–52; physi-
cal, 45–50; cultural, 47, 49–52; mental,
47–50

Racial discrimination, 16, 24, 64, 94, 105,
107, 225–226, 230, 244, 264n25,
325n69, 330n109. See also Jim Crow sys-
tem

Racial identity, 8, 14, 20, 46–47, 52–54,
132, 145, 187, 220, 223

Racial ideology, 3
Racial inequality, 227–230, 237,

324nn57,61
Racial leadership, 21, 97, 126
Racial politics, 8
Racial prejudice, 17, 55, 61–64, 71, 78–81,

84–86, 92–94, 108–109, 131, 139, 153–
156, 158, 195, 200, 205–206, 208, 244,
277n134, 286n44, 314n99

Racial stereotypes, 227–229, 231,
324nn64,66

Racism, 15, 26, 73, 113, 128, 195, 219,
221, 227–237, 241, 244, 247, 254–255,
318n121, 324nn57–58,64, 325nn69–70

Radano, Ronald M., 300n62
Radical egalitarianism, 6
Radicalism, 147–148
Radical reconstruction, 17–18, 166, 191–

192, 195–196, 200, 205, 208–209, 211,
243, 315n100, 318n125, 332n142

Radical reform, 252, 254–255, 332n142
Rampersad, Arnold, 24–25, 287n3, 291n41
Rap, 245
Ratification, 214–215
Ratzel, Friedrich, 44–45
Rawls, John, 2, 58, 225, 238, 253, 323n55,

326n87
Reciprocal recognition, 76, 80, 84–86, 107,

130–131, 154, 302nn85–86
Reciprocity, 70, 74–77, 80–82, 253–254
Recognition, 76, 80, 84–86, 94, 107, 117,

130–131, 154–155, 280n27, 302nn85–
86

Reconstitution, 208, 215, 242
Reconstruction, 8, 17, 29–31, 89, 262n52,

280n27; radical, 17–18, 166, 191–192,

195–196, 200, 205, 208–209, 211, 243,
315n100, 318n125, 332n142

Redemption, 110–111
Reed, Adolph, 8, 213–218, 242, 282n36,

284n37, 320n1, 321nn12,21, 322n31,
331n120; “The Jug and Its Content,”
213; Stirrings in the Jug, 264n27

Reform: social, 58–60, 193, 275n126; radi-
cal, 252, 254–255, 332n142

Refounding, 17, 194–197
Religion, 46, 51, 119–120, 148
Renunciation, 111, 125
Representation, 22–23
Representative aristocracy, 23
Representative democracy, 23, 214
Representative elite, 24
Republican Party, 207–208, 251
Republican political thought, 170–171,

179, 184, 192–193, 195, 202, 205, 208,
306n31, 315n105

Resignation, 123–125, 129
Revenge, 90, 159
Revolt, 25, 88–90, 151, 159, 163, 182, 192,

197, 318n124
Rickert, Heinrich, 37
Rights, 6, 25, 90–94, 202, 310n68; justifica-

tion of, 2; civil, 6, 30, 91, 93–94, 126,
154, 230; political, 30, 91, 93–94, 126,
154; property, 179–180

Roberts, Dorothy, 325nn70,71
Rodney, Walter, 3
Romance peoples, 38–39, 42, 46, 50
Romanticism, 13–14, 184, 314n91
Rome, ancient, 22, 77, 105, 192, 194–195,

271n79, 316n107, 317n115
Rousseau, Jean-Jacques, 1–2, 73
Royce, Josiah: The Spirit of Modern Philos-

ophy, 123–124, 280n27, 284n37
Royer-Collard, Pierre, 2
Ruge, A., 210
Rule, 4, 9–12, 14, 19, 53, 55, 65, 104–105,

114, 138, 152, 159, 189, 212–214, 217,
259n23, 266n48, 267n56, 320n1; politi-
cal, 10–11; basics of, 20–37; rule-cen-
tered politics, 160, 166–167, 183, 199–

346

I ndex



200, 211, 215; politics without, 184–187,
200–205. See also Governance

Ruler-prophets, 21–22, 104–105, 114
Rules, 24
Russia, 137, 297n32

Said, Edward, 312n78
St. Michaels plantation, 173–174, 183, 190,

198
Sartre, Jean-Paul, 284n37, 317n119
Saul (king), 21, 104
Scandinavians, 46
Schmitt, Carl, 261n40
Schmoller, Gustav, 20, 58–62, 64–65,

67, 76, 152, 155, 191, 195, 244,
262n2, 273n115, 274nn116–117,
175nn123,126, 276n128, 278n142,
283n36; “On the Aim and Purpose of the
Yearbook,” 19, 58

Schomburg, Arturo, 320n4
Schopenhauer, Arthur, 123–125
Schor, Esther, 280n20
Searle, John, 309n64
Second sight, 70, 77–78, 80–82, 85–86
Segregation, 1, 3, 15, 17, 24, 71, 134, 148,

161, 253. See also Jim Crow system
Self-assertion, 5, 25, 64, 91, 93–94, 139,

148, 153, 155, 159, 163, 165, 195,
264n25, 273n109

Self-confidence, 181
Self-consciousness, 77–79, 81–87, 108,

119, 130–131, 219, 281n34, 284n37,
286n44

Self-cultivation, 134–135, 296n19
Self-culture, 296n19
Self-development, 64, 93, 133–135, 138–

139, 143–146, 153, 155, 157, 159,
264n25, 269n19

Self-evaluation, 86
Self-government, 21, 313n87
Self-help, 90–93, 166, 304n15
Self-interpretation, 153
Self-organization, 157–158, 161
Self-realization, 4–5, 7, 10, 14, 17–18, 20,

25, 27–28, 55, 64–66, 88, 93, 97, 130,

153, 155, 159, 165–166, 168, 192, 195,
245–246, 255, 264n25, 273n109

Self-reliance, 177, 313n86
Self-respect, 181, 307n58
Self-rule, 21, 313n87
Self-understanding, 141–142, 146, 153,

155
Semitic peoples, 38, 42, 46
Separatism, 5–6, 165
Sexism, 325n70
Sexual mores, 62, 64, 139, 157, 249–250,

297n41
Shakespeare, William, 69, 74–75, 144,

299n62; Henry V, 187, 312n84; Julius
Caesar, 317n115

Sharecroppers, 3–4, 137, 297n32
Shelby, Tommie, 8, 223–238, 240–241, 243,

252–256, 266n53, 313n88, 323n50,
324nn57–58,61, 326nn78,80,87,
332nn140,142; “Justice, Deviance, and
the Dark Ghetto,” 252; We Who Are
Dark, 219, 223, 324n64, 325n70,
326n73, 327n90, 329nn99,101–102

Siedentop, Larry, 2
Simmel, Georg, 37
Simpson, Lorenzo, 286n47
Skinner, Quentin, 315n105
Slave kinship, 172–173, 184–187
Slave politics. See Plantation politics
Slavery, 4, 8, 12–13, 17, 26, 29, 34, 55, 89,

97, 119–120, 126, 128, 162–163, 219,
222, 239, 258n13, 268n61, 284n37,
297n32, 304nn16,18, 305n28,
306nn35,42, 307nn43,58, 308n62,
309nn64–65, 310n68, 311nn70,75,
314nn96,99, 315n101, 316n112,
319n144; and Crummell, 104–110, 113–
115; and masses/folk, 131–132, 137–140,
143, 145–146, 149–150, 153–154, 156–
157; and Douglass, 162–209; true nature
of, 168–176; fighting back, 176–182; and
plantation politics, 182–197; and extra-
plantation politics, 197–205. See also
Neo-slavery

Slavic peoples, 38–39, 42–43, 46

347

I ndex



Small, Albion: An Introduction to the Study
of Society, 276n128

Smith, Adam, 271n79, 289n20
Smith, Anna Marie, 251–252
Smith, Anthony, 272n101
Smith, James McCune, 168
Smith, Robert, 216
Smith, Rogers, 318n121
Social arrangements, basic, 15–18
Social attachments, 173–176, 184–185
Social contract, 2–3, 58
Social cooperation, 142, 255
Social efficiency, 93
Social exclusion. See Exclusion
Social idea, 136–137, 139
Social ideals, 76–77
Social inclusion. See Inclusion
Social inefficiency, 62
Social integration, 59
Socialism, 59, 130, 135
Social leadership, 34
Social mind, 141–142, 146
Social norms. See Norms
Social problems, 59–61, 64
Social reform, 58–60, 193, 275n126
Social standards, 157
Social theory, 156–158, 160, 191, 332n142
Sociology, 20, 43–45, 48–53, 56–57, 66,

138, 140–142, 145, 151, 192, 245,
272n97, 276nn128,131

Solidarity, 12, 15, 17, 104, 187, 190–191,
219, 223–225, 227, 232, 234–236,
240–241, 313n88, 324n58, 326n73,
327n87

Sollors, Werner, 282n35, 312n78
Sorrow songs, 111, 114–115, 119, 124–

128, 139–146, 150–151, 153–156,
300n62, 302n85, 314n96

South Africa, 3
Spain, 39
Spanish-American War, 89
Spelman, Elizabeth, 325n70
Spencer, Herbert, 252
Spirit: collective, 4, 14, 131–133, 140–145,

147, 149, 151–153, 155, 218, 239,

273n112; folk-, 140, 144–146, 149–152,
154–157, 300n62, 301n81; developed/de-
veloping, 143–147

Spiritual identity, 4, 14, 47, 57, 66, 131,
145–146, 151, 154, 167, 189, 191, 204,
273n112, 314n96, 320n1

Spiritual racial differences, 44–49, 51–52
Spirituals, 124, 289n23
State coercion, legitimate, 2
States, 13–14
Statistics, 141
Stepto, Robert, 287n3, 300n62
Stereotypes, 227–229, 231, 324nn64,66
Stowe, Harriet Beecher, 314n91
Strawson, P. F., 265n33
Strivings, 41, 43, 49–53, 81–88, 109, 123,

154–155
Struggle, 12
Sublime, 69–70, 72–74, 76–77, 80, 96–98,

107, 111–113, 126, 129, 279nn18,20.
See also Counter-sublime

Submission, 5, 9–10, 25, 90–91, 93, 97,
148, 163

Suffrage, 3–4, 12, 24, 27, 59–60, 90–91, 94,
137–138, 165, 207, 213, 215

Sundquist, Eric, 7–8, 96–97, 287n3,
294n76, 303n7, 312n83

Sundstrom, Ronald, 272n97, 314n99
Sunstein, Cass, 328n90
Supportive action, 13
Supranational global domination, 3
Supreme Court, U.S., 4
“Swanee River,” 144
“Swing Low, Sweet Chariot,” 289n23
Switzerland, 69–70
Sympathy, 32, 101–107, 110, 113, 115–

119, 126, 130–131, 147, 207–208,
281n32

Synthetic self, 87, 155

Talented tenth, 10, 24, 27, 31–36, 57, 132,
137–139, 157, 159, 187, 212–213, 243,
246, 261n41, 266n53, 267n56, 301n79

Taylor, Charles, 301n74
Taylor, Paul, 270n79

348

I ndex



Temporary Assistance for Needy Families,
251

Tennessee, 94–95
Tennyson, Alfred: “The Passing of Arthur,”

22, 105
Teutonic peoples, 38–39, 41–43, 46–47, 52,

77, 272n99
Tocqueville, Alexis de, 2, 259n24, 266n48;

Democracy in America, 7
Toussaint-Louverture (François-Dominique

Toussaint), 22, 89, 271n79
Traditions, 9–10, 34, 39, 42, 49–53, 154
Tragedy, 97, 99–102, 109–111, 118, 120,

128. See also Comedy
Training, 33, 134, 296n17
Transfiguration, 219–223, 235
Tully, James, 216
Tupac Shakur, 245
Turner, Jack “Chip,” 311n75
Turner, Nat, 89
Tuskegee Institute, 90, 92, 163
Two Nations of Black America, 242–246,

251, 330n112
Two-ness, 70, 77–78, 81–83, 87–88, 155
Tyranny. See Autocracy

Underclass, 8, 211, 218, 244–246, 250,
330n113

Unger, Roberto Mangabeira, 15, 237,
332n142

Unity, 224–227, 230, 232–234, 236–239,
241, 329n101

Universal Negro Improvement Association,
320n4

University of Berlin, 20, 28, 37, 58
Uplift, 32, 57, 213–214, 245, 267n60,

291n42, 321n12

Value-premises, 247–248, 250, 252, 255,
331n120

Value-relatedness, 247, 250
Vanguard concept, 211–212, 273n114,

320n9
Vatter, Miguel, 265n37
Veil, 74, 77–78, 94, 101–102, 107, 109–

110, 119, 121, 127–128, 281n31,
290n29

Verein für Sozialpolitik, 58–59
Vesey, Denmark, 89
Violence, threat of, 10, 14, 36, 267n56
Virtue, 27, 33, 35–36, 266n53; entrepre-

neurial, 90–91, 157; civic, 202, 207
“Vision Splendid,” 69, 72, 105–107, 113,

115, 147
Visiting cards, 73–76, 284n37
Vocation, 10
Volk, 13
Volksgeist, 13, 140, 142–143, 147, 153,

155, 159
Volkswirtschaft, 274n116
Voting. See Suffrage

Wagner, Richard, 144, 283n36; Lohengrin,
116–117, 120–123, 125, 292nn60–
61,66, 294n75, 299n62

Wald, Priscilla, 285n38, 292n58
Waldron, Jeremy, 327n87, 328n90
Walzer, Michael, 263n7; The Jewish Politi-

cal Tradition, 257n4
Warner, Michael: The Letters of the Repub-

lic, 202
Warnke, Georgia, 286n47
Warren, Ken, 268n60, 300n64, 301n81
Washington, Booker T., 3, 97, 119, 134,

138, 147–148, 154, 166, 212, 218,
303n7, 304n15, 322n29, 329n101; Du
Bois’s critique of, 5, 18, 24–25, 30, 68,
88, 90–94, 165, 207, 246, 263n22; lead-
ership of, 22, 55, 88, 104, 149–151, 165;
mammonism/materialism of, 27, 135,
149, 160; ascendancy of, 29–30, 163–
164; and rule by elites, 35, 57, 211; and
“Negro problem,” 88–94; and double
consciousness, 88, 93–95, 283n36; Up
from Slavery, 287n56

Washington, George, 193
Wealth, 27, 35, 91, 119, 135, 139, 211
Weber, Max, 19, 28, 34, 105, 112, 247,

259n24, 260n25, 267n56; “Politics as a
Vocation,” 9–11

349

I ndex



Welfare, 231, 252
Wells, Ida, 6
Wells Institute, 116, 121
West, Cornel, 217–218, 244, 246, 322n29;

Prophesy Deliverance, 217
West Indies, 89, 220
West Virginia, 243
Wheatley, Phillis, 206
White supremacy, 1, 3–4, 7, 14, 19–20, 25,

28, 30–31, 36, 61–62, 64, 159, 166–168,
211, 215, 219, 235–236, 241, 320n1;
countering, 15–18; and deviance, 248,
251–252, 254–256

Wilberforce University, 21–22, 112–114,
296n17

Willett, Cynthia, 309n65, 310n69
Williams, Michael, 326n82
Wilson, William Julius, 8, 243–244, 246–

250, 255, 330n109; The Truly Disadvan-
taged, 246, 331n120

Windelband, Wilhelm, 37

Winthrop, John, 289n24
Wissenschaft, 19, 58, 60
Wittgenstein, Ludwig, 236
Wolfenstein, Victor, 273n113; A Gift of

Spirit, 280n28
Wolin, Sheldon, 9, 11–13, 24, 31, 157–158,

160, 260n30
Woodson, Carter G.: The Mis-Education of

the Negro, 261n33
Wordsworth, William: “Intimations Ode,”

66, 68–76, 79, 96, 98, 106–107, 122,
278n8, 279nn9,13, 280n20, 281n30

World War II, 216
Wundt, Wilhelm, 37, 48

Yale University, 243
Young, Iris Marion, 322n27

Zamir, Shamoon, 132, 289n19, 291n39;
Dark Voices, 284n37

Zerilli, Linda, 328n91

350

I ndex


	CONTENTS
	Acknowledgments
	Introduction: The Authority of Du Bois
	1 Politics, Race, and the Human Sciences
	2 Intimations of Immortality and Double Consciousness
	3 Du Bois’s Counter-Sublime
	4 Between the Masses and the Folk
	5 Douglass’s Declarations of Independence and Practices of Politics
	6 Inheriting Du Bois and Douglass after Jim Crow
	Notes
	Index

