The Concept of Race

By W.E.B. Du Bois, from Dusk of Dawn: an essay Toward an Autobiography of a Race Concept, 1940
[W.E.B. Du Bois (1868-1963) was born just after the Civil War and died on the eve of Martin Luther King, Jr.’s Lincoln Memorial “I Have a Dream Speech.” Du Bois was an influential cultural and intellectual giant of the 20th century, and a pioneer sociologist. David Levering Lewis, one of his biographers, called him “the first sociologist of race.” But writing 20 books and thousands of essays was only part of what he accomplished over his life. He was also an activist for social justice—a member of the Socialist Party and later of the Communist Party, a founder of the Niagara Movement as well as of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP, a supporter of the civil rights movement and a leader of the Pan-African Congress. He was also a poet and novelist—truly a renaissance individual.
[Du Bois wrestled with concepts of race from his early essay, “The Conservation of Races” (1897). He predicted in The Souls if Black Folk (1903) that the problem of the 20th century would be “the color line,” demanded that Black and Indian culture and history be recognized as part of American history and analyzed whiteness in Darkwater (1920). Building on the work of the anthropologist Franz Boas, Du Bois came to reject race as a rigid and “scientific” category, emphasized the “social heritage” as the distinguishing characteristic of Blacks. For him, race and class were interlocking systems.—Dianne Feeley]
…At Fisk, the problem of race was faced openly and essential racial equality asserted and natural inferiority strenuously denied. In some cases the teachers expressed this theory; in some cases the student opinion naturally forced it. At Harvard, on the other hand, I began to face scientific race dogma: first of all, evolution and the “Survival of the Fittest.” It was continually stressed in the community and in classes that there was a vast difference in the development of the whites and the “lower” races; that this could be seen in the physical development of the Negro. I remember once in a museum, coming face to face with a demon​stration: a series of skeletons arranged from a little monkey to a tall well-developed white man, with a Negro barely outranking a chim​panzee. Eventually in my classes stress was quietly transferred to brain weight and brain capacity, and at last to the “cephalic index.”
In the graduate school at Harvard and again in Germany, the emphasis again was altered, and race became a matter of culture and cultural history. The history of the world was paraded before the observation of students. Which was the superior race? Manifestly that which had a history, the white race; there was some mention of Asiatic culture, but no course in Chinese or Indian history or culture was offered at Harvard, and quite unanimously in America and Germany, Africa was left with​out culture and without history. Even when the matter of mixed races was touched upon their evident and conscious inferiority was mentioned. I can never forget that morning in the class of the great Heinrich von Treitschke in Berlin. He was a big aggressive man, with an impediment in his speech which forced him to talk rapidly lest he stutter. His classes were the only ones always on time, and an angry scraping of feet greeted a late comer. Clothed in black, big, bushy-haired, peering sharply at the class, his words rushed out in a flood: “Mulattoes,” he thundered, “are inferior.” I almost felt his eyes boring into me, although probably he had not noticed me. “Sic fuhlen rich niedriger!” “Their actions show it,” he asserted. What contradiction could there be to that authoritative dictum?
The first thing which brought me to my senses in all this racial discussion was the con​tinuous change in the proofs and arguments advanced. I could accept evolution and the survival of the fittest, provided the interval between advanced and backward races was not made too impossible. I balked at the usual “thousand years.” But no sooner had I settled into scientific security here, than the basis of race distinction was changed without explana​tion, without apology. I was skeptical about brain weight; surely much depended upon what brains were weighed. I was not sure about physical measurements and social inquiries. For instance, an insurance actuary published in 1890 incontrovertible statistics showing how quickly and certainly the Negro race was dying out in the United States through sheer physical inferiority. I lived to see every assumption of Hoffman's “Race Traits and Tendencies” contradicted; but even before that, I doubted the statistical method which he had used. When the matter of race became a question of comparative culture, I was in revolt. I began to see that the cultural equip​ment attributed to any people depended largely on who estimated it; and conviction came later in a rush as I realized what in my education had been suppressed concerning Asiatic and African culture.

It was not until I was long out of school and indeed after the World War that there came the hurried use of the new technique of psy​chological tests, which were quickly adjusted so as to put black folk absolutely beyond the possibility of civilization. By this time I was unimpressed. I had too often seen science made the slave of caste and race hate. And it was interesting to see Odum, McDougall and Brigham eventually turn somersaults from absolute scientific proof of Negro inferiority to repudiation of the limited and questionable application of any test which pretended to measure innate human intelligence.

So far I have spoken of “race” and race problems quite as a matter of course without explanation or definition. That was our method in the nineteenth century. Just as I was born a member of a colored family, so too I was born a member of the colored race. That was obvious and no definition was needed. Later I adopted the designation “Negro” for the race to which I belong. It seemed more definite and logical. At the same time I was of course aware that all members of the Negro race were not black and that the pictures of my race which were current were not authentic nor fair portraits. But all that was incidental. The world was divided into great primary groups of folk who belonged naturally together through heredity of physical traits and cultural affinity.

I do not know how I came first to form my theories of race. The process was probably largely unconscious. The differences of per​sonal appearance between me and my fellows, I must have been conscious of when quite young. Whatever distinctions came because of that did not irritate me; they rather exalted me because, on the whole, while I was still a youth, they gave me exceptional position and a chance to excel rather than handicapping me.
Then of course, when I went South to Fisk, l became a member of a closed racial group with rites and loyalties, with a history and a corporate future, with an art and philosophy. I received these eagerly and expanded them so that when I came to Harvard the theory of race separation was quite in my blood. I did not seek contact with my white fellow students. On the whole I rather avoided them. I took it for granted that we were training our​selves for different careers in worlds largely different. There was not the slightest idea of the permanent subordination and inequality of my world. Nor again was there any idea of racial amalgamation. I resented the assump​tion that we desired it. I frankly refused the possibility while in Germany and even in America gave up courtship with one “colored” girl because she looked quite white, and I should resent the inference on the street that I had married outside my race.
All this theory, however, was disturbed by certain facts in America, and by my European experience. Despite everything, race lines were not fixed and fast. Within the Negro group especially there were people of all colors. Then too, there were plenty of my colored friends who resented my ultra “race” loyalty and ridiculed it. They pointed out that I was not a “Negro,” but a mulatto; that I was not a Southerner but a Northerner, and my object was to be an American and not a Negro; that race distinctions must go. I agreed with this in part and as an ideal, but I saw it leading to inner racial distinction in the colored group. I resented the defensive mechanism of avoiding too dark companions in order to escape notice and discrimination in public. As a sheer matter of taste I wanted the color of my group to be visible. I hotly championed the inclusion of two black school mates whose names were not usually on the invitation list to our social affairs. In Europe my friendships and close contact with white folk made my own ideas waver. The eternal walls between races (lid not seem so stern and exclusive. I began to empha​size the cultural aspects of race.

It is probably quite natural for persons of low degree, who have reached any status, to search feverishly for distinguished ancestry, as a sort of proof of their inherent desert. This is particularly true in America and has given rise to a number of organizations whose member​ship depends upon ancestors who have made their mark in the world. Of course, it is clear that there must be here much fable, invention and wishful thinking, facilitated by poor vital statistics and absence of written records. For the mass of Americans, and many Americans who have had the most distinguished careers, have been descended from people who were quite ordinary and even less; America indeed has meant the breaking down of class bars which imprisoned personalities and capabili​ties and allowing new men and new families to emerge. This is not, as some people assume, a denial of the importance of heredity and family. It is rather its confirmation. It shows us that the few in the past who have emerged are not necessarily the best; and quite certainly are not the only ones worthy of development and distinction; that, on the contrary, only a comparatively few have, under our present economic and social organization, had a chance to show their capabilities.

I early began to take a direct interest in my own family as a group and became curious as to that physical descent which I so long had taken for granted quite unquestioningly. But I did not at first think of any but my Negro ancestors. I knew little and cared less of the white forebears of my father. But this chau​vinism gradually changed. There is, of course, nothing more fascinating than the question of the various types of mankind and their intermixture....
Since then the concept of race has so changed and presented so much of contradic​tion that as I face Africa I ask myself: what is it between us that constitutes a tie which I can feel better than I can explain? Africa is, of course, my fatherland. Yet neither my father nor my father's father ever saw Africa or knew its meaning or cared overmuch for it. My mother's folk were closer and yet their direct connection, in culture and race, became tenu​ous; still, my tie to Africa is strong. On this vast continent were born and lived a large por​tion of my direct ancestors going back a thou​sand years or more. The mark of their heritage is upon me in color and hair. These are obvi​ous things, but of little meaning in themselves; only important as they stand for real and more subtle differences from other men. Whether they do or not, I do not know nor does science know today.
But one thing is sure and that is the fact that since the fifteenth century these ancestors of mine and their other descendants have had a common history; have suffered a common dis​aster and have one long memory. The actual ties of heritage between the individuals of this group, vary with the ancestors that they have in common, and many others: Europeans and Semites, perhaps Mongolians, certainly American Indians. But the physical bond is least and the badge of color relatively unim​portant save as a badge; the real essence of this kinship is its social heritage of slavery; the dis​crimination and insult; and this heritage binds together not simply the children of Africa, but extends through yellow Asia and into the South Seas. It is this unity that draws me to Africa....
I think it was in Africa that I came more clearly to see the close connection between race and wealth. The fact that even in the minds of the most dogmatic supporters of race theories and believers in the inferiority of colored folk to white, there was a conscious or unconscious determination to increase their incomes by taking full advantage of this belief. And then gradually this thought was meta​morphosed into a realization that the income​-bearing value of race prejudice was the cause and not the result of theories of rare inferior​ity; that particularly in the United States the income of the Cotton Kingdom based on black slavery caused the passionate belief in Negro inferiority and the determination to enforce it even by arms.
I have wandered afield from miscegenation in the West Indies to race blending and segre​gation in America and to a glimpse of present Africa. Now to return to the American con​cept of race. It was in my boyhood, as I have intimated, an adventure. In my youth, it became the vision of a glorious crusade where I and my fellows were to match our mettle against white folk and show them what black folk could do. But as I grew older the matter became more serious and less capable of jaunty settlement. I not only met plenty of per​sons equal in ability to myself but often with greater ability and nearly always with greater opportunity. Racial identity presented itself as a matter of trammels and impediments as “tightening bonds about my feet.” As I looked out into my racial world the whole thing verged on tragedy. My “way was cloudy” and the approach to its high goals by no means straight and clear. I saw the race problem was not as I conceived, a matter of clear, fair competition, for which I was ready and eager. It was rather a matter of segregation, of hind​rance and inhibitions, and my struggles against this and resentment at it began to have serious repercussions upon my inner life.

It is difficult to let others see the full psychological meaning of caste segregation. It is as though one, looking out from a dark cave in a side of an impending mountain, sees the world passing and speaks to it; speaks courte​ously and persuasively, showing them how these entombed souls are hindered in their nat​w-a1 movement, expression, and development; and how their loosening from prison would be a matter not simply of courtesy, sympathy, and help to them, but aid to all the world. One talks on evenly and logically in this way, but notices that the passing throng does not even turn its head, or if it does, glances curiously and walks on. It gradually penetrates the minds of the prisoners that the people passing do not hear; that some thick sheet of invisible but horribly tangible plate glass is between them and the world. They get excited; they talk louder; they gesticulate. Some of the pass​ing world stop in curiosity; these gesticulations seem so pointless; they laugh and pass on. Thev still either do not hear at all, or hear but dimly, and even what they hear, they do not understand. Then the people within may become hysterical. They may scream and hurl themselves against the barriers, hardly realiz​ing in their bewilderment that they are scream​ing in a vacuum unheard and that their antics may actually seem funny to those outside looking in. They may even, here and there, break through in blood and disfigurement, and find themselves faced by a horrified, implacable, and quite overwhelming mob of people frightened for their own very existence.
It is hard under such circumstances to be philosophical and calm, and to think through a method of approach and accommodation between castes. The entombed find themselves not simply trying to make the outer world understand their essential and common humanity but even more, as they become inured to their experience, they have to keep reminding themselves that the great and oppressing world outside is also real and human and in its essence honest. All my life I have had continually to haul my soul back and say, “All white folk are not scoundrels nor murderers. They are, even as I am, painfully human.”
One development continually recurs: any person outside of this wall of glass can speak to his own fellows, can assume a facile championship of the entombed, and gain the enthusiastic and even gushing thanks of the victims. But this method is subject to two dif​ficulties: first of all, not being possibly among the entombed or capable of sharing their inner thought and experience, this outside leader​ship will continually misinterpret and compro​mise and complicate matters, even with the best of will. And secondly, of course, no matter how successful the outside advocacy is, it remains impotent and unsuccessful until it actually succeeds in freeing and making artic​ulate the submerged caste.
Practically, this group imprisonment within a group has various effects upon the prisoner. He becomes provincial and centered upon the problems of his particular group. He tends to neglect the wider aspects of national life and human existence. On the one hand he is unselfish so far as his inner group is con​cerned. He thinks of himself not as an individ​ual but as a group man, a “race” man. His loyalty to this group idea tends to be almost unending and balks at almost no sacrifice. On the other hand, his attitude toward the envi​roning race congeals into a matter of unrea​soning resentment and even hatred, deep disbelief in them and refusal to conceive hon​esty and rational thought on their part. This attitude adds to the difficulties of conversation, intercourse, understanding between groups.

This was the race concept which has domi​nated my life, and the history of which I have attempted to make the leading theme of this book. It had as I have tried to show all sorts of illogical trends and irreconcilable tendencies. Perhaps it is wrong to speak of it at all as “a concept” rather than as a group of contradic​tory forces, facts and tendencies. At any rate I hope I have made its meaning to me clear. It was for me as I have written first a matter of dawning realization, then of study and science; then a matter of inquiry into the diverse strands of my own family; and finally consi​deration of my connection, physical and spiri​tual, with Africa and the Negro race in its homeland. All this led to an attempt to rationalize the racial concept and its place in the modern world.
