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 In February 1892, on the evening of his twenty-fifth birthday, W.E.B. Du Bois sat in his room near the University of Berlin, moving a pen across a page of his diary.  “These are my plans:” he wrote, “to make a name in science, to make a name in literature and thus to raise my race. …I wonder what will be the outcome.  Who knows?” (p. 135). Having recently graduated from Harvard and now enrolled at one of the most prestigious universities in the Western world, the young African American from Great Barrington, Massachusetts, already had at least two reasons to be hopeful about making a name.  His accomplishments as a student were by themselves impressive (upon his return to America, he finished his Ph.D. at Harvard, becoming the first African American to do so); they grant Du Bois a distinguished place in African American history.  But he continued to build an account of his extraordinary life through his words and actions.  The correspondence and research which amassed around his career as a professor (at Wilberforce University and Atlanta University), as a sociologist, and as an editor and activist (he edited The Crisis, the magazine of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, of which he was a founding member) offer his biographers an enormous task.  Du Bois also left plenty of room for scholars to interpret the personality and motivations behind his plans.  In W.E.B. Du Bois: Biography of a Race, 1868-1919, David Levering Lewis constructs a monumental narrative of the first half of his subject’s long and productive life.  From his opening account of Du Bois’s state funeral in Ghana in 1963 and of the memorials held during the Civil Rights march in Washington to the final chapter, which places Du Bois at the Pan African Congress in Paris during the 1919 Peace Conference, the biographer definitively locates his subject among the most influential and assiduous American proponents of racial equality.  Lewis poignantly and convincingly describes Du Bois’s intellect, his sensitivity to his surroundings, and his concept of moral urgency toward action as integral to redefining African American progress during the twentieth century.  But he does not avoid a discussion of the contradictory aspects of his subject’s character:  Du Bois’s extra-marital affairs; his emotional and intellectual distance from his first wife, Nina; his arrogance and his elitist perspectives are all given careful examination.  The reader is thus directed toward a balanced view of a complex man.  


While there is no doubt that the man from Great Barrington was successful in his plan to make a name for himself, reviews of this biography differ in their assessments of Lewis’s strategy for defining that name and for distinguishing it from the man who bore it.  Hanes Walton Jr. characterizes Lewis’s work as “[b]rilliant, monumental, engrossing and captivating,” adding that it “fully captures the essence of the Du Boisian vision…”1 Waldo E. Martin Jr. wrote a review for The New York Times which was not quite as laudatory.  While Martin describes Lewis as a “deft and sensitive guide” through the first half of Du Bois’s life, he faults the author for his lack of “critical distance from the Du Boisian construction of self.”  Martin would have preferred “more unraveling of Du Bois’s construction of his own life and thought.”2 This point is valid:  Lewis’s own perspective does appear to weigh heavily in certain portions of the narrative which construct Du Bois’s awareness of his identity.  Still, my evaluation of Lewis’s work falls somewhere between the assessments of Walton and Martin.  I found the work mostly “captivating” and sometimes “engrossing”; perhaps I am not qualified to evaluate the extent to which Lewis “captures the essence of the Du Boisian vision.”  Nor am I eager to tread upon the methodology of a scholar who spent eight years researching and writing this account of an apparently complicated life.  I am reluctant to concur (with Walton) that Lewis “literally brings his subject to life,”3 but I also object to the implication that Lewis’s narrative lacks a compelling description of Du Bois’s participation in the development and revelation of his own story and elements of his thought.   

Lewis assigns the development of identity awareness a central role in his examination of Du Bois’s early years.  Accounts of a youth observing an array of attitudes pertaining to class and race guide the reader through certain events Du Bois often portrayed as formative; Lewis tests Du Bois’s versions for veracity.  There was the visiting card exchange in the school yard in Great Barrington when a white classmate refused to accept a card from ten year old Willie Du Bois.  “I remember when the shadow swept across me,” Du Bois wrote in The Souls of Black Folk (1903).  “…[I]t dawned upon me with a certain suddenness that I was different from the others…” (p. 33).  Lewis warns that “sympathetic skepticism is advisable” when approaching autobiographical accounts.  It is particularly advisable in Du Bois’s case, he argues, since his initial discovery of racial identity apparently occurred again in later events.   


When and where Du Bois embraced a racial identity is another point of contention.  Du Bois claimed that his experiences with black students at Fisk University in Nashville provided the context for his new perspective.  “Henceforward I was a Negro,” he would say.  Lewis enters with the assessment of Du Bois collaborator and biographer, Rayford W. Logan, who was “always annoyed” by Du Bois’s insistence on the uniqueness of the Fisk experience.  Logan surmised that treating racial identity as a choice—and not as something into which he was born—was Du Bois’s method of practicing noblesse oblige  (p. 72).  It is supposed that his superior endowments as a thinker and orator, as well as his relatively refined Northern character, enabled him to choose to associate with his black peers in the South.   

By itself, each of the above descriptions could justify Waldo Martin’s concern about a lack of “critical distance” in Lewis’s treatment of identity discovery.  Though they are rational and convincing, Lewis’s arguments are somewhat speculative.  Taken together, however, these and subsequent descriptions—Du Bois’s experiences at Harvard and at the University of Berlin, for example—consistently propose that Du Bois’s autobiographical accounts contain inaccuracies or, at the very least, omissions.  Thus, Lewis’s descriptions of possible alternatives to the records of Du Bois are valuable primarily because they indicate some ways Du Bois, a politically-conscious writer and accomplished historian, chose to conduct his personal history.  Since the publication of Biography of a Race, Lewis has alluded to the problems he faced in attempting to render an accurate portrayal of his subject.  According to Lewis, Du Bois “sedulously invented, molded and masked” his life.4 In such a light, one can visualize the type of challenge which awaited Lewis when he embarked on this project.  


Lewis also takes his reader into scenarios which more directly illustrate the development of Du Bois’s thought.  For example, his discussion of racism in the South—particularly its manifestation in segregated facilities, voting restrictions, and lynchings—provides a powerful lens for viewing the development of Du Bois as an activist.  Lewis documents the widening rift between strategies offered by Du Bois and the accommodationist policy of “The Wizard of Tuskegee,” Booker T. Washington.  When Washington’s autobiography Up From Slavery appeared in 1901, Du Bois reviewed it in the magazine Dial and then outlined three avenues he viewed as available to “beleaguered” or “imprisoned groups.” Those groups could revolt, he wrote; they could continue the practice of “accommodation to the major group”; or they could work toward “self-development” (p. 264).  The latter strategy involved a combination of higher education and increased participation in the political process; both components remained central to Du Bois’s agenda for reforming race relations in America.  The publication, in 1903, of Du Bois’s The Souls of Black Folk continued the public assault on Washington and represented another step toward breaking Washington’s dominance of the discussion on the African American future.  Here again, Lewis highlights the arrogance of Du Bois, as well as his penchant for defying socially prescribed behaviors.   


Lewis leaves us with the sense that Du Bois lived so deeply in his work that it would be impossible to entirely separate him from it.  Likewise, he leaves the task of separating the man Du Bois from the Du Bois name largely unfinished.  But the apparent difficulty of such a task in no way diminishes Lewis’s accomplishment.  The biographer is frank about the elusive personality of his subject, and his skillful endeavor to render accurate descriptions only brings us closer to that personality.      
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