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? 

He was a prophet.. but without appropriate honor in liis

own land. 

W.E.B. DuBois as Educational 

Philosopher: Will the Real 

DuBois Please Stand Up? 

Don Hufford 

The .. who 
.. or W.E.B. DuBois {1868·1963) is in .. the eye of the 

beholder:· He has been interpreted as being an historian. sociologist. 
journalist. editor. novelist, poet. and scholar. He has been credited 
with- and blamed for- being a politically agitating gadfly who 
grandfathered the Civil Rights Movement. He has also been 
denigrated by those who do not consider him to be radical enough as 
a traitor to this same "cause:· He has been recognized as a 
passionate. articulate defender of the ideals and principles of a demo
cratic scdety. yet condemned for articulating socialist ideals and for 
joining the Communist Party in his 95th year. He ,,as a pragmatic 
patJiot who could write: ··our country is at war ... this is OUR war. 

We must fight it with every ounce of blood and treasure: .. , but who 
late1 renounced his U.S. citizenship to become a citizen of Ghana. 
He was a champion or the powerless masses. but was criticized for 

his failure to interact and to personally .. connect .. with the common 
man. He was a prophet- in the Biblical sense- but without 
appropriate hone, in his own land.' 

The list of differing understandings of DuBois the .. individual 
.. goes 

on. To interpret DuBois as an educational philosopher- as this paper 
does- is to open the door to divergent hermeneutical possibilities. 
and to definitional challenges from both philosophers and educators. 
A thesis may. however. be offered- and defended- that there is an 
implicit philosophy of education woven into the fabric of the writings 
of W.E.8. DuBois. This philosophy is found imbedded in his works or 
creative fiction as well as in his non-fiction. autobiographical, and 
academic writings. It is possible to extract from his writings- and life 
experiences- an educational philosophy which may be used to better 
understand the contentious educational battles of the 1990s- battles 

wh,ch i n  his words are .. as old as the world and as young as the babe 
born tonight:·> 

DuBois had an early flirtation 
.. 
with academic philosophy. and he 

once delined the core of his ·· self by proclaiming. ·· 1 arn a teacher'··, 
And. of course. he was. He spent much of his 95 years as an 
educator. Many years were spent in front of a classroom. and many 
with pen in hand producing the words that would sting the 

conscience of a nation. But in defining DuBois as an 
.. 
educator" it is 

important to recognize an expanded definition of the word. DuBois 
was an educator not just because of his classroom experiences- not 
because he taught young children in a one-room schoolhouse in a 
culturally and economically impoverished rural area of Tennessee'
not because he taught classic languages. and German and English. 
and history. and economics at the university level- not because he 
was a qualitative and quantit.itive researcher'- not because he was a 

Don Hufford is Associate Professor, Newman University 

Educational Considerations, Vol. 26. No. 1 Fall 1998 

prolific and well-published scholar- not because he was a .. critical
pedagogue .. and .. 

liberatory educator 
.. 

(in the Paulo Freire mold)
before these terms was invented. 

DuBois was an "educator·· in the broadly defined sense ol one who 
communicates: who stimulates. challenges. critiques. stirs-up. arouses 
... who questions. A classroom is one arena for this education to take 
place. But we must move beyond the classroom to pursue a meaning· 
ful definition of W,E.B. DuBois as 

.
. educator." or to interpret an un

derstanding of his educational philosophy.
DuBois educated as a social critic. as a social activist. as a

challenger of the political and economic status-quo. He educated as a
voice for the powerless: as a foe of injustice. racism. discrimination. 
capitalist exploitation. and imperialism. He educated as a champion 
of the oppressed. of women's rights. or the disenfranchised. of the 
miscducated. He educated through the pages of The Crisis and other 
periodicals. He educated through his novels. his poetry. his research
and scholarly writing. his newspaper columns. He educated through 
journal articles. and lectures. He educated through his extensive 
correspondence with both the powerbrokers and the powerless of the 
world. 

A caveat may be necessary at this point. The attempt to distill an 
educational philosophy from the prolific literary productivity and long
life experiences of a man such as W.E.B. DuBois is by its very nature 
an interpretive· process. And ... it must be remembered that such an 
interpretation is always circumscribed by the existentially defined ·· self ..

of the interpreter. We often find what we a,e looking for. and may 
create an hermeneutical .. self-fulfilling prophecy ...

The process of defining a DuBois .. educational philosophy 
.. involves

not just an intellectual analysis and evaluation. but also an emotional 
· even spiritually tinged · assessment of a man who was complex. not
always consistent. sometimes ambiguous in word and deed. DuBois
was not a perfect man. He made mistakes. His life was a mirror
reflecting both human strength and frailty. He could be a paradox of
controlled rage and reconciliation. He was a man whose life bridged
two centuri e s - who possessed the genetic strains of divergent bio
logical and cultural inheritances. who merged classical learning with
practical educational expediency. and who was continually forced to 
seek reconciliation of opposite tendencies in both his own personality 
and the world in which he lived. 

DuBois left an intellectual and moral legacy for scholars to interpret 
and for social activists to apply. To study the educational thought of 
this man is to find oneself replenished in mind and spirit- but strangely 
discontented. There is much in such an intellectual/spiritual exposure 
that is paradoxical. conflicted. inconsistent. and disturbing. There is 
also much that is steady. uplifting. intellectually stimulating. and
spiritually healing. To experience with Du Bois an educational search
for Truth. Goodness. and Beauty is to experience a parallel search for 
Social Justice and Human Dignity for all. It is to be reminded of how 
mankind has trivialized the great questions about life's meaning. 
falsified the answers. and sullied the search. But to engage in the 
search is to experience the hope that it represents a continuous 
process of renewal or both self and society. It is to restate basic 
questions, the answers to which must be lived in the present moment 

In evaluating DuBois as an educational theorist and practitioner. 
Herbert Aptheker affirmed that in his lifetime ··no one in the United 
States was more expect in the area of the nature. theory. and the 
purposes of education:· 1 This may be an arguable conclusion when 
considered in light of Aptheke(s personal affinity for DuBois and the 
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Last year (I was) introduced to a young African American ... At 
mention that I was a stepson of W. LB. DuBois. the young 
man responded in recognition: "Oh the Talented Tenth1" This 
incident confirmed for me once again how great the need is 
today to make the work. the enormous contribution. and the
tlllth of W.E.B. DuBois known ... "" 

To better understand "the truth or W.E. B. DuBois" in terms of his 
contributions to educational thought I found it important to consider 
his educational "double consciousness." He was able to seek out 
unchanging, absolute "Truth which (he) spelled with a capital,"" and 
to hold it in a dynamic. creative tension with the small·leuer truths or 
an existentially defined. and changing. social reality. In terms or 
educational purpose and method he expressed an Aristotelian under· 
standing when he stated. with conviction. that "the truth lies ever 
between extremes."" The Platonist in DuBois believed that education
should lead to "a life lit by some large vision or beauty and goodness 
and truth."" As a liberatory educator he also understood the political 
reality that • education among all kinds of men always has had. and 
always will have. and element of danger. dissatisfaction. and revolt. 
You cannot both educate people and hold them down."" 

DuBois recognized the importance of a Perennialist educational 
philosophy when he wrote. • I sit with Shakespeare ... move arm and 
arm with Balzac and Dumas ... I summon Aristotle and Aurelius ... So 
wed with Truth I dwell above the veil."" He did. however. connect
this educational view with the social activism of a liberatory 
Reconstructionist educational philosophy. and declared that "to be 
silent when injustices call out for redress. to fail to speak out when
poverty and ignorance keep some in social bondage. to muffle the 
sounds of indignation and righteous anger is to fail the teacher's 
calling."" It was the essence of a DuBois eclectic educational philoso
phy that he should "wish not only to make Truth known. but to 
present it in such shape as to encourage and help social reform.''"
When he wrote that education should be a .. search for answers to
fundamental problems"" he expressed a "double message:" the 
recognition that the search should connect the great enduring 
metaphysical questions of existence to the search for answers to 
questions regarding current social. economic. and political injustices. 

DuBois' educational thinking was influenced by a concept of 
humanity based on a natural rights philosophy. He believed that there 
is an inherent learning drive in each individual that seeks correspon· 
dence with a social/political right to learn. DuBois understcod that
the individual- whatever his/her racial. cultural. ethnic group· 
inherently wants to learn. needs to learn. has a right to learn. One 
goal of a democratic society should be .o help each individual achieve
"that exercise and unbinding of the human spir it which (enables)
mankind to reach its highest and best manifestations" leading to "the
fullest and roundest development of the powers of the human 
being.''" 

The search for knowledge · and even more For critical understand· 
ing- is an emotional. psychological- even spiritual- drive inherent in
the self. This search is an expression of a common humanity. DuBois
warned that any imposed barrier- racism. economic inequities and 
exploitation. political or social discrimination. etc.· which thwarts 
this expression is a negation of w�at it means to be human and of the 
right to achieve full humanity. The demand for equal distribution of 
knowledge. and For equitable access to help in understanding that 
knowledge. are social responses to a natural right. This right 
establishes a bond that helps unite diverse individuals into a common 
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humanity. Ou Bois understood that educators should be "led by the
knowledge that no man should be poor. nor sick, nor ignorant: but 
that the humblest worker as well as the sons of emperors shall be fed 
and taught and healed- and that there emerge on earth a single 
unified people. free. well and educated.''"' 

DuBois has been denigrated by some social activists For not being 
enough of a radical revolutionary. even though he spent most of his 
life challenging op�ression and injustice. It may well be that he 
believed his most productive role was that of an intellectual agitator.
the gadfly who would sting the conscience or a nation. He warned: 
"Here comes the agitator. He is the herald. He is the prophet. He is 
the man who says to the world. There are evils which you do not 
know. but which I know and you must listen."" As an educator DuBois 
reminded those who were "ca'iled" to teach that "teachers cannot be 
pedants or dilettantes: they cannot be mere technicians and higher 
artisans: they have got to be social statesmen and statesmen of high
order."" 

Some people have recognized this aspect of DuBois' educational 
persona. In discussing DuBois as an academic and a champion or the 
oppressed. Eugene Holmes has written: 

Literally and historically there had not been any philosophers of 
freedom up until DuBois. who made it the basic theme in his 
belles letters. in his sociology. and in his history... DuBois 
always regarded his methodology as embracing the equal rights
or human beings to st1ive to live."

DuBois agreed with the Idealist. Plato. (and the Realist. Aristotle)
that the good life for the individual is inextricably bound to that of the 
just society. His enduring search was For that society which would 
encourage and permit the "fullest realization or the individual human 
spirit.'' He sought for each and all "an education that encourages 
aspiration ... sets the loftiest of ideals and seeks as an end culture and 
character rather than Uust) bread-winning."" DuBois recognized that 
"culture.· "character." and "bread-winning" are equally jeopardized 
when an individual's search for self.realization is restricted by exterior 
forces. He understood that "to educate" and "to liberate" are branches 
or the same philosophical root system. He expressed this idea when 
he wrote metaphorically in one of his novels: ''When you're educated 
you won't want to live in the swamp."" He was well aware that "to 
stimulate ... untrained minds is to play with mighty fires.''" To "know" 
provides the stimulus to "act."

DuBois believed in the liberatory potential inherent in the 
educationally supported process of growing and expanding toward 
individual possibility. because "what (people) are depends on the 
way they have been educated ... the way in which their possibilities 
have been developed and drawn out."" He believed that formal 
education should help develop one's ability to creatively harness- and
make practical use of- the tension developed between the desire for 
self-realization (an individual dynamic) and the call for sacrificial
service to others (a social dynamic). 

DuBois stood for the right of every individual "to be." but he stressed 
the importance that • to do" - to act for the good of the larger society
is a complimentary and necessary obligation. He modeled the liberatory 
educational theory that education is for both self and society. 
He issued a challenge in the form or a question: "Are we going to use 
our education for enjoyment or for service?"" The answer(s) has/ 
have both individual and group implications. Without a social 
dynamic the educational process is narrowed by an egotistic. 
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ImpliCIt In me od\ICI~ooal t/lQughl of 0..601S II Int belief th;It (II( 

poItnh. lly oP!""'tlooal dermnds 01 ",11·.lli,nll-t"J" and soc ~ 1 " >pOn' 
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Cultural knowledge. the f1uits of a literate education. is empty of 
meaning unless interpenet<ated with liberty. justice. equality, and 
equitable opportunities for dignified work.

As a scholar DuBois had much i n  common with the educational 
thinking of such men as Robert M. Hutchins. Mortimer Adler. and
Allan Bloom. He. too. was a defender of the liberal arts tradition. and
of the educational importance of the great enduring ideas of the past. 
As a philosophical Idealist DuBois believed that schools should 
"educate children in the broadest. highest way ... (because) wisdom is
the principal thing,"" But. as a social activist. he also embraced 
elements of John Oewey·s Pragmatism. He believed that "with this
general and theoret ical (knowledge) must go a definite and detailed
object suited to the present age. this present group. the present set of 
problems."" His educational philosophy allowed space for the 
foundational wisdom of the past and the new educational theories
that were slowly helping to forge a better future for ·the children of 
all." He prayed for a liberatory education that would be a process of 
..... criticism and searching ... the insistent questioning of old ways and 
old deeds. ever mindful of the solemenness of world·old things (while)
welcoming the things that are good and true and the eternal beauty of 
both old and new."" 

Today's contentious educational battles have philosophical roots; 
political right vs. political left. Christian fundamentalists vs. secular 
humanists. progressives vs. behaviorists. public school defenders vs. 
"for profit" entrepreneurs. back-to-basics traditionalists vs. the
proponents of curricular diversity - ldealist/1\ealist vs Pragmatist} 
Existentialist. We need to listen to W.LB. DuBois: "We find it 
necessary to guard carefully least undue insistence on one of these 
methods ... may spoil the balance between the (others)."" 

An understanding of DuBois' educational thought- as interpreted 
from his writings- does not encourage us to compromise personal

.. 
philosophical ideals or strongly held beliefs: he would say ."fight on!! 
But he would remind us that a p1ecarious balance is not only possible 
but may represent the strength of a democratic society, and p1ovide 
an  antidote to a "silent and solemn agreement." If. as DuBois 
believed, "education is the foundation stone of our democracy."" 
then it is important that there be intellectual rebels willing and able to 
challenge any educational philosophy that becomes all-powerful. By 
"daring to be honest rather than ortho<lox"" these challengers of the 
educational status.quo provide the motivation and the will to main· 

tain the precarious balance. 
And we serve first for the sake of serving- to develop our own 

powers. gain the mastery of this human machine. come to the broad· 
est. deepest self·realization. And then we serve for the real end oi 
service. to make life no narrow. selfish thing. but let it sweep as 
sweeps the morning- broad and full and free for all men and all time. 
that you and I and all may earn a living and earn. too. much more 
than that- a life worth tiv,ng." 
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'" liVing i, nDt fOf earning. but wning i,!or Irvi ng. The .due,t"., 
Ih'l tr.,,,, IrJen Slm piy fof "ming • I,,,,,ng " IlO! edue'tlon.- TIl! 
Educalion 01 Black P!Op!" 14.<XI l iS. 
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10, D,vid D, DuBOIS, -Und!r<lu<XIing the L.gooy of w' E, B. DuBoo, ," 
[mtlE'. OcwtJe r, 1993, 63 . 

In , 19/0 'p""h to. ' whi tt, rich, , nd "",11· born- ,udieoc. in 
BrooUine , M'$\ochu"",n, DuBoi' soid Ih ' l "the firlt step Ie-wOld 
li fting lhe ,ub"",rged m." of bhol pwple ill th. Soulh " !hroLlgh 
Ih. hi ghe r Ir" ning of the t;oienled few." lm r h' wrote: - My f.ith 
hith" to h,d ",. n ,n wn.t I once denom ln aled" th. t;oienled len lh . 
I now re, li z. Ih,t .. O<J I of Ih' rrm, of Ih. wc;,ing el,s""" , who 
know li fe in II, bimr slruggle, wi ll wntlnu,lIy rise the «.1 , un ", lfi,h 
, nd clelr ; ighted I"de"hip: ' Thi, w.! writl~ n , ft., h. e,m. 10 
"' I ..... , the oduc.ted "t.iented t.nth" hod fd.d in In obligat"., w 
help li ft the 'Im" of the W<lI~i ll g el"",,,,: 

For. coot.mpor;ory in te'prel>boo of 1 "gen."t>On X- vtr~ o" of 
the t, lented ten lh "e Ih. 1997 film , Swing",. -They ero" df4 lm t.: 
"' ial b.m",. Th.y ,how Ih. uni""".hly c-f Ihe Arr.:rican dream .nd 
ttl< A.,.,,,,,,,n expe rJenct one. Ille ,Iereotypts ". pul ;w. y" Bob 
( urlnght, fi lm "view, Wiehila fagl', M,rch 19, 1997 
21 DuBai •. Th, COfm pond,nc, 01 W,[,B, DuBoi$, wi. 3, ,d . flert.!n 
i\pthek" (Amherst Un iv"s,ly of M""ehusem P,ess , 1978), 39~, 

f",n th<l"~h ~Bc-il enlered H""" d - to di'iC(IVf:' Trmh:' he I,t" 
-glvt up the mr{h for 'I\bsc-l ute' Truth; "'" from do ubt 0/ (its) 
!,,\!!r.:t .. wt "'co u"", I "'Ii,,,,,, tho t O<J r lirmd kr;:::wledge ~n d el umsy 
me lhod l of r ~ s e"c h made It impo, ,, bl. now to {ompl!te ly 
.ppreh!;nd Trulh __ . I , ,,umtd the .xlStenee ofTwth ('MI__ tho l Truth 
w., only parli,11y ,nown" Ib >:l, 
n. DuBo:s, Dark"",I." VOiCOl from Wi/hi" the Veil (M illwoo<J . N<w 
York; Kr.us-Thomwn OrganizalO1. 1988. Reprint , New y"",: H"co'Ht 
.nd Broce. 191 / I, N4 
23 . DuBois. World; 01 Color, book J. Th, Black Flam., i1 Tri!ogy 
{Mi llwoo<J, N. w YOf' : Krou.·Thomw n Org.n 'Zl!iC<1. 1976 ), 166. 
24 . D"BoI" Th. Cri;i;, J.",my, 1912, in Huggln" 1139 
l~, DuBoi, . Th . Souh of Block FOlk, With introou ct>on, by N.tI" n 
H.", .nd AlYin Po\I,Slrnl {New York: New A.,.,r"" n Libr"y, 1982) , 
139. 

f,,,,nnral,,m, as.n .due,tion.1 philoropl1y, il b, ,,,d on I n ur>:!,,· 
m ndlng Ih,t humon n. tLlr! is in n.1e. , nd e",rywhrre th' s.m., 
desp'le dirfwng enwonmtmal con dll>On •. ThIS "' I"f i, cO<Jpled WJlh 
the "'lief thot ther! lfe tmo;;. h...,hmentJl, end...-i ng /dr.s . nd ·Iru!hl." 
Ih . t h, ve t:rtn ,"ve. led over tim. thwugh the g".1 work. Qf 1,1'''
lure, hi'tory. philosophy, re ligion . nd .ci! rxe. Therefore. there " • 
"'b.,i<" .due'liDn that ,hoLJI d b< th! I,me h .11 ' ILid,nt'. 
16. DuBoi •. The Crisi;, M~y, 1914, in Huggins , 1157 
Z7. Du Bo<" au,"" of Dawn. 
18. DuBoi,. CDffe5pond.""" ;()i 3, 394, 
19, DuBoI •. • d. ""the;;'" Educalio" ol8!ack Folk, 10 
30 , "W. ". ooe world ". I. t uS reo li z! ()/I r ">pUn,ibillt",, : DuBoi, 
Proyer;. 26 
31. ~Boi,. fO<JM ,n Rampersad .Ar! and ImagmaliM, 12 
3<. DuBo<" ed. Aptheker, Educalion 01 Block Folk , 7S 
)3, fug."" Hol.,.,s, Black Tilan: W.fll. DuBo;,. ed . Joon Cb r'e, el 
~I . (80lton: B~"'oo Pr"", 19701 , 78 
H DuBo<" Thf Soul:; 01 Black fo ,'k, . d, D<ln~ld 6. Gibson (N.w YOf" 
P, nguln Book" 1989), 34 
3 ~. DuBo<" Th, Q""I 0{ Ihe Silver Flrece , wi!h.n ,nllcduction by 
H.lb<rt Aplh. ker (M illwoo<J, New YorL K"u,·Th<lmSO/1 Org.nl z. · 
lion, 1974 , R.pr'n1 . Chit. gO : A.C. McC lurg . nd Co" 1911 I. SQ, 
36. DuBor;. Sou!" eli, Hw l nd PouSs..o lnt. 132 
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37 .  DuBois. Againsc Racism: Unpublished Essays. Papers. Addresses. 
1887-1961. ed. Heibert Aptheker (Amherst: University of Massachu· 
setts Press. 1985). 2S2. 
38. DuBois. Negro Digest. April. 1947. 235·236.
39. DuBois interpreted the negative aspect of "individualism" as
promoted in a Oarwi nian. capitalist economic philosophy: "Its
foundation is the idea of the strong man- Individualism coupled with 
the rule of might ... the advance of one part of the world at the 
expense of the whole: the overwhelming sense of the I. and the 
consequent forgetting of the Thou." Autobiography. 146.
40. DuBois. Pe1iodicals Edi!ed By Others. vol. I. 219.
41. DuBois. P1aym for Dark People. ed. Herbert Aptheke1 ((Amherst:
University of Massachusetts Press. 1980). 59.

42. DuBois. Dark Princess: A Romance (Millwood. New York: Kraus·
Thomson Organization. 1974. Reprint. New York: Harcourt and 81ace.
1928), 42 
43. DuBois. Autobiography, 281 and 423.
44. DuBois frequently referred to the trip!e responsibilities of work.
service. and sacrifice. In one example he exhorted the 1898 Fisk
University graduates to 

.. gladly work. and sacrifice. and serve." found
in Huggins. DuBois \Vritings. 839. 

for a scholarly treatment of DuBois as a philosophical Pragmatist 
see Corne! West. The American Evasion of Philosophy (Madison:
University of Wisconsin Press. 1989). 
45. Al Morgan. in an interview of DuBois on Channel 5. New York
City. July 4, 19$7. Found in  Seuenth Son. ed. Lester. 708. 
46. DuBois. Manual Builds a School. 319. and Education of Black
Folk. 13.
47. DuBois. Outlook. October 17, 1903.
48. DuBois. Souls. ed. Hare and Poussaint. 126.
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49. DuBois. Autobiography. 202.
50. DuBois. Correspondence. vol. 2. 174.
51. £.0. Hirsch. Jr .. Cultural Weracy: Wlla1 Euery American Needs w
Know (Boston: Houghton. Mifflin Company. 1987). 21.
52. DuBois. Souls. ed. Gibson. II.
53. DuBois. Darkwater. 210. This quote was preceded by the mean
ingful statement that "we must seek nor to make men ca,penters. but
to make carpenters men." and followed by the question. "Is not the 
problem of their (African American) education simply an intensifica·
tion of the problem of educating all children?."
54. We might use Jeff Zorn's term. ··a tough minded pluralism" to
help define DuBois' educational philosophy. Zorn speaks of DuBois
educational ideas as "complex ... incorporating a high regard for 
·uniquely Black' matters. a giounding in traditional studies ... and a
quite stringent character training." In a letter to the "Afterwords"
column in Educational Theo1y. Fall. 1993. 483.
55. DuBois. Prayers. 65.
56. Oo8ois, Periodicals Edited by Ochers. vol I. 85.

DuBois once admonished teachers to "teach the truth as they see it 
even if it means they lose their jobs ... to give up teaching and go to 
digging ditches before bowing to slavery of though!." Education of 
Black People. 1$7·158. 
57. DuBois. Annals of the American Academy of Science. November.
1928. 9.

DuBois w1ote that "the public school should be a great democracy 
where all elements of the population come to realize the essential 
humanity of each." Co11espondence. vol. I. 453. 
58. DuBois. DuBois Writings. ed. Huggins. 831 
59. DuBois. Ibid .. 832.
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