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Douglass and Du Bois’s
Der Schwarze Volksgeist!

Ronald R. Sundstrom

Frederick Douglass (1817-95) and W. E. B. Du Bois (1868-1963) are critical
figures in the political and intellectual history of race in the United States,
whose respective visions about race and its conservation remain germane
and 1nfluential. Contemporary debates around the conservation of race, for
example, can be seen to reflect the basic positions that Douglass and Du Bois
laid out at the end of the nineteenth century. Just as those who argue that race
ought to be conserved turn to Du Bois, those who disagree with Du Bois need
to consider both Douglass’s arguments and the historical reasons why Du
Bois’s and Booker T. Washington’s strategies for racial justice eclipsed Doug-
lass’s. The works of Douglass and Du Bois are pieces of a conversation that
must be considered in the context of early black political and intellectual
movements, as well as in relationship to each other, This must be done for the
sake of proper understanding, but also to avoid making the racist mistake of
seeing Du Bois as merely the darker reflection of some European or American
pragmatist philosophy.

Douglass, through his work for the abolition of slavery and the enfranchise-
ment and uplift of African Americans, advocated a position of racial assimila-
tion and amalgamation. His critics, such as Alexander Crummell (1819-98)
and other early black nationalists, favored emigration, sclf-separation, and the
conservation of black racial identity. Douglass, along with his critics, set the
terms of the debate that Du Bois would engage with in his “The Conserva-
tion of Races.”

Douglass

Although some of the particulars of Douglass’s arguments have been rejected,
his idealistic vision of human brotherhood, his skepticism about the political
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and moral value of race pride and self-segregation, his rejection of race as
a political or social category, and his hope that assimilation and racial amal-
gamation would bring an end to racial oppression and result in a stronger
America, more consistent with its founding liberal principles, remain influen-
tial in contemporary U.S. racial politics. Taking the progressive and egali-
tarian elements of Christianity very seriously, Douglass embraced the Biblical
doctrine of human brotherhood and employed the combined strategy of as-
similation and amalgamation, a strategy that sought to realize the divine ideal
of human brotherhood on earth. Douglass, like many white and black intel-
lectuals of his time, was, moreover, an Enlightenment thinker, a nineteenth-
century modernist.* He believed in progress and the advance and mission of
Western civilization. Douglass’s modernism, additionally, was marked by a
steadfast faith in the inevitability of Western Christendom’s advance toward
justice and universal human brotherhood:

There are forces in operation, which must inevitably work the downfall of slav-
ery. “The arm of the Lord is not shortened,” and the doom of slavery is certain. I,
therefore, leave off where 1 began, with hope. While drawing encouragement
from the Declaration of Independence, the great principles it contains, and the
gentus of American Institutions, my spirit is also cheercd by the obvious tenden-
cies of the age.’

Another element of Douglass’s modernism, which is displayed in his use of
Psalm 68:31, is the belief that non-white peoples, particularly in Africa and
Asia, would “rise up” and join in this advance of civilization:

The far off and almost fabulous Pacific rolls in grandeur at our feet. The Celes-
tial Empire, the mystery of ages, is being solved. The fiar of the Almighty, “Let
there by Light,” has not yet spent its force. No abuse, no cutrage whether in
taste, sport or avarice, can now hide itself from the all-pervading light. The iron
shoe, and crippled foot of China must be seen, in contrast with nature. Afrisa
must vise and pul on her yet unwoven garment. “Ethiopia shall stretch out her hand

unto God.” (WSFJ 387)*

Human brotherhood, for Douglass, was a Christian doctrine that asserted
that God created all the peoples of the earth out of “one blood.” According
to Douglass, this matter was unequivocally supported by Biblical text, and a
rejection of it amounted to a rejection of the credibility of the Good Boeok.
Obviously, for his audience and time, such a contention presented an argu-
ment against polygenists (who at the time were claiming that blacks were a
separate and inferior species) and a powerful dilemma:

The unity of the human race—the brotherhood of man-—the reciprocal duties
of all to cach, and of each to all, arc too plainty taught iz the Bible to admit of
cavil.—The credit of the Bible is at stake-—and if it be too much to say, that it
must stand or fall, by the decision of this question, i i proper to say, that the
value of that sacred Book—as a record of the early history of mankind—mnust
be materially affected, by the decision of the question.’
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