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To all the NCCU Sociology graduate students who were part of the Du Bois seminar over the years.
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Introduction W. E. B. Du Bois: Pioneer American Sociologist

The period between 1890 and 1910 is a critical period in the development of sociology as a discipline in the United States. The diversity of voices in this period is reflected in the work of Anna Julia Cooper, Jane Addams, Carroll D. Wright, and Albion Woodbury Small. Cooper, an African American educator, activist, and sociologist from the South, conceptualized the intersection of race, gender, and social status within the South in her 1892 work, A Voice from the South. Jane Addams (1895) and others associated with the “Settlement Movement” produced community-based quality of life studies. Addams’ work in Chicago was showcased in the 1895 publication Hull-House Maps and Papers. Carroll Wright, an applied sociologist and a statistician for the U.S. Commissioner of Labor, published a comprehensive study on practical, applied sociology titled Outline of Practical Sociology (1900). Albion Small was best known for his contributions to the development of the sociology program at the University of Chicago. An emphasis on community studies was a hallmark of the “Chicago School,” and in 1894 Small partnered with George Vincent to produce an early sociology textbook, An Introduction to Study of Society. On the other hand, W. E. B. Du Bois, at Atlanta University, was conducting extensive, empirically based social studies on “the Negro problems” utilizing a triangular methodological approach to explore structural and cultural factors that were impacting African American quality of life and racial inequality in the United States.

This book, W. E. B. Du Bois: Pioneer American Sociologist, documents the massive volume of sociological work Du Bois generated during his first tenure at Atlanta University from 1897 through 1910. This sociological work showcases his pioneering impact on classical developments in the field in the United States and internationally. Leveraging the resources of the Atlanta Sociological Laboratory, the annual Atlanta University Conferences, and the Atlanta University Press, Du Bois was able to plan, implement, and disseminate fact-based findings concerning “the Negro problems.” Many of his seminal, early contributions to the discipline are presented in the following eight chapters.

The broad scope of his early sociological work is highlighted in chapter 1. Du Bois’ theoretical and empirical, mixed-methods approaches to the study of sociological phenomena are presented in chapter 2. Furthermore, the groundbreaking work of the Atlanta Sociological Laboratory was routinely featured in the annual Atlanta University Conference annual reports that were published during Du Bois’ first tenure at Atlanta University. The findings from two of these annual conferences on the scientific study of “the Negro Problems” (i.e., crime and health disparities) are discussed in chapter 2 as well. In chapter 3 the reader is introduced to Du Bois’ early explorations in demography and urban sociology via his classic 1899 urban sociological investigation, The Philadelphia Negro. Du Bois’ best-known rural social study on African American quality of life is the Farmville, Virginia study, which is summarized in chapter 4. Chapter 5 is devoted to a detailed discussion of Du Bois’ unpublished Lowndes County, Alabama social study, which marked a turning point in the focus of his sociological career. Going forward, his primary emphasis rapidly turned from empirical sociology toward public sociology.

A comprehensive analysis of the Atlanta Black Church is provided in chapter 6. This case study is an example of Du Bois’ pioneering work in the sociology of religion and the sociology of the Black Church. This chapter highlights the Atlanta Black Church religious economy and provides an early example of what is now known as “congregational analysis.” Church leadership and children’s religiosity are discussed also. In chapter 7 the reader is provided with an opportunity to experience how Du Bois was able to utilize prayers offered to Atlanta University students as a venue to provide social commentary on the African American experience at the beginning of the twentieth century. Du Bois’ sociological legacy is showcased in chapter 8, where his pioneering, lasting contributions to the sociological perspective; to demography, urban, and rural sociology; and to religion and society are shared. Welcome to this journey through the extensive sociological investigations of one of the key figures in the development of sociology in the United States and globally.




CHAPTER 1

Du Bois and the Atlanta Sociological Tradition, 1897–1910

W. E. B. Du Bois generated a massive body of sociological work during his first tenure at Atlanta University from 1897 through 1910.1 His contributions to the emerging discipline are seen in such areas as the scientific study of social problems, sociology for the general reader, the Southern Black Belt, and the Black Church and religion. Du Bois was a pioneer of American sociology and a classical figure associated with the development of the discipline globally. During his first tenure at Atlanta University, one witnesses the work of a prolific empirical sociologist while also observing his laying the foundation for a branch of sociology that what would later be known as public sociology.

THE STUDY OF SOCIAL PROBLEMS

Du Bois came to Atlanta University in July 1897 as a professor of history and economics (D. Lewis, 2009). Here he would develop further the work of the Atlanta Sociological Laboratory and continue the annual meetings of the Atlanta University Conferences on the Study of the Negro Problems. Although he left Atlanta University in July 1910 to assume the editorship of the NAACP’s The Crisis, he established Atlanta University’s reputation as what some sociologists believe to be the first School of Sociology (Morris, 2015; Wright II, 2016; Green and Wortham, 2015, 2018). His empirical approach to sociology, grounded in data-driven findings and addressing policy matters related to racial inequality and quality of life, characterized his approach to the study of sociology generally and of social problems specifically. A summary of the scope of Du Bois’ pioneering work on the scientific study of social problems is presented in Table 1.1.

Table 1.1. W. E. B. Du Bois and the Study of Social Problems: Pioneering Studies, 1897–1910




	
I.Perspectives on the Study of Social Problems

1.A program for a sociological society, 1897. Unpublished speech; W. E. B. Du Bois Papers (MS 312). Special Collections and University Archives, University of Massachusetts Amherst Libraries.

2.The study of the Negro problems. Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science, 11, (1898), 1–23.

3.The Philadelphia Negro: a social study. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1899. Reprinted with an introduction by E. Anderson. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1996.

4.Post graduate work in sociology in Atlanta University, 1900. Unpublished speech; W. E. B. Du Bois Papers (MS 312). Special Collections and University Archives, University of Massachusetts Amherst Libraries.

5.The Atlanta University conferences. Charities, 10, (1903), 435–439.

II.Atlanta University Conferences for the Study of the Negro Problems, 1898–1910 All studies were edited by W. E. B. Du Bois unless noted and were published in Atlanta by the Atlanta University Press.

First Cycle Studies

6.Some efforts of American Negroes for their own social betterment, 1898.

7.The Negro in Business, 1899.

8.The College–bred Negro, 1900.

9.The Negro common school, 1901.

10.The Negro artisan, 1902.

11.The Negro church, 1903. Reprinted with an introduction by P. Zuckerman, S. Barnes, and D. Cady. Walnut Creek, CA: AltaMira Press, 2003.

12.Some notes on Negro crime particularly in Georgia, 1904.

13.A select bibliography of the American Negro, 1905.

Second Cycle Studies

14.The health and physique of the Negro American, 1906.

15.Economic co-operation among Negro Americans, 1907.

16.The Negro American family, 1908; report copyright 1909. Reprinted as a facsimile edition. Santa Barbara, CA: Praeger, 1970.

17.Efforts for social betterment among Negro Americans, 1909; report copyright 1910.

18.The College–bred Negro American, 1910; report copyright 1911.1






1. This conference study was the first study to be co-edited by Augustus Dill. After formally leaving Atlanta University in July 1910, Du Bois and Dill would co-edit volumes addressing the common school (1911/12), artisans (1912/13), and morals and manners (1913/14). In his 1968 autobiography, published posthumously, Du Bois (1968/2007) indicated that projected conference studies after 1913 would address two new topics: 1) law and government and 2) literature and art.

Du Bois provided a preliminary vision statement of the role a program of sociology and a sociological club would play at Atlanta University in an unpublished 1897 address, “A Program for a Sociological Society.” Here he delineated the scope of the discipline, noted how the study of society was grounded in the scientific method and specified how this methodological approach impacted data collection and analysis. Not restricting the primary focus of sociology to data collection and analysis, he was concerned also with how information obtained through empirical research could be utilized best. Forging ahead, Du Bois asked the sociological society to transition from simply discussing topics concerning African American quality of life to intentionally committing to collect empirical data that would paint a more accurate picture of the actual living conditions experienced by members of the African American community. Thinking within a clearinghouse context, Du Bois envisioned that the data collected could be utilized further by others. Atlanta University, through the work of the sociological club, the sociological laboratory, and the annual Atlanta University Conferences, could collaborate with other agencies committed to addressing empirically verified needs and could play a significant role in identifying issues demanding further investigation.

Du Bois provided a framework for studying social problems in his 1898 essay, “The Study of the Negro Problems.” A social problem was conceptualized as a group’s inability to actualize its desired ideals given the restriction in the range of specific courses of action available to its members within a given social setting. Since environmental conditions and available courses of action are fluid rather than static, Du Bois maintained that an integrated, interdisciplinary approach must be employed to adequately approach the study of racial inequality. For example, one could study African American employment by first providing a historical overview of African American employment, followed by the collection and analysis of available past and current statistical data on African American employment. This would be followed by an analysis of cultural and structural factors impacting African American employment within local and global contexts. Thus, the study of “the Negro problems” should integrate historical study, statistical investigation, anthropological measurement, and sociological interpretation (Du Bois, 1898a).

Du Bois’ methodological approach to the study of social phenomena is exhibited in The Philadelphia Negro (1899a/1996) and in the Atlanta University Conference annual reports from 1898 through 1910. The Philadelphia Negro is a groundbreaking text in urban sociology, the study of social problems, and sociological research methods. Utilizing historical records, census and survey data, and qualitative data, Du Bois
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