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“Excluded Wisdom”:

Du Bois on the Meaning and Memory of Democracy

[author redacted]

My topic is the debate in Afro-Modern philosophy over the role of memory in the formation of democratic counter-culture.  W. E. B. Du Bois can be fruitfully read as the heir to two conflicting strands of thought.  Alexander Crummell, an early influence and founder of the American Negro Academy, held that the recollection of the oppression of black communities tended to undermine political reform.  Frederick Douglass disagreed, arguing that the “long memory” of black America can and must figure in democratic deliberation.  Du Bois can be read as synthesizing these two strands of thought by rethinking the nature of democratic deliberation.  In Darkwater and other writings from the beginning of Du Bois’ involvement in the Pan-African movement, Democracy comes to means a commitment to the kind of knowledge and legal experimentation that can recall Pan-Humanist ideals in the face of imperial ambitions.
Introduction


When the American Negro Academy was founded, the role of democratic politics in the struggle for racial equality was ambiguous.  On the one hand, emancipation was perceived and practiced as the progress of democratic ideals of individual equality.  On the other, Reconstruction had repeatedly demonstrated the compromise of democratic politics by the white supremacy on which industry thrived.  Oftentimes, the South seemed to have returned, barely disguised in democratic rhetoric.


Du Bois’ writings can be read as a long meditation on a problem that I have been struggling with for some time: the legitimacy and limits of democratic discourse.  That there might be a limit to fruitful discourse was seriously considered by Du Bois and many of his contemporaries.  In the context of Reconstruction, their reflections on the possibility of racial equality necessarily involved a reflection on the role of democracy in the reforming the unjust sovereignty of white America.

I would like to argue that Du Bois’ thinking on the role of memory in political reform represents a new argument for the legitimacy of democracy.  Against white supremacist exclusion of black persons from political discourse, and against the suspicion of democratic discourse of some of his contemporaries, Du Bois argued that democracy requires its members to conference with the poor and marginalized.  Only by consulting those it can safely ignore does a society become democratic.

To make this argument, I will begin with Alexander Crummell – one of Du Bois’ early inspirations and an early source for Du Bois’ thinking on memory and democracy.
Crummell on political “agitation”

In the Reconstruction-era writings of Alexander Crummell – an early mentor of Du Bois – I see the development of a political problematic that Du Bois struggled with in his writings on democracy.  The founder of the American Negro American Academy, Crummell’s person and thinking provoked many of Du Bois’ early theoretical works, including “The Conservation of Races.”  

Crummell’s criticism of “political agitation” is particularly pertinent to the democratic theme in Du Bois.  Surveying the malaise of Reconstruction-era politics, Crummell argues that black communities cannot cultivate racial equality solely by open revolt against the sovereignty of white racism.  The resurgence of racist politics in the South after the Civil War was proof enough of the limits of any reform backed by military power.
  In “The Social Principle among a People” (1875), Crummell argues that “agitation is the expenditure of force: our end and aim is the husbandry of all our vital resources.”
  He does not call for the cessation of protests and other attempts to legally challenge the color line; but he is not willing to count on agitation to guarantee the civic equality of black persons.  In the face of the entrenched racism of Reconstruction-era America, black America must learn to husband its resources for a new kind of struggle.

What struggle?  Implicit in Crummell’s suspicion of political agitation is his commitment to communal reconstruction.  The fight for racial justice, he says, “a mighty effort of moral and mental reconstruction, reaching over to a majestic end.”
  The political struggle for justice must take the form of a moral and intellectual cultivation of the race: in short, the cultivation of African American culture.

To what end?  Crummell usually takes the need for social reform and re-organization in the direction of a nascent black nationalism.  Until the humanity of black persons is recognized, he says, “we are a nation, set apart, in this country” – a nation which “should rise to such elevation that the people of the land be forced to forget all the facts and theories of race, when they behold our thorough equality with them, in all the lines of activity and attainment….”
  While struggling for equality before the law, black communities should also struggle for what Crummell saw as a cultural equality.  Crummell expected that African American achievement in the arts, science and industry would actually create the conditions in which civic equality would be achieved, not the other way around.


This project of cultural reconstruction alters the situation of black America within the larger democratic constitution of America.  Later, in the same sermon, Crummell confesses, “My work is special to my own people.  I beg leave to differ from that class of colored men who think that ours is a special mission, to leave our camp and to go over, as it were, among the Philistines, and to destroy their idols.”
 The reconstruction he describes is a task for African American communities, since it is their cultural equality that the prevailing political conditions call into question.  The political energies that are turned outward in agitation are now to be turned inward, into organizing black churches, schools, colleges and other civic centers.  

However, for Crummell, this turn inward does not imply a renunciation of American democract.  African Americans must still campaign for the equality due all citizens, since this democratic equality is itself necessary for the inward constitution of black community.
   And the struggle for race equality represents the current limits on democratic community:  “In this land the crucial test in the race-problem is the civil and political rights of the black man.  The only question now remaining among us for the full triumph of Christian democracy is the equality of the Negro…. It is the nation which is on trial.”
  America’s democracy commits it to individual equality; and the continued refusal to grant the civic equality of an entire race calls that democracy into question.  Hence, for Crummell, the color line remains an indication of the progress of democracy in the twentieth century.
Crummell on memory

Given this reorientation of political struggle toward the “elevation” of black community, the memory of the community becomes an issue for political work.  In turning inward, to the African American “nation”, Crummell must reckon with its memory of two centuries of servitude.  White America had perfected the talent of ignoring the history of oppression and misuse; but within black communities, it is a fact.  Speaking on the 26th anniversary of the Emancipation Proclamation, Frederick Douglass picked up on the disjunction, and on the problem it posed for political action:  “Well may it be said that Americans have no memories.  We look over the House of Representative and see the Solid South enthroned there.”


The generation of white folk that had seen and fought the Civil War was already forgetting how racism legitimated itself in political discourse.  Douglass fears that this loss of memory means political complacency – an inability to see the “Solid South” in what passes for progress.


For Douglass, the convenient forgetfulness of white America makes it necessary for black communities to cultivate and retain the memory of their collective suffering and oppression:  “Well, the nation may forget; it may shut its eyes to the past and frown upon any who may do otherwise, but the colored people of this country are bound to keep fresh a memory of the past till justice shall be done them in the present.”
  Only when the past wrongs have been redressed and learned dare black persons forget the bloody portions of their history.  Douglass calls on his people to remember the injustices of their past, so long as that memory equips them to perceive the injustices that white America turns a blind eye to. 

In his project of cultural reconstruction, Crummell assigns an ambiguous role to memory.  In assessing the Reconstruction-era situation of black social action, Crummell warns against too strong an insistence on recollection:  “…it seems to me that there is an irresistible tendency in the Negro mind in this land to dwell morbidly… upon the servile past.  The urgent needs of the present, the fast-crowding and momentous interests of the future appear to be forgotten.”
   Besides the danger of forgetting, Crummell sees a danger in remembering – when recalling the past becomes a distraction from the future dimensions of political work.  Granting that the memory of black America can guide reform, Crummell worries that the memory of his people can also cripple political reform.
   

It would seem, then, that Crummell’s project of cultural reform involves an ambiguous relationship to the black communities’ memory of suffering.  Though he allows memory a role in social reform, Crummell is suspicious of any political reform that is driven by the memory of suffering.  Instead, the cultural reconstruction of black culture must be driven by future-oriented ideals and an awareness of the present:  “What I would fain have you guard against is not the memory of slavery, but the constant recollection of it, as the commanding thought of a new people, who should be marching on to the broadest freedom of thought in a new and glorious present...”


I read Du Bois as picking up on this ambiguous view of social memory.  He shares with Crummell the emphasis on “inward” communal reform and the necessity of future-oriented political ideals, but he expands the role of race history in American democracy.  Now, race history can afford us new perspective on the legitimacy of democracy.  In the perspective, the role of memory in social reform becomes more definite, and more crucial.  Far from tempting black communities toward morbid self-absorption, Du Bois conception of the work of memory gives it pride of place in the recovery of democratic politics in the face of entrenched racism

Du Bois on democracy and the memory of the marginalized

Like Crummell, Du Bois saw the color line as a “legitimation crisis” for American democracy.  Forty-five years after Crummell’s sermon on the “Social Principle”, Du Bois penned Darkwater, in which he diagnosed a fundamental failure of democracy.  After slavery, white supremacy had taken up residence in big industry and in many sector of the labor movement.  With all the money and privilege on its side, this entrenched racism could silence and marginalize black communities, effectively repeating the history of slavery.  In its refusal to countenance economic justice, the powers that be made “an attack on the fundamental democratic foundation: modern European white industry does not even theoretically seek the good of all, but simply of all Europeans.”


Race equality had always represented the limit of American democracy.  Now, with the compromise of democracy by centralized economy authority, the color line represented the failure of democracy.  The resurgent American imperialism demanded a reconception of the legitimacy of democracy:  “This throws us back on fundamentals.  It compels us again to examine the roots of democracy.”
  If democracy has so utterly failed black America, one ought to interrogate its legitimacy and wonder whether democratic ideals had a future in the struggle for racial equality.

As Du Bios saw it, the issue was what contemporary democratic theory terms ‘deliberation’:  How can the marginalized, deprived of education and economic resources, contribute to democratic politics in a way that resists the anti-democratic influence of economic monopoly?   On what basis can the excluded castes of women, African Americans and the poor reform democratic politics, when democracy appears to be another tool of oppression?

Du Bois puts the issue squarely in terms of knowledge, just when the exclusion of black persons from democratic discourse was justified by appeal to their “ignorance” of democracy and political issues:  “In every modern state there must come to the polls every generation, and indeed every year, men who are inexperienced in the solutions of the political problems that confront them and who must experiment in the methods of ruling men.  Thus and thus only will civilization grow.”
  What white supremacist ideology called ‘ignorance’ is indeed “inexperience” – that Du Bois does not deny.  But he suggests here that this inexperience is not so much a threat to democracy but the condition of all democratic politics.  Civilization, as he sees it, only grows through “experiment”; and experimentation requires difference in experience and memory to get off the ground.

This notion of democratic experimentation changes our idea of the manner in which the knowledge of the marginalized contributes to democracy:
The best and most effective aristocracy, like the best monarchy, suffered from lack of knowledge. The rulers did not know or understand the needs of the people and they could not find out, for in the last analysis only the man himself, however humble, knows his own condition. He may not know how to remedy it, he may not realize just what is the matter; but he knows when something hurts and he alone knows how that hurt feels. Or if sunk below feeling or comprehension or complaint, he does not even know that he is hurt, God help his country, for it not only lacks knowledge, but has destroyed the sources of knowledge.

The argument against authoritarian politics is not merely that they tend to be oppressive, but that they are inherently limited by the knowledge of those in power.  Any society that attempts to achieve the greatest good for all cannot be authoritarian because only the individual can know what her good would be.  This does not mean, of course, the individual can fully articulate what that good would look like, in terms of concrete policy.  Most of our knowledge is negative:  We know when we hurt, and how, even when we do not know how to fix it.  And – this is crucial – this suffering is as much knowledge as the knowledge that white supremacist conceptions of politics have privileged.  

This idea of social knowledge gives Du Bois a new argument for grounding democratic politics in “excluded wisdom”:

The real argument for democracy is, then, that in the people we have a source of that endless life and unbounded wisdom which the rulers of men must have.  A given people today may not be intelligent, but through a democratic government that recognizes, not only the worth of the individual to himself, but the worth of his feelings and experiences to all, they can educate…generation after generation, until they accumulate vast stores of wisdom.  Democracy alone is the method of showing the whole experience of the race for the benefit of the future and if democracy tries to exclude women or Negroes or the poor or any class because of innate characteristics which do not interfere with intelligence, then that democracy cripples itself and belies its name.

A truly democratic politics does not so much set a standard for the admission of knowledge into political discourse as cultivate the experience of all its citizens – especially that of the oppressed.  Its implicit individualism commits it to the value and uniqueness of the experience of isolated individuals and races, which gives their memory of suffering new weight in political discourse.


It follows that a society is only democratic to the extent that it conferences with the marginalized:  “…the remedy for absolutism lies in calling these… minorities to council.”
  Every society has had its rich and powerful, whom it is forced to consult.   A society is only democratic when it learns from the memory of precisely those who cannot force it to listen, those who are easily ignored.  


Du Bois often points to instances of the marginalization of black memory as lost opportunities for the recovery of American democracy.  The shared suffering of the African American communities gives it a certain insight into the cost of war, into the functioning of class interest, into the nature of ideology.  In the Reconstruction-era malaise of Southern politics, the exclusion of black voices was not only an injustice committed against black persons, but a loss for democracy as well:  “If the Negro could speak for himself in the South instead of being spoken for, if he could defend himself instead of having to depend on the chance sympathy of white citizens, how much healthier a growth of democracy the South would have.”
  If, instead of attempting to speak for black interests, the white people in power had paid attention to the long memory of African American communities, they would have contributed to the growth of democracy.

Conclusion


I have tried to suggest that Du Bois’ thinking on memory and its relation to democracy is a response to the ambiguity in Crummell’s thinking on memory.  Crummell had seen the problem of race equality as a source of insight into the legitimacy of democracy, but he did not give the memory of his people a place in the critique of democratic politics.  Du Bois uses that memory to reorient democracy and ground politics on the memory of the oppressed.  Because democracy can only attempt a just society by cultivating attention to knowledge of the marginalized, their memory of suffering becomes an important source of insight into a broader conception of political justice.

When later Du Bois confronted the war-mongering of Cold War politics, he used this idea of democracy to articulate the demand for peace:
There were others, black and white who declared and still aver that democracy is a contribution and reservoir and not merely a privilege; that we Negroes are Americans, not simply to follow, but to lead in fields where our experience makes us experts.  And on war we are expert.  The American Civil War was not fought to free the slaves and if it accomplished this partially, a wiser nation could have done more by peace than by murder and destruction.  We gained nothing in the First or Second World War which was not neutralized by the plunging of this country into the grip of a Plutocracy ruled increasingly for the benefit of the rich and the ruthless all over the world.

“…on war we are expert.”  Precisely through its ideological supremacy, white America was cut off from knowledge of the meaning and consequences of war.  As the interests of industry and colonial power tempted the nation again toward war, it needed the memory of black America to recall that “a wiser nation could have done more by peace than by murder and destruction.”  The history of oppression of African American communities represented, for Du Bois an opportunity to recall the possibility of peace.
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