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Abstract

This article derives from my 2021 ASA presidential address. I examine how sociologists
including Karl Marx, Emile Durkheim, Max Weber, and white American sociologists have
omitted key determinants of modernity in their accounts of this pivotal development in
world history. Those determinants are white supremacy, western empires, racial hierarchies,
colonization, slavery, Jim Crow, patriarchy, and resistance movements. This article
demonstrates that any accounts omitting these determinants will only produce an anemic
and misleading analysis of modernity. The central argument maintains that the sociologist
W. E. B. Du Bois developed a superior analysis of modernity by analytically centering these
determinants. I conclude by making a case for the development of an emancipatory sociology
in the tradition of Du Boisian critical sociological thought.
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white supremacy, western empires, racial
hierarchies, colonization, slavery, Jim Crow,
patriarchy, and resistance movements—was
foundational in the development of moder-
nity. Indeed, it is not possible to explain
modernity with theories that exclude these
social dynamics.

Classical and contemporary sociological
theories have ignored and suppressed these
intersecting determinants in their analyses of
modernity. Rarely are white supremacy, west-
ern empires, racial hierarchies, colonization,
slavery, Jim Crow, patriarchy, and resistance
movements examined separately or collec-
tively by sociological theorists as determinants
of modernity. For example, in two seem-
ingly comprehensive studies—Lewis Coser’s
Masters of Sociological Thought (1977) and
Anthony Giddens’s Capitalism and Modern
Social Theory (1971)—that examine the theo-
ries of Marx, Durkheim, and Weber, these
dynamics are not mentioned. They were not
mentioned because classical social theorists
did not theorize these factors as fundamental
determinants of modernity. Moreover, schol-
ars who have studied the works of classi-
cal analysts fail to question the absence of
these factors in their theoretical frameworks
addressing modernity. By suppressing these
factors, the classical architects of sociology
and their heirs failed to provide accounts of
how modernity was shaped by systems of
global white supremacy that made it possible
for whites to almost succeed in their quest to
rule the world. I will demonstrate how this
suppressed matrix of factors was central to
the production of modernity and the lived
experiences of modern humanity. I argue that
the sociologist W. E. B. Du Bois advanced
understandings of modernity by centering this
matrix of social factors as well as the lived
experiences that flowed from them.

LIVED EXPERIENCES
IN SEARCH OF
SOCIOLOGICAL ANSWERS

Analyzing lived experiences is foundational
to Du Boisian emancipatory sociology. Thus,
I begin with my lived experiences.

I am a product of the Jim Crow regime
of racial terrorism in Mississippi, where
I spent my first 12 years of life surviving
this vicious system of southern racism.
When I was 6, 14-year-old Emmett Till
was lynched just 30 miles from my
home. This murder caused me great sor-
row, fear, nightmares, and helped shape
my view of the social world.

As children, my brother and I watched
cowboy westerns on television. When
we played cowboy and Indian, each of
us fought to play the cowboy, for neither
wanted to be the Indian.

We embraced the Tarzan character, that
is, the white actor on television por-
trayed as the ruler over Africa in the
twentieth century. We identified with
this “white conqueror,” for we wished
not to be identified with Black Africans.
When I was 7, a white landowner rushed
me in the hot Mississippi sun, shouting,
“listen little Nigger, you better not chop
down my good cotton.” That incident
caused my personhood to sink and my
budding confidence to stagger.

In 1962, I moved to Chicago, the city I
fanaticized as a glorified northern Prom-
ised Land free of southern white racists.
It did not take long, though, before I met
oppressive northern Jane Crow on the
Black side of Chicago.

As a domestic worker, my mother sup-
ported five children. She aspired to own
her home, but found it daunting given her
meager income and a horrendous patriar-
chal system that made it impossible for
a Black woman to sign for a home loan.
In my predominantly white high school in
Chicago, Black students encountered dis-
crimination and were tracked into voca-
tional careers. Outside of school, police
patrolled and profiled us, especially young
Black men, some of whom landed in jail.
As I worked in factories, I discovered
racial inequality divided Black and
white workers. Once, I walked through
the supervisor’s office at International
Harvester, full of white bosses, which
prompted the senior one to yell, “You
are never again to enter the managers’



Morris

office tracking in mud and grease.” That
admonition made me feel like deposits
of mud and grease.

e As I entered community college hesi-
tantly, I feared failure because no fam-
ily member had ever attended college.
Through a series of chances and coinci-
dences, I eventually earned a doctorate at
Stony Brook University, where I encoun-
tered racial bias. In retrospect, I came to
realize that my education resulted from
serendipity rather than careful planning.

e Before leaving Mississippi, I heard rum-
blings of the Negro revolt. I became
aware of the Civil Rights Movement that
changed me, as it was a powerful agency
promising to deliver Black liberation.

This article will demonstrate that mainstream
sociology offered no real explanations for my
experiences. I will argue that the sociologist
W. E. B. Du Bois developed such explana-
tions, but at the time I hungered for knowl-
edge to explain my world, his insights were
inaccessible, having been erased from the
discipline for over a century.

ERASURE OF W. E. B. DU BOIS

Du Bois, the pioneering Black sociologist,
probed the lived experiences of the oppressed,
providing explanations for their subjugation
and agency. Yet, his erasure from sociology
was stunning. To document the extent of Du
Bois’s erasure, I examined the entire corpus of
112 American Sociological Association (ASA)
presidential addresses to determine how often
these presidents mentioned Du Bois compared
to Karl Marx, Emile Durkheim, and Max Weber.

I discovered Marx was mentioned 91 times
beginning in 1920, and Durkheim received 87
mentions beginning in 1911. Weber was men-
tioned 76 times beginning in 1943. In con-
trast, Du Bois was mentioned 45 times, but
the first did not occur until 71 years after the
founding of ASA, when Alfred McClung Lee
referenced Du Bois in 1976 (Lee 1976). Du
Bois was not mentioned again for a quarter
of a century. The breakthrough came in 2000,
when President Joe Feagin discussed Du Bois

12 times (Feagin 2001). Michael Burawoy
followed in 2004, mentioning Du Bois five
times (Burawoy 2005). Then came the water-
shed: in 2019, President Mary Romero cen-
tered Du Bois’s work, discussing him 22
times (Romero 2020)! Thus, Du Bois was
erased from sociology until his resurrection
in the twenty-first century, nearly a century
after ASA was founded (Morris 2015; Wright
2016). Unsurprisingly, during this period of
erasure, sociology largely ignored subalterns’
lived experiences and the macro and micro
structures that shaped them.

SUPPRESSED DETERMINANTS
OF MODERNITY AND LIVED
EXPERIENCES

In 1903, Du Bois posed a profound question
for subalterns and their oppressors: “How does
it feel to be a problem?” Du Bois (1903:2)
claimed, “To the real question, How does it
feel to be a problem? I answer seldom a word.”
Yet, for six decades, Du Bois produced schol-
arship probing this perplexing question. Over
a half century later in 1959, C. Wright Mills,
a white sociologist born in Jim Crowed Waco,
Texas, in 1916, grappled with similar questions
regarding lived experiences. Mills (1959:3)
argued, “Neither the life of an individual nor
the history of a society can be understood
without understanding both”; thus, one must
develop an “awareness of the relationship
between personal experience and the wider
society.” Du Bois and Mills advocated linking
biographies with histories and social structures
to understand people’s lived experiences.

WHITE SUPREMACY AND
RACIAL HIERARCHIES,
EMPIRES AND
COLONIZATION, SLAVERY
AND JIM CROW, PATRIARCHY,
AND RESISTANCE
MOVEMENTS

To understand subalterns’—oppressed and
disenfranchised peoples—Ilived experiences
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over the past several centuries requires
linking them to white supremacy, western
empires, racial hierarchies, colonization,
slavery, Jim Crow, patriarchy, and resis-
tance movements that collectively consti-
tuted central formations of modernity. These
formations comingled with class struggles,
highly differentiated divisions of labor, and
increased rationalization of modern societies
in producing modernity. In western sociology,
these latter dynamics have been privileged as
the necessary and sufficient causes of moder-
nity, while the former have been omitted and
erased from accounts of modernization, as if
these enduring features of modernity never
existed.

White supremacy grew from and was
nurtured by western social, economic, and
political systems that enabled whites to
rule those perceived as darker races. White
supremacy valorized whiteness as an attribute
that endowed its possessors with taken-for-
granted natural rights and abilities to rule
and exploit darker people across the globe
(Du Bois 1920a; Mills 1997). In western
countries claiming to be civilized democra-
cies, a powerful belief system was devel-
oped to justify massive exploitation of darker
people backed by naked violence and brute
force (Fanon 1963). The role that global white
violence played in producing modernity has
been ignored and downplayed in standard
sociological accounts. As Danns and Henry
(forthcoming) argue, “The racism that birthed
capitalism, colonialism, and imperialism was
characterized not by class conflict in a Marx-
ian sense but by savage violence and repres-
sion of people of color by white Europeans
and white Americans.” Thus, the ideology that
the white race was inherently superior was
developed meticulously by elite whites and
intellectuals to justify brutal white rule. By
the twentieth century, white supremacist struc-
tures and associated ideologies stretched the
globe, engulfing Africa, Asia, South America,
the Caribbean, and the United States.

Alongside this racist ideology, white
empires grew and imposed political con-
trol over people of color (Steinmetz 2013b).

These empires were achieved through vio-
lence, murder, torture, ruthless exploitation,
and cultural disruption. Empire building
reached its zenith when European nations
agreed to divide Africa between themselves
at the 1884 Berlin Conference, where white
leaders from Europe and the United States
collectively organized to take control of the
continent. This effort was extremely suc-
cessful: only Ethiopia and Liberia escaped
European colonialization. By the turn of the
twentieth century, nearly all African lands
were under European control, and the con-
struction of empires through colonization
became foundational to the modernizing pro-
cess. As Adebajo (2010:16) notes, “Berlin
had fired the starting gun for the imperial par-
tition, and in the next two decades, almost the
entire landmass of Africa would be parcelled
out among European powers.” Justifying this
domination, white ideology proclaimed Afti-
cans deserved to serve whites because they
were uncivilized.

Racial hierarchies constituted a crucial
property of modernity (Treitler and Morris
2019). They were socially constructed sys-
tems of racial classifications enabling whites
to exploit races perceived as inferior. As
a result, racial hierarchies generated dev-
astating consequences for billions of peo-
ple. These hierarchies empowered whites to
occupy the top rung while other races were
arrayed according to their proximity to white-
ness (Treitler 2013). Black skin relegated
darker people to the bottom, rendering them
victims of severe exploitation.

Colonization constituted another pillar of
white domination. It occurred when a for-
eign power claimed sovereignty over other
nations and annexed their territory (Steinmetz
2013a:11). Colonized rulership was achieved
by controlling local leaders from afar, or by
direct rule when Europeans settled in foreign
countries and controlled local populations.
Colonization permitted Europeans to expand
the value of their empires through the seizure
of indigenous diamonds, gold, coffee, silver,
tobacco, sugar, and cotton, all extracted by
exploited labor.
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Settler colonialism was a distinctive form
of colonialism. It emerged when indigenous
people were removed from their lands and
replaced by whites, who took those lands to
exploit them for European empires (Wolfe
2006). Native Americans suffered devastat-
ing settler colonialism. English colonizers
drove them from their lands, restricted them
to reservations, and forced their children to
attend propaganda schools to eliminate their
so-called “primitive culture.” The removal
process was brutal: rebellious Indians mur-
dered, agricultural fields seized, homes set
ablaze, and graves robbed (Blackhawk 2006;
Mooney 1975; Thornton 1987). British set-
tlers gained complete control of indigenous
lands owned by Native Americans and devel-
oped what became the United States, a crown
jewel of modernity.

Modern slavery became a workhorse in
service of European domination. It blos-
somed in South America, the Caribbean, and
the United States, beginning in the sixteenth
century (Du Bois 1941). Millions of Africans
were forced into slavery that benefitted the
economies of European countries and the
U.S. colonies. Slavery solidified U.S. impe-
rial power, enabling the United States to
conquer the Philippines, Cuba, Puerto Rico,
Guam, and Hawaii, and annex portions of
Mexico. Slavery shaped U.S. racial dynam-
ics for centuries, rendering Native Americans
exiles and African Americans serfs. Black
skin came to be equated with subjugation,
linking it to inferiority. That condition was
slightly modified by colorism, where light-
skin Blacks sometimes received symbolic and
material privileges unavailable to darker-skin
Blacks.

The Jim Crow regime that controlled Black
individuals politically, economically, and
socially replaced slavery as the new system of
domination (Morris 1984). Jim Crow enabled
southern aristocracies and northern capitalists
to restore their profits. It persevered three
quarters of a century because it was sustained
by violence, especially lynching, murder, and
intimidation. Thus, an entrenched Jim Crow
regime shaped modernity in the United States

under the banner of civilizing so-called “infe-
rior” Black people.

Patriarchy overlapped and reinforced
white supremacy. This oppression enabled
men to dominate women and solidify the rule
of white men over women and people of color
(Du Bois 1920b). Under gender oppression,
women were exploited economically and
were controlled politically and in the family.
As late as the 1960s, banks refused unmar-
ried women credit cards, and husbands had
to co-sign for wives to receive them. Women
in the United States finally gained the right
to secure credit cards on their own with the
passage of the Equal Credit Opportunity Act
of 1974 (Nemy 1974).

Whereas men of color experienced race and
class oppression, Black women endured inter-
secting race, class, and gender oppressions
(Collins and Bilge 2016; Crenshaw 1991; King
1988). Thus, even slave women’s reproductive
organs belonged to white slaveowners, causing
them to produce children by rape and slave
unions. Special inheritance rules underscored
Black women’s unique oppressions: inherit-
ance flowed through female slaves, ensuring
their children were slaves for life. The legal
status of slave children was determined by
“partus sequitur ventrem,” a doctrine stipulat-
ing such children inherit the status of slave
mothers rather than that of free white men who
often fathered children appearing white (Mor-
gan 2018). This doctrine empowered slave
masters to breed slaves for economic and
social exploitation. The practice led ASA’s first
Black President, E. Franklin Frazier (1939:24—
25), to argue “there were masters who, without
any regard for the preferences of their slaves,
mated their human chattel as they did their
stock.” Black women thus shouldered a heavy
burden in the reproduction of slavery that
ruled over them. At the same time, patriar-
chy in general severely restricted life chances
for all women. Patriarchal rule was justified
through an ideology stressing physical differ-
ences, claiming women were the weaker sex.
All these forms of oppression that ushered
in modernity, including patriarchy, were con-
tested by those whom they oppressed.
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Despite its crippling effects, domination
is always contested. Thus, subaltern agency
constituted an enduring aspect of modernity.
As European domination swept the colored
world, so did resistance, including revolu-
tions, rebellions, running away, sabotage, and
suicide. In the United States, slavery was
overthrown by the Civil War, in which with-
out the participation of Black people, the
Union would not have emerged victorious
(Du Bois 1935 [2007]). In the mid-twentieth
century, less than a century after the overthrow
of slavery in the United States, liberation
movements roared through the colored world:
between 1957 and 1993, nearly 50 African
states achieved independence through resist-
ance movements. As Go (2013:102) argues,
successful protests created the socioeconomic
conditions “for anti-colonial protests across
Asia, Africa, and the Caribbean.” Thus, resist-
ance to white domination constituted one of
the core forces that shaped the modern world.
Regarding patriarchy, women and their allies
continued their fight to dismantle its perni-
cious effects affecting half of humanity. In the
United States, organized resistance during the
first decades of the twentieth century enabled
women to seize the franchise in 1920.

MAINSTREAM SOCIOLOGY
AND THE SUPPRESSED SIDE
OF MODERNITY

Mainstream sociology failed to sufficiently
analyze the lived experiences of subalterns.
It could not explain Till’s lynching, Black
boys fighting to avoid playing the Indian,
some Blacks identifying with white Tarzan,
Blacks brainwashed into rejecting Black-
ness, southern landowners shouting deroga-
tory accusations at Black children, and the
development of the Civil Rights Movement.
It also failed to explain the need for Black
mothers to convince white male bosses to co-
sign for loans, the deliberate neglect of edu-
cation for the Black masses, factory bosses
insulting Black workers, and the systematic
oppression of urban Black people. In sum, as

progeny of European and American empires,
white sociologists felt superior as members
of a perceived advanced white civilization,
while viewing people of color as uncivi-
lized. Mainstream white sociologists could
not adequately address subaltern realities
because they conceptualized them as infe-
rior people incapable of exercising history-
making agency.

Marx, Weber, and Durkheim were white
men nurtured in European empires. Their
analyses were anchored in imperial realities;
their analytic categories—primitive accumu-
lation, mechanical versus organic solidarities,
gemeinschaft versus gesellschaft, and irra-
tionality versus rationality—were embraced
beyond the academy, in empires that assigned
superiority to Europeans. At the outset, soci-
ology could not escape faulty assumptions
that plagued the discipline: the scholarship
emerged from western scholars who from
birth imbibed racial and ethnic biases situated
in white empires and through their socializa-
tion experiences, which declared whites were
superior. From the beginning, sociologists
have been trapped in a theoretical prison
because “our predicament is to inherit scholarly
tools born out of [white] empires” (Kurasawa
2013:207).

Sociologists have not fully appreciated
how demographic and personal background
factors affect scholarship and create analytic
blind spots. As Connell (2013:491) writes,
“The literature of the sociology of empires,
like sociology in general, has mostly been
written by white middle-class men in the
global North. To make this observation is
not a denunciation or a guilt trip. In my view
we should welcome contributions to these
issues from any direction, including white
middle-class men from the global North. But
as sociologists, we should be willing to raise
sociology-of-knowledge questions about our
formation of knowledge.”

Rather than addressing analytic shortcom-
ings of white male sociologists, sociology
has embraced their accounts of modernity as
universal knowledge applicable to all human-
ity (Go 2016). Yet, as we will see, the cultural
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blind spots of classical and contemporary
white sociological theorists have prevented
them from probing the lived experiences of
the subaltern and harnessing the sociologi-
cal insights such experiences illuminate. To
be sure, the blind spots of Marx, Weber, and
Durkheim colored their analyses of modernity.
Marx (1965:753-54) understood European
exploitation, pointing out that “treasures cap-
tured outside Europe by undisguised looting,
enslavement, and murder floated back to the
mother-country and were turned into capital
there.” Yet, Marx theorized that western capi-
talist societies were advanced, and slavery,
colonialisms, and feudalism were outdated
relics of a bygone past suffering under the
weight of a primitive accumulation mode
of production. This conceptual straitjacket
prevented Marx from analyzing how subal-
terns functioning as slaves and captives of
colonialism were modern actors who actively
shaped modernity. Durkheim’s scholarship
fared worse, because it ignored French col-
onization altogether. Moreover, he and his
intellectual disciples viewed colonized people
as undeveloped possessors of inferior cul-
tures. As Kurasawa (2013:193) argues, “What
is striking is that, for the Durkheimians, the
global political and economics dynamics that
fueled European imperialism existed for the
most part at the margin of their work, a struc-
tural context that was unspoken and thereby
apparently taken as self-evident rather than
problematized.” Durkheim ignored the social
fact that European domination was omnipres-
ent during the period when he labored to
establish such facts as the exclusive domain
of the emerging discipline of sociology.
Weber fervently supported German colo-
nialization and viewed it as necessary for his
fatherland to achieve dominancy in the modern
world. He argued that imperialist capitalism,
utilizing force and compulsory labor, offered
the greatest profits for the German empire
(McAuley 2019:113). Weber, a staunch believer
in the superiority of the west, viewed African
Americans as inferior, dividing them into cat-
egories and viewing those closest to whites
phenotypically as superior. He perceived the

African American masses he encountered dur-
ing his 1904 visit to southern plantations and
the Negro huts of the “Cotton Belt” as “semi-
apes” (Zimmerman 2006:56). In this stance,
‘Weber followed his German intellectual mentor,
Gustav Schmoller, who “offered his students
an overview of the ‘lowest races’, begin-
ning with the ‘Negro’ of Africa and America”
(Zimmerman 2013:175). Overall, like Dur-
kheim, Weber’s scholarship was “largely indif-
ferent to overseas colonialism” (Steinmetz
2013a:19). Yet, Weber was not indifferent
to attaining the spoils that white domination
yielded to Europe, especially Germany.

The trinity—Marx, Durkheim, and Weber—
did not adequately address the subaltern’s lived
experiences because they did not analyze racial
domination. Thus, they failed to formulate anal-
yses addressing how white supremacy toxified
internal relations among people of color. They
fashioned no social psychological analyses to
understand the long-term effects of psychic
wounds inflicted on subalterns by dominant
whites. As to colorism, Weber reinforced
its significance by concocting gradations of
Blackness; among those whom he referred to
as “semi-apes” on the plantation stood proudly
two young Black sharecroppers who became
my grandparents, and who maintained their
dignity despite dehumanizing insults.

The trinity did not anticipate Black free-
dom movements to overthrow slavery, coloni-
alism, Jim Crow, and patriarchy because they
did not interrogate the subaltern’s agency.
Regarding patriarchy, Durkheim and Weber
did not construct analyses of how it affected
women generally and Black women specifi-
cally. Engels (1909) came closer, but his
analysis of the family under modern capital-
ism centered class dynamics rather than race
and class realities. Nor did the trinity bother
explaining why education was systematically
unavailable to subalterns, because they did
not analyze their restricted life chances on the
periphery of white supremacy.

Most white American sociologists fared no
better in the analysis of subalterns’ lived expe-
riences. These sociologists were of European
ancestry and deeply influenced by German



American Sociological Review 87(1)

scholars. Like their European counterparts,
they wrote under the influence of imperi-
alism: during their era, the United States
had become an empire imposing colonial-
ism on Native Americans, enslaving Africans,
and seizing territories occupied by colored
people. Moreover, most white sociologists
embraced the ideology of white superiority,
viewing people of color as a distinct spe-
cies. Robert Park (1967:43) articulated this
cultural vision: “The differences between one
culture and another is not very great as long
as both are European . . . it is difficult to con-
ceive two races farther removed from each
other in temperament and tradition than the
Anglo-Saxon and the Negro.”

Most American sociologists promoted
white imperialism. For Franklin H. Giddings,
the future of imperialism was certain: Ameri-
cans and Britons were to rule the world, thus
“creating a global democratic empire” (Go
2013:100-101). Praising white domination,
Edward Ross prophesied “nothing can check
its triumphant expansion over the planet” (Go
2013:99). Park (1950:16) embraced the civi-
lizing myth: “Civilization is built up by the
absorption of foreign ethnic groups, by under-
mining them, and by secularizing their cult
and sacred order.” These mainstream views
erased Black agency because they espoused
Black inferiority, which they believed made
agency impossible for this defective segment
of humanity. Finally, white sociologists failed
to analyze crucial aspects of the subaltern’s
inner subjectivities because they theorized
only the existence of a universal subjectivity
unmediated by society and its webs of power
(Cooley 1902; Mead 1934). At best, for white
sociologists, the only choice for people of
color was to imperfectly imitate white con-
sciousness (Myrdal 1944).

Most white sociologists did not develop a
sociological explanation for racist lynching,
such as the one that befell Emmitt Till. Such
analyses did not materialize because white
sociologists conceptualized racial violence as
isolated instances of white prejudice rather
than structured patterns of racial domination.
Viewing racial domination as “race relations”

and “minority relations,” they failed to
develop a political sociology of racial domi-
nation that interrogated race-specific terror-
ist practices. Additionally, they offered no
explanation of why some Black boys fought
desperately to be the cowboy, because they
did not problematize Native American geno-
cide resulting from white settler-colonialism.
This genocide manufactured a group image of
“Indians” that so severely stigmatized Native
Americans that even many descendants of
slaves wished not to be associated with a
people portrayed as “savages.”

Because most white sociologists lacked an
internationalist perspective centering white
domination and the global demonization of
Blacks, they were incapable of explaining
why U.S. Blacks distanced themselves from
Africans. In the same vein, they did not
problematize why some Blacks preferred
light skin, because they themselves embraced
whiteness as the gold standard of human
beauty. Similarly, white sociologists were
unfazed by white adults threating and shout-
ing derogatory accusations at Black children,
viewing those responses as necessary training
for a vague eventual assimilation of Black
people on white people’s terms.

White American sociological scholarship
failed to anticipate the Civil Rights Move-
ment (McKee 1993). This was hardly sur-
prising, as white sociologists viewed Black
people as agentless and thus unable to initiate
a powerful movement given their inferior
social organization and leadership. Nor could
they explain why Black mothers relied on
white bosses to co-sign loans, because they
did not develop analyses of patriarchy and
its negative effects on women, Black women
specifically. White male sociologists were so
oblivious to gender oppression that as late as
1964, ASA President George Homans titled
his presidential address “Bringing Men Back
In” (Homans 1964).

Regarding education for African Ameri-
cans, white sociologists completely ignored
it while obsessing over white male upward-
mobility prospects between fathers and
sons (Blau and Duncan 1967). Given the
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assumption that all Black people were infe-
rior, including students, white sociologists
did not concern themselves with the lack of
patterned pathways to education for the Black
masses. Finally, racial oppression in cities,
including racial profiling and mass incarcera-
tion, were not problematized because most
white sociologists theorized urban black deg-
radation as the natural result of pathology and
social disorganization (Moynihan 1965).

White sociology left unanalyzed the
matrix of crucial historical, cultural, and
structural formations that shaped the modern
world. Their whitewashing of white domina-
tion and its devastating effects on people of
color engendered a profound misunderstand-
ing of modernity. Without analyses of those
social formations—white supremacy, west-
ern empires, racial hierarchies, colonization,
slavery, Jim Crow, patriarchy, and resistance
movements—undergirding the modern world,
modernity remains in analytic shadows, lost
in a sociological wasteland. An alternative
narrative centering the suppressed side of
modernity is required to make the modern
world comprehensible.

THE SUPPRESSED NARRATIVE
CHALLENGED: DU BOIS’S
ALTERNATIVE ANALYSES

For Du Bois (1903:1), Black people lived
behind the veil of racial oppression, and he
viewed the world through that veil: “I who
speak here am bone of the bone and flesh of
the flesh of them that live within the Veil.”
Du Bois (1920a:29) also focused on the white
world:

I know many souls that toss and whirl and
pass, but none there are that intrigue me more
than the Souls of White Folk. . . . Of them
I am singularly clairvoyant. I see in and
through them. I view them from unusual
points of vantage. Not as a foreigner do I
come, for I am native, not foreign, bone of
their thought and flesh of their language.
Mine is not the knowledge of the traveler

or the colonial composite of dear memories,
words and wonder. Nor yet is my knowl-
edge that which servants have of masters,
or mass of class, or capitalist of artisan.
Rather I see these souls undressed and from
the back and side. I see the working of their
entrails. I know their thoughts and they
know that I know.

From this vantage point, Du Bois viewed
modernity as a product of the African slave
trade, slavery, and colonialism. These sys-
tems generated exploitable labor forces and
raw materials, enabling western elites to
construct sprawling empires. Du Bois alone
theorized the foundational interactions among
racism, colonialism, slavery, western empire
building, and capitalist development. Because
white domination was paramount to the rise of
capitalism, Du Bois went beyond claims that
modernity materialized merely through class
struggle, the Protestant ethic and rationaliza-
tion, or a specialized division of labor. Rather,
modernization sprang from racial domination
that enabled capitalists to rule the globe:

The Negro race has been the foundation
upon which the capitalist system has been
reared, the Industrial Revolution carried
through, and imperial colonialism estab-
lished. . . . America became through African
labor the center of the sugar empire and the
cotton kingdom and an integral part of that
world industry and trade which caused the
Industrial Revolution and the reign of capi-
talism. (Du Bois [1945/1947] 2007:144)

For Du Bois (1903:1), the color line con-
stituted modernity’s core: “The problem of
the twentieth century is the problem of the
color line: the relation of the darker to the
lighter races of men in Asia and Africa, in
America and the islands of the sea.” The
color line belted the world, allocating tremen-
dous levels of inequality to darker peoples
(King 2019). The architects of the color line
invented modern races. Du Bois (1920a:29)
conceptualized races as social constructions,
arguing that “[t]he discovery of personal
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whiteness among the world’s peoples is a
very modern thing—a nineteenth and twenti-
eth century matter, indeed. . . . Today we have
changed all that and the world in a sudden
emotional conversion has discovered that it is
white and by that token, wonderful!”

In this line of analysis, the color line struc-
tured identities. Human identity and selfhood
were mediated by one’s position within the
social system. Black people’s subjectivities
were forged through the crucibles of slavery,
Jim Crow, and lynching, which caused them
to differ radically from whites who never
experienced the same excruciating pain. Du
Bois (1903) developed “double conscious-
ness” theory to interrogate the duality within
black selves, caused by conflictual and both-
ersome aims to be simultaneously Black and
American. African Americans’ double identi-
ties were lodged behind the racially imposed
veil, severing the white and Black worlds,
unleashing pain, suffering, and racism. Thus,
considering the chasm between the Black
and white experience, identities and inner
worlds differ across multiple social forma-
tions because of varying levels of power and
historical circumstances.

As Itzigsohn and Brown (2020) demon-
strate, Du Bois’s micro and macro analyses
reveal that all aspects of modernity have
been racialized, including the economy and
the state. The central roles that slave and
colonized labor played in the development
of modernity testify to the racialization of
capitalist economies. The capitalist state was
racialized when it functioned as a military
force through which white supremacy was
coordinated and sustained (Robinson 2000).
All modern social institutions have been
ensconced in and affected by racial and class
hierarchies, through which they have been
sustained by racial prejudice, discrimination,
and violence. It is in this sense that modernity
itself is a racialized enterprise (Itzigsohn and
Brown 2020).

Du Bois’s analysis of class, race, and
gender anticipated intersectionality, white-
ness studies, and critical race theory (Gilkes
1996; Morris 2015; Rabaka 2021). Du Bois

emphasized that racism divided the Black
and white working classes. White and Black
workers were further divided by race because
“[i]t must be remembered that the white group
of laborers, while they received a low wage,
were compensated . . . by . . . a psychologi-
cal wage” (Du Bois [1935] 2007:573). This
wage of whiteness enabled poor white work-
ers to identify with rich whites rather than
with Black workers. Whiteness thus trumped
class, nullifying the possibility of a unified
working class.

A half century before gender studies was
established, Du Bois (1915:29) analyzed the
logic of patriarchy that led to humanity being
divided into unequal gender categories: “The
statement that woman is weaker than man is
sheer rot: It is the same sort of thing that we
hear about ‘darker races’ and ‘lower classes.’
. . . Difference, either physical or spiritual,
does not argue weakness or inferiority.” Du
Bois (1920b:163) illuminated male privi-
lege over women by specifying that women
“existed not for themselves, but for men.
They were named after the men to whom
they were related and none after the fashion
of their own souls.”

Analyzing the unique and devastating
forms of Black women’s oppression, Du Bois
(1920b:172) promised, “I shall forgive the
white south much in its final judgment . . .
day but one thing I shall never forgive, nei-
ther in this world nor the world to come: its
wanton and continued and persistent insult-
ing of black womanhood which it sought
and seeks to prostitute to its lust.” Du Bois’s
analysis of gender oppression insisted that all
gender oppression was not the same: Black
women’s oppression differed from that of
white women because it represented the sum
of suffering produced by interlocking systems
of race and class domination.

Because of the special nature of Black
women’s oppression, Du Bois (1920b:181)
recognized the distinct quality of Black wom-
en’s agency: “What is today the message
of these black women to America and to
the world? The uplift of women is, next to
the problem of the color line and the peace
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movement, our greatest modern cause. When
now, two of these movements—women and
color—combine in one, the combination has
deep meaning.” Analytically, Du Bois con-
sidered the significance of a co-joined racial
and women’s movement by highlighting the
potential power of that combination.

In a classic analysis of agency, Du Bois
([1935] 2007) demonstrated that slaves freed
themselves through combat and a general
strike, enabling the Union to win the Civil
War. He predicted the Civil Rights Move-
ment in1903: “Someday the Awakening will
come, when the pent-up vigor of ten million
souls shall sweep irresistibly toward the Goal
[attacking Jim Crow], marked ‘For White
People Only’” (Du Bois 1903:206). Martin
Luther King, Jr. (1968), in a speech delivered
one month before his assassination, honored
Du Bois and confirmed the value of the
Black agency Du Bois identified: “truths he
revealed are not yet the property of all Ameri-
cans, but they have been recorded and arm us
for our contemporary battles.” If slaves pro-
duced history-making agency, surely Blacks
suffering Jim Crow in the middle of the twen-
tieth century could follow suit.

Given Du Bois’s interrogation of the
subaltern’s experiences, including his own
encounter with the lynching of Sam Hose,
he was able to understand a lynching like
that of Emmett Till. In his view, lynching
was a terrorist tactic, one of many routinely
used to maintain white supremacy. Du Bois
([1945/1947] 2007:285) revealed why Black
boys desired to play the cowboy: “The Indi-
ans of the Americas are for the most part
disfranchised, landless, poverty-stricken, and
illiterate and are achieving a degree of free-
dom only as by the death of individuality they
become integrated into the blood and culture
of the whites.” Here Du Bois alludes to the
strategy advocated by the Brigadier General
of the American military, Richard Henry Pratt
(1892), who declared, “Kill the Indian in him,
and save the man.” This speech helped launch
the propagandistic boarding schools for
Native American children, where their native
culture was to be annihilated so Indians could

become valuable to white America. Thus,
Black people, due to white supremacy brain-
washing, tended to shun oppressed Native
Americans because they perceived them as
even lower than themselves.

Du Bois’s internationalist perspective shed
light on why African Americans rejected
Africans, because he centered global white
domination and Black demonization (Itzig-
sohn and Brown 2020; Morris 2007, 2015;
Rabaka 2021). The same racist ideology
prevalent in Mississippi cottonfields justi-
fied exploitation of Africans: “[T]he theory
of the innate and eternal inferiority of black
folk was invented and diffused” (Du Bois
1975:128). By failing to recognize Africans
as structurally oppressed kinfolk and ances-
tors, some African Americans identified with
a white oppressor committed to blocking the
entry of all people of color for fear of darken-
ing whiteness.

An extension of Du Bois’s wages of white-
ness theory can account for why many Black
people abhorred being called Black in the
twentieth century. Recall Du Bois’s argument
that poor white workers were compensated
by a psychological wage cushioning their
degradation. Likewise, light-skinned people
of color in many parts of the world have
received small rewards from whites because
they are “easy on their eyes” given their phe-
notypic proximity to whites. Moreover, in many
regions, white elites used this “lightness”
strategy as a mechanism to divide large Black
populations for the purpose of economic and
political exploitation (Telles 2014). Du Bois
argued that different versions of this strategy
were used in Latin America and the Carib-
bean to extract African Blackness out of the
Americas.

Du Bois (1941:12) discussed what I con-
ceptualize as the wage of lightness theory
as it applied to the West Indies: “Manifestly,
the white minority cannot absorb the black
majority of West Indies. The partial absorp-
tion dating from the sixteenth century has
established a powerful class of mulattoes
who for the most part are distinctly white
in mores and often white in color. Every



12

American Sociological Review 87(1)

economic and social incentive drives these
folk to escape into the white race.” In the
United States, lightness has paid dividends,
allowing some Black people to cushion abject
oppression and receive modest social tol-
eration and meager economic rewards (Keith
and Herring 1991). Thus, slaveowners’ rape
of Black women created colorism within the
Black community that was sustained by a
wage of lightness. Unlike Du Bois’s wage of
whiteness theory that privileged psychologi-
cal rewards, the wage of lightness theoretical
construct identifies the importance of both
symbolic and material rewards attached to
color gradations (Telles 2014).

In efforts to stem Black resistance, whites
sought to prevent educational opportunities
for Black people and to socialize them into
cultures of subordination. They understood
Woodson’s (1933:xiii) dictum, “when you
control a man’s thinking you do not have to
worry about his actions.” For its own health,
white supremacy required the oppressed to be
trained in submissiveness from birth to death.
Thus, against staggering odds, Black people
had to strive on their own to be educated.
Throughout his long career, Du Bois studied
the nature of education for people of color and
proposed multiple educational strategies he
hoped would enable their liberation (Aldridge
2008). He was acutely aware that Blacks were
often forced to rely on favorable chances and
coincidences in their struggle to obtain quality
education enabling critical thinking.

To maintain their domination, white peo-
ple demeaned and threatened Black children
and adults. Du Bois (1920b:32-33) was alive
to this dehumanization:

Have seen a man—an educated gentle-
man—grow livid with anger because a little,
silent, black woman was sitting by herself in
a Pullman car. He was a white man. I have
seen a great, grown man curse a little child,
who had wandered into the wrong waiting-
room, searching for its mother: “Here, you
damned black.” He was white. . . . In Cen-
tral Park I have seen the upper lip of a quiet,
peaceful man curl back in a tigerish snarl of

rage because black folk rode by in a motor
car. He was a white man. We have seen,
Merciful God! in these wild days and in the
name of Civilization, Justice, and Mother-
hood, what have we not seen, right here in
America, of orgy, cruelty, barbarism, and
murder done to men and women of Negro
descent.

Du Bois (1968:199) was not only aware of
racist microaggressions; he experienced them
personally, remarking “I know an insult when
Iseeit.”

Du Bois documented the widespread rac-
ism African Americans encountered in cit-
ies. Unlike white sociologists who tended to
assume Blacks were at their core a rural south-
ern folk, Du Bois argued they were becoming
permanent city dwellers, given their increas-
ing rates of migration to large cities to escape
the horrors of southern Jim Crow. Yet, as city
dwellers, they experienced systemic preju-
dice and discrimination emanating not from
natural forces, as argued by white sociologists.
Rather, Du Bois found that urban Blacks were
trapped in an unequal criminal justice system
that punished them through police profiling,
incarceration, and biased courts. Additionally,
racial discrimination produced urban Black
communities where many residents could not
escape poverty given the structural barriers
that blocked them at every turn (Du Bois
1899). For Du Bois, no analogy of plant ecol-
ogy or manifestations of nature could explain
the wretched condition of Blacks in cities;
only a sober analysis of structural racism
could achieve that feat.

Du Bois provided a framework to explain
Black single mothers’ burden of convincing
white male bosses to co-sign for home loans.
Black women experienced greater difficulties
than white women given they had to support
families by working poorly paid and danger-
ous jobs while enduring persistent racism. In
the case of my mother and other Black women
like her, they exhibited herculean agency by
saving enough money from domestic and
other poorly paid labor to purchase a home.
Yet, without the signature of a wealthy white
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man, home ownership was an insurmountable
dream. Given their unique challenges and
resilience, Du Bois predicted Black women
would organize and direct future emancipa-
tion struggles.

As a theorist of subalterns’ agency and
a prolific activist, Du Bois was a predictor
and progenitor of the Civil Rights Movement
when no white sociologists had an inkling
that such a momentous development was
close at hand. Du Bois’s prediction was on
target because he was a keen analyst of his-
toric Black agency residing in communities
of subalterns. Du Bois (1907:110) antici-
pated that independence movements would
overthrow global white domination because
the “man that has a grievance is supposed to
speak for himself, no one can speak for him—
no one knows the thing as well as he does.”

Besides producing incisive scholarship
on subaltern liberation struggles, Du Bois
put his sociological insights into practice by
organizing and leading many of the libera-
tion struggles of his day. History attests to
the soundness of Du Bois’s emancipatory
insights: slavery, Jim Crow, and colonial-
ism have largely been overthrown and white
empires have been undermined. Only socio-
logical naiveté regarding the racist legacy of
the United States could lead one to disagree
with Du Bois (1941:10) that the United States
established itself as “missionaries of white
supremacy” enabling and nurturing racism to
rear its ugly head across the modern world.

THE DU BOISIAN CHALLENGE

William Faulkner reminds us, “The past is
never dead. It’s not even past.” The living
legacies of the suppressed aspects of moder-
nity continue to shape the modern world. It is
a legacy largely unanticipated and ignored by
Marx, Durkheim, and Weber and most white
American sociologists. Fortunately, these con-
cerns are being addressed by scholars of post-
colonial studies (Bhambra 2007; Go 2016),
historical comparativists (Steinmetz 2013a),
whiteness studies analysts (Harris 1993;
Roediger 1991), critical race theorists

(Crenshaw 1991; Mills 1997), global south ana-
lysts (Connell 2007), and decolonization of soci-
ology scholars (Mangcu 2016; Meghji 2021).

A critical challenge Du Boisian sociol-
ogy poses for the mainstream is the need to
address the suppressed aspects of modernity.
Without a critical integration of this per-
spective, understandings of modernity remain
crippled. This integration requires sociology
to incorporate historical analyses and cease
relying on abstract speculations. Histories,
trajectories, and interactions among white
supremacy, empires, slavery, colonialism,
patriarchy, legitimating ideologies, and resist-
ance movements must be centered. Until this
unanalyzed matrix of historical, cultural, and
structural manifestations is centered analyti-
cally as much as the class struggle, special-
ized division of labor, the Protestant ethic,
and rationalization, sociological knowledge
of modernity will remain truncated.

A critical question confronting contem-
porary sociology concerns the historic color
line. Namely, to what degree do white people,
including sociologists, still believe in white
superiority, even if subconsciously? Without
probing the contemporary color line, we can-
not understand the current voter restrictions
movement against Black and Brown peoples,
attacks on critical race theory, the January
2021 insurrection on the U.S. Capitol, brutal
police killings of people of color, or the 2016
election to U.S. President of Donald Trump,
who labeled colored nations as “shithole
countries” without repercussions.

Penetrating analysis of global white
supremacy is needed to explain why the holo-
caust perpetrated against Native Americans is
not foregrounded in our collective memory.
The same holds true for the holocaust of 12
million Congolese who were brutally mur-
dered by Belgium under the colonial leader-
ship of King Leopold. Additionally, we need
to explore why Black athletes in Europe are
attacked for allegedly losing sport matches,
thus tarnishing the prestige of European
nations. And sociologists should explore why
white immigrants are desired while Black and
Brown immigrants are driven from American
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shores. Why were Haitian immigrants, whose
ancestors in 1804 launched the first success-
ful revolution to overthrow slavery, chased
out of the United States in 2020 by white offi-
cials on horseback swinging whips? Clearly
this assault is reminiscent of those initiated by
slave patrols, thus punctuating the point that
the past is still with us.

Sociological analyses are needed that
focus on the racialized American state. Fed-
eral and local governments legalized slavery
and Jim Crow, and the current U.S. Supreme
Court rulings are upholding voting restric-
tions limiting the franchise for Black and
Brown people. American and European states
remain complicit in ensuring global white
supremacy through the actions of governmen-
tal bodies, including the G7, which promotes
the interests of “advanced white countries”
while claiming to protect the interests of “less
developed colored countries” without provid-
ing them a seat at the decision-making table.

Du Boisian sociology challenges the main-
stream to identify modern transformative
agency. Current movements, including Black
Lives Matter, involve activism by women;
various social classes, races, and ethnicities;
and people of varying sexual orientations
mobilizing for change. And, as Du Bois pre-
dicted, Black women are leading many of
these struggles. A relevant sociology needs
to account for and analyze these multiple
sources of agency and what they portend for
future change.

Finally, sociology must determine whether
it is a science of human emancipation or
continue pretending to be an aloof, objective,
detached science. The Du Boisian challenge
insists scientific sociology is at its best when
it combines rigorous, critical scholarship and
emancipatory activism. The challenge is this:
will sociology provide cannon fodder for
wolves of oppression or traction for free-
dom fighters seeking human freedom through
social transformation?
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