
what did web dubois believe about
education
what did web dubois believe about education is a question that delves into
the educational philosophy of one of the most influential African American
intellectuals and activists of the early 20th century. W.E.B. Du Bois viewed
education as a critical vehicle for racial uplift, social equality, and the
cultivation of leadership within the Black community. His beliefs contrasted
notably with other contemporaries, emphasizing a liberal arts education over
vocational training as a means to empower African Americans. This article
explores Du Bois’s views on the purpose and nature of education, his advocacy
for the "Talented Tenth," and his impact on educational policies and
institutions. Understanding what Du Bois believed about education offers
valuable insights into the historical context of Black education in America
and its ongoing implications. The following sections will examine his
educational philosophy, the role of higher education, his criticisms of
alternative approaches, and the legacy of his beliefs.

Du Bois’s Educational Philosophy

The Role of Higher Education in Empowerment

The Concept of the “Talented Tenth”

Criticism of Vocational Education

Impact on Educational Institutions and Policies

Du Bois’s Educational Philosophy
At the core of understanding what did web dubois believe about education is
his firm conviction that education is a powerful instrument for social change
and racial progress. Du Bois argued that education should not merely provide
basic literacy or manual skills; rather, it must cultivate intellectual and
moral capacities to develop leaders within the African American community. He
believed that education was essential to combating racial prejudice and
achieving true equality in American society.

The Purpose of Education
Du Bois defined education as a means to develop a well-rounded individual
capable of critical thinking, cultural awareness, and civic responsibility.
He saw education as a tool to prepare African Americans for participation in



all aspects of society, including politics, arts, sciences, and business. His
vision extended beyond economic survival, emphasizing the importance of
intellectual growth and leadership.

Education as a Path to Equality
For Du Bois, education was inseparable from the quest for civil rights and
social justice. He maintained that only through rigorous academic training
could African Americans overcome systemic barriers and dismantle
institutional racism. Education was both a form of empowerment and resistance
against oppression.

The Role of Higher Education in Empowerment
Central to what did web dubois believe about education is his emphasis on the
necessity of higher education for African Americans. Du Bois championed the
establishment of colleges and universities dedicated to providing liberal
arts education to Black students, which he considered vital for nurturing
leaders who would guide the race forward.

Liberal Arts Education
Du Bois advocated for a broad-based liberal arts curriculum that included the
humanities, sciences, and philosophy. He believed this type of education was
crucial for producing critical thinkers and innovators who could engage with
complex social issues and contribute meaningfully to American society.

Development of Leadership
Higher education, in Du Bois’s view, was the breeding ground for the
“Talented Tenth,” an elite group of educated African Americans who would
become leaders and role models. He posited that this leadership class would
uplift the entire race by demonstrating intellectual excellence and moral
integrity.

The Concept of the “Talented Tenth”
One of the most famous aspects of Du Bois’s educational beliefs is the
concept of the “Talented Tenth.” This idea encapsulates his vision of a
select group of African Americans who, through advanced education, would lead
social and political change.



Definition and Significance
The “Talented Tenth” referred to the top ten percent of the Black population
who possessed the ability and opportunity to excel academically and
professionally. Du Bois believed that investing in this elite would yield
leaders who could advocate for racial justice and inspire broader societal
progress.

Responsibilities of the “Talented Tenth”
Du Bois emphasized that the “Talented Tenth” had the responsibility to serve
their communities by promoting education, fighting discrimination, and
improving economic conditions. Their leadership was intended to be
altruistic, dedicated to the collective advancement of African Americans
rather than individual success alone.

Criticism of Vocational Education
In the debate over educational strategies for African Americans, Du Bois was
a vocal critic of the vocational education model promoted by Booker T.
Washington. Understanding what did web dubois believe about education
requires examining his objections to this approach.

Opposition to Industrial Education
Du Bois rejected the notion that vocational training alone was sufficient for
African American advancement. He argued that focusing solely on manual labor
and industrial skills limited intellectual development and perpetuated social
subordination. According to Du Bois, this approach reinforced a caste system
and restricted African Americans to lower socioeconomic statuses.

Advocacy for Intellectual Excellence
Instead, Du Bois insisted on the importance of rigorous academic study and
higher education to cultivate leaders capable of challenging systemic
inequalities. He viewed intellectual excellence as a prerequisite for
meaningful political and social empowerment, which vocational education did
not adequately provide.

Impact on Educational Institutions and Policies
Du Bois’s beliefs about education significantly influenced the development of
Black educational institutions and broader policies affecting African
American schooling. His advocacy helped shape the priorities of historically



Black colleges and universities (HBCUs) and the civil rights movement's
educational agenda.

Founding of the NAACP and Educational Advocacy
As a co-founder of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored
People (NAACP), Du Bois utilized education as a central theme in the
organization’s fight for civil rights. He promoted policies that expanded
access to higher education and combated segregation and discrimination in
schools.

Legacy in Higher Education
Du Bois’s insistence on liberal arts education and leadership training
contributed to the missions of many HBCUs, which continue to emphasize
comprehensive academic programs. His vision laid the groundwork for future
generations of African American scholars and professionals.

Key Contributions to Educational Thought

Promotion of higher education as a means of racial uplift

Development of the “Talented Tenth” leadership concept

Critique of purely vocational training for African Americans

Advocacy for intellectual and moral development through education

Influence on civil rights policies related to educational access

Frequently Asked Questions

What was W.E.B. Du Bois's view on the purpose of
education?
W.E.B. Du Bois believed education should develop leadership and intellectual
capacities in African Americans to achieve social and political equality.

How did Du Bois's educational philosophy differ from



Booker T. Washington's?
Du Bois emphasized a liberal arts education for the 'Talented Tenth' to
cultivate leaders, while Washington promoted vocational training focused on
industrial skills.

What did Du Bois mean by educating the 'Talented
Tenth'?
Du Bois referred to the top ten percent of educated African Americans who he
believed should be developed through higher education to lead and uplift the
entire race.

Did W.E.B. Du Bois support vocational education?
While Du Bois acknowledged the value of vocational education, he prioritized
higher education and critical thinking skills to empower African Americans in
leadership roles.

How did Du Bois believe education could combat
racial discrimination?
Du Bois believed that a strong education would equip African Americans with
the knowledge and skills necessary to challenge racial injustice and advocate
for civil rights.

What role did Du Bois see for higher education in
African American advancement?
Du Bois saw higher education as essential for cultivating intellectual elites
who could lead political, social, and economic progress for African
Americans.

Additional Resources
1. The Souls of Black Folk by W.E.B. Du Bois
This seminal work by Du Bois explores his philosophy on education, race, and
the African American experience. He emphasizes the importance of a liberal
arts education to develop leadership and intellectual capacity within the
Black community. Du Bois advocates for what he calls the "Talented Tenth," a
group of educated African Americans who would uplift the race through
knowledge and social activism.

2. W.E.B. Du Bois and the Education of Black Americans by William H. Watkins
Watkins examines Du Bois's educational beliefs and strategies in the context
of the broader African American struggle for equality. The book highlights Du
Bois’s insistence on higher education and classical learning as tools for



racial advancement, contrasting them with Booker T. Washington's vocational
training approach. It provides deep insight into how Du Bois envisioned
education as a means of empowerment and social change.

3. Du Bois on Education: Selected Writings by W.E.B. Du Bois
This collection compiles Du Bois’s essays and speeches focused on education.
It reveals his conviction that education should cultivate critical thinking,
cultural pride, and leadership skills among African Americans. The writings
argue against limiting Black education to industrial training, advocating
instead for comprehensive intellectual development.

4. The Education of Black People: Ten Critiques, 1906-1960 edited by W.E.B.
Du Bois
This anthology includes critical essays by Du Bois on the state of Black
education in America. It details his critiques of segregated schooling and
limited educational opportunities for African Americans. Du Bois champions
equal access to higher education and stresses the role of education in
achieving social justice.

5. W.E.B. Du Bois: Biography of a Race, 1868-1919 by David Levering Lewis
This biography covers Du Bois’s life and intellectual evolution, including
his educational philosophy. Lewis documents how Du Bois’s experiences shaped
his belief in education as a fundamental right and a crucial factor in racial
uplift. The book contextualizes Du Bois’s advocacy for academic excellence
and leadership development.

6. Black Education in the South, 1860-1935 by James D. Anderson
While not solely about Du Bois, this book provides historical context for his
educational ideas. It explores the challenges and progress in African
American education during Du Bois’s era. The narrative highlights Du Bois’s
role in promoting higher education as essential for Black empowerment in the
segregated South.

7. The Talented Tenth: W.E.B. Du Bois and African American Leadership by
Henry Louis Gates Jr.
Gates analyzes Du Bois’s concept of the "Talented Tenth" and its implications
for education and leadership. The book explains how Du Bois believed a well-
educated elite could lead the fight against racial discrimination. It
underscores the transformative power Du Bois attributed to rigorous academic
training.

8. Education and Social Change: Contours in the History of American Schooling
by John L. Rury
This book examines various educational philosophies in American history,
including Du Bois’s contributions. It discusses his belief that education
must be a catalyst for social reform and racial equality. Du Bois’s
insistence on liberal education as a pathway to societal leadership is a
central theme.

9. W.E.B. Du Bois on Race and Culture: Philosophy, Politics, and Poetics
edited by Matt Richardson



A compilation of Du Bois’s writings addressing race, culture, and education,
this book sheds light on his comprehensive vision for African American
education. It highlights his advocacy for intellectual freedom and cultural
affirmation through schooling. The work illustrates how education was
intertwined with Du Bois’s broader goals for racial justice and identity.
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