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The National Black Arts Festival: W.E.B. Du Bois: A Biography in Four Voices
Produced and Directed by Louis Massiah (color/116 min.)

First aired to our nation and the world on the Public Broadcasting Service (PBS) television network in 1997, W.E.B. Du Bois: A Biography in Four Voices is a remarkably comprehensive summary and analysis of the life and work of famed sociologist, editor, teacher, social activist, and world leader, W.E.B. Du Bois (1868-1963).  Producer and director Louis Massiah chronicles an epic life that began only three years after the end of the Civil War (Rudwick).  Using seldom-seen archival film footage and rare audio clips, Massiah's film invites those who view his documentary to explore, evaluate, and reevaluate an unparalleled career in the all-encompassing context of United States and world history (Massiah).  It is a daunting task to summarize and analyze a career that began with the end of Reconstruction, continued with the Jim Crow system (including its ultimate overthrow by the Civil Rights Movement), and concluded with the death rattles of colonial domination over the indigenous peoples of the African continent (Chew).  Nonetheless, Massiah's documentary is up to the task.

A life as comprehensive in both length and scope—one of such momentous scale as that of Du Bois—required no less than a four-stage presentation in order to render it comprehensible to mere mortals (Massiah).  To convey those stages intelligibly, four unimpeachable authorities in the life and times of W.E.B. Du Bois were enlisted.  Toni Cade Bambara, Amiri Baraka, Wesley Brown, and Thulani Davis, all prominent African-American writers, take turns fleshing out phases of Du Bois' life, as well as recounting his seminal influences on their own diverse vocations and development, both as individuals and as writers.  Numerous commentators who know Du Bois' work and life well also make important contributions to the film.  By employing such a documentary technique, the social and intellectual history Du Bois painted on the vast canvas of human experience in his almost century of life is rendered in deep and vivid colors to those fortunate enough to see and hear this landmark film.  The following are the four phases of Du Bois' life as delineated and explored in Louis Massiah's masterful documentary.  (Principal milestones are noted, but there are many others too numerous to list here.)

Phase I - (1895-1915): Harvard, The Souls of Black Folk, and the NAACP
· Du Bois becomes the first African-American to receive a Ph.D. from Harvard University (Chew).

· Plessy vs. Ferguson ("separate but equal") Supreme Court ruling (1896) implicitly encourages Jim Crow "laws" that essentially legitimize (sic) racism (Hale).

· The Philadelphia Negro (1899) is published (Hale).

· The Souls of Black Folk (1903) is published (Hale).

· In 1905, Du Bois takes exception to Booker T. Washington's stance of "utilitarian" and "pragmatic" adaptation to segregation by co-founding the Niagara Movement (Reuben).

· Taking its impetus from the Niagara Movement, in 1909 Bu Bois and others establish the NAACP "to advance the cause of full equality between blacks and whites" (Reuben).
Phase II - (1919-1929): The Crisis, the Harlem Renaissance, and the Pan African Movement
· Du Bois creates and edits the NAACP's magazine, The Crisis, which greatly enhances and focuses the cultural movement known as "the Harlem Renaissance" (Chew).

· Du Bois becomes the key founder of the Pan African movement "by organizing the first international congress of leaders from Africa and the Diaspora" (Reuben).

Phase III - (1934-1948): Black Reconstruction
· Because of his continuing radical political stances, Du Bois is summarily dismissed from the editorship of The Crisis.  Du Bois resigns from the NAACP in 1934 (Reuben).

· At age sixty-eight, Du Bois continues his academic career at Atlanta University.  In 1940, he founds Phylon, Atlanta University's "Review of Race and Culture" (Chew).

· The Great Depression provides the natural background for a greater expression of Du Bois' developing leftist ideology as reflected in his great work, Black Reconstruction, 1935 (Hale).

Phase IV - (1949-1963): International Peace Activist, Target of McCarthyism, and Ghana
· Increasingly, Du Bois' growing anti-racist activism and evolving leftist political inclinations draw the unwanted and unwarranted attention of McCarthy sympathizers (Reuben).

· Du Bois is indicted for alleged "anti-American activities," but is acquitted due to the revelation of trumped-up charges.  Nevertheless, he suffers the indignity of having his passport revoked for a time (Rudwick).

· By the mid-Fifties, Du Bois becomes completely disillusioned with the United States government.  In 1961, he joins the Communist Party (Reuben).

· In 1961, Kwame Nkrumah, president of the recently sovereign African state of Ghana, recruits Du Bois to assist in that nation's improvement.  Du Bois accepts, living there for the balance of his life after first relinquishing his American citizenship (Reuben).

· Du Bois dies in 1963 at the age of ninety-five (Chew).


Although his body was laid to rest in the West African state of Ghana, W.E.B. Du Bois' noble spirit, as so eloquently contained in his multitudinous works, rich legacy, and unyielding conscience, cannot die.  He was the supreme scholar-activist whose pioneering works remain among the most momentous and coherent ever produced on the subject of race and humanity (Rudwick).  W.E.B. Du Bois' endowment to the advancement of African-Americans, people of color, and people of every race who suffer from political, economic, and social exclusion is so far-reaching that no documentary will ever be able to encompass his many accomplishments fully.  However, Louis Massiah's W.E.B. Du Bois: A Biography in Four Voices has undoubtedly come closer to that ambitious goal than any other documentary to date.
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