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In his classic book, The Souls of Black Folk,which offered keen and lasting insights into the
character and condition of the African American community at the turn of the 20th century,W. E. B.
DuBois makes the following observation:

“The Preacher is the most unique personality developed by the Negro on American soil. A leader, a

politician, an orator;, a boss, an intriguer, an idealist, - all these he is, and ever, too, the centre of a

group of men, now twenty, now a thousand in number.The combination of a certain adroitness with

decp-seated earnestness, of tact with consummate ability, gave him his preeminence, and helps him

maintain it

As intriguing as this observation is about the fact of the preacher being the preeminent person-
ality in the African American community, his second observation is equally revealing in terms of the
forms that this personality has taken over the years. DuBois states:

“The type, of course, varies according to time and place, from the West Indies in the sixteenth century
to New England in the nineteenth, and from the Mississippi bottoms to cities like New Orleans or New
York.”

I want to examine these observations by DuBois in two specific ways. First, [ want to examine
the reasons why the preacher was the preeminent personality in the African American community
at the turn of the 20th century. I want to look at the historical circumstances that were the single
largest contributor to this reality. I also want to look at the ways that specific persons who were
African American clergy operated within those historical circumstances to establish their profession
as the preeminent core of leadership for their people by 1903 when DuBois made his observation.
Then I want to explore the extent to which the claims of DuBois remained true as the 20th century
has unfolded. Does the preacher remain the preeminent personality in the African American com-
munity? Or does his/her status shift and diminish? If that status does diminish as African Americans
move through the 20th century, what are the reasons for that shift? Furthermore, what is the new
status afforded to the preacher if it can be demonstrated that he/she is no longer the preeminent
personality in the African American community? Finally,and to the extent that it can be determined,
what group, profession, or personality has arisen, if any, to assume the role of preeminent personal-
ity within the African American community that DuBois ascribed to the preacher at the beginning
of this century?

The history of the role and status of the African American preacher up to 1903 has largely been
written. The names, the events, the achievements are well documented. It is by referring to that
available documentation that the claim made by DuBois can rather easily be substantiated. It is a
history that has been “written. That is not the case for the African American preacher throughout
the 20th century. Even as we come to the end of that century, the story is still unfolding.True
enough, books have been and are being written on the subject. But written history is not the oldest
or most extensive collection of research materials available to those who want to examine how the
preacher has been perceived throughout the 20th century.That distinction falls to the collection of
films produced between 1927 and the present that have consistently depicted the character of the
black preacher. Thirty films have been identified that allow the status and function of the black
preacher to be viewed and analyzed.

These films place the preacher in every conceivable situation so that his/her status and conduct
can be seen and measured in a variety of social settings. Preachers are depicted in both rural and
urban settings.They are placed in the midst of the great black migration.They are viewed against
the backdrop of the rise of cults and sects that would become leadership rivals. They are featured in
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