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bition was to be a writer, but he also said that he knew
he would have to fall back on teaching or something
else as a means of livelihood.
While at Lincoln University, Sumner corresponded
with members of the psychology faculty at Clark University in Worcester, Massachusetts, including
Clark's president, G. Stanley Hall. Hall was eminent
among psychologists; his accomplishments included
starting the American Journal of Psychology, leading the
founding of the American Psychological Association
(APA), and serving as the APA's first president. With
Hall's sponsorship, Sumner enrolled at Clark and
earnedasecondB.A. (English) in 1916. In 1916--1917
Sumner returned to Lincoln University for graduate
study, earning an M.A. concurrently with teaching
psychology and German. He desired to further his education but was undecided as to whether to pursue
psychology or German. In 1917, with Hall's encouragement and a senior fellowship, Sumner returned to
Clark University to study psychology.
Sumner began his doctoral studies at Clark on 15
October 1917. A week later he passed the French and
German examinations required for candidacy for the
Ph.D. Although he intended to study the psychology
of race, he wrote instead "Psychoanalysis of Freud and
Adler," a work completed by the end of the 1918
spring semester. (In 1909 Hall had been the first to
bring Freud to the United States.) While seeking a
publisher for his manuscript, Sumner asked Hall to
consider it for the doctoral dissertation. Before Hall
could examine the manuscript, Sumner was drafted
into military service. The United States was involved
in World War I, and Hall complied immediately with
Sumner's request for a letter recommending that he
receive officer training. However, it was too late, and
Sumner became a sergeant in the 808th Pioneer Infantry and was sent to France. His letters home graphically portrayed the frightening experiences of being under bombardment. Following the 11 November 1918
armistice, Sumner's unit was detained in France until
June 1919. He wrote to Hall of his fondness for France
and of his desire to live there, but he returned to Clark
University to complete his doctorate in· psyehology.
Hall and the other members of Sumner's doctoral
committee accepted with high praise the Freud and
Adler manuscript as his dissertation. Published in
1923 as "Psychoanalysis of Freud and Adler; or, SexDeterminism and Character Formation" (Pedagogical
Seminary), Sumner's dissertation contrasted the two
bitter rivals' theories of sex and character formation,
in Sumner's words, by "throw[ing] the searchlight of
psychoanalysis upon the lives of its very founders."
Sumner received his Ph.D. on 14 June 1920, becoming the first black American to earn a Ph.D. in psychology.
In the academic year 1920-1921 Sumner was a professor of psychology at Wilberforce University in
Ohio, and he taught during the summer of 1921 at
Southern University in Baton Rouge, Louisiana. He
married Frances H. Hughston in 1922; they had no
children. After the marriage ended, he married Nettie

M. Brooker in 1946; they had no children. From 1921
to 1928 Sumner was on the faculty at West Virginia
Collegiate Institute. He was a persistent critic of practices that hindered the development of intellectual
blacks and black education and a visionary for the advancement of education for African Americans. For
example, Sumner advocated the consolidation of both
the intellectual and material resources of the forty scattered, substandard black colleges and universities to
form five strategically designed universities.
In 1928 Sumner accepted a position at Howard University in Washington, D.C., where he was appointed
as the acting chair and, soon thereafter, the chair of the
psychology department. He remained at Howard until
his death. Initially, the department consisted of Sumner and his assistant, Frederick P. Watts. In 1930 Max
Meenes, a white man with a Ph.D. in psychology from
Clark University, joined Sumner and Watts. For the
next fifteen years Sumner, Watts, and Meenes were
Howard's psychology department, and they enabled
the university to become the leading institution in educating black psychologists. Although Howard did not
confer the Ph.D. until nearly twenty years after Sumner's death, it was documented in 1975 that of the 300
black American Ph.D. psychologists, sixty had received bachelor's or master's degrees from Howard.
Sumner was not considered to be a charismatic
teacher, but Kenneth B. Clark, perhaps the most recognized black American psychologist, attributed his
conversion to the study of psychology to Sumner.
Clark earned bachelor's and master's degrees under
Sumner's supervision, and he served as the first African-American president of the APA (1970-1971).
Clark and his wife, Mamie Phipps Clark (Meenes's
master's student at Howard), published research on
children's self-esteem that was instrumental in the
1954 Supreme Court decision that rendered segregation in public schools illegal. Recalling the occasion of
Sumner's death, Clark said, "I felt it more deeply than
I felt the death of my father."
Sumner's scholarly accomplishments included at
least forty-five publications. Among his interests was
the psychology of religion. He presented a paper titled
"Mental Hygiene and Religion" at the First International Congress of Religious Psychology in Vienna in
1931. Inspired by his participation in the congress, he
collected an extensive set of European works on the
psychology of religion that led to his writing a large
but unpublished manuscript, "The Structure of Religion: A History of European Psychology of Religion."
In addition he wrote more than 2,000 abstracts for
Psychological Abstracts (this was before authors provided their own abstracts), mostly from articles in foreign
language journals. These were outstanding accomplishments, considering that he taught five courses
most semesters and handled the administration of the
department. Sumner was a fellow of the APA, and his
other professional memberships included the American Association for the Advancement of Science, the
American Education Research Association, the Eastern Psychological Association, and the Southern Soci-
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