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Introduction

How to Read The Souls of Black Folk
in a Post-Racial Age

JONATHAN SCOTT HOLLOWAY

An Intellectual Biography

Isit with Shakespeare and he winces not. Across the color line
I'move arm in arm with Balzac and Dumas, where smiling men
and welcoming women glide in gilded halls. From out the caves
of evening that swing between the strong-limbed earth and

the tracery of the stars, I summon Aristotle and Aurelius and
what soul I'will, and they come all graciously with no scorn nor
condescension.

W. E. B. DU BOIS, “Of the Training of Black Men”

ew Englander. Middle-class uplift ideologist. Polemi-
cist. Urban sociologist. Southerner. Pan-Africanist.
Assimilationist. Professor. Elitist. Civil rights agitator.
Editor. Novelist. Progressive. Antinuclear peace activ-

ist. Suspect. Figurehead. Communist. Ghanaian.
Each of these words describes William Edward Burghardt Du
Bois at some point in his life. Born in Great Barrington, Massachu-
setts, in 1868, W. E. B. Du Bois (pronounced doo-boys by his family)

ix



X INTRODUCTION

is one of the most important and endlessly intriguing figures in the
history of post-emancipation letters and politics. Perhaps most fa-
mous for his principled stand against Booker T. Washington’s politi-
cal philosophy of racial accommodation, Du Bois also established
new fields of scholarly inquiry, helped lead one of the first cultural
societies for black intellectuals, and mentored several generations
of black scholars and activists. His engagement with civil rights bat-
tles took shape when he helped establish the Niagara Movement in
1gos and the National Association for the Advancement of Colored
People (NAACP) in 190g. Although he came to have a complicated
relationship with the NAACP decades after its founding, Du Bois’s
importance to the history of the fight for full civil rights was always
evident to the movement’s most prominent leaders. One dramatic
moment makes this clear: On the morning of the March on Washing-
ton for Jobs and Freedom, Roy Wilkins, head of the NAACP, walked
to the podium and announced to the 250,000 protestors that Du
Bois had died the night before in Ghana. Wilkins said, “Regardless
of the fact that in his later years Dr. Du Bois chose another path, it
is incontrovertible that at the dawn of the twentieth century his was
the voice that was calling to you to gather here today in this cause. If
you want to read something that applies to 1963 go back and get a
volume of The Souls of Black Folk by Du Bois published in 1903.”!

The Souls of Black Folk is one of the few indisputable master-
pieces in the African American literary canon. When the still-young
Du Bois, only thirty-five, published this book, he made a major mark
in the world of black arts and letters. Since Du Bois was never one
to underestimate his value, it is tempting to say that he knew what
he had accomplished in writing the book. It is difficult to imagine,
however, that Du Bois could have foreseen that The Souls of Black
Folk—part prose poem, part sociological tract, part memoir, part
short story, part manifesto, part eulogy—would become as impor-
tant and as long-lasting as it has.?

The book’s significance is easy to understand given Du Bois’s

involvement in so much of twentieth-century African American
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thought and political activism. Although The Souls of Black Folk was
not his first book, it was the text through which Du Bois emerged
as a major force in the central debates about African American civil
and human rights. The powerful indictment of turn-of-the-century
conservative accommodationist politics that he made in the book
reinforced the central role that uplift philosophy would play in
middle-class black social and political circles for decades to come.
His interdisciplinary approach to describing black life meant that
the book would have enduring value to future generations of schol-
ars who wanted to speak to the centrality of black life in music, liter-
ary arts, and the sociological imagination. (Du Bois’s radical cultural
intellectual project is evident even in the layout of the book. Each
chapter opens with two epigraphs: a prose sampling from the Euro-
pean canon and an excerpt from a Negro spiritual. Du Bois did not
wince when he put these cultural exemplars next to each other and
insisted that his reader understand the juxtaposition as one of equals,
of cultural products that informed each other.)

The Souls of Black Folk may occupy a special place of enduring
value in the scholarly world, but what is its relevance beyond the ivory
tower? After all, there is no denying that much has changed in the
decades since Du Bois’s assessments and prognostications. Although
he died on the cusp of some of the most-marked changes—the pas-
sage of the Civil and Voting Rights Acts, federal housing reform, the
institutionalization (albeit fading in our contemporary moment) of
affirmative action in industry, government, and universities—and
only a few decades before the election of an African American presi-
dent, Du Bois was able to see a decolonizing Africa and the opening
of possibilities for the future. Given the domestic and international
changes and a rising suggestion that we in the twenty-first century
are in a “post-racial age,” some might conclude that The Souls of
Black Folk is a relic, a primary source for the exclusive use of schol-
ars who want to better understand a specific moment in time. Before
picking up the book the contemporary reader might even wonder if
The Souls of Black Folk is still predictive of structures of power and
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cultural interaction and might dismiss the idea that it has an abiding
relevance to a broad public.

This dismissal would be hasty.

Just as Roy Wilkins reminded the protestors assembled on the
Washington Mall to read Du Bois’s masterpiece if they wanted to
understand the long history of the country’s civil rights struggles, we,
too, find understanding in The Souls of Black Folk: it still speaks to us
today and to our current condition. Even in light of the real changes
since the book was originally published, declarations that we are
presently somehow “post-racial” create cognitive dissonance. A roll
call of racially informed incidents concerning citizenship, labor, edu-
cation, pathology, and violence—all of which are topics in Du Bois’s
book—are even now being read into our collective consciousness,
and debates about the legacies of racial slavery, which many consider
our nation’s original sin, fill the pages of our mainstream press and
the World Wide Web.3

For Du Bois, race does not extend beyond human logic. Rather,
he points out in The Souls of Black Folk time and again how legacies
of social, political, and economic practices took on a racial veneer
and how these appropriations were the result of considered choices.
There are those who would prefer race to go away (when affirmative
action policies create racial “preferences,” for example). The idea
that race is a human construction suggests to them that humans,
at least those in the United States, can unmake, and actually have
unmade, something that was made at the country’s founding. But
a close reading of The Souls of Black Folk uncovers how the con-
structed idea of race separates people and how it imbues what this
country has been and, in truth, remains.

When we think about the processes and permanencies of racial
construction, The Souls of Black Folk is uniquely helpful because of
the way it charts Du Bois’s own evolving racial consciousness. In the
book’s earliest pages we discover that Du Bois, the great “race man,”
the preeminent black intellectual of the twentieth century, was not

born to a racial mission. His racial sensibility was learned. And de-
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spite real changes in material possibilities for so many in this country,
the forces that inform racial perspectives have not fundamentally
changed since The Souls of Black Folk’s original publication. The
book stands as a melancholy assertion that a “post-racial” conscious-
ness is a false consciousness.

A survey of Du Bois’s early years reveals a talented and driven
boy who, by the circumstances of his upbringing, grew into a race-
conscious young man. He was raised in Great Barrington amid a poly-
glot community of immigrants and led a fairly mundane and, in that
way, idyllic life. He was undoubtedly aware of the racial differences
in Great Barrington—there were only a few dozen black people in a
community of five thousand—but he and his mother were welcomed
and supported by leading white figures (the pastor of the Congrega-
tionalist Church, the principals of two different schools), and Great
Barrington would always figure as a grounding presence in his life.*

Despite earning the admiration and respect of many in Great
Barrington, Du Bois learned at an early age that his success was con-
tingent upon the goodwill of peers. In the opening paragraphs of “Of
Our Spiritual Strivings,” the first chapter of The Souls of Black Folk,
Du Bois recounts discovering how racial difference would affect
his life and introduces the central metaphor of his book: the racial
“veil” that separates white from black. He writes about a “merry”
day of exchanging visiting cards with classmates until a girl, new to
town, refused to accept his. It was at that moment when “the shadow
swept across me”: it “dawned upon me with a certain suddenness
that I was different from the others . . . shut out from their world by
avast veil.”

Du Bois makes great use of this childhood story and the new-
comer’s discourteousness. He explains how other moments like this
drove him to excel in every task, always eager to disprove the pre-
sumed merit of the racial veil. “I had thereafter,” he remembers, “no
desire to tear down that veil, to creep through; I held all beyond it
in common contempt, and lived above it in a region of blue sky and

great wandering shadows. That sky was bluest when I could beat my
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mates at examination-time, or beat them at a foot-race, or even beat
their stringy heads. Alas, with the years all this fine contempt began
to fade; for the worlds I longed for, and all their dazzling opportuni-
ties, were theirs, not mine. But they should not keep these prizes, I
said; some, all, I would wrest from them.”

As he headed further into his teenage years the ambitious Du Bois
concluded that he would best his peers in the world of ideas. To that
end he set his sights on Harvard. His mentors were concerned that
the Great Barrington schools had not properly prepared Du Bois for
the rigors of Harvard and suggested that he pursue studies at Fisk
University, in Nashville, Tennessee. Although in later years people
saw him as fundamentally dedicated to improving the quality of Af-
rican American life, Du Bois’s move to Fisk was his first enduring
encounter with a large black population and his first experience in
the South.

Du Bois’s four years at Fisk clearly affected him. The indignities
he suffered in his childhood town paled when compared to what he
witnessed, and endured, in the South. In The Souls of Black Folks,
Du Bois spends several chapters (“Of the Wings of Atalanta,” “Of
the Black Belt,” “Of the Quest of the Golden Fleece,” “Of the Sons
of Masters and Man”) moving from clinical examinations of southern
history, politics, and labor to pained observations of racial violence,
penury, and broken dreams. Just one paragraph from “Of the Black
Belt” captures the disparities in the region:

It is aland of rapid contrasts and of curiously mingled hope and pain.
Here sits a pretty blue-eyed quadroon hiding her bare feet; she was
married only last week, and yonder in the field is her dark young
husband, hoeing to support her, at thirty cents a day without board.
Across the way is Gatesby, brown and tall, lord of two thousand acres
shrewdly won and held. There is a store conducted by his black son,
a blacksmith shop, and a ginnery. Five miles below here is a town
owned and controlled by one white New Englander. He owns al-
most a Rhode Island county, with thousands of acres and hundreds of
black laborers. Their cabins look better than most, and the farm, with
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machinery and fertilizers, is much more business-like than any in the
county, although the manager drives hard bargains in wages. When
now we turn and look five miles above, there on the edge of town are
five houses of prostitutes,—two of blacks and three of whites; and in
one of the houses of the whites a worthless black boy was harbored
too openly two years ago; so he was hanged for rape. And here, too, is
the high whitewashed fence of the “stockade,” as the county prison is
called; the white folks say it is ever full of black criminals,—the black
folks say that only colored boys are sent to jail, and they not because
they are guilty, but because the State needs criminals to eke out its
income by their forced labor.

Bearing witness to such radical disparities and to so much wasted
human potential moved Du Bois to accept a call to service on behalf
of his race. He believed that he should continue his education and
thus become a “missionary of culture to an untaught people,” as he
writes in “Of the Wings of Atalanta.” Du Bois’s childhood determina-
tion to prove himself better than his peers became wrapped up in his
scholarly accomplishments, and he fixed his vision on carrying the
race forward not so much on his shoulders as in his broad wake.

After graduating from Fisk in 1888, Du Bois matriculated as a
junior at Harvard (his years at Fisk having now prepared him for the
challenges at Harvard, according to the logic of that school’s admis-
sions officers); he remained in Cambridge for graduate study. By the
time he received his PhD in 18gs—the first African American to
earn that degree at Harvard—he had spent two years at the Univer-
sity of Berlin on a fellowship and had started teaching at Wilberforce
University, in Ohio. His dissertation, The Suppression of the African
Slave Trade to the United States of America, 1638-1870, was the first
book published in the vaunted Harvard Historical Studies series.

With a degree in hand and a major publication in the works Du
Bois seemed about to start a pathbreaking career at one of the na-
tion’s leading research universities. This still seemed to be the case
when the University of Pennsylvania hired him away from Wilber-

force as an assistant in sociology. Du Bois was brought to Penn to
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conduct an extended research study of Philadelphia’s black neigh-
borhoods, then the largest in the country. When he completed and
published his study, The Philadelphia Negro, Du Bois expected to be
offered a teaching position in recognition of his accomplishment—a
task for which he was perfectly suited. He believed that his methodol-
ogy opened up entirely new ways of conducting sociological research
and highlighted important socioeconomic issues that were hobbling
black Philadelphians and keeping them from fulfilling their poten-
tial. The leadership at the university, however, thanked him for his
work and declined to offer him a continuing position. Du Bois never
got over the perceived snub. Even though the executive leadership
at Penn failed to appreciate the value of Du Bois’s research, he is
recognized today for creating the field of urban ethnography and re-
shaping the way the sociological study of cities could be conducted.

While Du Bois was in the midst of his research and writing for
The Philadelphia Negro, he became engaged in another intellectual
project: helping to establish the American Negro Academy (ANA).
The ANA, founded in 1897, was conceived in response to a shift in
the orientation of black leadership in the waning days of the nine-
teenth century. Frederick Douglass died in February 1895, and with
his passing, black Americans lost their leading voice for full citizen-
ship rights. Just a few months after Douglass’s death, Booker T.
Washington, the founder and head of the Tuskegee Institute, shot
to prominence with his oration at the Atlanta Cotton States and In-
ternational Exposition, where he advocated an economic and racial
peace that, to his critics, consigned blacks to a permanent second-
class status. The Supreme Court was then just one year away from
offering its decision in Plessy v. Ferguson that racial segregation was
constitutional (the “separate but equal” doctrine remained in place
until the Supreme Court reversed course in 1954 with its decision in
Brown v. Board of Education).

The first president of the ANA was Alexander Crummell, the sep-
tuagenarian priest and former missionary who had moved to Wash-
ington, DC, and established St. Luke’s Episcopal Church in 187s.
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Crummell died just one year after he founded the ANA, but over
the last two decades of his life he had dedicated himself to speak-
ing about the moral obligation that men of character, refinement,
and education had to serve and save the race. The ANA was a small
organization—its membership was limited to twenty-five “leading
men of the race”—but Du Bois believed deeply in the mission and,
even more, shared Crummell’s faith that intellectuals were of fun-
damental importance to the race’s salvation. Scholars, after all, had
“secured the vision which penetrates the center of nature.™

Du Bois showed his commitment to this ideal by agreeing to serve
as the ANAs first vice president (he became president after Crum-
mell’s death). The same commitment is captured in a closing chapter
of The Souls of Black Folk, where he eulogizes his mentor:

The more I met Alexander Crummell, the more I felt how much that
world was losing which knew so little of him. In another age he might
have sat among the elders of the land in purple-bordered toga; in an-
other country mothers might have sung him to the cradles.

He did his work,—he did it nobly and well; and yet I sorrow that
here he worked alone, with so little human sympathy. His name to-
day, in this broad land, means little, and comes to fifty million ears
laden with no incense of memory or emulation. And herein lies the
tragedy of the age: not that men are poor,—all men know something
of poverty; not that men are wicked,—who is good? not that men are
ignorant,—what is Truth? Nay, but that men know so little of men.

Crummell and Du Bois were so driven to state their case about the
role of the intellectual because Washington’s rise in the wake of his
famous Atlanta Cotton Exposition address threatened their vision of
the race’s future. Where Washington called for racial appeasement,
urging southern planters and northern industrialists to invest in the
docile black labor force with its proven loyalty and reassuring them
that these same blacks would abide by a logic that preserved the sep-
aration of the races, Crummell and Du Bois saw the fashioning of a

permanent underclass. Du Bois first aired his views of Washington in
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a 1901 review of Washington’s Up from Slavery, but his challenge to
Washington’s advocacy did not appear fully formed until The Souls of
Black Folk was published in 19o3. Then it very quickly became the
defining assessment of the limits of Washingtonian philosophy.®

In stating, in the chapter “Of Mr. Booker T. Washington and Oth-
ers,” that it was time to speak “in all sincerity and utter courtesy of
the mistakes and shortcomings of Mr. Washington’s career,” Du Bois
invoked a moral urgency about the role of the intellectual, investing
him (and it was solely a male’s role at this point in Du Bois’s construc-
tion) with a duty to stand up to the dangerous inadequacies of voca-
tional education. The imprint of Crummell’s ideology was plain to
see: “In failing thus to state plainly and unequivocally the legitimate
demands of their people, even at the cost of opposing an honored
leader, the thinking classes of American Negroes would shirk a heavy
responsibility,—a responsibility to themselves, a responsibility to the
struggling masses, a responsibility to the darker races of men whose
future depends so largely on this American experiment, but espe-
cially a responsibility to this nation,—this common Fatherland.”

Du Bois criticized a Washingtonian logic that led to “1. The dis-
franchisement of the Negro. 2. The legal creation of a distinct status
of civil inferiority for the Negro. 3. The steady withdrawal of aid from
institutions for the higher training of the Negro.” Du Bois said that
his fellow intellectuals were morally obliged to stand up to Wash-
ington: “We have no right to sit silently by while the inevitable seeds
are sown for a harvest of disaster to our children, black and white.”
Strong words for a still-new professor who was currently holding his
first full-time faculty position.

Soon after Du Bois apprehended that his research assistantship
at Penn would not be extended or formalized into a faculty position,
he looked for other employment. After completing some consultant
work for the Bureau of Labor Statistics—Du Bois had become quite
adept at survey and statistical work through his research for The Phil-
adelphia Negro— he accepted a position at Atlanta University. The
thirteen years that Du Bois spent there (1897-1910) represented
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one of the high-water periods in his lengthy career. Indeed, looking
back on his time at Atlanta, then one of three great historically black
universities in the country (Fisk and Howard being the other two),
Du Bois expressed fondness for its stimulating intellectual environ-
ment even though he tempered his enthusiasm with recollections of
the tightrope that blacks had to walk while living in the Deep South.

It is during his time at Atlanta that Du Bois probably came clos-
est to realizing the ideals that he and Crummell articulated in the
American Negro Academy and that Du Bois reasserted multiple
times in The Souls of Black Folk. The work that Du Bois pursued
at Atlanta was scholarship with a purpose. Through his leadership
of the Atlanta University Studies, a series of publications that grew
out of themed annual conferences at the school, Du Bois undertook
a systemic examination of black life, always with an eye to finding
ways to improve the quality of that life. The titles of the studies show
the subjects of exploration: The Negro in Business, The Negro Com-
mon School, The Negro Artisan, The College-Bred Negro, The Negro
Church, and so on.

Du Bois’s satisfaction with his years at the university sprang from
his intellectual fervor and engagement. While teaching in Atlanta he
assumed the presidency of the ANA, organized the Atlanta Univer-
sity Studies, articulated his soon-to-be famous vision for “the talented
tenth” (in an essay of the same name, in a book edited by none other
than Booker T. Washington), published The Souls of Black Folk, and
helped organize the Niagara Movement and then the National As-
sociation for the Advancement of Colored People. By the end of this
remarkably fertile period Du Bois was the first director of publicity
and research for the NAACP, where one of his principal duties was
to edit its magazine, The Crisis. He left Atlanta in the summer of
1910 to take the new job. Although the NAACP was officially non-
partisan, Du Bois used his editorial position to advocate for a range
of causes over the next two decades. He rallied blacks to support the
war effort in 1918 and, a year later, when blacks’ patriotic sacrifices

garnered no positive change in their citizenship status, told them to
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fight instead for their civil rights at home. In the 1920s, Du Bois used
the magazine to cultivate a new generation of artists, thereby playing
a significant role in shaping the New Negro Renaissance.

Du Bois resigned from the NAACP in 1934 following a series of
disagreements with the new executive director, Walter White, and
returned to Atlanta University. Ever the nimble thinker, Du Bois
was now developing a Marxist critique of US history and advocating
Washingtonian ideas of racially separate economic cooperatives. Du
Bois did not last a decade at Atlanta this time around; the trustees
refused to extend his contract beyond 1944, and the president of the
university quietly hoped that Du Bois would retire. He returned to
the NAACP, but left again five years later, when his open allegiances
and friendships with individuals who were members of the Commu-
nist Party threatened to bring heightened FBI scrutiny of the civil
rights group.

Decades before Du Bois’s ideas and activities caught the atten-
tion of the FBI and even before The Souls of Black Folk was pub-
lished, Du Bois understood that the “Negro problem in America”
was part of a global phenomenon of structured denials of opportunity
to second-class, racialized citizens. For example, in 19oo he helped
lead the first Pan-African Conference (during which he called on
European powers to grant their colonies the right to self-govern)
and also curated a major photographic show, “Exhibit of American
Negroes,” for the Paris Exposition. His subsequent leadership role
in the Pan-African Congresses in the 1910s and 1920s and his 1928
novel, Dark Princess (which spoke to the international dimensions of
racial citizenship), affirmed his global sensibilities. In the mid-1940s
the intensity of Du Bois’s focus on international affairs heightened.
He offered a sharp critique of colonialism at the founding confer-
ence of the United Nations, helped organize the fifth (and final) Pan-
African Congress, charged the United States with committing acts
of racial genocide, and became an outspoken peace advocate and
antinuclear activist.

Already the subject of an FBI investigation before articulating his
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position against nuclear weapons, Du Bois fell under increased scru-
tiny and had his passport revoked in 1950. He was unable to leave the
country for eight years. When the State Department gave his pass-
port back, Du Bois set off on an international tour and was hailed by
heads of state in the Communist world. Finally giving up hope that
the United States would ever live up to its democratic ideals, Du
Bois declared himself a Communist in 1961, moved to Ghana, where
he was personally welcomed by Kwame Nkrumah—the first leader
of that newly independent country—and then gave up his Ameri-
can citizenship when the United States refused to renew his passport
once it expired.

Du Bois died in Accra on August 27, 1963. He was ninety-five
years old. Nkrumah, who had met Du Bois in Manchester, England,
at the fifth Pan-African Congress eighteen years earlier, organized a
state funeral for this New England-born Ghanaian citizen who had

become an internationally renowned activist and intellectual.

A Ciritical Intellectual History

Surely there shall yet dawn some mighty morning to lift the Veil
and set the prisoned free. Not for me,—I shall die in my bonds,—
but for fresh young souls who have not known the night and
waken to the morning; a morning when men ask of the workman,
not “Is he white?” but “Can he work?” When men ask artists, not
“Are they black?” but “Do they know?” Some morning this may
be, long, long years to come. But now there wails, on that dark
shore within the Veil, the same deep voice, Thou shalt forgo!

W. E. B. DU BOIS, “Of the Passing of the First-Born”

Du Bois’s intellectual biography reveals a man who felt comfort-
able linking the world of ideas and the world of action. It also reveals
a man who was not afraid to make major predictive pronouncements
about the problems of the age. Even though his ideas shifted over
time—his disdain for any form of racial separatism modulated; his
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antiwar commitments ebbed and flowed in their intensity; his sense
of the analytic and explanatory tension between class and race fluc-
tuated—Du Bois was always supremely certain of his ideas in the
moment of their expression.

That confidence is found in the opening chapters of The Souls of
Black Folk. There, in “Of Our Spiritual Strivings,” Du Bois offers a
question and an analysis and, in “Of the Dawn of Freedom,” a decla-
ration that, taken together, set the tone for the rest of the book. (In-
deed, the declaration appears even earlier, in “The Forethought.”)
Since these introductory salvos have commanded readers’ attention
in the one hundred—plus years since the book’s publication, a critical
reading of The Souls of Black Folk needs to start with them. All three
help us understand the enduring relevance of book.

The question:

Between me and the other world there is ever an unasked question:
unasked by some through feelings of delicacy; by others through the
difficulty of rightly framing it. All, nevertheless, flutter around it.
They approach me in a half-hesitant sort of way, eye me curiously
or compassionately, and then, instead of saying directly, How does
it feel to be a problem? they say, I know an excellent colored man in
my town; or, I fought at Mechanicsville; or, Do not these Southern
outrages make your blood boil? At these I smile, or am interested,
or reduce the boiling to a simmer, as the occasion may require. To
the real question, How does it feel to be a problem? I answer seldom

aword.
The analysis:

After the Egyptian and Indian, the Greek and Roman, the Teuton
and Mongolian, the Negro is a sort of seventh son, born with a veil,
and gifted with second-sight in this American world,—a world which
yields him no true self-consciousness, but only lets him see himself
through the revelation of the other world. It is a peculiar sensation,
this double-consciousness, this sense of always looking at one’s self
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through the eyes of others, of measuring one’s soul by the tape of
a world that looks on in amused contempt and pity. One ever feels
his twoness,—an American, a Negro; two souls, two thoughts, two
unreconciled strivings; two warring ideals in one dark body, whose
dogged strength alone keeps it from being torn asunder.

The declaration:

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.

In these three passages, Du Bois references the painful question
that suggests an unyielding dysfunction, “How does it feel to be a
problem?”; he points to blacks™ peculiar gift of “double-conscious-
ness” and implies their simultaneous invisibility and hypervisibility;
and he concludes that race consciousness, the “color-line,” was going
to be the defining characteristic of the century ahead. Because these
assertions strike at the foundational logic of this country, The Souls of
Black Folk has along history of being put to use, not just read.

In the late 1960s and early 1970s the nation’s historically white
universities were undergoing significant changes as they increasingly
welcomed black students and then black faculty to their campuses.
As blacks began to teach “black courses” they faced the challenge of
developing reading lists with in-print material. The Souls of Black
Folk filled a void; new editions appeared with startling frequency.
Between 1965 and 1979, for example, The Souls of Black Folk was
reprinted seven times. If the first twenty-two editions of the original
publication did not already make the case, the subsequent eleven
editions (four other editions were published between 1938 and
1965) did: The Souls of Black Folk was an urtext for African Ameri-
can arts and letters.”

The 1990s witnessed a new surge of interest in the book, one that
paralleled the era’s great culture wars and the rising calls for multi-
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cultural education.® Indeed, the book was reprinted thirteen times
between 1989 and 1999. It was during this phase in the book’s his-
tory that Du Bois’s invocation of double-consciousness rang loudest.

A new round of editions (and related scholarship) appeared in
connection with the hundredth anniversary of the publication of The
Souls of Black Folk. Unsurprisingly, the books and essays addressed
Du Bois’s claim that it was necessary to understand the centrality of
the color-line in order to understand the twentieth century. Their
authors affirmed the clarity of Du Bois’s assertion while also pointing
to Du Bois’s ideas as laying the groundwork for the current interest
in the Black Atlantic world and transnationalism.®

Even though the question, the analysis, and the declaration at
the beginning of The Souls of Black Folk have sustained the inter-
est of scholars in different eras, the book demands that we also pay
attention to it for its contributions to understanding issues that tran-
scend eras.

There are many ways to understand how race intersects with the
workings of the United States. The very meaning and relevance of
race has been adjudicated in legislatures and courts throughout the
country’s history. Racial barriers (and the occasional bridge) have
been intrinsic to the story of labor and work and the subsequent ac-
cess to the full rights and privileges of citizenship. Violence—the
most upsetting mode of marking territory, claiming justice, and de-
fining the boundaries of access and citizenship—has often been de-
lineated along racial lines.

Du Bois saw all of this. And when we read his insights into the
country’s education system, the role of labor, and the utility of vio-
lence, we, too, can see race informing them all, intertwining them
all. We can see race at work in the past; we can see it at work in the
present.

Du Bois never wavered in his commitment to the importance of
higher education and the need for blacks to have access to the very
finest institutions of learning. What many do not realize, however,

is that Du Bois was similarly consistent in his advocacy for differ-
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ent types of education. He did not believe that all blacks needed to
pursue PhDs and live the life of the mind. Rather, he felt that most
blacks needed a high-quality vocational education so that they could
be prepared for the changing demands of industry. (As he puts it in
his chapter “Of the Wings of Atalanta,” a discussion about the role
of higher education in the black world: “Teach workers to work. . . .
Teach thinkers to think.”)

Education was directly linked to labor, and there, too, race played
a critical role. Du Bois understood that even asking for a well-
developed system of vocational training was to ask too much of the
employing classes. Whites, he knew, looked down their collective
noses at black workers, believing that they were ill equipped for the
challenges of anything but the most menial types of labor. Du Bois
challenged whites’ perceptions that blacks were “shiftless” or “lazy.”
He could see the structural inequities that resulted in blacks’ poor
efforts, which white employers were apparently unable to see
for themselves. As Du Bois wrote in “Of the Quest of the Golden
Fleece,” black workers

are careless because they have not found that it pays to be careful;
they are improvident because the improvident ones of their acquain-
tance get on about as well as the provident. Above all, they cannot
see why they should take unusual pains to make the white man’s land
better, or to fatten his mule, or save his corn. On the other hand, the
white land-owner argues that any attempt to improve these laborers
by increased responsibility, or higher wages, or better homes, or land
of their own, would be sure to result in failure.

Lowered expectations about what was possible for blacks wrought
spectacular damage in the black community. But such expectations
did not operate in a vacuum. Rather, they were wed to structural
inequalities that guaranteed a second-class citizenship. When
blacks decided to push back against these expectations and ineq-
uities, whites were prepared to remind blacks of their place in the
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socioeconomic-political system. Depending on the era, the remind-
ers might involve the whip, the rope, or the mob.

In the penultimate chapter of The Souls of Black Folk, Du Bois
addresses racial violence. In his parable “Of the Coming of John” he
writes about two southern playmates, both named John, one black
and one white. As the two children grow into adulthood their paths
diverge until, through vicious coincidence, they converge violently.
The story ends with the black John watching a mob arrive for him,
wondering if they brought “the coiling twisted rope.”

Before that conclusion, however, Du Bois gives the reader a
glimpse into the brutal illogics that crushed blacks” dreams about
the possibilities of equal opportunities and the freedom to work and
think unfettered. The town patriarch (white John’s father) makes
clear to the black John what the lines of demarcation are when it

comes to blacks” education:

You and I both know, John, that in this country the Negro must re-
main subordinate, and can never expect to be the equal of white men.
In their place, your people can be honest and respectful; and God
knows, I'll do what I can to help them. But when they want to reverse
nature, and rule white men, and marry white women, and sit in my
parlor, then, by God! we’ll hold them under if we have to lynch every
Nigger in the land. Now, John, the question is, are you, with your
education and Northern notions, going to accept the situation and
teach the darkies to be faithful servants and laborers as your fathers
were,—I knew your father, John, he belonged to my brother, and he
was a good Nigger. Well—well, are you going to be like him, or are
you going to try to put fool ideas of rising and equality in these folks’
heads, and make them discontented and unhappy?

“Post-racial” sympathizers can read these excerpts and point out
that Du Bois was writing, not today, but in a different era and under
different circumstances—and they would be correct. Things have
changed for the better in myriad ways since Du Bois published The
Souls of Black Folk, but this does not mean that race no longer has a
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valence with powerful and often negative consequences. As we look
around us in our “post-racial age,” what exactly do we see? Just as Du
Bois could perceive how education, labor, and violence were shaped
by the way race mediated their articulation, we can look to the same
spheres today and see that the color-line remains an effective means
to understand the world.

We can look, for example, to federal courts that have insisted
through a series of rulings that guidelines considering race for col-
lege and university programs must be “narrowly tailored,” justified
by a compelling state interest, and able to survive strict judicial scru-
tiny—vague prescriptions that have resulted in fewer racial minori-
ties on our college campuses.!' As we survey the landscape beyond
universities we also see a Supreme Court that is content to embrace
tautologies that reckon away the broad role that race has played in
jurisprudence. When, for example, in Parents Involved in Commu-
nity Schools v. Seattle School District No. 1, Chief Justice John Rob-
erts declared that the only “way to stop discrimination on the basis of
race is to stop discriminating on the basis of race,” he offered what
seems like a commonsense, race-neutral assertion that actually ig-
nores the repeated and deleterious effects that race-neutral policies
and laws have had on non-white communities.'?

In the world of labor we find race-neutral policies at play in south-
ern states that are adopting strict laws to punish private employers
who knowingly hire undocumented workers. These laws empower
the state (police forces, public schools, public health-care systems)
to monitor people who “appear” to be illegal immigrants and to
deny public services to illegal immigrants. So far, the most aggres-
sive of these laws is Alabama HB 56, the Beason-Hammon Alabama
Taxpayer and Citizen Protection Act. When it was enacted in 2011,
labor-intensive businesses (those that relied most heavily on migrant
workers) began to lose their workforces as workers relocated instead
of running the risk of being ticketed, imprisoned, or deported. In
these southern states, appearance and field of labor are associated

with illegality.!3
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In terms of violence all too many instances show that our “post-
racial age”—when we might hope to uncouple race and violence—
remains just as prone to racial viciousness as ever. A steady stream
of race-related mayhem, shootings, and murders is beamed to
our flat-screen televisions and posted to the Internet for our con-
sumption. Within the government, examples of state-sponsored
and systemic violence—manifested in the stop-and-frisk policy of
the New York City Police Department—proves the lie behind the
“post-racial” assertion." This policy, ostensibly race neutral, had a
grotesquely disparate impact on non-white New York citizens. Fol-
lowing the stop-and-frisk protocols meant that black men between
the ages of eighteen and twenty-four had a 70 percent chance of be-
ing stopped by the police; white males of the same age, a 13 percent
chance. Close analyses of the stops show that they were not tied to
suspected criminal behavior. In New York City people were stopped,
regardless of class, because they were young black males.”® The great
disparity in stops fostered paranoia among black residents regarding
the police—a recipe for disaster. The black (and Latino) community
increasingly refused to seek assistance even when help was actually
needed, and the white community presumed that justice was being
served since all of the cultural messages it received indicated that
blacks were more prone to criminal behavior than whites.'¢

Chillingly, in the chapter “Of the Sons of Master and Man,” Du
Bois observed the same assumptions put into practice. Accusation
was worth more than fact, and the end result was that blacks had no
rights worth respecting and that whites had no reason to worry for

blacks, only about them:

Daily the Negro is coming more and more to look upon law and jus-
tice, not as protecting safeguards, but as sources of humiliation and
oppression. The laws that are made by men who have little interest
in him; they are executed by men who have absolutely no motive for
treating the black people with courtesy or consideration; and, finally,
the accused law-breaker is tried, not by his peers, but too often by
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men who would rather punish ten innocent Negroes than let one
guilty one escape.

Remember, this was written in 1903, not 2013.

The text in this book is, in fact, a reprint of the original 1go3 ver-
sion of The Souls of Black Folk. This version remained unchanged
until 1953, when Blue Heron Press released a fiftieth-anniversary
edition. Du Bois made a number of edits for the commemorative
edition, the most notable of which was to delete references to Jews
that could be construed as anti-Semitic. Du Bois also excised refer-
ences to Yankee frugality. Although he made the changes on his own
volition, we reprint the original version here as a reflection of Du
Bois’s mindset when he first crafted the book.

Even while we must place Du Bois’s ideas in their proper histori-
cal context, we will find many as relevant today as at the time of their
first publication. His insights into the nation’s psyche tell us as much
about our present as they do about the past. His deft interpretation of
how social fundamentals—education, labor, violence—“colored” his
world needs little updating. Put another way, The Souls of Black Folk
demonstrates that this country has yet to solve the racial riddles that
are written into the nation’s founding documents, ideologies, and
practices. W. E. B. Du Bois, the brilliant son of Great Barrington,
Massachusetts, the agitator of the nation’s conscience, the citizen of
Ghana, still speaks to us, to our condition, and to our humanity. It is

critical that we listen.
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1884

1888
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1892-

1894
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Chronology

The Emancipation Proclamation takes effect.

The end of the Civil War.

William Edward Burghardt Du Bois is born in Great Bar-
rington, Massachusetts.

Reconstruction, the period during which southern blacks had
unprecedented political freedom.

Booker T. Washington, opens the Tuskegee Institute in
Alabama, soon to be the leading black school in the nation for
vocational education.

Du Bois graduates from Great Barrington High School and
enrolls in Fisk University in Tennessee.

Du Bois graduates from Fisk and enrolls in Harvard College
as a junior for a second baccalaureate.

Du Bois graduates from Harvard College, cum laude, and
enters Harvard Graduate School of Social Science.

Du Bois studies at the University of Berlin with the support of
the John Slater Fund fellowship.

Anna Julia Cooper writes A Voice from the South, an early
feminist text in which she states her opposition to Booker T.
Washington’s vocational education plan; her critique predates
Du Bois’s by more than a decade.
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1895

1895
1895

1896

1896

1896

1897

1897

1898

1900

1903

1905

1909

CHRONOLOGY

Du Bois earns a PhD from Harvard. He is the first African
American to earn that degree from the school.

Frederick Douglass dies.

Washington delivers his famous Atlanta Cotton States and
International Exposition address, in which he accommo-
dates to white southern economic and political interests. He
believed whites and blacks—the latter a “most patient, faith-
ful” labor force—could work together: “In all things that are
purely social we can be as separate as the fingers, yet one as
the hand in all things essential to mutual progress.”

The US Supreme Court offers its decision in Plessy v. Fergu-
son. The principle of “separate but equal” takes hold, and Jim
Crow racial practices flourish. This principle remains in place
until 1954, when the Supreme Court rules in Brown v. Board
of Education that the separation of the races in public schools
is unconstitutional.

Du Bois’s dissertation, The Suppression of the African Slave
Trade to the United States of America, 1638-1870, is pub-
lished. It is the first volume of the Harvard Historical Studies
series.

Du Bois begins working at the University of Pennsylvania on
what would become his book The Philadelphia Negro.

Du Bois begins a thirteen-year stint as professor at Atlanta
University.

The American Negro Academy (ANA) is established. Alexan-
der Crummell is the founder and president. Du Bois serves as
vice president.

Crummell dies and Du Bois becomes the president of

the ANA.

Du Bois helps organize the first Pan-African Conference in
London.

Du Bois publishes The Souls of Black Folk.

Du Bois helps establish the Niagara Movement, an organiza-
tion dedicated to securing full citizenship rights for blacks
through political and legal agitation.

The National Association for the Advancement of Colored
People (NAACP) is established (after a conference including
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1911
1915

1915
1916

1917
1917
1918

1919

1919

1920

1931

Niagara Movement veterans). Du Bois is the sole black officer
of the new organization, serving as the director of public-

ity and research. In this position he is also the editor of the
NAACP’s journal, The Crisis.

Du Bois publishes his first novel, Quest of the Silver Fleece.
Filmmaker D. W. Griffith releases The Birth of a Nation to
much acclaim and controversy. Its revisionist depiction of
Reconstruction relies on negative racial stereotypes, helps
reinvigorate interest in the Ku Klux Klan, and inspires the
NAACP to protest its release. The NAACP considers the film
“three miles of filth.’

Booker T. Washington dies.

Jamaican black nationalist leader Marcus Garvey, someone
for whom Du Bois develops great disdain, moves to Harlem to
spread the vision of his grassroots organization, the Universal
Negro Improvement Association.

The East St. Louis race riot

The United States enters World War I.

Du Bois publishes an essay, “Close Ranks,” in The Crisis in
which he urges black Americans to “forget their special griev-
ances” and support the US war effort. The demonstration of
patriotism, he believes, will secure full citizenship rights for
blacks once the war is over.

Du Bois reverses course and publishes “Returning Soldiers,”
also in The Crisis: “We return. We return from fighting. We
return fighting.” These declarations, each emphatically on

a separate line, are in recognition of the fact that returning
black soldiers were being treated just as poorly as they had
been before serving in the military. Du Bois accepts that his
sense of postwar civil rights possibilities was misplaced.

Race riots fan out across the country’s urban landscape. The
worst are in Chicago, where more than a thousand families are
left homeless.

Du Bois publishes the first of three autobiographies, Dark-
water: Voices from within the Veil.

Nine black boys, mostly teenagers, are found on a train

in Alabama and accused of raping two white women. The
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“Scottsboro Boys” become the subject of an international
debate about race, justice, and political affiliations. The
International Labor Defense of the Communist Party and the
NAACP are at odds over how to represent the young men;
some languish behind bars for decades. (They are posthu-
mously pardoned in 2013.)

Du Bois organizes the Second Amenia Conference, spon-
sored by the NAACP. He sees it as an opportunity to ask

the rising generation of black leaders for its suggestions
concerning solutions to the “Negro problem.” Class-based
theses are broadly debated during what was an era of political
experimentation.

Du Bois’s impatience with the NAACP’s legalist and integra-
tionist approach leads him to resign from the organization he
helped establish. Du Bois begins to advocate for race-based
economic cooperatives as the only solution to blacks’ search
for civil rights and self-respect (ironically, the cooperatives are
not too far ideologically from Booker T. Washington’s self-help
economic models of the late nineteenth century). Du Bois
returns to Atlanta University.

Du Bois publishes Black Reconstruction, a pioneering revi-
sionist analysis of Reconstruction. Du Bois uses a class-based
approach to interpreting what many people had felt were only
race-based problems.

Du Bois publishes Dusk of Dawn: An Essay toward an Auto-
biography of a Race Concept. It is a sustained meditation on
the interplay between his life and world events, seen through
the prism of race as an ideological concept.

The United States enters World War II.

Du Bois’s contract at Atlanta University is not extended. He
returns to the NAACP,

World War II ends soon after the United States drops atomic
bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki.

The United Nations is established at a San Francisco confer-
ence. Du Bois is part of a three-person delegation sent by the
NAACP to advocate for the end of colonial rule abroad.

Du Bois resigns from the NAACP. Organization leaders feel
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1950-
1958
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1961
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that his open friendships with known Communists and his
sustained critique of US capitalism jeopardize the well-being
of the NAACP during the Cold War. Du Bois begins to serve
as co-chair of the Council on African Affairs, a progressive
organization dedicated to anticolonialism and Pan-Africanism.
Du Bois is elected chair of the Peace Information Center, an
organization against nuclear weapons. He runs for the US
Senate (to represent New York) as a nominee of the American
Labor Party.

The US Department of State revokes Du Bois’s passport. He
cannot leave the country.

Du Bois is indicted as an unregistered foreign agent and ac-
cused of using his peace activism as a cover for communistic
activities.

The Supreme Court decides Brown v. Board of Education,
overturning Plessy v. Ferguson. “Separate but equal” is now
unconstitutional, and Jim Crow laws begin to topple. Public
spaces in the South become private—schools, playgrounds,
country clubs, pools, golf courses—to avoid the reach of the
Supreme Court.

After decades of fighting—and losing—Dbattles for full citizen-
ship rights, a nuclear-free world, and an end to a system of
economic injustice, Du Bois is convinced that the United
States will not change. He moves to Ghana and declares alle-
giance to the American Communist Party (having never been
a Communist until that moment, despite decades of accusa-
tions to the contrary).

Du Bois becomes a Ghanaian citizen when the Department of
State refuses to renew his expired passport.

Du Bois dies on the eve of the March on Washington for Jobs
and Freedom and is buried in Ghana.

The Civil Rights Act is signed.

The Voting Rights Act is signed.
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The Forethought

erein lie buried many things which if read with pa-

tience may show the strange meaning of being black

here in the dawning of the Twentieth Century. This

meaning is not without interest to you, Gentle Reader;
for the problem of the Twentieth Century is the problem of the
color-line.

I pray you, then, receive my little book in all charity, studying my
words with me, forgiving mistake and foible for sake of the faith and
passion that is in me, and seeking the grain of truth hidden there.

I have sought here to sketch, in vague, uncertain outline, the
spiritual world in which ten thousand thousand Americans live and
strive. First, in two chapters I have tried to show what Emancipation
meant to them, and what was its aftermath. In a third chapter I have
pointed out the slow rise of personal leadership, and criticised can-
didly the leader who bears the chief burden of his race to-day. Then,
in two other chapters I have sketched in swift outline the two worlds
within and without the Veil, and thus have come to the central prob-
lem of training men for life. Venturing now into deeper detail, I have

in two chapters studied the struggles of the massed millions of the
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black peasantry, and in another have sought to make clear the pres-
ent relations of the sons of master and man.

Leaving, then, the world of the white man, I have stepped within
the Veil, raising it that you may view faintly its deeper recesses,—
the meaning of its religion, the passion of its human sorrow, and the
struggle of its greater souls. All this I have ended with a tale twice
told but seldom written.

Some of these thoughts of mine have seen the light before in
other guise. For kindly consenting to their republication here, in al-
tered and extended form, I must thank the publishers of The Atlan-
tic Monthly, The World’s Work, The Dial, The New World, and the
Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science.

Before each chapter, as now printed, stands a bar of the Sorrow
Songs,—some echo of haunting melody from the only American
music which welled up from black souls in the dark past. And, finally,
need I add that I who speak here am bone of the bone and flesh of
the flesh of them that live within the Veil?

W. E. B. Du B.
Atlanta, Ga., Feb. 1, 19o3.



1
Of Our Spiritual Strivings

O water, voice of my heart, crying in the sand,
All night long crying with a mournful cry,
As I lie and listen, and cannot understand
The voice of my heart in my side or the voice of the sea,
O water, crying for rest, is it I, is it I?
All night long the water is crying to me.

Unresting water, there shall never be rest
Till the last moon droop and the last tide fail.
And the fire of the end begin to burn in the west;
And the heart shall be weary and wonder and cry like the sea,
All life long crying without avail,
As the water all night long is crying to me.

ARTHUR SYMONS

BETWEEN me and the other world there is ever an unasked question:
unasked by some through feelings of delicacy; by others through
the difficulty of rightly framing it. All, nevertheless, flutter round it.
They approach me in a half-hesitant sort of way, eye me curiously
or compassionately, and then, instead of saying directly, How does
it feel to be a problem? they say, I know an excellent colored man in
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my town; or, I fought at Mechanicsville; or, Do not these Southern
outrages make your blood boil? At these I smile, or am interested, or
reduce the boiling to a simmer, as the occasion may require. To the
real question, How does it feel to be a problem? I answer seldom
aword.

And yet, being a problem is a strange experience,—peculiar even
for one who has never been anything else, save perhaps in babyhood
and in Europe. It is in the early days of rollicking boyhood that the
revelation first bursts upon one, all in a day, as it were. I remember
well when the shadow swept across me. I was a little thing, away up
in the hills of New England, where the dark Housatonic winds be-
tween Hoosac and Taghkanic to the sea. In a wee wooden school-
house, something putitinto the boys” and girls” heads to buy gorgeous
visiting-cards—ten cents a package—and exchange. The exchange
was merry, till one girl, a tall newcomer, refused my card,—refused it
peremptorily, with a glance. Then it dawned upon me with a certain
suddenness that I was different from the others; or like, mayhap, in
heart and life and longing, but shut out from their world by a vast
veil. T had thereafter no desire to tear down that veil, to creep
through; I held all beyond it in common contempt, and lived above
itin a region of blue sky and great wandering shadows. That sky was
bluest when I could beat my mates at examination-time, or beat them
at a foot-race, or even beat their stringy heads. Alas, with the years all
this fine contempt began to fade; for the worlds I longed for, and all
their dazzling opportunities, were theirs, not mine. But they should
not keep these prizes, I said; some, all, I would wrest from them. Just
how I would do it I could never decide: by reading law, by healing
the sick, by telling the wonderful tales that swam in my head,—some
way. With other black boys the strife was not so fiercely sunny: their
youth shrunk into tasteless sycophancy, or into silent hatred of the
pale world about them and mocking distrust of everything white; or
wasted itself in a bitter cry, Why did God make me an outcast and a
stranger in mine own house? The shades of the prison-house closed

round about us all: walls strait and stubborn to the whitest, but re-
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lentlessly narrow, tall, and unscalable to sons of night who must plod
darkly on in resignation, or beat unavailing palms against the stone,
or steadily, half hopelessly, watch the streak of blue above.

After the Egyptian and Indian, the Greek and Roman, the Teu-
ton and Mongolian, the Negro is a sort of seventh son, born with a
veil, and gifted with second-sight in this American world,—a world
which yields him no true self-consciousness, but only lets him see
himself through the revelation of the other world. It is a peculiar
sensation, this double-consciousness, this sense of always looking at
one’s self through the eyes of others, of measuring one’s soul by the
tape of a world that looks on in amused contempt and pity. One ever
feels his two-ness,—an American, a Negro; two souls, two thoughts,
two unreconciled strivings; two warring ideals in one dark body,
whose dogged strength alone keeps it from being torn asunder.

The history of the American Negro is the history of this strife—
this longing to attain self-conscious manhood, to merge his double
self into a better and truer self. In this merging he wishes neither
of the older selves to be lost. He would not Africanize America, for
America has too much to teach the world and Africa. He would not
bleach his Negro soul in a flood of white Americanism, for he knows
that Negro blood has a message for the world. He simply wishes to
make it possible for a man to be both a Negro and an American,
without being cursed and spit upon by his fellows, without having
the doors of Opportunity closed roughly in his face.

This, then, is the end of his striving: to be a co-worker in the king-
dom of culture, to escape both death and isolation, to husband and
use his best powers and his latent genius. These powers of body and
mind have in the past been strangely wasted, dispersed, or forgotten.
The shadow of a mighty Negro past flits through the tale of Ethiopia
the Shadowy and of Egypt the Sphinx. Throughout history, the pow-
ers of single black men flash here and there like falling stars, and
die sometimes before the world has rightly gauged their brightness.
Here in America, in the few days since Emancipation, the black

man’s turning hither and thither in hesitant and doubtful striving
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has often made his very strength to lose effectiveness, to seem like
absence of power, like weakness. And yet it is not weakness,—it is
the contradiction of double aims. The double-aimed struggle of the
black artisan—on the one hand to escape white contempt for a na-
tion of mere hewers of wood and drawers of water, and on the other
hand to plough and nail and dig for a poverty-stricken horde—could
only result in making him a poor craftsman, for he had but half a
heart in either cause. By the poverty and ignorance of his people, the
Negro minister or doctor was tempted toward quackery and dema-
gogy; and by the criticism of the other world, toward ideals that made
him ashamed of his lowly tasks. The would-be black savant was con-
fronted by the paradox that the knowledge his people needed was a
twice-told tale to his white neighbors, while the knowledge which
would teach the white world was Greek to his own flesh and blood.
The innate love of harmony and beauty that set the ruder souls of his
people a-dancing and a-singing raised but confusion and doubt in the
soul of the black artist; for the beauty revealed to him was the soul-
beauty of a race which his larger audience despised, and he could
not articulate the message of another people. This waste of double
aims, this seeking to satisfy two unreconciled ideals, has wrought sad
havoc with the courage and faith and deeds of ten thousand thou-
sand people,—has sent them often wooing false gods and invoking
false means of salvation, and at times has even seemed about to make
them ashamed of themselves.

Away back in the days of bondage they thought to see in one di-
vine event the end of all doubt and disappointment; few men ever
worshipped Freedom with half such unquestioning faith as did the
American Negro for two centuries. To him, so far as he thought and
dreamed, slavery was indeed the sum of all villainies, the cause of
all sorrow, the root of all prejudice; Emancipation was the key to a
promised land of sweeter beauty than ever stretched before the eyes
of wearied Israelites. In song and exhortation swelled one refrain—
Liberty; in his tears and curses the God he implored had Freedom
in his right hand. At last it came,—suddenly, fearfully, like a dream.
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With one wild carnival of blood and passion came the message in his

own plaintive cadences:—

“Shout, O children!
Shout, you're free!
For God has bought your liberty!”

Years have passed away since then,—ten, twenty, forty; forty years
of national life, forty years of renewal and development, and yet the
swarthy spectre sits in its accustomed seat at the Nation’s feast. In

vain do we cry to this our vastest social problem:—

“Take any shape but that, and my firm nerves
Shall never tremble!”

The Nation has not yet found peace from its sins; the freedman has
not yet found in freedom his promised land. Whatever of good may
have come in these years of change, the shadow of a deep disap-
pointment rests upon the Negro people,—a disappointment all the
more bitter because the unattained ideal was unbounded save by the
simple ignorance of a lowly people.

The first decade was merely a prolongation of the vain search for
freedom, the boon that seemed ever barely to elude their grasp,—
like a tantalizing will-o’-the-wisp, maddening and misleading the
headless host. The holocaust of war, the terrors of the Ku-Klux Klan,
the lies of carpet-baggers, the disorganization of industry, and the
contradictory advice of friends and foes, left the bewildered serf
with no new watch-word beyond the old cry for freedom. As the
time flew, however, he began to grasp a new idea. The ideal of lib-
erty demanded for its attainment powerful means, and these the
Fifteenth Amendment gave him. The ballot, which before he had
looked upon as a visible sign of freedom, he now regarded as the
chief means of gaining and perfecting the liberty with which war had

partially endowed him. And why not? Had not votes made war and
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emancipated millions? Had not votes enfranchised the freedmen?
Was anything impossible to a power that had done all this? A mil-
lion black men started with renewed zeal to vote themselves into the
kingdom. So the decade flew away, the revolution of 1876 came, and
left the half-free serf weary, wondering, but still inspired. Slowly but
steadily, in the following years, a new vision began gradually to re-
place the dream of political power,—a powerful movement, the rise
of another ideal to guide the unguided, another pillar of fire by night
after a clouded day. It was the ideal of “book-learning”; the curios-
ity, born of compulsory ignorance, to know and test the power of
the cabalistic letters of the white man, the longing to know. Here at
last seemed to have been discovered the mountain path to Canaan;
longer than the highway of Emancipation and law, steep and rugged,
but straight, leading to heights high enough to overlook life.

Up the new path the advance guard toiled, slowly, heavily, dog-
gedly; only those who have watched and guided the faltering feet,
the misty minds, the dull understandings, of the dark pupils of these
schools know how faithfully, how piteously, this people strove to
learn. It was weary work. The cold statistician wrote down the inches
of progress here and there, noted also where here and there a foot
had slipped or some one had fallen. To the tired climbers, the hori-
zon was ever dark, the mists were often cold, the Canaan was always
dim and far away. If, however, the vistas disclosed as yet no goal, no
resting-place, little but flattery and criticism, the journey at least
gave leisure for reflection and self-examination; it changed the child
of Emancipation to the youth with dawning self-consciousness, self-
realization, self-respect. In those sombre forests of his striving his
own soul rose before him, and he saw himself,—darkly as through a
veil; and yet he saw in himself some faint revelation of his power, of
his mission. He began to have a dim feeling that, to attain his place
in the world, he must be himself, and not another. For the first time
he sought to analyze the burden he bore upon his back, that dead-
weight of social degradation partially masked behind a half-named
Negro problem. He felt his poverty; without a cent, without a home,
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without land, tools, or savings, he had entered into competition with
rich, landed, skilled neighbors. To be a poor man is hard, but to be
a poor race in a land of dollars is the very bottom of hardships. He
felt the weight of his ignorance,—not simply of letters, but of life,
of business, of the humanities; the accumulated sloth and shirking
and awkwardness of decades and centuries shackled his hands and
feet. Nor was his burden all poverty and ignorance. The red stain
of bastardy, which two centuries of systematic legal defilement of
Negro women had stamped upon his race, meant not only the loss of
ancient African chastity, but also the hereditary weight of a mass of
corruption from white adulterers, threatening almost the oblitera-
tion of the Negro home.

A people thus handicapped ought not to be asked to race with
the world, but rather allowed to give all its time and thought to its
own social problems. But alas! while sociologists gleefully count his
bastards and his prostitutes, the very soul of the toiling, sweating
black man is darkened by the shadow of a vast despair. Men call the
shadow prejudice, and learnedly explain it as the natural defence of
culture against barbarism, learning against ignorance, purity against
crime, the “higher” against the “lower” races. To which the Negro
cries Amen! and swears that to so much of this strange prejudice as
is founded on just homage to civilization, culture, righteousness, and
progress, he humbly bows and meekly does obeisance. But before
that nameless prejudice that leaps beyond all this he stands helpless,
dismayed, and well-nigh speechless; before that personal disrespect
and mockery, the ridicule and systematic humiliation, the distortion
of fact and wanton license of fancy, the cynical ignoring of the bet-
ter and the boisterous welcoming of the worse, the all-pervading de-
sire to inculcate disdain for everything black, from Toussaint to the
devil,—before this there rises a sickening despair that would disarm
and discourage any nation save that black host to whom “discourage-
ment” is an unwritten word.

But the facing of so vast a prejudice could not but bring the in-

evitable self-questioning, self-disparagement, and lowering of ideals
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which ever accompany repression and breed in an atmosphere of
contempt and hate. Whisperings and .portents came borne upon the
four winds: Lo! we are diseased and dying, cried the dark hosts; we
cannot write, our voting is vain; what need of education, since we
must always cook and serve? And the Nation echoed and enforced
this self-criticism, saying: Be content to be servants, and nothing
more; what need of higher culture for half-men? Away with the black
man’s ballot, by force or fraud,—and behold the suicide of a race!
Nevertheless, out of the evil came something of good,—the more
careful adjustment of education to real life, the clearer perception of
the Negroes’ social responsibilities, and the sobering realization of
the meaning of progress.

So dawned the time of Sturm und Drang: storm and stress to-
day rocks our little boat on the mad waters of the world-sea; there
is within and without the sound of conflict, the burning of body and
rending of soul; inspiration strives with doubt, and faith with vain
questionings. The bright ideals of the past,—physical freedom, po-
litical power, the training of brains and the training of hands,—all
these in turn have waxed and waned, until even the last grows dim
and overcast. Are they all wrong,—all false? No, not that, but each
alone was over-simple and incomplete,—the dreams of a credulous
race-childhood, or the fond imaginings of the other world which does
not know and does not want to know our power. To be really true, all
these ideals must be melted and welded into one. The training of the
schools we need to-day more than ever,—the training of deft hands,
quick eyes and ears, and above all the broader, deeper, higher culture
of gifted minds and pure hearts. The power of the ballot we need in
sheer self-defence,—else what shall save us from a second slavery?
Freedom, too, the long-sought, we still seek,—the freedom of life
and limb, the freedom to work and think, the freedom to love and
aspire. Work, culture, liberty,—all these we need, not singly but to-
gether, not successively but together, each growing and aiding each,
and all striving toward that vaster ideal that swims before the Negro
people, the ideal of human brotherhood, gained through the unify-
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ing ideal of Race; the ideal of fostering and developing the traits and
talents of the Negro, not in opposition to or contempt for other races,
but rather in large conformity to the greater ideals of the American
Republic, in order that some day on American soil two world-races
may give each to each those characteristics both so sadly lack. We the
darker ones come even now not altogether empty-handed: there are
to-day no truer exponents of the pure human spirit of the Declara-
tion of Independence than the American Negroes; there is no true
American music but the wild sweet melodies of the Negro slave; the
American fairy tales and folklore are Indian and African; and, all in
all, we black men seem the sole oasis of simple faith and reverence
in a dusty desert of dollars and smartness. Will America be poorer if
she replace her brutal dyspeptic blundering with light-hearted but
determined Negro humility? or her coarse and cruel wit with loving
jovial good-humor? or her vulgar music with the soul of the Sorrow
Songs?

Merely a concrete test of the underlying principles of the great
republic is the Negro Problem, and the spiritual striving of the freed-
men’s sons is the travail of souls whose burden is almost beyond the
measure of their strength, but who bear it in the name of an historic
race, in the name of this the land of their fathers’ fathers, and in the
name of human opportunity.

And now what I have briefly sketched in large outline let me
on coming pages tell again in many ways, with loving emphasis
and deeper detail, that men may listen to the striving in the souls of

black folk.



