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INTRODUCTION

Henry Louis Gates, Jr. 

Ithaca, New York

DARKLY, AS THROUGH A VEIL

“This book [The Souls of Black Folk] is indeed dangerous for the negro [sic] to read, for it will only excite discontent and race hatred and fill his imagination with things that do not exist, or things that should not bear upon his mind.”

—ANONYMOUS, NASHVILLE AMERICAN, 1903

“The Souls of Black Folk should be read and studied by every person, white and black. We cannot find language to express our appreciation of this production, which from every point of view, can well be termed ‘a masterpiece.’”

—WENDELL PHILLIPS DABNEY,

OHIO ENTERPRISE, 1903

I

ON APRIL 18, 1903, A.C. McClurg and Company of Chicago published The Souls of Black Folk, just two months after the author’s thirty-fifth birthday. Between 1903 and 1905, no less than six printings of the book were necessary to satisfy demand. Despite his young age, the author, William Edward Burghardt Du Bois (1868–1963), had become by the turn of the century “one of the two or three best-known Afro-Americans in the nation,” as the historian Herbert Aptheker accurately observes. Indeed, Du Bois’s emergence as a dominant political figure in the Afro-American community is without parallel in the history of black leadership, because his vehicle to prominence was the written word. Even his contemporaries realized how curious his route to power had been; as the Afro-American educator William H. Ferris, a Yale graduate, put the matter in The African Abroad in 1913:



Du Bois is one of the few men in history who was hurled on the throne of leadership by the dynamic force of the written word. He is one of the few writers who leaped to the front as a leader and became the head of a popular movement through impressing his personality upon men by means of a book.



What’s more, Ferris concludes, his ascendancy was inadvertent: “He had no aspiration of becoming a race leader when he wrote his ‘Souls of Black Folk.’ But that book has launched him upon a brilliant career.”

The publication of The Souls marked the apex of Du Bois’s phenomenal career development between his graduation from Fisk University in 1888 and 1903. At his graduation from Harvard in 1890, where he took the B.A., cum laude, in philosophy (he had taken his first A.B. at Fisk), he delivered one of the five commencement orations. The address, on Jefferson Davis, received extraordinarily broad mention in the national press. In the fall of that year, he entered the Harvard graduate school. While an undergraduate at Harvard, his principal mentors had been William James and George Santayana (philosophy), Frank Taussig (economics), and Albert Bushnell Hart (history). Du Bois’s first love was philosophy. But, because employment opportunities were limited for black philosophers, he decided on graduate study in history. Study in Europe had long been Du Bois’s dream; so, in October 1892, having earned the M.A. in history at Harvard the year before, he pursued further graduate work at Friedrich Wilhelm University in Berlin, studying sociology and economics with Gustav Schmoller and Adolf Wagner, and history and political theory with Heinrich von Treitschke.

Berlin was all that he had hoped for academically; Du Bois even was able to hear lectures by the great sociologist Max Weber, who would remain a friend. (In 1904 Weber would participate in Du Bois’s annual conference at Atlanta University.) Du Bois wrote a thesis on agricultural economics in the South and ardently desired to take the Ph.D. in Berlin. Unable to do so at Friedrich Wilhelm (because of a residency requirement that he was unable to satisfy for lack of funds), Du Bois returned to the United States and began to teach the classics at Wilberforce University, in Xenia, Ohio. A year later, in 1895, he became the first person of African descent to take the Ph.D. from Harvard.

Du Bois’s next eight years were exceptionally productive. In 1896 he published his doctoral dissertation, The Suppression of the African Slave-Trade to the United States of America, 1638–1870, as volume one of the Harvard Historical Monograph Series. That autumn he moved to the University of Pennsylvania to undertake a sociological study of the Negro population of Philadelphia. One year later, he joined with Alexander Crummell and other black scholars in founding the American Negro Academy, the very first black institute of arts and letters in the world.

In the fall of 1897 Du Bois commenced a professorship of economics and history at Atlanta University, where he assumed the directorship of the “Atlanta Conferences,” convened annually to generate precise, scientific research about the actual living conditions of Negroes in America, about whom surprisingly little scientific data was established. Du Bois edited the results of these conferences and published them in a monograph series, between 1889 and 1914, in sixteen volumes. His intention was to collect, collate, and analyze socioeconomic data about every conceivable facet of being a black person in America. This project was a bold, imaginative venture, one motivated by Du Bois’s belief that ignorance, rather than a primal xenophobia or economic relationships, was the primary cause of racism. Du Bois would later abandon that view, deciding that material relationships masked themselves in the guise of race relationships.

In 1899 the results of his research at the University of Pennsylvania were published as The Philadelphia Negro. Between 1897 and 1903 Du Bois, starting with an essay printed in the Atlantic Monthly, became the most widely published black author in the United States. His essays appeared in such prominent publications as The Independent, Nation, The Southern Workman, Harper’s Weekly, World’s Work, The Outlook, The Missionary Review, the Literary Digest, the Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science, and The Dial, among other magazines and journals. The Dial, owned by the McClurg Company, was edited by W. R. Browne and Francis Fisher Browne. Publication in its pages proved to be a positive fortuity: Francis Fisher Browne would later serve as the editor of The Souls of Black Folk.

By 1903, then, W.E.B. Du Bois could not only count himself among the most deeply read, most widely traveled, and most broadly and impeccably educated human beings in the world, he had also become the most widely published black essayist in the history of African-Americans since the abolitionist campaign led by “the great form” of Frederick Douglass—“the greatest of American Negro leaders,” as Du Bois called him. He was, more than any other figure, including his nemesis, Booker T. Washington (the founder of the Tuskegee Institute and the dominant political force in Negro politics between 1895 and 1915), the public “voice” of the Negro American intellectual.

Du Bois did not die until 1963, on the eve of the March on Washington, at 11:40 P.M. on August 27, at Accra, Ghana, where he had moved in 1961 at President Kwame Nkrumah’s invitation to become the editor, at the age of ninety-three, of The Encylopedia Africana project, a project that Du Bois had conceived in 1910. Earlier in 1963 he had renounced his American citizenship, and in a highly symbolic gesture toward the Pan-Africanism that he had advocated since 1900 (when he addressed the first Pan-African conference in London and declared that “the problem of the twentieth century is the problem of the color line”), Du Bois became a citizen of the Republic of Ghana. The African-American had returned to die in his symbolic native land.

Between 1903 and 1963 Du Bois’s position as the dominant intellectual leader of African descent could not be challenged. Herbert Aptheker’s definitive annotated bibliography of Du Bois’s books, essays, and poems has 1,975 entries. This means that Du Bois wrote on average one work of one sort or another every twelve days between the ages of thirty and ninety-five. From November 1910 to July 1, 1934, he served as the very capable editor of The Crisis, the official journal of the NAACP, an organization that he had helped found in 1910. Through the sheer force of his rhetorical skills, imagination, and intellectual authority, Du Bois transformed the official organ of a political lobbying group into the major outlet for black political opinion and literature in the world. Circulation climbed from one thousand in 1910 to thirty thousand just three years later, reaching a peak in 1919 of one hundred six thousand. Du Bois was a person of both action and words; he did more to inscribe the features of “the race” (as Negroes then commonly called themselves) upon the text of Western letters than has any other writer, before or since. Rhetorically, in so very many ways, he was “the Negro.”

Such authority—matched with an unshakable integrity—did not avoid controversy. Du Bois’s career was as much fraught with political censorship and repression as it was marked by homage and respect. Beginning in 1913, when the chairman of the board of directors of the NAACP, Oswald Garrison Villard, resigned in a huff over Du Bois’s editorial independence at The Crisis, Du Bois was forced to engage in a series of struggles to speak and to write as his conscience dictated. His clashes with the powerful Booker T. Washington over the efficacy of their respective political strategies, detailed in The Souls in “Of Mr. Booker T. Washington and Others,” no doubt steeled him for subsequent frays. A list of other such incidents reveals a consistent pattern: Du Bois was threatened by the Department of Justice in 1918 for protesting racism in the military, undermined by Britain and the United States in his attempts to organize the first Pan-African Congress at Paris in 1919, attacked in the House of Representatives that same year for allegedly inciting race riots, censored by the board of the NAACP in 1934 for his editorial independence (he resigned, effective July 1), fired from his professorship at Atlanta University in 1944 for his radical views, fired in 1948 from the NAACP staff (to which he had returned in 1944, with the greatest reluctance, to serve as director of special research) because of his criticism of American foreign policy and his favorable assessment of several aspects of race relations and anticolonialism in the Soviet Union, indicted by the United States government on February 9, 1951, under the Foreign Agents Registration Act of 1938 (he was acquitted on November 13), refused a passport by the State Department in 1952 because he would not sign a statement that he was not a member of the Communist party (the passport would not be reissued until 1958), and harassed between 1952 and 1958 as a “Communist-sympathizer.” Nonetheless, Du Bois stood unbowed: he ran for the United States Senate in New York in 1950 on the American Labor party platform and along with others fought unsuccessfully to prevent the execution of Julius and Ethel Rosenberg in 1953. Du Bois’s career, as he put it so very well himself in the title of his account of his indictment and acquittal, was truly one In Battle for Peace.

Few American intellectuals have been treated with as much scorn and disrespect or harassed so relentlessly as Du Bois was during the McCarthy era. Within the African-American tradition, perhaps only the government’s treatment of Paul Robeson comes to mind as more heinous than that of Du Bois, particularly because Robeson’s censorship prevented him from earning a living through concert performances and recording sessions. Few Americans today could possibly disagree that the American government owes Du Bois’s heirs a formal apology.

Granted his passport in 1958, Du Bois left New York in August on a world tour that took him to Western Europe, Eastern Europe, the Soviet Union (where he met Nikita Khrushchev), and Beijing, where he met Mao Zedong and Zhou Enlai. In 1960 he attended ceremonies in Africa in honor of the establishment of Ghana as a republic and the founding of the Republic of Nigeria. In 1961 Du Bois applied for membership in the Communist party of the United States, then departed for Ghana. A year later, following surgery in Accra and Bucharest, he met Charlie Chaplin in Switzerland (another victim of American government harassment), then traveled again to China. One year later, he died. No black intellectual, before his time or since, has been more important as a truly international figure, a citizen of the world. And of his myriad achievements, none has had a more salient legacy than the little book of essays that he published in 1903, The Souls of Black Folk.

II

Du Bois saw himself as fundamentally a man of letters, a person who had enjoyed a truly liberal education, but one who was thrust into political activism on behalf of the Negro because of his privileged education. As we can see from his academic appointments, the boundaries of disciplines observed so strictly today had little or no meaning for Du Bois. At various times in his long academic career, he enjoyed appointments in departments of classics, history, sociology, and economics—surely an impossible achievement for any scholar of our generation. Du Bois, in many ways, has served as the model for the inter- or multidisciplinary methodologies to be found in black studies departments today.

If Du Bois brought a truly interdisciplinary perspective to the study of African and African-American cultures, society, and history, he manifested that perspective—informed by his impressive command of so very many disciplines—in several writing styles and over several genres. The poem (lyric, the elegy), the novel (he wrote five), the short story, the editorial, the obituary (he wrote over two hundred in The Crisis), historical narrative, the sociological and economic monograph, occasional speeches—in each of these forms chosen as the ideal genre to contain and clothe his thoughts, did Du Bois excel. He was a wordsmith, a master craftsperson of the English language. But with no form was he more adept at rhetorical manipulation than with the essay. And never would his essay collections exceed the power and effect achieved in The Souls of Black Folk.

The critical reception to The Souls was immediate and extraordinarily energetic. The two epigraphs that begin this introduction to the Bantam edition mark the poles of the contemporary critical reception. Several commentators, as we shall see, recognized the publication as a literary event, with the greatest of political implications. Never before had reviewers been able to see “past” or “through” the political or sociological content of a black author’s work to proclaim its primarily aesthetic merits as literary art, as a sublime use of language. That the sheer rhetorical force of Du Bois’s text called attention to itself almost as often as his political positions did is testament to the author’s knowledge of craft, to his sensitivity to the essay form—especially as practiced by Carlyle and Emerson—and to his deep familiarity with classical discourse in Greek, Latin, German, French, and English. Du Bois knew, above all else, that the noblest sentiment could not stand by itself, as it were, that form and content, manner and matter were one. The Souls of Black Folk, then, is a “classic” not because of the phase of Du Bois’s ideological development that it expresses but because of the manner in which he expressed his ideology. Within the black tradition perhaps only James Baldwin and Ralph Ellison, in the essay form, are as accomplished rhetorically as Du Bois.

For the thirty-five-year-old scholar, the critical response to his book of “fugitive pieces,” as he called them, must have been stunning.

Though Du Bois’s political beliefs led in the 1950s to his persecution by the United States government and to public disavowal of and distancing from him by several other black writers and intellectuals, the critical reception to The Souls of Black Folk has remained remarkably consistent and enthusiastic, particularly among black writers and critics. Indeed, so sustained has this response been that one could very well write a history of the criticism of Afro-American literature in the twentieth century based on readers’ responses to this book alone.

Several early commentators asserted the canonical status of the book. I would venture to say, no other text, save possibly the King James Bible, has had a more fundamental impact on the shaping of the Afro-American literary tradition. Indeed, Langston Hughes made just this comparison when he recalled that “my earliest memories of written words are those of Du Bois and the Bible.” As William Ferris had put it earlier, in The African Abroad, The Souls was “the political Bible of the Negro race.” And James Weldon Johnson, in his novel Autobiography of an Ex-Coloured Man (1912), wrote that The Souls was “a remarkable book,” because “it began to give the country something new and unknown, in depicting the life, the ambitions, the struggles, and the passions of those [Negroes] who are striving to break the narrow limits of traditions.” Johnson would conclude later, in his autobiography, Along This Way (1933), that Du Bois’s little book “had a greater effect upon and within the Negro race in America than any other single book published in this country since Uncle Tom’s Cabin.”

Contemporary reviewers also recognized the literary merits of the book. Herbert Aptheker has surveyed them. John Daniels, the reviewer for the black Boston periodical Alexander’s Magazine, pointed to “the dominating spirituality of the book” and called The Souls “a poem, a spiritual, not an intellectual offering.” Du Bois’s book deserved “the highest place” in literary history: “not that of a polemic, a transient thing, but that of a poem, a thing permanent.” Daniels was the first commentator to claim for The Souls those properties that make a “classic” work classic.

Daniels was not the only reviewer at that time to do so. The book was “almost unexampled in the literature on the Negro question,” thought Richard R. Wright in his review in the Christian Recorder. Wendell Phillips Dabney, from whose Ohio Enterprise review one of our epigraphs is taken, saw clearly that The Souls was “a masterpiece.” The Detroit Informer, similarly, pointed to the book’s literary properties: “We claim a place for it among the archives of English classics.” The New York Evening Post thought it “remarkable as a piece of literature,” and the Chicago Tribune declared it to be “a real, not an imitation book.” The American Monthly Review of Reviews also was struck by the book’s style: “Of the literary quality of the essays too much cannot be said.” Kate Stephens, in the Topeka, Kansas Capital found “a lasting [literary] significance about the book.” Even the white, prosegregation Christian Advocate (published in Nashville), in an unfriendly review, paid Du Bois a backhanded compliment by asserting that his “literary style shows the highly colored, if somewhat incoherent, imagination with a touch of pathos, which is characteristic of his race.”

As the other epigraph to this essay also reveals, not everyone was charmed by Du Bois’s prose. The reviewer for the Louisville Courier-Journal thought Du Bois’s book “crudely written” and “characterized by incoherent statements and disconnected arguments.” Du Bois, in fact, “educated, aspiring—voices of the black race better than a thousand Booker Washingtons could do—because he reflects their . . . exaggerated estimate of any mental attitude among themselves.” The New York Times saw the book as a strange admixture of “acquired logic” with “racial characteristics (i.e., the “sentimental,” the “political,” the “picturesque”) and “racial rhetoric.” Nevertheless, even when reviewers disagreed with Du Bois’s positions on contemporary political or social matters, fewer denied his rhetorical mastery, his superb command of the English language.

Long after the social issues with which Du Bois wrestled so intensely and so passionately have become chapters in the chronicle of African-American history, students and their professors continue to turn to The Souls to experience the power of its lyricism, the “poetry” of its prose. Henry James, the great novelist and the brother of one of Du Bois’s professors at Harvard, William James, asked his brother, rhetorically, to explain how, within a “complex, a ‘great political’ society can everything so have gone?—assuming indeed that, under this aegis, very much ever had come. How can everything so have gone that the only ‘Southern’ book of any distinction published for many a year is ‘The Souls of Black Folk’ by that most accomplished of members of the Negro Race, Mr. W.E.B. Du Bois.” Despite James’s backhanded compliment (he was, in fact, using the example of Du Bois, a black person, to insult the white South’s level of cultural development), Du Bois’s book has continued to elicit praise from critics for its literary art. For the black literary critic William S. Braithwaite, Du Bois was “the most variously gifted writer which the race has produced,” and The Souls was “the book of an era,” its narrative strategies indicative of “the birth of a poet, phoenix-like, out of a scholar.” Benjamin Brawley, the dean of black critics until the thirties, saw The Souls as the highest example of “classic English” written by a Negro, and literary historian J. Saunders Redding, who compared Du Bois’s stylistic achievements in The Souls to those of Carlyle (Ferris had done the same, recalling that the effect he experienced on reading The Souls when he was a sophomore at Yale was similar to that produced by Carlyle’s “Heroes and Hero Worship” and “Sartor Resartus” and Emerson’s “Nature and Other Addresses”), astutely observed that The Souls “is more history-making than historical.”

How can a work be “more history-making than historical”? It becomes so when it crosses that barrier between mainly conveying information, and primarly signifying an act of language itself, an object to be experienced, analyzed, and enjoyed aesthetically. The Souls of Black Folk has served as a veritable touchstone of African-American culture for every successive generation of black scholars since 1903. Reading it has functioned almost as a cultural initiation rite for writers as diverse as William Ferris, James Weldon Johnson, Jessie Fausett, Sterling Brown, Langston Hughes, J. Saunders Redding, and John Hope Franklin, to list only a few. And, as Robert Stepto has demonstrated in such splendid detail, The Souls has had a crucial shaping effect upon the formal development of Afro-American literature in this century, serving as the “silent second text” of such works as Johnson’s Autobiography of an Ex-Coloured Man, Jean Toomer’s Cane (1923), Zora Neale Hurston’s Their Eyes Were Watching God 1937), Richard Wright’s Black Boy (1945), and Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man (1952). In this way, The Souls has functioned as an urtext of the African-American experience.

Early on, Du Bois’s contemporaries had recognized his potential to produce a great work of art. Elia W. Peattie, in her Chicago Tribune review of The Souls, quoted Paul Laurence Dunbar as remarking to her once that “Du Bois is our great man. . . . He has passion and eloquence and he is going to express us.” [emphasis added] What a curious phrase, “to express us.” Du Bois’s contemporaries, and subsequent scholars, generally have agreed that two of the uncanny effects of The Souls are that it is poetic in its attention to detail, and that it succeeds, somehow, in “narrating” the nation of Negro Americans at the turn of the century, articulating for the inarticulate insider and for the curious outsider (those within and without what Du Bois describes metaphorically as “the Veil” that demarcates the semi-permeable boundary between black American culture and white) the cultural particularity of African-Americans. Standing at the crossroads between these two worlds, mediating between the white world and the black, addressed to both at once in a double-voiced discourse, was The Souls. As even a sampling of his reviews reveals, the effect was dazzling.

Perhaps William Ferris, among all of Du Bois’s contemporaries, put it best. The Souls, Ferris recalls, “came to me as a bolt from the blue,” conveying “in words of magic beauty the worth and sacredness of human personality even when clothed in a black skin.” Du Bois’s ultimate achievement, Ferris concludes, was to “come to a self-realization of the ideals of his own race.” Du Bois, in other words, created a narrative voice, a fictional “I,” that functions as articulator for the American Negro people at the turn of the century. Even when apparently at its most personal or individual, Du Bois’s “I” represents the Negro people, in the relation of a part for the whole. Du Bois described this effect most aptly when he subtitled Dusk of Dawn (1940), his third autobiographical work, “An Essay Toward an Autobiography of a Race Concept.” The Souls functioned in this way as well. Even when Du Bois is functioning as a social scientist, the poetic effect of his rhetorical strategy is apparent: as a reviewer in the Times of London put it, The Souls is “an extraordinary compound of emotion and statistics.” As Yale professor Robert Stepto concludes, one sign of Du Bois’s genius was his capacity to turn data into metaphor. The political authority that came to Du Bois after 1903 was generated in large part by the rhetorical authority that he revealed in The Souls of Black Folk.

As we might expect, there are several excellent scholarly studies of The Souls of Black Folk, and a selection of these is listed in the bibliography on page 199. At least four scholars—Arnold Rampersad, Stanley Brodwin, Robert Stepto, and Elaine Newsome—have discussed the three-part structure of The Souls. For Rampersad, chapters one to three form the first unit (history), chapters four through nine the second (sociology), and chapters ten through fourteen, the third (spirituality). For Brodwin, the book assumes the rhetorical shape of “neo-Hegelian dialectic,” consisting of the tripartite structure of thesis, antithesis, and synthesis. For Robert Stepto, The Souls consists of a stasis, immersion, ascent (or North-South-North) motif, and for Elaine Newsome, pursuit, captivity, and escape form the book’s central thematic structuring principle. There is general agreement, then, among scholars about the book’s three-part structure, although they name the parts differently.

Du Bois’s most important gift to the black literary tradition is, without question, the concept of the duality of the African-American, expressed metaphorically in his related metaphors of “double-consciousness” and “the veil.” Arnold Rampersad’s discussion of the sources and functions of these metaphors is the most sophisticated that I have encountered, just as Stepto’s account is the most sophisticated analysis of the place of The Souls within the tradition of Afro-American narrative, and Houston Baker’s the most subtle contextualization of the work and the author at the turn of the century. Rampersad reveals the complex relation of “souls” to the book’s theme of bifurcation; as Rampersad argues persuasively:



The most important concept of the work reflects Du Bois’ sense of dualism. The “souls” of the title is a play on words, referring to the “twoness” of the black American: “two souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled strivings . . . in one dark body, whose dogged strength alone keeps it from being torn asunder.” The black possesses “no true self-consciousness” but a “double-consciousness,” seeing himself only as perceived by whites through the veil.



Rampersad reveals the sources of Du Bois’s metaphors:



For this insight Du Bois drew on the psychology of his time. The term “soul” was used synonymously with consciousness both by idealistic psychologists and by the religiously orthodox James McCosh, whose philosophy Du Bois had studied at Fisk. His favorite professor, William James, posited in 1890 that the structure of the brain allowed “one system [to] give rise to one consciousness, and those of another system to another simultaneously existing consciousness.” The psychologist Oswald Kulpe wrote in 1893 of “the phenomenon of double consciousness or the divided self . . . characterised by the existence of a more or less complete separation of two aggregates of conscious process . . . oftentimes of entirely opposite character.”



From these sources, Du Bois transformed psychological concepts and made them serve as metaphors for the fundamental condition of black American citizenship.

The figure of the veil functions as a leitmotif that unites distinct parts of what could have remained a book of disparate essays. Again, as Rampersad puts it,



The most striking device in The Souls of Black Folk is Du Bois’ adoption of the veil as the metaphor of black life in America. Mentioned at least once in most of the fourteen essays, as well as in “the Forethought,” it means that “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.” If any single idea guides the art of The Souls of Black Folk, it is this concept, which anticipated the noted fictional conceit, developed by Ralph Ellison, that blacks are invisible to the rest of the nation.



Du Bois’s veil metaphor—“and he saw himself—darkly as through a veil”—is an allusion to St. Paul’s famous phrase (“For now we see through a glass, darkly”) in his first letter to the Corinthians (2 Corinthians 3:13–15 and Isaiah 25:7) and suggests, among other things, that the Afro-American’s attempt to gain self-consciousness in a racist society will always be impaired by the fact that any reflected image that he or she seeks in the gaze of white Americans is refracted through “the dark veil-mirror of existence,” as Stanley Brodwin puts it.

This refracted public image is distinct from the black’s self-image within his or her own cultural sphere of existence, one that is paradoxically separate and distinct from yet fundamentally related to white American culture. Nevertheless, it demands that blacks veil or mask their cultural selves whenever they cross or enter into the larger public discourse, engaging in a shared ethnic or cultural schizophrenia. Du Bois described this phenomenon thusly:



[Blacks] must perpetually discuss the “Negro Problem,”—must live, move, and have their being in it, and interpret all else in its light or darkness. With this come, too, peculiar problems of their inner life. . . . From the double life every American Negro must live, as a Negro and as an American, as swept on by the current of the nineteenth while yet struggling in the eddies of the fifteenth century,—from this must arise a painful self-consciousness, an almost morbid sense of personality and a moral hesitancy which is fatal to self-confidence. The worlds within and without the Veil of Color are changing, and changing rapidly, but not at the same rate, not in the same way; and this must produce a peculiar wrenching of the soul, a peculiar sense of doubt and bewilderment. Such a double life, with double thoughts, double duties, and double social classes, must give rise to double words and double ideals, and tempt the mind to pretence or to revolt, to hypocrisy or to radicalism. [Emphasis added.]



Nowhere has the dilemma of the Afro-American, forced to negotiate between the rhetorical worlds of black and white, been stated more effectively. Several studies of Du Bois’s use of the figures of doubleness and the veil are listed in the bibliography on page 199.

Perhaps the most unusual chapter of The Souls is chapter fourteen, “Of the Sorrow Songs.” In this chapter, Du Bois unveils the secret, hermetic cultural pattern, the figure in the carpet, that winds its way through his fragmented text, like Ariadne’s thread: African-American vernacular culture, which Du Bois identifies as the most sublime artifact of black artistic and intellectual creativity. And of the various vernacular arts, it is black music that is most sublime, “the greatest gift of the Negro people.” Because of this, Du Bois reveals, “before each thought that I have written in this book I have set a phrase, a haunting echo of these weird old songs in which the soul of the black slave spoke to men. Ever since I was a child,” Du Bois admits, “these songs have stirred me strangely.”

It is through these songs, says Du Bois,—“half despised,” “mistaken and misunderstood,” yet “the singular spiritual heritage of the nation and the greatest gift of the Negro people”—that the African in the New World was able to embody a particular cultural sensibility, unspeakable in any other form. “I know that these songs,” Du Bois writes, “are the articulate message of the slave to the world,” but they contain, paradoxically, a message that is encoded, “naturally veiled and half articulate,” in the language of music, replete with “eloquent omissions and silences.” Du Bois’s identification of each of the musical epigraphs to his chapters, his listing of “ten master songs” as “peculiarly characteristic of the slave,” and his tracing of the “four steps” in the development of Afro-American vernacular culture, make this the first attempt at canon formation in the black tradition to recognize the importance of oral literature and music as the foundation of African-American culture itself. In this chapter, Du Bois unveils a theory of black aesthetics, the very first scholar to do so.

I recall vividly the first time that I saw a photograph of Du Bois. It was published in a high school textbook, in a short chapter on “The Negro American.” I was struck by the dignity of this intelligent-looking man, and I rushed home to ask my parents just who this great man was. “He was a race man,” my father answered. “They said he was a Communist.” The last time I saw him was at his grave in Accra, Ghana, in 1971.

I also remember my first encounter with The Souls of Black Folk. As did William Ferris, I read Du Bois’s book during my sophomore year at Yale, in the autumn of 1969. Today, as I turn the pages of that edition of The Souls, which I had purchased for a course in Afro-American history, I rediscover that special, exhilarating feeling any reader gets when an author names things that the reader has felt very deeply but could not articulate—the sort of passages that young scholars write out, verbatim, in their private commonplace books. It is this splendid capacity to name the previously unarticulated in human experience that, among other things, defines a classic. As J. Saunders Redding puts it so aptly, The Souls of Black Folk succeeds in “expressing the soul of one people in a time of great stress, and showing its kinship with the timeless soul of all mankind. The Souls of Black Folk will go on doing this.” Among the passages that moved me sufficiently to transcribe them when I was a student are the following:



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 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. (“Of Our Spiritual Strivings”)



The would-be black savant was confronted 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. The 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 thousand 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. (“Of Our Spiritual Strivings”)



I have seen a land right merry with the sun, where children sing, and rolling hills lie like passioned women wanton with harvest. And there in the King’s Highway sat and sits a figure veiled and bowed, by which the traveller’s footsteps hasten as they go. On the tainted air broods fear. Three centuries’ thought has been the raising and unveiling of that bowed human heart, and now behold a century new for the duty and the deed. The problem of the Twentieth Century is the problem of the color-line. (“Of the Dawn of Freedom”)



And finally:



 . . . Herein the longing of black men must have respect: the rich and bitter depth of their experience, the unknown treasures of their inner life, the strange rendings of nature they have seen, may give the world new points of view and make their loving, living, and doing precious to all human hearts. And to themselves in these the days that try their souls, the chance to soar in the dim blue air above the smoke is to their finer spirits boon and guerdon for what they lose on earth by being black.

I sit 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. So, wed, with Truth, I dwell above the Veil. Is this the life you grudge us, O knightly America? Is this the life you long to change into the dull red hideousness of Georgia? Are you so afraid lest peering from this high Pisgah, between Philistine and Amalekite, we sight the Promised Land? (“Of the Training of Black Men”)



These passages, to which I have turned so often over the past two decades, attest to Du Bois’s uncanny capacity to name the collective cultural text of the African-American. And it is this adamic capacity to name, splendidly and eloquently, which has earned for Du Bois and The Souls of Black Folk a permanent place in the history of American letters.


 
A NOTE ON THE TEXT

A.C. MCCLURG and Company published The Souls of Black Folk on April 18, 1903. Between 1903 and 1940, McClurg published twenty-four editions from the original plates, incorporating a few minor changes that Du Bois made silently. None of the changes altered the pagination in any way, thus leading several scholars to assume that these twenty-four editions were exact reprintings. As I shall demonstrate below, this was not the case.

Du Bois revised nine of the fourteen chapters of The Souls of Black Folk from essays published elsewhere. They are: “Of Our Spiritual Strivings,” chapter one, was a revision of “Strivings of the Negro People,” Atlantic Monthly, August 1897 (pp. 194–198); “Of the Dawn of Freedom,” chapter two, was a revision of “The Freedmen’s Bureau,” Atlantic Monthly, March 1901 (pp. 354–365); “Of Mr. Booker T. Washington and Others,” chapter three, was a revision of “The Evolution of Negro Leadership,” The Dial, July 16, 1901 (pp. 53–55); “Of the Meaning of Progress,” chapter four, was a revision of “A Negro Schoolmaster in the New South,” Atlantic Monthly, January 1899 (pp. 99–104); “Of the Training of Black Men,” chapter six, was a revision of an essay of the same title published in Atlantic Monthly, September 1902 (pp. 289–297); “Of the Black Belt,” chapter seven, and “Of the Quest of the Golden Fleece,” chapter eight, are revisions of “The Negro as He Really Is,” World’s Work, June 1901 (pp. 848–866); “Of the Sons of Master and Man,” chapter nine, is a revision of “The Relation of Negroes to the Whites in the South,” Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science, July-December 1901 (pp. 121–140); “Of the Faith of the Fathers,” chapter ten, is a revision of “The Religion of the American Negro,” New World: A Quarterly Review of Religion, Ethics and Theology, December 1900 (pp. 614–625).

The five remaining chapters—“Of the Wings of Atalanta” (chapter five); “Of the Passing of the First-Born” (chapter eleven); “Of Alexander Crummell” (chapter twelve); “Of the Coming of John” (chapter thirteen); and “Of the Sorrow Songs” (chapter fourteen)—Du Bois wrote expressly for this volume.

Herbert Aptheker discovered that the book sold 9,595 copies between 1903 and 1908, and 4,250 copies between 1926 and 1946. (Records of sales between 1908 and 1926 have not been found.) But as of March 4, 1935, according to Aptheker, McClurg told Du Bois that 15,000 copies of The Souls had been printed, making it reasonable to presume that the book’s total sales between 1903 and 1946 amounted to approximately 20,000 copies.

In January 1949 Du Bois bought the text plates of his book from McClurg for exactly one hundred dollars. In October 1953 the Blue Heron Press, established by Howard Fast to circumvent the censorship of texts generated by the McCarthy repression, published a Fiftieth Anniversary Jubilee edition (of one thousand copies) of The Souls of Black Folk. Du Bois informed his readers in his introduction to the 1953 edition that he had “made less than a half-dozen alterations in word or phrase” from the 1903 first edition. Along with two members of the staff of the Black Periodical Literature Project, I undertook a line-by-line collation to ascertain these “alterations in word or phrase.” Later, I discovered that Herbert Aptheker had done so as well in 1974. Du Bois did indeed alter his text in its second edition of 1953; in fact, our own line-by-line collation confirms nine major revisions, two more than Aptheker discovered. These “alterations in word or phrase,” in several instances, are remarkably important. A list of these revisions, paginated according to the 1903, 1953, and this 1989 edition, follows:



1. (1903), p. 99, line 27: And first we may say that this type of college, including Atlanta, Fisk, and Howard, Wilberforce and Lincoln, Biddle, Shaw, and the rest, is peculiar, almost unique.

(1953), p. 99, line 27: Claflin

(1989), p. 70, line 9:

2. (1903), p. 126, line 7: The Jew is the heir of the slavebaron in Dougherty . . . 

(1953), p. 126, line 7: Immigrants are heirs

(1989), p. 88, line 13:

3. (1903), p. 126, line 14: . . . nearly all failed, and the Jew fell heir.

(1953), p. 126, line 14: . . . most failed, and foreigners fell heir.

(1989), p. 88, line 19:

4. (1903), p. 127, line 18: This plantation, owned now by a Russian Jew, was a part of the famous Bolton estate.

(1953), p. 127, line 18: foreigner

(1989), p. 89, line 11:

5. (1903), p. 127, line 31: . . . out of which only a Yankee or a Jew could squeeze more blood from debt-cursed tenants.

(1953), p. 127, line 31: an immigrant

(1989), p. 89, line 22:

6. (1903), p. 132, line 11: Since then his nephews and the poor whites and the Jews have seized it.

(1953), p. 132, line 11: poor relations and foreign immigrants.

(1989), p. 92, line 20:

7. (1903), p. 169, line 22: thrifty and avaricious Yankees, shrewd and unscrupulous Jews.

(1953), p. 169, line 22: and unscrupulous immigrants.

(1989), p. 118, line 34:

8. (1903, p. 170, line 26: the enterprising Russian Jew who sold it to him . . . 

(1953), p. 170, line 26: American

(1989), p. 119, line 27:

9. (1903), p. 204, line 24: It is the same defence which the Jews of the Middle Age used . . . 

(1953), p. 204, line 24: peasants

(1989), p. 144, line 2:



Of these nine revisions in the 1953 text, one is to be found in “Of the Training of Black Men” (chapter six), five are to be found in “Of the Black Belt” (chapter seven), two in “Of the Sons of Master and Man” (chapter nine), and one in “Of the Faith of the Fathers” (chapter ten).

Why did Du Bois, after fifty years, feel compelled to make these changes? A consistent pattern emerges clearly: Du Bois was concerned to preclude any interpretation of his text that might lend itself to anti-Semitism. As Aptheker demonstrates, Jacob Schiff (from whom Du Bois had sought funding in 1905 for a monthly political journal) and Rabbi Stephen S. Wise had objected to those passages in The Souls that could be read as anti-Semitic. In fact, one review of The Souls—published in the Nashville Banner—used the occasion to make anti-Semitic remarks about “the Jew.” Clearly, the 1903 edition included passages that reflected a larger anti-Semitic discourse, contrary to Du Bois’s well-known anti-Semitic political positions. By the ninth edition, published on December 10, 1911, Du Bois had made one of these changes, altering “a Yankee or a Jew” to “a Yankee or his like” (p. 127). Du Bois, however, resisted amending his text entirely until the Holocaust: “the horrible massacre of German Jews,” Du Bois wrote in a June 1953 “not used” memorandum to Howard Fast, had forced him to realize that “even
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