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INTRODUCTION


The Souls of Black Folk: BEHIND THE COLOR LINE
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The Souls of Black Folk opens with the promise that something hidden away is about to be brought to light: “Herein lie buried many strange things,” author W. E. B. Du Bois tells us, “which if read with patience may show the strange meaning of being black here at the dawning of the Twentieth Century.” And then, as though he fears the promise of such an exotic secret will not be quite enough (or, given his predominantly white audience, perhaps a bit too much), the author tells us why we should care: “This meaning is not without interest to you, Gentle Reader; for the problem of the Twentieth Century is the problem of the color line.”

Du Bois’s prediction was to ring tragically true through the twentieth century and into our own. Growing up in a rare enclave of black middle-class safety, Du Bois was able to achieve remarkable professional and educational heights. But he also witnessed the stunning betrayal of emancipation’s initial promise. He saw that despite his achievements, he was unable to protect himself and his family from racism. He also faced more of the mind-boggling difficulty of symbolizing, for the white intellectuals sympathetic to his cause, an entire race and their worried relation to it and its American history. Out of these conflicts, Du Bois fashioned his 1903 masterpiece, The Souls of Black Folk.

Souls explores the world behind the color line using every tool available to its author. Combining his original training as a sociologist with his stunning mastery of Western philosophy and literature and his deep respect for African-American literary and folk traditions, Du Bois wrote a series of sophisticated, lyrical essays on the meanings of emancipation and its aftermath. He sketched vivid pictures of history. He traced the rise of black leadership—most famously in an essay opposing the accommodationist Booker T. Washington—and called for bolder tactics. He chastised whites who wanted to forget the heavy toll that enslavement took on the spiritual, mental, and physical well-being of African-Americans. But he also called for black leaders to educate their people and to encourage them to pursue intellectual and artistic lives in addition to the vocational training that Washington, among others, preferred. He created parables to illustrate the dilemma of young men caught in the changing world. And he told deeply personal stories, recalling his innocence as a young man first going to teach in rural Tennessee (and allowing us to see the loss of his, and his students’s innocence), and mourning the death of his own firstborn son.

The Souls of Black Folk sold almost ten thousand copies during its first five years of publication, a number that may seem small by today’s standards, but was remarkable at the time, all the more so because of the book’s complexity and subject matter. Many readers were enthusiastic. One critic asserted that The Souls of Black Folk “should be read and studied by every person, white and black.” A century later, The Souls of Black Folk not only stands at the headwaters of a rich legacy of African-American literary and scholarly work, it remains a rich portrait of a world divided and the powerful imagination required to envision a world beyond those divisions.

The Life and Work of W. E. B. Du Bois

William Edward Burghardt Du Bois (he pronounced his family name “du Boyz”) was born in 1868, in Great Barrington, Massachusetts, a city of approximately five thousand residents of which no more than fifty were African-American. From his account, Du Bois knew relatively little about his father, but enjoyed a warm and nurturing relationship with his mother and a number of relatives in the Great Barrington area. He did well in school and won a scholarship to attend Fisk University, a historically black college in Nashville, Tennessee.

He enrolled in Fisk in 1885, graduated in 1888, and went on to Harvard to study sociology. There, after earning a second bachelor’s degree and a master’s degree, he became the first African-American to earn a Ph.D. from Harvard. In 1896 he published his doctoral dissertation as a book titled The Suppression of the African Slave-Trade to United States of America, 1638–1870. It remains a standard work on America’s efforts to limit and suppress the trade in slaves between Africa and America. That same year, he married Nina Gomer.

From 1897 to 1910 Du Bois taught at Atlanta University, a historically black college that is now part of the Atlanta University Center. (Atlanta University merged with Clark College, another historically black college in the Atlanta University Center, in 1988 to create Clark Atlanta University.) During this period he published The Philadelphia Negro (1899) and The Souls of Black Folk (1903).

Du Bois was active in helping create organizations to empower African-Americans. In 1905 he helped organize the Niagara Movement, which renounced the accommodationist policies Booker T. Washington had set forth in his famed “Atlanta Compromise” speech ten years earlier. In the words of Du Bois, the Niagara Movement wanted “full manhood suffrage and we want it now. . . . We are men! We want to be treated as men. And we shall win.” This movement was a precursor to the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), which Du Bois helped to found in 1909.

From 1910 until 1934 Du Bois edited The Crisis Magazine for the NAACP. During this period Du Bois also organized a series of Pan-African Conferences. In 1934, Atlanta University president John Hope invited Du Bois back to the university to head the sociology department. Du Bois remained at Atlanta University until 1944, and during that period he published Black Reconstruction (1935), Black Folk Then and Now (1939), and Dusk of Dawn (1940). He also founded the scholarly journal Phylon (1940). Du Bois left Atlanta University in 1944.

From 1945 until his death in 1963, Du Bois was active in a variety of scholarly and political arenas. He wrote for the Chicago Defender, helped organize another Pan-African Conference, supported the 1956 Montgomery Bus Boycott, published The Ordeal of Mansart, and in 1958 was awarded an honorary doctorate from Humboldt University in East Berlin, Germany. His first wife died in 1950, and in 1951 he married Shirley Graham.

In 1961, perhaps weary after his long struggle for race equality in the United States, Du Bois accepted an invitation from Kwame Nkrumah, the president of Ghana, to become a citizen of that nation. In 1957, Ghana became the first West African nation to gain independence after the colonial period in which European countries ruled many African nations. Du Bois died on August 27, 1963, on the eve of the Civil Rights March on Washington. He was buried in a state funeral in Accra, Ghana, on August 29, 1963.

Historical and Literary Context of The Souls of Black Folk

The Civil War, Reconstruction, and the Post–Civil War Era

By the time the Civil War erupted, slavery had become an overwhelming moral and ethical quandary for thousands of white Americans, and many remarkable black Americans had actively been writing and rebelling against the system for years. In the midst of the war’s traumatic turmoil and its chaotic aftermath, the legal status of African-Americans underwent several dramatic changes. In 1863, two years into the war, Abraham Lincoln issued the Emancipation Proclamation, which freed slaves in states at war with the Union. In 1865, as the war drew to a close, the Thirteenth Amendment to the Constitution outlawed slavery. Three years later, the Fourteenth Amendment guaranteed blacks due process and equal protection under the law. These changes set the groundwork for change, but their true legal and social effect would be a long time coming, thwarted at every turn by the set of reactionary social codes and laws that came to be known collectively under the name Jim Crow, and by the systematic terrorization of the black populace by white racists. Indeed, the violent white-supremacist group the Ku Klux Klan was formed in the same year the Fourteenth Amendment was proposed by Congress.

During the Reconstruction era (1865–1877), the federal government attempted to reorganize and reintegrate Southern states back into the Union. Its attention to the dilemma of freed slaves, as Du Bois points out, was mixed at best. By 1870, the Fifteenth Amendment assured black men the vote, but that right was curtailed to the point of nonexistence in the South through various laws designed to limit black political power. The compromise of 1877 assured that Rutherford B. Hayes would become president and that the federal support of former slaves would be withdrawn. They remained, for the large part, social outcasts and radically displaced half-citizens in both the North and South.

.  .  .

The End of Reconstruction and the Struggle for Full Citizenship

Some historians refer to the period of 1877 to 1901 as the African-American nadir because of the wholesale assault on African-American citizenship. Throughout the 1880s and ’90s (and well into the 1930s) violence against blacks, both planned and spontaneous, swept the country. Countless black families were driven from their homes or burned out of them, their property seized. Black churches were set on fire, and black men, women, and even children were lynched (publicly executed by a mob) at the stunning rate of one person a week.

This terror found its counterpart in the courts. In 1883 the Supreme Court declared the Civil Rights Act of 1875 to be unconstitutional, and in the Plessy v. Ferguson case (1896) the Supreme Court established that “separate but equal” facilities satisfied the guarantees of the Fourteenth Amendment, thus giving a federal stamp of approval to racial segregation. It would take until 1954, and the Brown v. Board of Education case, for Plessy v. Ferguson to be overturned.

In the midst of this terrible backlash, African-Americans still managed to make remarkable strides toward citizenship and economic security. Booker T. Washington, whose self-help economic approach and accommodationist political approach Du Bois found unacceptable, founded the Tuskegee Institute in 1881. Two African-American-owned banks, one in Richmond, Virginia, and one in Washington, D.C., opened for business in 1888, and both The National Association of Women (1896) and the American Negro Academy (1897) were created. And, of course, Du Bois wrote his masterpiece, The Souls of Black Folk.

.  .  .

Slave Narratives, Black Oral Literatures, Western Literature and Philosophy

As a literary work, The Souls of Black Folk is an innovative, even unprecedented book. Nevertheless, it owes a clear and conscious debt to the body of African-American literary genres already well-known at the time of its publication. Perhaps the most well-known of these genres were slave narratives, best-selling autobiographical accounts of the harrowing conditions of slavery and the author’s equally harrowing but successful escape from his or her condition. Like The Souls of Black Folk, slave narratives were often a complex mix of history, personal story, argument, and politics. The most popular and influential of these stories were Frederick Douglass’s Narrative and Harriet Jacobs’s Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl. These books presented subtle and sophisticated proof of their authors’ cultural literacy, humanity, and intelligence along with highly effective ethical, rhetorical, political, and philosophical arguments against slavery.

Du Bois declares his allegiance to and familiarity with black folk culture by using quotes from “sorrow songs”—black spirituals—to open each of his essays. Du Bois was the first scholar to point out not just the raw beauty of these songs, but the art, artistry, and deep meaning they contained. Yet it is important to remember that Du Bois paired each of his musical quotes with an epigraph from the “high” Western European canon of literature and philosophy. Du Bois was one of the most highly educated men of his time, and that white, Western education is on dazzling display in Souls. He writes in the long, sinuous sentences of the late Victorian era, and his essays teem with mythological, biblical, and philosophical allusions. His very attachment to the idea of a “black folk” who constituted a separate nation-within-a-nation had its roots in the philosophy and literature of German romanticism with its nationalist emphasis on the Volk. He was also deeply influenced by his mentor, William James (brother of Henry James), and James’s ongoing investigation of the nature of man and his psyche. And, of course, Du Bois was trained as a sociologist and his investigations into black life were structured according to the sociological models of his time. The manner in which Du Bois transformed all of these influences into a single work was wholly original, wholly unclassifiable, and deeply influential. The Souls of Black Folk not only supported and inspired the literary endeavors of generations of African-Americans to follow, it continues both to inspire and authorize the literary streak in sociological and anthropological investigations of peoples around the world.



CHRONOLOGY OF W. E. B. DU BOIS’S LIFE AND WORK
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1868: William Edward Burghardt Du Bois is born on February 23 in Great Barrington, Massachusetts.

1884: Graduates from Great Barrington High School.

1885: Enrolls as a sophomore at Fisk University.

1888: Graduates with a B.A. from Fisk, receives the Price Greenleaf grant, and enrolls as a junior at Harvard College.

1890: Graduates cum laude with a B.A. in philosophy; he also enters Harvard Graduate School in social science.

1895: Earns Ph.D. in history from Harvard and thereby becomes the first black to earn a doctoral degree from Harvard.

1896: Doctoral dissertation titled The Suppression of the African Slave-Trade to United States of America, 1638–1870 is published as the first publication in the Harvard Historical Monograph Series. Son Burghardt born.

1899: The Philadelphia Negro is published by the University of Pennsylvania Press; Burghardt dies.

1900: Elected secretary at the First Pan-African Congress in London, England, and declares that the “color line is the problem of the twentieth century”; designs an exhibit illustrating the history and present condition of African-Americans at the Paris Exposition and wins first prize.

1902: Declines Booker T. Washington’s invitation to teach at Tuskegee Institute; daughter Yolande born.

1903: Souls of Black Folk published.

1909: Joins the National Negro Committee, which becomes the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP).

1910: Appointed NAACP director of publications.

1924: The Gift of Black Folk is published.

1928: Yolande Du Bois marries black literary star Countee Cullen. They divorced in 1930.

1934: Resigns as editor of NAACP publication, The Crisis; encourages voluntary segregation; accepts chairmanship in sociology at Atlanta University.

1935: Black Reconstruction published.

1940: Dusk of Dawn, his autobiography, is published.

1945: Named first black member of the National Institute of Arts and Letters.

1949: Helps sponsor and address the Cultural and Scientific Conference for World Peace held in New York.

1951: Federal government indicts Du Bois for being “unregistered foreign agent.” Case is thrown out of court; wife Nina dies; marries Shirley Graham.

1956: Supports Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. and those boycotting buses in Montgomery, Alabama.

1960: Participates in the Ghanaian independence celebration; daughter Yolande dies.

1963: Becomes a citizen of Ghana; turns ninety-five in February. He dies in Accra, Ghana, on August 27 on the eve of the March on Washington.

1968: The Autobiography of W. E. B. Du Bois: A Soliloquy on Viewing My Life from the Last Decade of Its First Century published 



HISTORICAL CONTEXT OF
The Souls of Black Folk
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1861: Civil War begins.

1863: Emancipation Proclamation issued by President Lincoln.

1865: Civil War ends. Lincoln is assassinated. Southern states begin enacting “black codes” restricting vocations and movement of freed Africans. Thirteenth Amendment abolishes slavery.

1866: Memphis Massacre: white citizens and police kill forty-six African-Americans and injure many more, burning ninety houses, twelve schools, and four churches in Memphis, Tennessee. Similar events occur throughout the South. Ku Klux Klan formed. Fourteenth Amendment, protecting the citizenship and civil liberties of freed slaves, proposed by Congress. Most Southern states refuse to ratify it.

1867: Reconstruction begins.

1870: Fifteenth Amendment guarantees black men the right to vote.

1872: Congressional Amnesty Act gives the right to hold office again to almost all Southern leaders who had been excluded from public office by the Fourteenth Amendment. Reelection of Ulysses S. Grant.

1873: Depression of 1873.

1875: The Civil Rights Act of 1875 prohibited racial discrimination in a wide range of public facilities, including theaters, hotels, restaurants, and barbershops.

1876: Rutherford B. Hayes elected president. He takes office after the compromise that necessitates removal of federal troops from the South and effective end of federal control of Southern Reconstruction.

1881: Booker T. Washington founds Tuskegee Institute, leading vocational training institute for African-Americans. Segregation and violence intensify in the South.

1882: Forty-nine black Americans are lynched during the year. Lynchings will continue through the 1930s.

1883: Supreme Court declares Civil Rights Act of 1875 unconstitutional and significantly weakens Fourteenth Amendment. Sojourner Truth dies. Fifty-three known lynchings.

1886: Twenty black Americans massacred at Carrollton, Mississippi.

1888: First two African-American-owned banks open.

1890: Mississippi Plan uses literacy and “understanding” tests to disenfranchise black American citizens. Similar statutes eventually adopted by seven Southern states.

1895: Booker T. Washington delivers his “Atlanta Compromise” address, promoting a policy of gradualism and accommodation. African-American leader and statesman Frederick Douglass dies.

1896: Supreme Court approves legal segregation in Plessy v. Ferguson. George Washington Carver appointed director of agricultural research at Tuskegee Institute. His work advanced peanut, sweet-potato, and soybean farming.

1900: Paris Exposition. U.S. “Exposition des Nègres d’Amérique,” including display from Du Bois illustrating the history and present condition of African-Americans, wins several awards for excellence.



THE FORETHOUGHT
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HEREIN lie buried many things which if read with patience may show the strange meaning of being black here at 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 candidly 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 problem of training men for life. Venturing now into deeper detail, I have in two chapters studied the struggles of the massed millions of the black peasantry, and in another have sought to make clear the present relations of the sons of master and man. Leaving, then, the white world, 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, and a chapter of song.

Some of these thoughts of mine have seen the light before in other guise. For kindly consenting to their republication here, in altered and extended form, I must thank the publishers of the Atlantic 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, 1903.



I

OF OUR SPIRITUAL STRIVINGS

[image: images]

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.1
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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 my town; or, I fought at Mechanicsville;3 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 a word.

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 Housatonic4 winds between Hoosac and Taghkanic to the sea. In a wee wooden schoolhouse, something put it into 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.5 I had thereafter 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 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 words 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 relentlessly 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 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 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 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 coworker in the kingdom 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. Through history, the powers 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 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 nation 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 demagogy; and by the criticism of the other world, toward ideals that made him ashamed of his lowly tasks. 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. 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 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.

Away back in the days of bondage they thought to see in one divine 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. 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 disappointment 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 watchword beyond the old cry for freedom. As the time flew, however, he began to grasp a new idea. The ideal of liberty 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 emancipated millions? Had not votes enfranchised the freedmen? Was anything impossible to a power that had done all this? A million 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 replace 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 curiosity, 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;6 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, doggedly; 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 horizon 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 deadweight of social degradation partially masked behind a half-named Negro problem. He felt his poverty; without a cent, without a home, 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 obliteration 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 better and the boisterous welcoming of the worse, the all-pervading desire to inculcate disdain for everything black, from Toussaint7 to the devil,—before this there rises a sickening despair that would disarm and discourage any nation save that black host to whom “discouragement” is an unwritten word.

But the facing of so vast a prejudice could not but bring the inevitable self-questioning, self-disparagement, and lowering of ideals 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, political 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 together, 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 unifying 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 Declaration 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 freedmen’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.



II

OF THE DAWN OF FREEDOM

[image: images]

Careless seems the great Avenger;

History’s lessons but record

One death-grapple in the darkness

’Twixt old systems and the Word;

Truth forever on the scaffold,

Wrong forever on the throne;

Yet that scaffold sways the future,

And behind the dim unknown

Standeth God within the shadow

Keeping watch above His own.

LOWELL.1
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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. It was a phase of this problem that caused the Civil War; and however much they who marched South and North in 1861 may have fixed on the technical points of union and local autonomy as a shibboleth, all nevertheless knew, as we know, that the question of Negro slavery was the real cause of the conflict. Curious it was, too, how this deeper question ever forced itself to the surface despite effort and disclaimer. No sooner had Northern armies touched Southern soil than this old question, newly guised, sprang from the earth,—What shall be done with Negroes? Peremptory military commands this way and that, could not answer the query; the Emancipation Proclamation seemed but to broaden and intensify the difficulties; and the War Amendments3 made the Negro problems of to-day.

It is the aim of this essay to study the period of history from 1861 to 1872 so far as it relates to the American Negro. In effect, this tale of the dawn of Freedom is an account of that government of men called the Freedmen’s Bureau,—one of the most singular and interesting of the attempts made by a great nation to grapple with vast problems of race and social condition.

The war has naught to do with slaves, cried Congress, the President, and the Nation; and yet no sooner had the armies, East and West, penetrated Virginia and Tennessee than fugitive slaves appeared within their lines. They came at night, when the flickering camp-fires shone like vast unsteady stars along the black horizon: old men and thin, with gray and tufted hair; women with frightened eyes, dragging whimpering hungry children; men and girls, stalwart and gaunt,—a horde of starving vagabonds, homeless, helpless, and pitiable, in their dark distress. Two methods of treating these newcomers seemed equally logical to opposite sorts of minds. Ben Butler, in Virginia, quickly declared slave property contraband of war, and put the fugitives to work; while Fremont, in Missouri, declared the slaves free under martial law. Butler’s action was approved, but Fremont’s was hastily countermanded, and his successor, Halleck, saw things differently. “Hereafter,” he commanded, “no slaves should be allowed to come into your lines at all; if any come without your knowledge, when owners call for them deliver them.” Such a policy was difficult to enforce; some of the black refugees declared themselves freemen, others showed that their masters had deserted them, and still others were captured with forts and plantations. Evidently, too, slaves were a source of strength to the Confederacy, and were being used as laborers and producers. “They constitute a military resource,” wrote Secretary Cameron, late in 1861; “and being such, that they should not be turned over to the enemy is too plain to discuss.” So gradually the tone of the army chiefs changed; Congress forbade the rendition of fugitives, and Butler’s “contrabands” were welcomed as military laborers. This complicated rather than solved the problem, for now the scattering fugitives became a steady stream, which flowed faster as the armies marched.

Then the long-headed man with care-chiselled face who sat in the White House saw the inevitable, and emancipated the slaves of rebels on New Year’s, 1863. A month later Congress called earnestly for the Negro soldiers whom the act of July, 1862, had half grudgingly allowed to enlist. Thus the barriers were levelled and the deed was done. The stream of fugitives swelled to a flood, and anxious army officers kept inquiring: “What must be done with slaves, arriving almost daily? Are we to find food and shelter for women and children?”

It was a Pierce of Boston who pointed out the way, and thus became in a sense the founder of the Freedmen’s Bureau. He was a firm friend of Secretary Chase; and when, in 1861, the care of slaves and abandoned lands developed upon the Treasury officials, Pierce was specially detailed from the ranks to study the conditions. First, he cared for the refugees at Fortress Monroe; and then, after Sherman had captured Hilton Head, Pierce was sent there to found his Port Royal experiment of making free working-men out of slaves. Before his experiment was barely started, however, the problem of the fugitives had assumed such proportions that it was taken from the hands of the over-burdened Treasury Department and given to the army officials. Already centres of massed freedmen were forming at Fortress Monroe, Washington, New Orleans, Vicksburg and Corinth, Columbus, Ky., and Cairo, Ill., as well as at Port Royal. Army chaplains found here new and fruitful fields; “superintendents of contrabands” multiplied, and some attempt at systematic work was made by enlisting the able-bodied men and giving work to the others.

Then came the Freedmen’s Aid societies, born of the touching appeals from Pierce and from these other centres of distress. There was the American Missionary Association, sprung from the Amistad,4 and now full-grown for work; the various church organizations, the National Freedmen’s Relief Association, the American Freedmen’s Union, the Western Freedmen’s Aid Commission,—in all fifty or more active organizations, which sent clothes, money, school-books, and teachers southward. All they did was needed, for the destitution of the freedmen was often reported as “too appalling for belief,” and the situation was daily growing worse rather than better.
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