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INTRODUCTION


If The Souls of Black Folk achieved its singular impact through W.E.B. Du Bois’s masterly interweaving of the personal and the universal in such a way that each appropriated something of the illustrative and symbolic value of the other, much of Darkwater: Voices from Within the Veil was a cri de coeur in which the author’s anger at the absurdities of racial prejudice crackled through the text like electric jolts that scorched, illumined, or stunned. As he polished the essays for final submission, America had been shaken by four months of racial bloodlettings during the Red Summer of 1919. Du Bois’s state of mind verged on apocalyptic bitterness. Could his readers imagine the hypocrisy of the United States protesting Turkish war atrocities in Armenia? he scoffed. What was Armenia or Louvain, Belgium, “compared with Memphis, Waco, Washington,” places where American citizens of African descent had been as brutally dispatched? Du Bois once again showed himself to be the incomparable mediator of the wounded souls of black people—exceptionally so in “The Souls of White Folk,” the retouched essay originally appearing in an August 1910 issue of The Independent. In its original form, this essay hissed with the fury of a tightly clamped pressure cooker over a building flame, as Du Bois, “high in the tower” above “the loud complaining of the human sea,” mocked the racial arrogance that caused his and his people’s historic troubles—this modern European discovery of “personal whiteness” as the supreme virtue. A two-hundred-year-old dogma of stupendous fraudulence was well on the way to supplanting Christianity, humanity, and democracy, said Du Bois, as he and other colored men and women had had drummed into their heads that “whiteness is the ownership of the earth forever and ever, Amen!”1


His consternation had been especially fueled by the great popularity of pseudoscience works such as The Passing of the Great Race, or, the Racial Basis of European History, a 1916 potboiler by Madison Grant, and The Rising Tide of Color Against White World-Supremacy, another acclaimed defense of white supremacy by Lothrop Stoddard, released by Scribner’s just as Darkwater went on sale. In prose as grave and portentous as any used by Du Bois himself, Stoddard, a Massachusetts lawyer and eugenics enthusiast, caught the attention of much of middlebrow America with the warning, “Ours is a solemn moment. We stand at a crisis—the supreme crisis of the ages…. If white civilization goes down,” he lamented, “it will be swamped by the triumphant colored races, who will obliterate the white man by elimination or absorption.”2 In the spring of 1920, the Grants and the Stoddards spoke to cherished prejudices that Du Bois and only a handful of American intellectuals were determined to disprove and denounce. Proclaiming himself endowed with the wisdom of “inner torment,” Du Bois threw down his collection of essays and poetry as a gauntlet to racism in all its vast manifestations.


Darkwater was released by the new firm of Harcourt, Brace & Howe in February 1920. Du Bois dedicated the book to Nina Gomer, his wife of twenty-four years. It was the sixth book since the 1896 publication of The Suppression of the African Slave Trade to the United States, 1638-1870, his Harvard dissertation. There was a certain appropriateness of moment in claiming that Darkwater was finished on February 23rd, 1918—“my fiftieth birthday,” as he wrote in “The Shadow of Years,” the collection’s autobiographical opening essay—but Du Bois had actually continued to retouch the manuscript over the next eighteen months between Crisis deadlines and European travel. Many years later, he wrote of having intended Darkwater to serve as his apologia—“a sort of semi-biography”—since he believed, at the time, that the largest part of his life “had passed.” The finished work arrived at Harcourt, Brace & Howe in September 1919.3 Its 270-odd pages consisted of the autobiographical profile and nine major pieces of social commentary and fiction. Half of these had appeared, in somewhat shorter versions, in publications such as the Atlantic Monthly, the Crisis, and the Independent. The collection also contained eleven shorter entries of poetry and symbolic vignettes.


The revised “Souls of White Folk” belched fire in Darkwater as Du Bois seemed almost to scream, “Merciful God! in these wild days and in the name of Civilization, Justice, and Motherhood,” about what had been done to men and women of Negro descent in the United States through “orgy, cruelty, barbarism, and murder.” His imprecations against antebellum concubinage and contemporary rapine figuratively scorched the pages as Du Bois served notice to the Anglo-Saxon South that it could be forgiven slavery, secession, bogus aristocracy, and “the passion of its hot blood,” but one thing never to be forgiven—“neither in this world nor the world to come”—was the South’s “wanton and continued and persistent insulting of the black womanhood which it sought and seeks to prostitute to its lust.” As had Frederick Douglass, Bishop Henry McNeal Turner, and other African Americans in the long column of unforgiving reproach, Du Bois wrote that, instead of standing as a great example of the success of democracy “and the possibility of human brotherhood,” his country was an awful example of its pitfalls and failures, “as far as black and brown and yellow people are concerned.”4


As this pulsating “The Souls of White Folk” made clear, Du Bois construed the failure of American racial democracy to be integral to the evolving European world-order in which—“and leave no room for mistaken meaning”—the First World War was primarily “the jealous and avaricious struggle for the largest share in exploiting darker races.” The rape of Belgium (mild in comparison to Belgian atrocities in the Congo, he observed), the killing fields of Flanders, and the sausage-grinding of armies on the eastern front were not aberrations, as most Europeans wanted to believe, but inherent in the structure of the history, culture, and institutions of the West: “This is Europe; this seeming Terrible is the real soul of white culture—back of all culture—stripped and visible today.” Here Darkwater unnerved many of its white readers with a prediction. Terrible as the Great War had been, it was nothing compared to the impending holocaust of the races—“that fight for freedom which black and brown and yellow men must and will make unless their oppression and humiliation and insult at the hands of the White World cease. The Dark World is going to submit to its present treatment just as long as it must and not one moment longer.”5 Were the pitfalls and failures of White America then irremediable? So it seemed, as when his readers turned to the prose-poem “The Riddle of the Sphinx,” in which Du Bois cried out:


I hate them, Oh!
I hate them well,
I hate them, Christ!
As I hate hell!
If I were God,
I’d sound their knell
This day!


To be sure, Du Bois was not governed by reactive emotions of anger and hurt so deep as to make him forsake sharp analysis of cause and informed prediction of effect. Indeed, as one reads further in this collection, one sees the author steady himself analytically as he returns in the essay “Of Work and Wealth” to his socialist moorings. If the problem of the 20th century is the problem of the color-line, Du Bois, like the French political theorist Charles Fourier, seemed on the verge of arguing that the greater cause of human misery is due to the primordial theft of property that gave rise to private enterprise and the market economy. “Today, therefore, we are challenging this ownership,” Du Bois asserted. “We are rapidly approaching the day when we shall repudiate all private property in raw materials and tools.” From such reasoning, he proceeded to incorporate much of “The African Roots of the War” (his remarkably prescient 1915 Atlantic Monthly thinkpiece about global competition for markets) into the new essay, “The Hands of Ethiopia,” as well as into “The Souls of White Folk.” The result was a greatly enhanced critique of global capitalism. What distinguished Du Bois’s analysis in “Hands of Ethiopia” and “Souls of White Folk” was not the somewhat derivative economic interpretation, but its cogency in exposing the paramount factor of racism in selling imperial expansion to the white working classes. It was becoming plain as day to modern civilizations that the “white working classes cannot much longer be maintained,” he contended. “But there is a loophole.” In places beyond the Suez Canal where “no labor unions or votes or questioning onlookers or inconvenient consciences” existed—“where ‘niggers’ are cheap and the earth is rich”—Europe and America could rack up profits sufficient “not simply to the very rich, but to the middle class and to the laborers.” But the justification for injustice, the rationale for rapacity that made the collusion of classes morally and intellectually viable was, Du Bois insisted, the dichotomy of color—the ideology of white supremacy: “All through the world this gospel is preaching. It has its literature, it has its priests, it has its secret propaganda and above all—it pays!”6


Conceding the present superiority of European cultural achievements to “any culture that arose in Asia or Africa,” Du Bois discounted individual Europeans as the reason for these achievements. “Europe has never produced and never will in our day bring forth a single human soul who cannot be matched or over-matched in every line of human endeavor by Asia and Africa.” His roster of non-European worldbeaters—Nefertari, Jesus, Muhammed, Askia, Confucius, and Buddha—sufficed to prove the point. Europe’s hegemony lay “quite outside and beyond Europe,—back in the universal struggles of all mankind.” But alas, education means European education for subject peoples of color—“deliberately educated ignorance,” Du Bois scolded, “by which [subject peoples] remember Napoleon and forget Sonni Ali,” the fifteenth-century ruler of the Songhai Empire. Because “most men today cannot conceive of a freedom that does not involve somebody’s slavery,” more than half of humanity—people of color, women, workers—had no place in the education of the masses of people. “Lions have no historians,” Du Bois noted, “and therefore lion hunts are thrilling and satisfactory human reading.” In Du Bois’s scheme of democratic learning, the matching of Sonni Ali with Napoleon would be complemented by the pairing of Mary Shadd and Harriet Beecher Stowe, Samuel Coleridge-Taylor and Antonin Dvorak. “Souls of White Folk,” “Damnation of Women,” and “The Immortal Child,” along with much else in Darkwater, made the argument for the broadest public education, for expansion of the canon of general culture to include the lives and works of the excluded and oppressed.7


“The Damnation of Women,” a paean to the rights of women in general and to the grandeur of black women in particular, is a document of such radiant affirmation as to place it among the worthiest feminist texts. Du Bois was an uncompromising advocate of female suffrage who had burnished some of his most memorable prose in the service of the National American Women’s Suffrage Association (NAWSA) and for the full empowerment of half of humanity. Now that the enfranchisement of women was at least a formal reality with the ratification, at that very moment, of the Nineteenth Amendment, Du Bois spoke through “The Damnation of Women” not only for full economic rights for women, but for equal rights in the highly controversial sphere of procreation. The future woman must have “a life work and economic independence,” he declared. She must have knowledge and the right of motherhood “at her own discretion. The present mincing horror at free womanhood must pass….”


The essay put him solidly on the side of the Washington feminist, Anna Julia Cooper, sole female member of the American Negro Academy, whose volume of uncompromising essays, A Voice from the South, Du Bois had read avidly upon its appearance in 1892. “Damnation” also paid a debt to Charlotte Perkins Gilman, whose 1898 classic Women in Economics the author knew well, as well as to Alice Paul’s National Women’s Party and Margaret Sanger’s soon-to-be-established American Birth Control League.8 Du Bois’s verdict on the constraints upon female self-realization was startling: “Only at the sacrifice of intelligence and the chance to do their best work can the majority of modern women bear children. This is the damnation of women.” Even as he postulated that the uplift of women was “our greatest modern cause,” to his thinking it remained subordinate to the problem of the color line and “the peace movement.” Du Bois wrote as one of the most enlightened men of his time, one whose failure to see the inseparable parity of these issues many feminists even today might be able to forgive—all the more so since it was inconceivable to Du Bois, unlike Gilman and Paul, and so many of the white feminists of his time, that equal rights for white women should ever take precedence over civil rights for black people.9


Du Bois went on to reveal that black women—more valued by their race, he asserted, than women of any other “modern race”—were, nevertheless, doubly damned. Racial history and the economics of color-coded work operated at cross purposes for women of color in contemporary society. For African Americans above all others, the family group was the “ideal of the culture with which these folk have been born,” posited Du Bois. But this was an ideal that rejected the idea “of an economically independent working mother.” Yet black working women outnumbered black men in the labor force. And the inevitable result of what Du Bois called the “clash of such ideals and such facts” was the broken family and the female-headed household.10 What Du Bois failed to observe, however, was that the other inevitable consequence of the “clash of ideals” was the rigidly patriarchal household, such as the one in which Nina Gomer Du Bois lived. To tap into her correspondence during the early twenties is to catch a thinning stream of ideas and emotions, to scan a sad record of psychosomatic debility and shriveling super-ego. What thoughts about the plight of women may have come to her in their small house in Brooklyn’s Johnson Street if, indeed, she ever read her husband’s essay, have gone unrecorded.


In “The Riddle of the Sphinx” (originally published in The Crisis for November 1914 as “The Burden of Black Women”), one of the entries serving to bridge the main essays in the collection, Du Bois foresaw accurately the reception awaiting Darkwater in much of mainstream America. “My word is to them mere bitterness and my soul, pessimism,” Du Bois observed acridly. “They deny my right to live and be and call me mis-birth!” Imitating his detractors, he sneered, “My poor, un-white thing! Weep not nor rage. I know, too well, that the curse of God lies heavy upon you. Why? That is not for me to say, but be brave!” But Du Bois insisted that his white readers knew in their hearts that he and others living behind the veil of race possessed special powers of insight—a faculty of second sightedness (“this sense of always looking at one’s self through the eyes of others”), unforgettably described in The Souls of Black Folk. With Hegel’s famous treatise perhaps in mind or one by Marx and Engels, Du Bois boasted that he possessed knowledge of whites far superior to that “which servants have of masters, or mass of class, or capitalist of artisan.” Rather, he knew them from “the back and side.” He saw the “working of their entrails.” He knew the thoughts of whites as well as they did—“and they know that I know,” and this, he noted with supreme contempt, made them lurch from fury to chagrin.11


In “The Shadow of Years,” Du Bois retold his saga of the Black Burghardts of the Berkshires and of growing up “by a golden river” in Great Barrington, of the lordly Du Boises and his austere paternal grandfather, of the “age of miracles” at Fisk, Harvard, and Berlin, and of his work in Atlanta. It was here that Du Bois shared what was, for him, a decidedly personal confession, musing that he “found” himself in those ten years of “great spiritual upturning” in Atlanta. He had grown “more broadly human,” he wrote, developing those few “holy friendships” that would sustain him in the trials ahead. He went on to say that his racial misfortunes had never been “disappointing enough” to discourage him. The author celebrated his own genius with affecting immodesty in this rhapsodic memoir in order to underscore to his white reading public the wasted lives of countless other gifted boys and girls of color who found the escape hatch of education nailed shut. That evangelical faith in the transformative power of education that sustained Du Bois until the end was at open throttle in “The Immortal Child,” a sometimes lyrical evocation of the short, extraordinary career of his friend, the Afro-English composer Samuel Coleridge-Taylor. Du Bois pleaded for progressive education of the young along the instrumentalist lines traced by John and Alice Dewey. The aim of education was to identify talent, nurture curiosity, and promote social democracy, and to do so early and generously, he insisted. Children had to be trained to understand “what the world is and what it knows…. We cannot teach pure knowledge apart from actual facts, or separate truth from the human mind.” “In the treatment of the child the world foreshadows its own future and faith,” he aphorized splendidly.12


Two of the longer creative pieces, the allegorical “Jesus Christ in Texas” (originally published in 1911 as “Jesus Christ in Georgia”) and the satirical “Comet” were lively-written short stories whose ethical and social messages the reader could readily interpret. “Jesus” (despite its ornate prose) blended gallows humor, irony, and Gothic absurdity to make a parable in which a Texas town becomes Gethsemane and a swarthy Jesus figure is narrowly spared a lynch mob’s noose. In “The Comet,” a valued, black bank messenger emerges from a vault deep beneath Manhattan to discover that he and the beautiful daughter of a white millionaire are the only people alive after poisonous gases from the comet’s tail have exterminated the population of the city, Harlem included. Written in what was for Du Bois middle-brow prose, the story’s ending brings these two handsome people almost together as man and woman: “Silently, immmovably, they saw each other face to face—eye to eye. Their souls lay naked to the night.” The story toyed mischievously with sex across the color line—the great taboo in American fiction. Suddenly, rapture is pierced by the honk of an automobile horn as millionaire father and Galahad fiance arrive from the uncontaminated suburbs. “I’ve always liked your people. If you ever want a job, call on me,” says the father as he hurries his daughter away from desecration and into safety.13


Moving from fiction to social commentary in “The Servant in the House,” Du Bois recapitulated the dogged struggle out of slavery by black labor, taking as departure point his own experience waiting tables at a Minnesota resort on Lake Minnetonka the summer after graduating from Fisk University. The mark of Canaan and the stigmata of the auction block made servitude and color synonymous in America: “Negroes are servants; servants are Negroes.” Barring intervention by a poisonous comet, Du Bois seemed to be saying; organized labor would hold the door shut “to factory and trade in their fellows’ faces and [batten] down the hatches” to keep 300,000 African American workers from ever earning equal pay with whites.14 But if the white unions decided on this as its strategy, they were likely to find the ultimate cost higher than they could afford, Du Bois prophesied in the related essay “Of Work and Wealth.” He warned that black labor possessed the negative power either to force itself into the unions or, if necessary, to wreck them through its willingness to play the scab and underbid white labor. It was to be a favorite Du Bois threat, one which the American Federation of Labor would placidly ignore for almost two decades.


Du Bois kept virtually every review here and abroad of Darkwater. He pasted them onto the pages of an old 1909 annual report of the New Jersey Board of Assessors, which remained in his personal library until he died. Unfriendly reviews would run the gamut from dyspeptic to penetrating, yet almost without exception none of the critics panned the literary quality of any of the entries. Critical responses to the best of Darkwater—“Credo,” “The Shadow of Years,” “The Damnation of Women,” “Of Beauty and Death”—ranged from outstanding to superlative, while the recurrence of “genius” as defining noun or adjective applied to the author even by hostile reviewers is striking. Thus, since the best of the collection was so good and the intellectual calibre of the author was uncontested (an intrinsic genius, but also, inescapably, a “Negro genius”), the weaker, flawed pieces escaped serious literary criticism. Although there was no literary dross, some of the pieces suffered either from being time-bound by their Late Victorian matrix or from melodramatic compulsions of their author—or from both. “The Princess of the Hither Isles,” taken from the October 1913 Crisis, was an allegorical exuberance that delivered a timely message smothered in fustian. Here, Du Bois fused the thesis of his forthcoming book The Gift of Black Folk (a folk possessed of intuition, compassion, artistic prowess, and grace) with his reiterated condemnation of a social order in which people of color and women of whatever color were ruled by a class of white men whose authority derived mainly from the accident of color and gender.


What Darkwater revealed to black and white readers alike far more vividly than Souls of Black Folk or the general run of his Crisis writings was the temperament of its intellectual author for whom language was as much an aphrodisiac as a weapon in the service of rights. The riot of imagery and emotional inflation in the short feminist allegory “The Call,” in the long poem “The Children of the Moon,” or in the blazing threnody “A Litany at Atlanta” suggested trances, gnostic visions, dark nights of the soul, and, as one perceptive biographer observed, other intensely religious moments that are surprising at first to see in an agnostic and publicly restrained Du Bois. In the building ecstasy of “The Children of the Moon,” first published in the April 1919 Crisis, Du Bois comes near speaking in tongues through a female protagonist who brings “Children of the Moon / Freedom and vast Salvation” as she ascends to God: “Swinging and swaying, twirling and whirling, / Whispering and screaming, streaming and gleaming, / ….” In these and other pieces, the problem of race was mediated, with sometimes excessive symbolism, through themes of aesthetics, gender, mortality, the family, childhood, and religion. Often, Du Bois’s exaltation of the beauty, goodness, and superiority of blackness bordered on cultural chauvinism. “The Call,” first published in the May 1911 Crisis as “The Woman,” combined the courage of black womanhood with the nobility of blackness in such a way as to suggest that God himself was black—“the King spake not, but swept the veiling of his face aside and lifted up the light of his countenance upon her and lo! it was black,” as was that of God’s son in “Jesus Christ in Texas” and in “The Second Coming.”15


On March 22nd, three weeks after publication, Du Bois received a royalty check for $280. Darkwater had already sold fourteen hundred copies, a robust number for such a book. Harcourt, Brace & Howe would run off a second printing in August 1920, and an edition from Constable was already selling well in Great Britain. Darkwater was meant to be drunk deeply by whites. Having seen the human drama “from a veiled corner,” Du Bois had set about trying to lift the veil of race enough for white people to see—and even to feel—through the medium of arresting language and moral signposts what it was like to be a second class citizen in America, a virtual caste whose pariah status inhered in the inescapability of skin color. In doing so, he also meant to show much more: how the veil stretching across Europe fell over African savannahs and Asian rice fields. Obscured and distorted by the veil, real and relative differences between peoples based on geography, natural resources, and history became moral and genetic manifestations of inferiority justifying dominion and debasement by those who reduced technological advantage ultimately to pigment. It must have pleased the author when the Socialist Review proclaimed the book’s universal significance, praised pieces on the manipulation of women and children, and touted its nutshell observations of the “circumscribed Jew, of the Hindu, of the dark peoples whom imperialism holds in subjection.”16


As Du Bois anticipated, his collection raised a firestorm of reviews abroad as well as in the United States. It was one of the most controversial English-language nonfiction works published that year. In London, the Athenaeum supersiliously dismissed Darkwater as pathetic, while the Paris edition of the New York Herald alerted readers to Du Bois’s “Bolshevist madness.” The Times Literary Supplement much preferred Tuskegee principal Robert Russa Moton’s conciliatory Finding a Way Out to the dark, “fanatical” mind of Du Bois. The New Statesman showed more tolerance for this “born artist with words,” but counseled him and his sympathizers to forgo fixation with color and to give whites the benefit of the doubt. Even the London School of Economics’s Harold Laski, the voice of academic socialism, found Darkwater “a very brilliant, but hateful book—rather like,” as he wrote Supreme Court Justice Holmes, “what the southerner would write if he turned negro.” In many of the mainstream American newspapers and periodicals the standard reproach was similar: Darkwater was tragically infected with its author’s bitterness. It was hardly surprising that the book was dismissed as a madman’s “hymn of racial hate” by the Greensboro, North Carolina, Daily News, and that Nashville’s Southern Agriculturist denounced it as “full of bitterness against white people.” Similar handwringing over Du Bois’s alleged intemperance, resentfulness, “inferiority complex,” and “extreme bitterness” also went on in the Bookman, the Christian Science Monitor, the Outlook, the New York Times, and even in the Nation where, on May 29, 1920, publisher Oswald Garrison Villard, conceding that “no other colored American has ever written like this and few white,” went on to deplore the author’s “note of bitterness, tinctured with hate, and the teaching of violence which often defeats his own purpose.”17


Agreeing, the Atlantic Monthly sighed that the book was “all too bitterly seasoned with the author’s resentment.” But it was hard to deny Du Bois valid reasons for being bitter, the reviewer admitted, because, after reading this book, the white reader had “seared into the soul” the appalling knowledge that “the American negro suffers in direct proportion to his worth…. If he is high-spirited and sensitive, educated and ambitious, loyal to his race, chivalrous to his womankind, and devoted to his children,” then everything worked against him. As Robert Benchley’s ironic, appreciative review in the New York World observed, Du Bois seemed to be “quite distressed about something.” In what may have been unconscious imitation of Du Bois’s prose style, Benchley supposed it was the author’s anguish at the hypocritical condemnation by American politicians and religious leaders of German barbarism in the Great War, while Negroes were being “burned, disembowelled and tortured with a civic unanimity and tacit legal sanction” which made Du Bois raise this question of our own responsibility “just at this time when we were showing off so nicely.” Although the New York Herald reviewer called it Drinkwater, she, like Benchley, found its indictment of white racism entirely persuasive. “Once in a while language is put to its nobler uses,” Rebecca Drucker announced in a long, perceptive appreciation. The sentiments, precisely, of Du Bois’s journalist friend, the socialist and NAACP cofounder Charles Edward Russell, in his May 1920 Crisis review and of the New Republic reviewer, who declared that if Du Bois’s new book was bitter, he didn’t know the meaning of the word. “It is to me one of the sweetest books I have ever read.” To which the Chicago Tribune added, Darkwater was “one of the greatest pieces of literature of many a year.”18


—David Levering Lewis
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The Prayers of God


X: THE COMET


A Hymn to the Peoples





POSTSCRIPT


THESE are the things of which men think, who live: of their own selves and the dwelling place of their fathers; of their neighbors; of work and service; of rule and reason and women and children; of Beauty and Death and War. To this thinking I have only to add a point of view: I have been in the world, but not of it. I have seen the human drama from a veiled corner, where all the outer tragedy and comedy have reproduced themselves in microcosm within. From this inner torment of souls the human scene without has interpreted itself to me in unusual and even illuminating ways. For this reason, and this alone, I venture to write again on themes on which great souls have already said greater words, in the hope that I may strike here and there a half-tone, newer even if slighter, up from the heart of my problem and the problems of my people.


Between the sterner flights of logic, I have sought to set some little alightings of what may be poetry. They are tributes to Beauty, unworthy to stand alone; yet perversely, in my mind, now at the end, I know not whether I mean the Thought for the Fancy—or the Fancy for the Thought, or why the book trails off to playing, rather than standing strong on unanswering fact. But this is alway—is it not?—the Riddle of Life.


Many of my words appear here transformed from other publications and I thank the Atlantic, the Independent, the Crisis, and the Journal of Race Development for letting me use them again.


—W. E. Burghardt Du Bois
NEW YORK, 1919
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Credo



I BELIEVE in God, who made of one blood all nations that on earth do dwell. I believe that all men, black and brown and white, are brothers, varying through time and opportunity, in form and gift and feature, but differing in no essential particular, and alike in soul and the possibility of infinite development. Especially do I believe in the Negro Race: in the beauty of its genius, the sweetness of its soul, and its strength in that meekness which shall yet inherit this turbulent earth.


I believe in Pride of race and lineage and self: in pride of self so deep as to scorn injustice to other selves; in pride of lineage so great as to despise no man’s father; in pride of race so chivalrous as neither to offer bastardy to the weak nor beg wedlock of the strong, knowing that men may be brothers in Christ, even though they be not brothers-in-law.


I believe in Service—humble, reverent service, from the blackening of boots to the whitening of souls; for Work is Heaven, Idleness Hell, and Wage is the “Well done!” of the Master, who summoned all them that labor and are heavy laden, making no distinction between the black, sweating cotton hands of Georgia and the first families of Virginia, since all distinction not based on deed is devilish and not divine.


I believe in the Devil and his angels, who wantonly work to narrow the opportunity of struggling human beings, especially if they be black; who spit in the faces of the fallen, strike them that cannot strike again, believe the worst and work to prove it, hating the image which their Maker stamped on a brother’s soul.


I believe in the Prince of Peace. I believe that War is Murder. I believe that armies and navies are at bottom the tinsel and braggadocio of oppression and wrong, and I believe that the wicked conquest of weaker and darker nations by nations whiter and stronger but foreshadows the death of that strength.


I believe in Liberty for all men: the space to stretch their arms and their souls, the right to breathe and the right to vote, the freedom to choose their friends, enjoy the sunshine, and ride on the railroads, uncursed by color; thinking, dreaming, working as they will in a kingdom of beauty and love.


I believe in the Training of Children, black even as white; the leading out of little souls into the green pastures and beside the still waters, not for pelf or peace, but for life lit by some large vision of beauty and goodness and truth; lest we forget, and the sons of the fathers, like Esau, for mere meat barter their birthright in a mighty nation.


Finally, I believe in Patience—patience with the weakness of the Weak and the strength of the Strong, the prejudice of the Ignorant and the ignorance of the Blind; patience with the tardy triumph of Joy and the mad chastening of Sorrow;—patience with God!





I
THE SHADOW OF YEARS


I WAS born by a golden river and in the shadow of two great hills, five years after the Emancipation Proclamation. The house was quaint, with clapboards running up and down, neatly trimmed, and there were five rooms, a tiny porch, a rosy front yard, and unbelievably delicious strawberries in the rear. A South Carolinian, lately come to the Berkshire Hills, owned all this—tall, thin, and black, with golden earrings, and given to religious trances. We were his transient tenants for the time.


My own people were part of a great clan. Fully two hundred years before, Tom Burghardt had come through the western pass from the Hudson with his Dutch captor, “Coenraet Burghardt,” sullen in his slavery and achieving his freedom by volunteering for the Revolution at a time of sudden alarm. His wife was a little, black, Bantu woman, who never became reconciled to this strange land; she clasped her knees and rocked and crooned:


“Do bana coba—gene me, gene me!
Ben d’nuli, ben d’le—”


Tom died about 1787, but of him came many sons, and one, Jack, who helped in the War of 1812. Of Jack and his wife, Violet, was born a mighty family, splendidly named: Harlow and Ira, Cloë, Lucinda, Maria, and Othello! I dimly remember my grandfather, Othello,—or “Uncle Tallow,”—a brown man, strong-voiced and redolent with tobacco, who sat stiffly in a great high chair because his hip was broken. He was probably a bit lazy and given to wassail. At any rate, grandmother had a shrewish tongue and often berated him. This grandmother was Sarah—“Aunt Sally”—a stern, tall, Dutch-African woman, beak-nosed, but beautiful-eyed and golden-skinned. Ten or more children were theirs, of whom the youngest was Mary, my mother.


Mother was dark shining bronze, with a tiny ripple in her black hair, black-eyed, with a heavy, kind face. She gave one the impression of infinite patience, but a curious determination was concealed in her softness. The family were small farmers on Egremont Plain, between Great Barrington and Sheffield, Massachusetts. The bits of land were too small to support the great families born on them and we were always poor. I never remember being cold or hungry, but I do remember that shoes and coal, and sometimes flour, caused mother moments of anxious thought in winter, and a new suit was an event!


At about the time of my birth economic pressure was transmuting the family generally from farmers to “hired” help. Some revolted and migrated westward, others went cityward as cooks and barbers: Mother worked for some years at house service in Great Barrington, and after a disappointed love episode with a cousin, who went to California, she met and married Alfred Du Bois and went to town to live by the golden river where I was born.


Alfred, my father, must have seemed a splendid vision in that little valley under the shelter of those mighty hills. He was small and beautiful of face and feature, just tinted with the sun, his curly hair chiefly revealing his kinship to Africa. In nature he was a dreamer,—romantic, indolent, kind, unreliable. He had in him the making of a poet, an adventurer, or a Beloved Vagabond, according to the life that closed round him; and that life gave him all too little. His father, Alexander Du Bois, cloaked under a stern, austere demeanor a passionate revolt against the world. He, too, was small, but squarish. I remember him as I saw him first, in his home in New Bedford,—white hair close-cropped; a seamed, hard face, but high in tone, with a gray eye that could twinkle or glare.
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