Selections from W.E.B. DuBois’s The Souls of Black Folk (1903)

From Chapter 1: Of Our Spiritual Strivings

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.

FROM CHAPTER 2: Of the Dawn of Freedom

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 Amendments made the Negro
problems of to-day.



