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William Edward Burghardt Du Bois or W.E.B Du Bois was born in Great Barrington, Massachusetts in 1868.  An African-American, who went on to become a historian, sociologist, author, editor, and civil rights activist.  In 1895 he gained a Ph.D. from Harvard University, making him the first African-American to do so.  He became one of the co-founders of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) in 1909, also serving as editor for their monthly magazine The Crisis. In 1903 he published his book The Souls of Black Folk a medley of fourteen essays written over some years on the meaning of race in America, He exposes the material causes of racism at the time by discussing issues ranging from reconstruction, leaderships, education and religion.  The book has become a touchstone, offering a road map for those who wish to travel to freedom.[footnoteRef:1] For this assessment I am going to pay particular attention to the first and final chapters, Of Our Spiritual Strivings and The Sorrow Songs. [1:  Jay Parini, '"The Souls of Black Folk" A Book That Changed America', The Journal of Blacks in Higher Education, 62, (2009/2009), 72-80 (p. 72).] 

Of our Spiritual Strivings
This first essay begins with a poem by the British poet  Arthur Symons “The Crying Water” this emphasises the struggle and despair of African-Americans toiling for the dignity and respect they deserve.  Du Bois describes it like two worlds “the other world” being the world of white people- who look curiously about what it is like to be “a problem”.  He reflects on the first time he felt this way, recalling a situation in school, all the children in his class  bought and exchanged visiting cards, the exchanges were” merry” until his card was refused, by a white girl, making it apparent “that he was different from the others”.  This experience made him feel excluded from the world of white people, a feeling he describes as being “shut out from the world by a vast veil”.   The veil is the invisible yet unmistakable line that separates the two worlds “the black and the white”, and is a recurring metaphor throughout The Souls of Black Folk. It allows him to see the white society yet doesn’t allow him to fully participate in it.   The veil leads Du Bois to another term “double consciousness” the idea of always looking at one’s self through the eyes of others. “One ever feels his twoness- an American, a Negro; two souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled strivings”, becoming the underlying theme of the book, its title “The Souls of Black Folk “builds on this famous sociological concept- the double self with a double- consciousness; two souls, one folk.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Charles Lemert and Du Bois, 'A Classic from the Other Side of the Veil: Du Bois's "Souls of Black Folk"', The Sociological Quarterly, 35.3, (1994), 383-396 (p. 388).] 

The Sorrow Songs
The final chapter of the book “The Sorrow Songs” begins with a verse from a Negro spiritual.  Du Bois asserts that the spirituals encapsulate the spirit of African American community, and indeed, the “souls of black folk”.[footnoteRef:3] He inherited these songs from his youth and claims the sorrow songs are “the most beautiful expression of human experience” suggesting they articulate a mournful hope to the world.[footnoteRef:4] “They are the music of an unhappy people, they tell of death and suffering and unvoiced longing towards a truer world”. The minor cadences of despair change often to triumph and calm confidence, sometimes it is faith in life, sometimes a faith in death, sometimes assurance of boundless justice in some fair world beyond.[footnoteRef:5] [3:  Johanna Richlin, Heeding the Sorrow Songs () <https://projects.iq.harvard.edu/hdsjournal/book/heeding-sorrow-songs> [accessed 23 January 2020].]  [4:  Joseph Winters, 'ContemporarySorrow Songs: Traces of Mourning, Lament, and Vulnerability in Hip Hop', African American Review, 46.1, (2013), 9-20 (p. 9).]  [5:  Anthony Monteiro, 'Being an African in the World: The Du Boisian Epistemology', The Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science, 568, (2000), 220-234 (p. 232).] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]The “sorrow songs” flow through the various chapters of the book and provide an appropriate sound track for a book about racial misery and cultural divide.[footnoteRef:6]  The divide that is still apparent today, within the hip hop genre, “hip hop is propelled by Afrodiasporic traditions “.[footnoteRef:7] [6:  Jay Parini, '"The Souls of Black Folk" A Book That Changed America', The Journal of Blacks in Higher Education, 62, (2009/2009), 72-80 (p. 79).]  [7:  Joseph Winters, 'ContemporarySorrow Songs: Traces of Mourning, Lament, and Vulnerability in Hip Hop', African American Review, 46.1, (2013), 9-20 (p. 9).] 

I feel the book wanted to tell the importance of freedom and liberty, though it is clear that even after emancipation “the route” travelled by the African-American and his ancestors made it near impossible for the African-American to establish “roots”. 
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