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W. E. B. Du Bois and Paul Laurence Dunbar were two African-American authors who worked to 

improve the quality of life for black Americans at the turn of the century. Through their writing, 

these men led blacks into the twentieth century with a vision of freedom and equality that gained 

strength from reflection on the heartbreak of the past. The works of these men were concerned 

with two topics: offering pathways to an identity for African-American readers and changing the 

white man's attitudes and actions toward African-Americans. The Souls of Black Folk by W. E. 

B. Du Bois and "We Wear the Mask" by Paul Laurence Dunbar defined several concepts, 

including the veil, double-conciousness, the mask, and the Talented Tenth, that are a part of 

African-American's struggle for an identity and their attempt to educate the attitudes of the white 

world.  

In "Of Our Spiritual Strivings," the first chapter in The Souls of Black Folk, Du Bois unfolds the 

concept of the veil that existed between black people and the white world. In describing a 

childhood experience, where a white classmate rejects his card in a schoolroom visiting-card 

exchange, DuBois introduces the term:  

 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. (Du Bois 44) 

 

Du Bois effectively illustrates his own sudden disillusionment upon the revelation that he is 

different from the others and his awareness that, although he is allowed to be with them, he will 

never be wholly accepted in their world. The Veil refers to a transparent barrier that separates 

black Americans from the white man's world. The veil is transparent because blacks can see the 

prosperity of whites through it, yet, at the same time, they are denied entrance into the white 

world of opportunity.  

Later in the book, in a passage from chapter thirteen, titled "Of the Coming of John," the 

protagonist, John, experiences the veil on his way home from attending the Wells Institute, in 

New York, where he has been for a long period of time. He had left for school with the intention 

of bettering himself and his race, but during the course of acquiring an education, he discovered 

that this dream was futile. As he is about to leave New York, he allows himself to be rushed 

along with a crowd and ends up inside of a concert hall. As the music begins, a white patron 

complains that John has been admitted, and he is subsequently ushered out: "A deep longing 

swelled in all his heart to rise with that clear music out of the dirt and dust of that low life that 

held him prisoned and befouled" (252). The clear music is a symbol for the freedom that the 

whites casually enjoyed. When he is politely asked to leave, he is reminded that he cannot be a 

part of the "clear music" of the white world. Ironically, he never stops hearing the music from the 
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concert playing in his head until the end, when he dies. In this story, W. E. B. Du Bois suggests 

that the veil held black men separate from the white world, denying them not only the prosperity 

of that world, but also the ability to gain an identity.  

In The Souls of Black Folk, Du Bois suggests that African-Americans see themselves through the 

white man's world, that is, from the other side of the veil. Du Bois develops the idea in chapter 

one, titled "Of Our Spiritual Strivings":  

 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. (Du Bois 45) 

 

The Double-Consciousness is the idea that African-Americans, who live on the margins of 

white society, perceive themselves through the white man's world and language. Du Bois 

suggests that African-Americans had no true self-consciousness or sense of identity because they 

saw themselves through the eyes of whites. Because the only language they had to describe 

themselves was borrowed from their oppressors, African-Americans had to develop a language 

of their own in order to define their uniqueness.  

As a consequence of the institutionalized denial of humanity, African-Americans had to conceal 

their identity, wearing a mask in order to conceal their inner struggles. The Mask refers to the 

apparently sincere, but actually pretended, happiness and dedication of slaves to their masters, or 

of blacks toward white people in general. Dunbar's poem "We Wear the Mask" most poignantly 

defines the nature of the mask, and how it denies self-definition. The poem opens with a 

description of African-American's lack of identity:  

 We wear the mask that grins and lies,  

 It hides our cheeks and shades our eyes,--  

 This debt we pay to human guile;  

 With torn and bleeding hearts we smile,  

 And mouth with myriad subtleties. 

 

The mask hides the inner feelings of African-Americans, feelings that cannot be openly  

expressed. Indeed, blacks must communicate through "myriad sublties," that is, they must 

communicate indirectly and in different forms such as folktales. Dunbar further relates how the 

mask is used to hide the inner struggle of seeing the world through a veil: "We sing, but oh the 

clay is vile / Beneath our feet, and long the mile; / But let the world dream otherwise, / We wear 

the mask!" (499). In order for the long journey to be successful, the inner turmoil and struggle 

through the "vile clay" had to be hidden.  

Because the journey towards identity had to be concealed, blacks who worked to educate 

themselves had to prepare, very carefully, the mask they presented to the world. Du Bois makes 

a strong statement about the importance of education in the African-American's struggle for an 

identity in chapter six from The Souls of Black Folk, titled "Of the Training of Black Men": "The 



foundations of knowledge in this race, as in others, must be sunk deep in the college and 

university if we would build a solid, permanent structure" (137). Du Bois further explains his 

goal:  

The function of the Negro college is clear: it must maintain the standards of popular 

education, it must seek the social regeneration of the Negro, and it must help in the 

solution of problems of race contact and co-operation. And finally, beyond all this, it 

must develop men. (138) 

 

The Talented Tenth refers to the educated "men" who would help blacks pull themselves up 

from oppression. In W.E.B. Du Bois: Black Radical Democrat, Manning Marable defines the 

idea in this way: "The Talented Tenth theory was a strategy to win democracy for all black 

Americans. The burden of struggle resided upon those of the race best prepared, educationally 

and economically, to lead that fight" (51). It was an incredible burden on the ten-percent of 

African-Americans who were prepared to be expected to lead the fight to educate the other 

ninety-percent.  

The terms that Du Bois and Dunbar originated to describe the African-American experience 

played an important role in educating both blacks and whites. They successfully captured the 

experiences of the past and defined these experiences in order to help future generations in their 

struggle to gain an identity.
 2

  

1. Define the following terms: 

 

Disillusionment 

 

Institutionalized 

 

Myriad 

 

Subtleties 

 

Guile 
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2. Explain the four main concepts from this piece in your own words: Don’t just copy and paste 

from above – translate it using your own words & processing. 

The Veil 

 

 

 

Double-Consciousness 

 

 

 

The Mask 

 

 

 

Talented Tenth 

 

 

 

3. Choose one of the concepts above and explain how it still functions in our culture today. 

 

 

 

 

 


