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Carrying out that line ofthinking, we mightbe able to see inanapposite psychoanalytic protocolfor
the subjects of"race"...anentirelynewrepertoire ofinquiryinto humanrelations.—Hortense J.
Spillers, "'All the Things You Could Be by Now, If Sigmund Freud's Wife Was Your Mother":
Psychoanalysis and Race"

Nearlya centuryago—back inthe old millennium—W. E. B. DuBois offered adescriptionof Americansocial
life whose powerto startle remains, to aremarkable degree, undiminished. We jaded moderns will of
course come byoursense ofrevelation differently fromthe late Victorians to whom The Souls of Black Folk was
firstintroduced, but this, too, is part ofthe work's fascination. Fortodayitis less the bravado of DuBois's
book thatis aptto take us aback, less its clear-sighted demolition ofVictorianracial propriety, than the
sheeridiosyncrasyofits discursive construction—or perhaps we should say, ofthe methodology that
constructionembodies. We mightbe particularlystartled, forinstance, by the dexterity with which DuBois
managed,in1903,to hold togetheranalytic imperatives that, inthe present moment,appearatbestill
matched, oftenirreconcilable, and sometimes mutually hostile. Inits mostbasic terms, Soulsis a history
lesson:itspeaks up againstthose histories ofReconstructionthat would forgetthatthe breachbetween
the American North and South was healed notleastthrough the steadyrevocation from African Americans of
virtually all the rights and opportunities that emancipation had promised. Inthis registerthe book has
primarily to do with the slow unfolding,inavariety ofinstitutions,ofa great national betrayal, the issue of
whichwas anew butequallydire economyofsubservience and racial exploitation. But what makes Souls
truly singular—what distinguishes itso sharply from DuBois's [End Page 1] landmark 1935 book of
historiography, Black Reconstruction in America—is an atte ntiveness to routinized inequality and pervasive
terrorthatfocuses notsolelyonthe institutions in which theyflourished but also ontheirmostfinely

wroug ht, subtle, inward manifestations. Contrasting his methods to those ofthe "cold statistician" and the
"car-windowsociologist," DuBois presents animpassioned, oftensurpassingly lyricalaccount ofthe trauma
ofrace inAmerica,anaccount whose rhetoricalfigures clearlymeanto adumbrate the experience of
subordinationinawaythat numericalfigures cannot. The opening sentence of chapter 12 frames the matter
succinctly: "This is the historyofa humanheart." ! We might say, then, that what DuBois provides in Soulsis a
staggeringlyintricate account ofthe intimate life of race—or, inthe racierparlance oftoday's criticism, of

the intimate life of power.

To sayas muchis to imply a variety of critical affinities, not allofthem commonsensical. That DuBois
addresses himselfto the nuances of poweris uncontroversial; his sevendecades as aleading civil rights
activist would seemto corroborate it. Butintimate life? Would this notsuggestthat DuBois's work somehow
situates onbothsides ofthe still-widening rift between what we tend to call, forshort, historicist and
psychoanalytic perspectives? Whatsense canit make to talk about the possibly psychoanalytic affinities of
apracticed historianand trained sociologist? Itis no doubttrue that such questions, with theirairof
incredulity, invite us to misrememberorsimplyto ignore the significant fact thatin 1903 DuBois's
intellectual contemporaries included William James, Henry James, and, only slightly more esoterically,
Sigmund Freud—allwriters distinguished by theirefforts to find a literary or philosophical or even scientific
language adequate bothto the proteanrichness ofthe innertheaterand to the mazy circuitry by which it
communicates [End Page 2] to the varied objects ofthe world.? Collectively, these contemporaries of
DuBois took for granted what Marjorie Garberaptlydescribes as the "mutualembeddedness ofhistoricism

and psychoanalysis."3
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