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The music of an unhappy people, of the children of disappointment; they tell of death and
suffering and unvoiced longing toward a truer world, of misty wanderings and hidden ways.

- W.E.B. Du Bois

When all the original blues guys are gone, you start to realize that someone has to tend to
the tradition. I recognize that I have some responsibility to keep the music alive, and it’s a pretty
honorable position to be in.

- Eric Clapton
Introduction

In his book, The Souls of Black Folk, W.E.B. Du Bois eloquently shared the condition of
Blacks in America around the turn of the 20th century. He illustrated the national spirit of Blacks
by saying, “Lo! we are diseased and dying, cried the dark hosts; we cannot write, our voting is
vain; what need of education, since we must cook and serve?” (Du Bois 1903:13). Blacks were
struggling with reconstruction, lack of legitimate work, racism, segregation, and all manner of
social ills. They fought and toiled against the invisible, but tangible color line that separated
Blacks and Whites.

Du Bois argued that out of this pain, was born a gift, a second sight that let them see
themselves through another world, a White world. Blacks were given a double vision, and a
double mind, where they felt their “two-ness,-an American, a Negro: two souls, two thoughts, to
unreconciled strivings™ (Du Bois 1903:9). This “double consciousness™ was the fertile soil in
which a musical art form grew—the blues.

The blues’ roots were found in the Deep South: Mississippi, Alabama, Louisiana,

Georgia, and South Carolina. In the late 19th century the blues sprouted out of African spirituals,



chants, and other musical traditions. It took Black peoples’ native music and combined it with the
pain, heartache, and torture of everyday living. The blues tradition was illuminated by the social
fact of racial injustice, and resistance to that inequality (Smith 1992:51). These two aspects were
a part of the social life that permeated in 19th and 20th century America, and separated Black
and White culture with a distinct color line.

Notable artists emerged as the music grew, such as Leadbelly and the legendary Robert
Johnson. These musical forefathers inspired the next generation of Black bluesmen to follow the
clarion call of their musicianship, some of the more popular artists being Buddy Guy, Muddy
Waters, and B.B. King. As the 1960s came, so did a world wide recognition of blues, especially
in England. During this era, White audiences embraced Black blues musicians. Muddy Waters
was noted as saying, “The blacks are more interested in the jumpy stuff. The whites want to hear
me for what I am” (No Author:1971). Some of those Whites who listened to B.B. King and
others were inspired to become blues artists themselves, including Jeff Beck, Mick Jagger,
Jimmy Page, and Eric Clapton.

With this influx of dedicated White musicians to this Black art form, many of them took
on elements of physical Blackness, like afros or popular Black clothing, such as dashikis. Some
artists went further, and fully immersed themselves in blues culture through constant mimicry of
Black blues artists. One of these White musicians separated himself from his cohorts in talent
and desire—Eric Clapton. Clapton’s guitar skill became so renowned in England that in subway
tunnels the statement, “Clapton is God” could be found spray painted on the walls (Clapton
2007:64). Through his sustained and committed practice of blues music there was a possibility

that Clapton developed a sense of double consciousness. Therefore, my research focuses on



whether Black consciousness, as defined by Du Boisian double consciousness, can be taken on
by those who are White.

I begin by reviewing the literature on double consciousness, blues music, and race. I then
provide detail on my methods, followed by an analysis of the music and images of Clapton.
Focusing on the main elements of double consciousness that emerged in the analysis, I provide
various explanations for my findings. I conclude with implications of this study for double
consciousness and for future research.

Literature Review

In this literature review I first discuss double consciousness and how a variety of scholars
have defined the term. I then examine the relationship of double consciousness to blues music.

The term double consciousness was originally used in medicine and psychology, where it
was applied to cases of split personality. From there it spread to other disciplines. In 1843 the
expression was used in an essay titled, “The Transcendentalist,” by Ralph Waldo Emerson.
Emerson applied the term “double consciousness,” to discuss the problem of the individual who
was pulled back from the divine by the demands of daily life. The transcendentalist had moments
of clarity that made their existence more difficult, because they then compared those moments of
beauty to the everyday insignificance and hostility of life (Dickson 1992:300).

As seen below, Du Bois originally formulated the idea of double consciousness in an
essay for the Atlantic Monthly in 1897 (he re-released it in 1903 in the book The Souls of Black
Folk). Du Bois drew heavily on popular historical understandings of double consciousness to

make his argument to his majority White readership. Du Bois’ description of double



consciousness below has shades of Emerson, as does the title of the essay, “Of Our Spiritual
Strivings”—evoking transcendental images. Du Bois defined double consciousness by saying;

the Negro is a sort of seventh son...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...this double-consciousness, this sense of
always looking at one's self through the eyes of others...One ever feels his twoness,—
an American, a Negro; two warring 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 (1903:9).

In these poetic lines Du Bois attempted to give insight into life within the Black community. He
detailed the pain, tension, and struggle between living in two worlds—Black and White. Du Bois
characterized Blacks as a tenaciously strong people, whose will kept their “warring ideals” from
destroying them. They longed to know themselves, and yearned to combine both Black and
White ideals into something truer and finer.

Hence, double consciousness, in its entirety, seems to be a four fold concept. First, that
within the Black person there was a tension between being African and American. They
struggled to keep these two conflicted parts together. Secondly, they faced an internal conflict of
White culture deeply influencing their self-perception. Thirdly, they externally encountered
racism that kept them from being fully American. Lastly, there was a yearning to merge their
double consciousness into a cohesive, better whole.

Du Bois thought that as Blacks grew in education and knowledge, the more they became

aware of their double consciousness. Du Bois labeled Blacks who achieved high levels of



