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Paul Laurence Dunbar stands as one of the most influential African American poets of the late 19th
and early 20th centuries. His works often delve into themes of identity, suffering, resilience, and the
societal masks that individuals are compelled to wear. Among his most renowned poems are We Wear
The Mask and Sympathy, both of which poignantly explore the depths of human suffering and the
facades people adopt to navigate a world fraught with racial injustice and personal pain. This article
aims to analyze these powerful poems, understand the causes of the suffering they depict, and
explore their enduring relevance in contemporary society.

Contextual Background of Paul Laurence Dunbar’s
Poetry

Paul Laurence Dunbar (1872-1906) was a pioneering African American poet who used his literary
talents to shed light on the African American experience during a time of intense racial discrimination
and social upheaval. Growing up in Ohio, Dunbar was exposed to both the cultural richness of African
American oral traditions and the harsh realities of racial segregation. His poetry reflects this
duality—celebrating cultural pride while also confronting suffering and inequality.

Dunbar’s work often grapples with the paradox of the Black experience in America: the desire for

dignity and recognition amidst systemic oppression. His poems serve as both a mirror and a critique
of societal norms, revealing the emotional and psychological toll of racial discrimination.

Analysis of “We Wear The Mask”

Overview of the Poem

We Wear The Mask is one of Dunbar’s most famous poems, published in 1896. It is a haunting
meditation on the societal expectations placed upon marginalized groups, especially African
Americans, to hide their true feelings and struggles behind a facade of happiness and compliance.

The poem’s opening lines set the tone:



“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 poem suggests that the “mask” is both a shield and a prison, concealing pain while allowing
individuals to survive in a hostile environment.

Causes of Suffering Depicted in the Poem

- Racial Oppression and Discrimination: Dunbar implies that societal structures compel Black
individuals to mask their true feelings to avoid further victimization.

- Psychological Burden of Suppression: The act of hiding pain leads to internal suffering, emotional
fatigue, and a loss of authentic identity.

- Expectations of Conformity: Society demands that marginalized groups appear content and
compliant, which suppresses genuine emotions.

Significance and Impact

We Wear The Mask continues to resonate because it encapsulates the universal human experience of
hiding pain to conform to societal expectations. It highlights how systemic oppression forces
individuals into emotional masks, which can cause long-term psychological harm.

Analysis of “Sympathy”

Overview of the Poem

Published in 1899, Sympathy is a deeply personal poem where Dunbar employs the metaphor of a
caged bird to symbolize the yearning for freedom and the suffering caused by confinement and
oppression.

Key lines include:

“I know what the caged bird feels,

Fathers, and the child that walks in darkness,
And the soul that is full of longing,

And the restless, aching heart.”

The poem vividly illustrates the pain of suppression and the universal desire for liberation.



Causes of Suffering Depicted in the Poem

- Incarceration and Oppression: The “caged bird” symbolizes individuals or groups constrained by
societal, racial, or personal barriers.

- Loss of Freedom: The longing expressed reflects a deep-seated yearning to break free from
restrictive circumstances.

- Psychological and Emotional Pain: Confinement leads to feelings of despair, frustration, and
hopelessness.

Relevance of the Poem’s Themes

Sympathy resonates across generations because it addresses the innate human desire for freedom
and the pain inflicted when that desire is thwarted. Dunbar’s metaphor encapsulates the suffering
caused by systemic injustices and personal limitations.

Common Causes of Suffering in Dunbar’s Poems

Analyzing We Wear The Mask and Sympathy, as well as Dunbar’s broader oeuvre, reveals several
recurring causes of suffering depicted in his poetry:

1. Racial Injustice and Discrimination

Dunbar’s works frequently highlight the pervasive racism of his time. The societal pressures to
conform and hide true feelings stem from the threat of racial violence, marginalization, and social
exclusion.

2. Psychological Suppression and Emotional Toll

The necessity of maintaining a facade leads to internal conflicts, emotional exhaustion, and a loss of
authentic self-expression.

3. Systemic Oppression

Structural barriers—whether legal, social, or economic—confine individuals, symbolized vividly
through the imagery of cages and masks.



4. Personal and Collective Grief

The poems also depict grief over lost freedom, dignity, and innocence, which results from ongoing
oppression and societal indifference.

The Causes of Suffering: A Deeper Exploration

Historical and Societal Factors

- Post-Reconstruction Era Tensions: Dunbar wrote during a period marked by the rollback of
Reconstruction gains, Jim Crow laws, and widespread racial violence.

- Segregation and Disenfranchisement: Laws and customs systematically marginalized African
Americans, forcing them into a life of hidden suffering.

- Cultural Suppression: The pressure to conform to societal expectations suppressed cultural
expression and personal authenticity.

Psychological and Emotional Dimensions

- Internalized Oppression: Constant exposure to discrimination can lead to internalized racism,
affecting self-esteem and mental health.

- Fear of Reprisal: The need to hide true feelings to avoid punishment or violence fosters a culture of
silence and concealment.

- Resilience and Adaptation: Despite suffering, Dunbar’s poetry often emphasizes resilience—wearing
the mask as a survival mechanism.

Contemporary Relevance of Dunbar’s Poems

The themes explored by Dunbar remain profoundly relevant today. Modern discussions around racial
injustice, mental health, and societal expectations echo the sentiments expressed in We Wear The
Mask and Sympathy.

- Racial Discrimination: Despite progress, systemic inequalities persist, causing ongoing suffering.

- Mental Health Awareness: The importance of authentic emotional expression and mental well-being
is now widely recognized.

- Cultural Identity and Representation: The struggle to maintain cultural identity in a conformist
society continues to be pertinent.



Conclusion

Paul Laurence Dunbar’s poems We Wear The Mask and Sympathy serve as timeless reflections on
human suffering, societal expectations, and the resilience of the human spirit. The causes of suffering
depicted in his works—rooted in racial injustice, psychological suppression, systemic oppression, and
personal grief—highlight the complex interplay between societal structures and individual
experiences.

Understanding these causes not only deepens our appreciation of Dunbar’s poetry but also
encourages ongoing dialogue about social justice and emotional authenticity. Dunbar’s work remains
a vital voice reminding us of the importance of empathy, resilience, and the relentless pursuit of
freedom—both personal and collective.
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Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in Paul Laurence
Dunbar's poems ‘We Wear The Mask' and ‘Sympathy'?

Both poems explore themes of suffering, concealment of pain, racial oppression, and the emotional
toll of societal constraints faced by marginalized communities.

How does 'We Wear The Mask' reflect the experiences of
African Americans during Dunbar's time?

The poem symbolizes the forced facade African Americans often had to maintain to hide their true
feelings and endure racial discrimination and hardship.

What causes the suffering depicted in Dunbar's '‘Sympathy'
and 'We Wear The Mask'?

The suffering arises from systemic racism, social injustice, and the internal conflict between personal
pain and the need to present strength outwardly.

In what ways do Dunbar’s poems ‘We Wear The Mask' and
'Sympathy' resonate with contemporary issues?

They resonate with ongoing struggles related to racial inequality, emotional suppression, and the



universal human experience of hiding pain in the face of adversity.

Why are Dunbar's poems considered powerful expressions of
suffering?

Because they vividly depict the emotional and psychological toll of oppression and foster empathy by
revealing the hidden pain behind societal masks.

How do Dunbar's personal experiences influence the themes
of suffering in his poems?

Dunbar’s own encounters with racism and societal exclusion inform his portrayal of suffering, making
his poems authentic reflections of the emotional struggles faced by marginalized individuals.

Additional Resources

Paul Laurence Dunbar’s "We Wear The Mask" and "Sympathy": An Investigation into the Voices of
Suffering

In the landscape of American poetry, Paul Laurence Dunbar stands out as a pioneering voice that
eloquently captures the complex realities of racial identity, suffering, and resilience. Among his most
celebrated works are the poems We Wear The Mask and Sympathy, both of which resonate
profoundly with themes of pain, concealment, and the human condition. These works serve as poetic
mirrors reflecting the emotional and societal struggles faced by African Americans in the late 19th
and early 20th centuries. Analyzing the causes behind the themes in Dunbar's poetry reveals insights
into historical context, personal experiences, societal pressures, and the enduring human capacity for
suffering and endurance.

This article delves deep into the themes of We Wear The Mask and Sympathy, exploring what causes
the suffering they depict, how Dunbar’s own life influences his poetic worldview, and the enduring
relevance of these works in contemporary discourse.

Historical and Societal Context: The Roots of Suffering
in Dunbar’s Poetry

The Post-Reconstruction Era and Racial Oppression

Paul Laurence Dunbar (1872-1906) lived through a tumultuous period in American history. The end of
Reconstruction in 1877 marked the beginning of a brutal era of racial segregation,
disenfranchisement, and systemic discrimination against African Americans. Jim Crow laws
institutionalized racial inequality, and violence such as lynchings became a tool of racial terror.



Dunbar’s poetry cannot be divorced from this context. The societal pressure to conform, conceal, or
suppress authentic feelings was immense. For many African Americans, expressing the pain of racial
injustice risked further marginalization or violence, leading to a culture of concealment—an idea
powerfully encapsulated in We Wear The Mask.

Causes of Suffering in Society:

- Institutionalized racism and segregation

- Violence and lynchings

- Economic disenfranchisement

- Limited access to education and opportunities
- Cultural suppression and marginalization

The Personal Toll on Dunbar

Dunbar’s own life was marred by personal hardships that reflect and amplify the themes in his poetry.
As a mixed-race individual born to formerly enslaved parents, he faced racial prejudice from a young
age. He experienced the double consciousness described by W.E.B. Du Bois—a sense of internal
conflict between his identity as an African American and the societal expectations imposed upon him.

Despite his literary talent and cultural achievements, Dunbar encountered hostility and limited

opportunities, which fueled a sense of frustration and longing for understanding. His personal
suffering, intertwined with societal oppression, renders his poetry authentic and deeply moving.

Analyzing "We Wear The Mask": The Causes of
Concealed Suffering

Thematic Overview of "We Wear The Mask"

We Wear The Mask is a poignant lyric poem that explores the human tendency to hide pain behind a
facade of happiness or normalcy. Dunbar writes:

“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.”

The poem’s core reveals a universal human experience—concealing suffering to survive societal
pressures.

Causes Behind the Mask



Understanding what causes individuals and communities to wear such masks involves examining both
societal expectations and personal fears:

- Societal Expectations and Racism: African Americans, especially in Dunbar’s era, were expected to
display stoicism, optimism, and resilience publicly, regardless of personal pain. To appear strong was

often necessary for survival in hostile environments.

- Fear of Reprisal or Marginalization: Showing vulnerability could result in social ostracism, violence, or
loss of status. The mask becomes a shield to protect oneself and loved ones.

- Psychological Self-Preservation: Concealing suffering preserves mental health, especially when
expressing pain might lead to further discrimination or emotional harm.

- Cultural Suppression: The societal narrative often demanded that Black Americans maintain a facade
of contentment or gratitude, suppressing anger or despair to avoid reinforcing stereotypes.

The Impact of the Mask on Identity and Community

While the mask provides protection, it also leads to internal conflict. Dunbar’s poetry suggests that
this concealment fosters a sense of alienation and loss of authentic self. Community bonds may be
strained when individuals hide their true feelings, creating a collective sense of shared suffering that
remains unspoken.

"Sympathy": The Causes and Dimensions of Empathetic
Suffering

Overview of "Sympathy"

Sympathy is a poem that draws heavily on the metaphor of a caged bird longing for freedom. Dunbar
writes:

“I know what the caged bird feels, / Alas! Me too; / | know what the caged bird feels, / Feels, sad and
blue.”

The poem symbolizes the yearning for liberation—be it physical, emotional, or societal—and the pain
of confinement.

Causes of the Bird’s (and the Poet’s) Suffering

The poem’s core theme revolves around the causes of suffering rooted in confinement and



oppression:

- Physical and Social Confinement: The caged bird’s imprisonment mirrors the literal and metaphorical
prisons of racial discrimination, segregation, and social marginalization.

- Lack of Agency and Voice: The bird’s inability to escape or vocalize its suffering reflects the
suppression of Black voices in society, denying them agency.

- Empathy and Shared Humanity: Dunbar emphasizes that the suffering of the bird—symbolizing
oppressed individuals—is universal, evoking empathy from others who see or experience similar

confinement.

- Historical Oppression: The causes are embedded in the systemic barriers faced by African
Americans—restricted rights, limited mobility, and social exclusion.

The Psychological and Emotional Dimensions

The poem underscores that suffering is not merely physical but also emotional and psychological. The
yearning for freedom signifies a deep-seated desire for dignity, recognition, and equality—elements
systematically denied by oppressive societal structures.

Common Causes of Suffering in Dunbar’s Works

Drawing from We Wear The Mask and Sympathy, as well as Dunbar’s biographical context, several
core causes of suffering emerge:

1. Racial Discrimination and Segregation: The primary driver of concealment and emotional pain,
leading to internalized suffering and societal alienation.

2. Identity Conflict: The struggle to reconcile personal identity with societal labels and stereotypes.

3. Systemic Oppression: Institutional barriers that limit opportunities, enforce inequality, and
perpetuate marginalization.

4. Psychological Suppression: The necessity to hide feelings of despair, anger, and longing to avoid
further harm.

5. Historical Legacy of Enslavement: The enduring trauma of slavery and its aftermath, which
continues to influence individual and collective consciousness.

6. Economic and Social Marginalization: Limited access to resources and opportunities that deepen
feelings of helplessness.



Implications and Enduring Relevance

Legacy of Dunbar’s Work in Contemporary Discourse

The causes of suffering identified in Dunbar’s poetry remain relevant today. The concealment of pain,
systemic racism, and the longing for authentic expression continue to be critical issues in social
justice and mental health discussions.

Modern movements such as Black Lives Matter echo the themes of Sympathy, emphasizing the
importance of recognizing and addressing systemic confinement and inequality. Similarly, the
emotional labor expressed in We Wear The Mask resonates with ongoing conversations about
emotional suppression and resilience within marginalized communities.

Lessons for Society and Literature

- Acknowledging Hidden Suffering: Recognizing that outward appearances may mask deep pain is
vital in fostering empathy and social change.

- Addressing Root Causes: Combating systemic injustice requires understanding the societal
structures that cause suffering, rather than merely addressing symptoms.

- Valuing Authenticity and Voice: Encouraging honest expression can promote healing and
understanding.

- Literature as a Mirror: Dunbar’s poetry exemplifies how art can reveal societal truths, fostering
empathy and awareness.

Conclusion

Paul Laurence Dunbar’s We Wear The Mask and Sympathy serve as timeless reflections on human
suffering, shaped by societal forces and personal experience. The causes of the suffering
depicted—racism, oppression, identity conflict, and psychological suppression—are intertwined with
the historical realities of Dunbar’s era, yet their echoes resonate in contemporary struggles for justice
and equality.

By examining these works through a comprehensive lens, we gain insight into the enduring human
capacity to conceal pain, the societal structures that perpetuate suffering, and the resilience required
to survive and hope for liberation. Dunbar’s poetry remains a vital voice in understanding the
multifaceted causes of suffering and the importance of empathy, authenticity, and systemic change.

As we continue to confront issues of racial injustice and emotional resilience today, Dunbar’s words
remind us of the importance of recognizing concealed pain and working collectively toward genuine



freedom and understanding.
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