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Throughout his life, W.E.B. Du Bois worked to improve the conditions of African
Americans. He viewed the struggle of African Americans as connected to the
struggles of black people throughout the world. He articulated Pan-Africanism, a
belief that African Americans shared common interests and experienced a common oppression with all people of African descent. In the following selection,
Du Bois explains that Africa was at the center of many great crises in history,
including World War I.
T H I N K T H R O U G H H I S T O R Y : Analyzing Causes

According to Du Bois, what caused World War I?

Nearly every human empire that has arisen in the world, material and spiritual,
has found some of its greatest crises on this continent of Africa, from Greece to
Great Britain. As [the German classical historian Theodor] Mommsen says, “It
was through Africa that Christianity became the religion of the world.” In Africa
the last flood of Germanic invasions spent itself within hearing of the last gasp of
Byzantium, and it was again through Africa that Islam came to play its great role
of conqueror and civilizer. . . .
So much for the past; and now, today. . . . The methods by which this continent
has been stolen have been contemptible and dishonest beyond expression. Lying
treaties, rivers of rum, murder, assassination, mutilation, rape and torture have
marked the progress of Englishman, German, Frenchman, and Belgian on the
Dark Continent. . . .
It all began, singularly enough, like the present war, with Belgium. Many of us
remember Stanley’s great solution of the puzzle of Central Africa when he traced
the mighty Congo sixteen hundred miles from Nyangwe to the sea. Suddenly the
world knew that here lay the key to the riches of Central Africa. It stirred
uneasily, but Leopold of Belgium was first on his feet, and the result was the
Congo Free State—God save the mark! . . .
Thus the world began to invest in color prejudice. The “color line” began to pay
dividends. For indeed, while the exploration of the valley of the Congo was the
occasion of the scramble for Africa, the cause lay deeper. The Franco-Prussian War
turned the eyes of those who sought power and dominion away from Europe. . . .
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With the waning of the possibility of the big fortune, gathered by starvation
wage and boundless exploitation of one’s weaker and poorer fellows at home,
arose more magnificently the dream of exploitation abroad. . . .
It is no longer simply the merchant prince, or the aristocratic monopoly, or even
the employing class, that is exploiting the world: it is the nation, a new democratic
nation composed of united capital and labor. . . .
Such nations it is that rule the modern world. Their national bond is no mere
sentimental patriotism, loyalty, or ancestor-worship. It is increased wealth, power,
and luxury for all classes on a scale the world never saw before. . . .
Whence comes this new wealth and on what does its accumulation depend? It
comes primarily from the darker nations of the world—Asia and Africa, South
and Central America, the West Indies and the islands of the South Seas. . . .
Thus, more and more, the imperialists have concentrated on Africa.
The greater the concentration the more deadly the rivalry. From Fashoda to
Agadir, repeatedly the spark has been applied to the European magazine and a
general conflagration narrowly averted. We speak of the Balkans as the storm center of Europe and the cause of war, but this is mere habit. The Balkans are convenient for occasions, but the ownership of materials and men in the darker world is
the real prize that is setting the nations of Europe at each other’s throats today.
The present world war is, then, the result of jealousies engendered by the recent
rise of armed national associations of labor and capital whose aim is the exploitation of the wealth of the world mainly outside the European circle of nations.
These associations, grown jealous and suspicious at the division of the spoils of
trade-empire, are fighting to enlarge their respective shares; they look for expansion, not in Europe but in Asia, and particularly in Africa. “We want no inch of
French territory,” said Germany to England, but Germany was “unable to give”
similar assurances as to France in Africa. . . .
What, then, are we to do, who desire peace and the civilization of all men? . . .
How can love of humanity appeal as a motive to nations whose love of luxury is
built on the inhuman exploitation of human beings, and who, especially in recent
years, have been taught to regard these human beings as inhuman? . . .
What the primitive peoples of Africa and the world need and must have if war
is to be abolished is perfectly clear:
First: land. Today Africa is being enslaved by the theft of her land and natural
resources. . . .
Secondly: we must train native races in modern civilization. . . .
Lastly, the principle of home rule must extend to groups, nations, and races. . . .
We are calling for European concord today; but at the utmost European concord will mean satisfaction with, or acquiescence in, a given division of the spoils
of world dominion. . . . From this will arise three perpetual dangers of war. First,
renewed jealousy at any division of colonies or spheres of influence. . . .
Secondly: war will come from the revolutionary revolt of the lowest workers.
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. . . Finally, the colored peoples will not always submit passively to foreign
domination. To some this is a lightly tossed truism. When a people deserve liberty
they fight for it and get it, say such philosophers; thus making war a regular, necessary step to liberty. Colored people are familiar with this complacent judgment.
They endure the contemptuous treatment meted out by whites to those not
“strong” enough to be free. These nations and races, composing as they do a vast
majority of humanity, are going to endure this treatment just as long as they must
and not a moment longer. Then they are going to fight and the War of the Color
Line will outdo in savage inhumanity any war this world has yet seen. For colored
folk have much to remember and they will not forget.
But is this inevitable? Must we sit helpless before this awful prospect? . . .
Steadfast faith in humanity must come. The domination of one people by another
without the other’s consent, be the subject people black or white, must stop. The
doctrine of forcible economic expansion over subject peoples must go. . . .
Twenty centuries before Christ a great cloud swept over sea and settled on
Africa, darkening and well-nigh blotting out the culture of the land of Egypt. For
half a thousand years it rested there until a black woman, Queen Nefertari, “the
most venerated figure in Egyptian history,” rose to the throne of the Pharaohs and
redeemed the world and her people. Twenty centuries after Christ, black Africa,
prostrate, raped, and shamed, lies at the feet of the conquering Philistines of
Europe. Beyond the awful sea a black woman is weeping and waiting with her
sons on her breast. What shall the end be? The world-old and fearful things, war
and wealth, murder and luxury? Or shall it be a new thing—a new peace and new
democracy of all races: a great humanity of equal men? “Semper novi quid ex
Africa!”1

Source: Excerpt from W.E.B. Speaks: Speeches and Addresses 1891–1919 (New
York: Pathfinder Press, 1991).

1. Semper novi quid ex Africa!: “There’s always something new out of Africa!”
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