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II 

AFRICA AND WORLD FREEDOM 
W. E. B. DuBois, Chairman, Department of Sociology, Atlanta University 

IRA DE A. REID, Director, The People's College 

MR. REID: Doctor DuBois, in one of your recent volumes you wrote 
that "Africa is at once the most romantic and the most tragic of conti- 
nents. Its very names reveal its mystery and wide-reaching influence." 
Just what does "Africa" mean? 

MR. DuBois: Africa is the "Ethiopia" of the Greek, the "Kush" and 
"Punt" of the Egyptian and the Arabian "Land of the Blacks." To mod- 
em Europe it is the "Dark Continent" and "Land of Contrasts"; in lit- 
erature it is the seat of the Sphinx and the lotus eaters, the homes of the 
dwarfs, gnomes, and pixies, and the refuge of the gods; in commerce it 
is the slave mart and the source of ivory, ebony, gold and diamonds. No 
other continent can rival in interest this Ancient of Days. 

MR. REID: Well, I certainly know of none. I do know that one of the 
most impressive facts about Africa seems to be covered by the expression 
that Africa is a continent "Behind God's back, waiting for the brave new 
world." That seems to be a significant expression for a discussion of 
freedom in the so-called dark continent. 

MR. DuBois: True. The history of human freedom in Africa is a 

long and tragic tale and one seldom told. Much of its history is unknown 
to the average person but all that I shall say is true and easily verified. 
Let me take you back twenty-six centuries to the Valley of the Nile, when 
the armies of Egypt had thrown themselves against the hordes from the 
black Sudan, and established a boundary between yellow Egypt and black 

Ethiopia. The event was celebrated by one of the earliest poems in history 

Twice joyful are the gods, 
thou hast established their offerings,... 

Twice great are the owners of his city, 
for he is a refuge, shutting out the robber... 

He has come, he has ruled Egypt, 
he has placed the desert in his power. 

He has come, he has protected the two lands, 
he has given peace in the two regions. 

MR. REID: I suppose you would regard that event as the beginning of 
a fight for freedom in Africa? 

MR. DuBois: Yes, Mr. Reid, because it was this same black Ethiopia 
that rescued Egypt from the Shepherd Kings. On the throne, 1500 B. C., 
sat the Pharaoh Ashmes of Ethiopian descent and beside him his wife and 

sister, black Nefertari, "the most venerated figure in Egyptian history." 

8 



AFRICA AND WORLD FREEDOM 

We have one little picture of this day of triumph where Nefertari sitting 
on the throne beside her husband asks "Why have you come here today?" 
Ashmes answered "To do honor to my mother's mother and my father's 
mother, whom I love dearly." This in the midst of rescuing a world and 
a civilization. 

MR. REID: I think you have said somewhere that this was the great 
Eighteenth Dynasty which witnessed the gradual incorporation of Egypt 
into Ethiopia. It has always been interesting to me that Ethiopian culture 
conquered Egypt before her armies could and that Egyptian religion and 
civil rule permitted the establishment of an Ethiopian theocratic mon- 
archy. Did this sort of rule continue? 

MR. DuBois: Yes, for many centuries. Indeed eight hundred years go 
by and in 701 B. C. there reigns in Ethiopia, Tirhakah who also wears 
the double crown of Egypt and has conquered Palestine. It represents an 
era unique in the world, when as an English historian says "It was the 
hey-day of the Negro; for the greater part of the century Egypt itself was 
subject to the blacks." Tirhakah was in his day the greatest ruler of the 
western world. His mighty power extended to the Mediterranean and 
legend says even to the Pillars of Hercules; he marched into Palestine 
and as the Bible records in Second Kings, XIX, 9: When Isaiah "heard 
say of Tirhakah king of Ethiopia, Behold, he is come out to fight against 
thee; he sent messengers again unto Hezekiah." But in the end Tirhakah's 
power with that of the Jews yielded to expanding Assyria and as the 
chronicle says "He went down to the night of his doom." 

Four hundred years later in 332 B. C. the black Queens called Candace 
were ruling on the Upper Nile and one of them is said to have retorted to 
Alexander the Great, that he must not enter Ethiopia; that he is not to 
scorn her people if they are black because "they were whiter in their souls 
than his white folk." The world now fell under Greek and Roman; the 
black Nubians helped Rome to conquer and guard its central African ter- 
ritories. The Mohammedans, barred from Ethiopia and the Congo in the 
seventh century, swept across northern Africa, with their Arab and Negro 
soldiery. They penetrated Spain but a part of them turned back and 
marched down below the Sahara into the Land of the Blacks. 

MR. REID: That is not widely known history, I'm sure. Which reminds 
me, Doctor DuBois, that one of the fascinating aspects of Africa is the 
story of the Negro kingdoms that flourished about a thousand years ago 
in the very areas of the African West Coast where the present conflict is 
being fought. These rulers, I understand, represent the oldest ruling 
dynasties in the world. I recall a description of one king who employed 
twelve thousand people to carry his baggage and provisions when he went 
on a pilgrimage, and who, when he went to Egypt carried no less than 
eighty loads of gold dust each load weighing three hundred pounds. 
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MR. DuBois: Yes, that was Gonga-Mussa of Mellestine on his pilgrim- 
age to Mecca. You see, there arose from 1000 A. D. to 1700, a series of 
Negro kingdoms in the Sudan: Ghana, Melli and the Songhai. There came 
Askia the Great, who in the fifteenth century built a kingdom south of the 
Sahara and north of the Congo jungle, two-thirds the size of Europe, with 
organized trade, university education and peace. Yet it was this very pres- 
sure of the empire-building Sudan against the black village culture of 
Guinea that led to the vast migration of Bantus to South Africa where 
they overthrew the culture of Zymbabwe which yellow Asia and black 
Africa had built; and this struggle, war and migration made the Asiatic 
and American slave trade from Africa possible. 

MR. REID: Then one may say that these two great pressures within the 
African continent, war and migration, made necessary the establishment 
of a new pattern for freedom among African peoples at home and abroad. 

MR. DuBoIs: Well, one may interpret the sequence of events in that 
way. The imported slaves in the Western World, under Toussaint, rose in 
wild rebellion after the French Revolution. The Negroes overthrew in 
turn English, Spanish and French armies and in the end Dessalines and 
Christophe could say to the World "In the Name of the Blacks, and the 
Men of Colour: The independence of San Domingo is proclaimed. Re- 
stored to our primitive dignity, we have secured our rights; we swear 
never to cede them to any power in the world. The frightful veil of preju- 
dice is torn in pieces; let it remain so forever. Woe to him who may wish 
to collect the blood-stained tatters." 

MR. REID: Didn't these efforts for freedom assume any other forms? 
MR. DuBois: Of course they did. Not only was there decimation due 

to the African slave trade, but there were eleven Zulu wars in South Africa 
from 1659 to 1893; there were seven wars of the English against Ashanti; 
there were the wars around Benin and the French war in Dahomey and 
other parts of West Africa; there were repeated rebellions in East Africa, 
Equatorial Africa, the Belgian Congo and German Southwest Africa. In 
the United States not all Negroes submitted to slavery. Some went back 
to Africa and in 1847, Liberia issued its Declaration of Independence. 
They complained that in America "We were made a separate and distinct 
class, and against us every avenue to improvement was effectually closed. 
Strangers from all lands, of a color different from ours, were preferred 
before us. We uttered our complaints, but they were unattended to, or 
met only by alleging the peculiar institution of the country. All hope of 
a favorable change in our country was thus wholly extinguished in our 
bosom, and we looked with anxiety abroad for some asylum from the 
deep degradation." 

MR. REID: If I am not mistaken, Doctor DuBois, the rather ironic 
motto of Liberia is "The love of liberty brought us here." 
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MR. DuBoIs: It might seem ironic for black folk to seek liberty in an 
Africa which Europe owns and yet they may eventually win it. It was 
thought at first that free states like Liberia and British Sierra Leone would 
develop along with other black states like Ethiopia and inherit the earth 
after Great Britain abolished slavery, but what really happened was that 
instead of black African labor being stolen and transported abroad it was 
put to work in Africa to raise raw material needed by the growing indus- 
try throughout the world. A new industrial slavery, therefore, arose to 
replace chattel slavery and this colonial imperialism extinguished the 
hope of real freedom among African Negroes for a century. Yet hope 
for the black man was not dead for in the United States and in 1863, 
Abraham Lincoln declared the slaves in the larger part of the South 
"henceforth and forever free." His dictum was made true by the fighting 
of two hundred thousand soldiers in the Union armies and in addition by 
the work of perhaps three hundred thousand black laborers. Thirty years 
went by and back in Africa, at the very headwaters of the Nile where 
Taharqua and the Candaces had fought, the Black Mahdi drove England 
out of the Sudan and held Khartoum for thirteen years. In 1893, Menelik 
of Ethiopia was fighting against the threatened domination of Italy. He 
spumed help and declared "Ethiopia has need of no man! She stretches 
forth her hand unto God." 

MR. REID: It seems that the fight for freedom in Africa has not been 
an easy one. The evidence you have cited leads one to conclude that 
African history might be noted as one swathed in blood. 

MR. DuBois: Indeed, there is nothing in economic history that quite 
parallels the mass suicide of the Ama Xosa. Between the day of the 
"charge of the Light Brigade" and the Relief of Lucknow, a prophet rose 
in South Africa and appealed with every cadence of tongue and billowing 
of emotion to the faith and religion and hope of fighting native tribes. He 
told them God would drive their oppressors into the sea and bring back 
the great heroes of the Kaffir nations, if only they would sacrifice to heaven 
the blood of their cattle, their most dearly prized and venerated posses- 
sions. The Xosa rose en masse and slaughtered their cattle by the thou- 
sands. Famine fell-a hundred thousand natives starved to death. The 
total loss of life was immense. 

MR. REID: Now Doctor DuBois, since the history of modern Africa has 
been very largely one in which European or so-called Western nations 
have had a great stake, haven't these nations sought to remedy the situa- 
tion in any way, to clarify the issues of freedom? 

MR. DuBois: Freedom for the African has been sought by mission- 
aries and many white philanthropists and by the Africans themselves. 
Colonial governments like Great Britain have sought through Indirect 
Rule to give the African nations a certain tribal autonomy and local self- 

11 



PHYLON 

government which has had some success but of course cannot have com- 
plete success until the question of the people of Africa as the real objects 
of government in Africa and the right of the Africans to have a voice in 
government is settled. From the Africans themselves and especially in 
the West African Congress of 1915 has come the clearest reasoning for 
political autonomy. They said: 

In the demand for the franchise by the people of British West Africa, 
it is not to be supposed that they are asking to be allowed to copy a 
foreign institution. On the contrary, it is important to notice that the 
principle of electing representatives to local councils and bodies is 
inherent in all systems of West Africa. According to African institu- 
tions every member of a community belongs to a given family with 
its duly accredited head, who represents that family in the village 
council. Similarly in a district council the different representatives of 
each village would be appointed and so with the provincial council 
until, by the same process, we arrive at the Supreme Council, presided 
over by the Paramount Chief. 

As a result of this demand the first elected representatives appeared 
in the governors' councils of five African colonies. The drama of freedom 
in Africa swept on to the overthrow of Ethiopia by Italy despite the pleas 
of the Emperor before the League of Nations and as a corollary came its 
restoration through the plunging of modern civilization into a second 
World War. 

MR. REID: If I may sum up, Dr. DuBois, you have indicated that 
Africa with its five hundred odd tribes represents one of the real prob- 
lems and challenges of the century, that its fight for freedom has been 
long, hard, bloody and singular; that what is sown in African fields and 
veldts may be reaped in European and American cities and on their bat- 
tlefields. That seems to be the meaning of freedom behind God's back. 
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