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CHAPT IV 

COLONIES AND MORAL RESPONSIBILITY* 

W. E. BURHIADT Du Bois 

The paradox of the peace movement 
-of the nineteenth century is a baf- 
fling comment on European civiliza- 
tion. There was not a single year dur- 
ing the nineteenth century when the 
world was not at war. Chiefly, but not 
entirely, these wars were for the sub- 
jection of colonial peoples. They were 
carried on by Europeans and at least 
one hundred and fifty separate wars 
can be counted during the heyday of 
the peace movement. What the peace 
movement really meant was peace in 
Europe and between Europeans, 
while for the conquest of the world 
and because of the suspicion which 
they held toward each other, every 
nation maintained a standing army 
which steadily grew in cost and 
menace. 

There can be no doubt but that one 
of the chief causes which thus dis- 
torted the development of Europe was 
the African slave trade. We have 
tried to re-write its history and mean- 
ing, and to make it occupy a much 
less important place in the world's 
history than it deserves. 

The result of the African slave 
trade and slavery on the European 
mind and culture was to degrade the 
position of labor and respect for hu- 
manity as such. Not, God knows, that 
the ancient world honored labor. With 

* From my book, The World and Atfrica, 
which the Viking Press will publish this year, 
I am taking here a part of the second chap- 
ter which I call "The White Masters of the 
World." From this I have abstracted for 
the JOURNAL o0 NRo EDUCATION the fol- 
lowing passages which seem apposite to the 
subject assigned me. 

exceptions here and there, it despised, 
enslaved and crucified human toil. 
But there were counter-currents and 
in Europe with the Renaissance, that 
new light with which Asia and Africa 
illumined the Dark Ages of Europe, 
came neW hope for mankind. A new 
religion of personal sacrifice was 
building on five hundred years of the 
self-effacement of Buddha, and the 
equalitarianism of Mohammed si 
hundred years after Christ's birth. A 
new world was seeking birth in Eu- 
rope as well as being discovered be- 
yond the sunset. 

With this new world came fatally 
the African slave trade and Negro 
slavery in America with new cruelties, 
new despisings of human beings, and 
a new degradation of human labor. 
The temptation was made vaster and 
deeper by incredible accumulation of 
wealth based on slave labor; by 
boundless growth of greed and world- 
wide organization for new agricul- 
tural crops, new technique in industry 
and world-wide trade. 

Europe lurched forward to a new 
realization of beauty, a new freedom 
of thought and religious belief, a new 
demand by laborers to choose their 
work and enjoy its fruit; and yet 
right here when the fruit of labor was 
uncounted treasure, uncurbed greed 
rose to seize and monopolize it. Labor 
was degraded, humanity was despised, 
the theory of "race" arose. There 
came a new doctrine of universal la- 
bor: mankind were of two sorts-the 
superior and the' inferior; the latter 
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toiled for the former and the former 
were real men, the latter half men or 
less. Among the white lords of crea- 
tion there were "lower classes" re- 
sembling the inferior darker folk. 
They could and must be raised to 
equality with the master class. But 
no. equality was possible or desirable 
for "darkies." Across this growing 
conviction, the Christian Church, 
Catholic and, Protestant, at first 
damned the heathen blacks with the 
" curse of Canaan," then held out 
hope of freedom through " conver- 
sion" and finally acquiesced in a per- 
manent status of human slavery. 

Despite the fact that the nineteenth 
century saw an up-surge in the power 
of laboring classes and a fight toward 
economic equality and political de- 
mocracy, this movement and battle 
was made fiercer and less successful 
and lagged far behind the accumula- 
tion of wealth because in popular 
opinion labor was fundamentally de- 
grading and the just burden of in- 
ferior people. Luxury and plenty for 
the few and poverty for the many were 
looked upon as inevitable in the course 
of nature. In addition to this it went 
without saying that the white people 
of Europe had a right to live upon the 
labor and property of the colored 
peoples of the world. 

In order to establish the righteous- 
'ness of this point of view, science and 
religion, government and industry 
were wheeled into line. The word 
"Negro" was used for the .first time 
in the world's history tying color 
to race and blackness to slavery 
and degradation. The white race 
was pictured as "pure " and su- 
perior; the black race as dirty, dumb 
and inevitably inferior; the yellow 

race as sharing in deception and cow- 
ardice much of this color inferiority; 
while mixture of race was the prime 
cause of degradation and failure in 
civilization. Everything great, every- 
thing fine, everything really success- 
ful in human culture was white. 

In order to prove this, black people 
in India and Africa were labeled as 
white if they showed any trace of 
progress; and on the other hand any 
progress by colored people was attrib- 
uted to some intermixture, ancient or 
modern, of white blood, or some in- 
fluence of white civilization. 

This logical contradiction influ- 
enced and misled science. The same 
person declared the inferiority of mu- 
lattoes and warned against miscegena- 
tion and yet at, the same time attrib- 
uted the preeminence of a Dumas, a 
Frederick Douglas or a Booker Wash- 
ington to their white blood. 

A system at first conscious and then 
unconscious of lying about history 
and distorting it to the disadvantage 
of the Negroids became so widespread 
that the history of Africa ceased to be 
taught, the color of Memnon was for- 
gotten and every effort was made in 
archaeology, history and biography; 
in biology, psychology and -sociology, 
to prove the all but universal assump- 
tion of the scientific basis of the color 
line. 

Without the winking of an eye, 
printing, gun-powder, the smelting of 
iron, the beginnings of social organi- 
zation, not to mention political life 
and democracy, were attribued exclu- 
sively to the white race and to Nordic 
Europe. Religion sighed with relief 
when it could base its denial of the 
ethics of Christ and the brotherhood 
of men upon the science of Darwin, 
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Gobineau and Reisner. It was bad 
enough in all conscience to have the 
consequences of this thought, these 
scientific conclusions and ethical sanc- 
tions, to fall upon colored people the 
world over; but in the end it was even 
worse when one considers what this 
attitude did to the European worker; 
that his aim and ideal was distorted; 
he did not wish to become efficient but 
rich: he began to want not comfort 
for all men put power over other men 
for himself. He did not love human- 
ity, he hated "niggers." 

From the early Christian commu- 
nism and sense of human brotherhood 
which began to grow in the Dark Ages 
and to blossom in the Renaissance, 
there came to white workers in Eng- 
land, France and Germany the iron 
law of wages, the population doctrines 
of Malthus and the bitter fight against 
the early trade unions. The first ef- 
forts at education and particularly 
the trend toward political democracy, 
aroused an antagonism of which the 
French Revolution did not dream. It 
was this bitter fight that exacerbated 
the class struggle and resulted in the 
first furious expression of Commu- 
nism and attempt at revolution. The 
unity of apprentice and master, the 
Christian sympathy between rich and 
poor, the communism of medieval 
charity, all were thrust into the new 
straight-jacket of thought; poverty 
was the result of sloth and crime; 
wealth was the reward of virtue and 
work. The degraded yellow and black 
peoples were in the places which the 
world of necessity assigned to the in- 
ferior; and toward these lower ranks 
the working classes of all countries 
tended to sink save as they were 

raised and supported by the rich, the 
investors, the captains of industry. 

In some parts of the world, notably 
in the Southern states of America, the 
argument went further than this: 
frank slavery of black folk was a bet- 
ter economic system than factory ex- 
ploitation of whites. It was the nat- 
ural arrangement of industry. It 
ought to be extended certainly where 
colored people were in majority. For 
a half century before 1861 the bolder 
minds of the South dreamed of slave 
empire embracing the American trop- 
ics and extending eventually around 
the world. While their thought did 
not go to a final appraisement of white 
laboring classes, they certainly had in 
mind that these classes must rise or 
fall, must be forced into the class of 
employers with political power, or like 
the poor whites of the South, be 
pushed down beside or even below the 
working slaves. 

This philosophy had sympathy in 
Europe. Without doubt a large ma- 
jority of influential public opinion in 
England and possibly in both France 
and Germany favored the South at 
the outbreak of the Civil War and 
sternly set its face against allowing 
any maudlin sympathy with "dark- 
ies," half-monkeys and half-men, in 
the stern fight for the survival of 
European domination of the world. 
Widespread insensibility to cruelty 
and suffering spread in the white 
world, and to guard against too much 
emotional sympathy with the dis- 
tressed of the world, every effort was 
made to keep women and children 
and the more sensitive men deceived 
as to what was going on, not only in 
the slums of white countries, but all 
over Asia, Africa and the islands of 
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the sea. 'Elaborate writing disguised 
-as interpretation, and the testimony 
of so-called "experts," made it- im- 
possible for charming people in Eu- 
rope to realize what their comforts 
and luxuries cost in sweat, blood and 
death, and in despair elsewhere in the 
world and even on their own doorstep. 

A gracious culture was built up, a 
delicately poised literature treating 
the little intellectual problems of the 
rich and well-born, discussing small 
matters of manners and convention 
and omitting the weightier ones of 
law, mercy, justice and truth. Even 
the evidence of the eyes and senses 
was denied by the mere weight of re- 
iteration. The race that produced the 
ugly features of a Darwin or a Win- 
ston Churchill was always "beauti- 
ful," while a Toussaint and a Menelik 
must be ugly because they were black. 
The concept of the European gentle- 
man was evolved: a man well-bred 
and of meticulous grooming, of 
knightly sportsmanship and invincible 
courage even in the face of death; but 
one who did not hesitate to use ma- 
chine guns against assegais and to 
cheat "niggers"; an ideal of sports- 
manship which reflected the Golden 
Rule and yet in the face of this, not 
only in business and in industry with- 
in white countries, but all over Asia 
and Africa, arose lying, murder, 
theft, rape, deception and degrada- 
tion of the same sort and kind which 
leaves a world aghast when it reads 
today of what the Nazis did in 
Europe. 

There was no Nazi atrocity of con- 
centration camps, no wholesale maim- 
ing and murder, no defilement of 
women or ghastly blasphemy of child- 
hood, which the Christian civilization 

of Europe had not long been practic- 
ing against colored folk in all parts of 
the world in the name of and for de- 
fense of a Superior Race born to rule 
the world. 

Together with this there grew up 
in Europe and America an astonish- 
ing ideal of world wealth and lux- 
ury: the man of independent income 
who did not have to work for a living, 
who could indulge his whims and fan- 
tasies, who was free from all compul- 
sion either of ethics or hunger, be- 
came the hero of novels, of drama and 
of fairytale. This wealth was built 
in Africa especially upon diamonds 
and gold, copper and tin, ivory and 
mahogany, palm oil and cocoa, seeds 
extracted and grown, beaten out of 
the blood-stained bodies of the na- 
tives, transported to Europe, proc- 
essed by wage slaves who were not 
receiving enough to become educated 
and healthy human beings, and then 
distributed among prostitutes and 
gamblers as well as among well-bred 
followers of art, literature and 
drama. 

Cities were built, ugly and horrible, 
with regions for the culture of crime, 
disease and suffering, but character- 
ized in popular myth and blindness 
by wide and beautiful avenues where' 
the rich and fortunate lived, laughed 
and drank tea. National heroes were 
created by lopping off their sins and 
canonizing their virtues, so that Glad- 
stone had no connection with slavery, 
Chinese Gordon did not get drunk; 
William Pitt was a great patriot and 
not an international thief. Education 
was so arranged that the young 
learned not necessarily the truth but 
that aspect and interpretation of the 
truth which the rulers of the world 
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wished them to know and follow. 
In, other words we had progress by 

poverty in the face of accumulating 
wealth, and that poverty was not sim- 
ply the poverty of slaves of Africa 
.and peons of Asia, but the poverty of 
the mass of workers in England, 
France, Germany and the United 
States. Art, both in building, paint- 
ing and literature, became widely 
cynical and decadent. Literature be- 
came realistic and therefore pessi- 
mistic. Religion became organized in 
social clubs where well-bred people 
met in luxurious churches and gave 
alms to the poor. On Sunday they 
listened to sermons, "Blessed are the 
meek"; "Whatsoever ye would that 
men should do to you, do ye even so 
to them"; "But whosoever shall 
smite thee on thy right cheek, turn to 
him the other also "; " It is more 
blessed to give than to receive"; 
listened and paid no more practical 
attention to these high precepts than 
as though they had said, as in very 
truth they ought to have said: "Might 
is right," "Do others before they do 
you," "Kill your enemies or be 
killed," "Make profits by any method 
and at any cost as long as you can 
escape the lenient law." This is a 
fair picture of the decadence of that 
Europe which led human civilization 
during the nineteenth century and 
looked unmoved on the writhing of 
Asia and of Africa. e 

It would be unfair to paint the to- 
tal modern picture of Europe as deca- 
dent. There were souls that revolted 
and voices that cried aloud. Men ar- 
raigned poverty, ignorance and dis- 
ease as unnecessary. The public school 
and the ballot fought for uplift and 
freedom. Democracy for women and 

laborers and Negro freedom was ex- 
tended. But this forward-looking 
vision had but partial and limited suc- 
cess. Race tyranny, aristocratic pre- 
tense, monopolized wealth, still pre- 
vailed and widely triumphed. The 
church fled uptown to escape the poor 
and black. Jesus laughed-and wept. 

The dawn of the twentieth century 
found white Europe master of the 
world and the white peoples almost 
universally recognized as the rulers 
for whose benefit the rest of the world 
existed. Never before in the history 
of civilization has self-worship of a 
peoples' accomplishment attained the 
heights that the worship of white Eu- 
rope reached in this area. 

Our poets in the "Foremost Ranks 
of Time," became dithyrambic: "Bet- 
ter fifty years of Europe than a cycle 
of Cathay!" In home and school the 
legend grew of this strong masterful 
giant with mighty intellect, clear 
brain and unrivalled moral stamina, 
who was conducting the world to the 
last heights of human culture. Yet 
within less than an half century this 
magnificent self-worshipping struc- 
ture had crashed to the earth. 

Why was this ? It was from no lack 
of power. The power of white Europe 
and North America was unquestion- 
able. Their science dominated the 
scientific thought of the world. The 
only writing called literature was that 
written by English and French writ- 
ers, Germans and Italians with some 
recognition of writers in Spain and 
the United States. The Christian re- 
ligion, as represented by the Catholic 
Church and the leading Protestant 
denominations, was the only system of 
belief recognized' as real religion. Un- 
der heathenism was comprehended all 
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Mohammedans, Buddhists, Shintoists 
and others. 

The most tremendous expression of 
power was economic; the industrial 
organizations and integration of 
modern industry in management and 
work, in trade and manufacture had 
its power concentrated in England, 
France, Germany and the United 
States. All Asia and Eastern Europe 
was an appendage; all Africa, China, 
India and the islands of the sea; Cen- 
tral and South America and the Car- 
ibbean were dominated by Europe, 
while Scandinavia, Holland and Bel- 
gium were silent co-partners in this 
domination. The domination showed 
itself in its final form in political 
power either through direct rulership, 
as in the case of colonies or indirect 
economic power backed by military 
presure exercised over the backward 
nations.' It was rather definitely as- 
sumed in the latter part of the nine- 
teenth- century that this economic 
domination was but a passing phase 
which in time would lead to colonial 
absorption. 

Particularly was this true with re- 
gard to Asia. India was already a 
part of the British Empire, and Bur- 
ma. Indonesia was Dutch and Indo- 
China, French. The future of China 
depended upon how Europe decided 
that land would be divided between 
the British Empire and the Germans, 
American trade, Italy, France and 
Russia. It was a matter simply of 
time and agreement. General consent 
had long since decided that China 
should no longer rule itself. 

With regard to South America 
there was the determination that these 
countries must obey the economic 
rule of the European and North 

American system. The world looked 
forward to political and economic 
domination by Europe and North 
America, and toward a more or less 
complete approach to the colonial sta- 
tus for the rest of the earth. Africa, 
of course, must remain in absolute 
thrall, save its white immigrants, who 
alone would rule the blacks. 

The reason for this world mastery 
of Europe was rationalized as the 
natural and inborn superiority of 
white peoples, showing itself not only 
in the loftiest of religions, but in a 
technical mastery of the forces of na- 
ture, all this contrasted with the low 
mentality and natural immorality of 
the darker races living in lovely 
lands, "Where every prospect pleases 
and only man is vile!" as the high- 
minded Christians sang piously. But 
they forgot or never were told just 
how white superiority wielded its 
power or accomplished this dominion. 

The singular thing about this whole 
European movement of aggression 
and dominance was the rationaliza- 
tion for it. Missionary effort during 
the nineteenth and early twentieth 
century was widespread. Millions of 
pounds and dollars went into the con- 
version of the heathen to Christianity 
and the education of the native. Some 
few efforts, as in Liberia and Sierra 
Leone, were made early in the nine- 
teenth century to establish indepen- 
dent Negro countries, but this was be- 
fore Europe realized that political 
domination was necessary to full ex- 
ploitation. 

Slowly the Sudan from the Atlantic 
to the Nile was conquered. Slowly 
Egypt itself and the Egyptian Sudan 
passed under the control of Europe. 
The resistance of Nubia and Ethiopia 
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was almost in vain down until the 
twentieth century. West Africa 
fought brilliantly and continuously. 
But in all this development, the idea 
persisted in European minds that no 
matter what the cost in cruelty, lying 
and blood, the triumph of Europe was 
to the glory of God and untrammelled 
power of the only people on earth who 
deserved to rule; that the right and 
justice of their rule was proven by 
their own success and particularly by 
their great cities, their enormous tech- 
nical mastery over the power of na- 
ture, their gigantic manufacture of 
goods and systems of transportation 
over the world. Production for pro- 
duction's sake, without inquiry as to 
how the wealth and services were dis- 
*tributed, was the watchword of the 
day. 

For years the imperial governments 
avoided direct responsibility for colo- 
nial exploitation. It was all at first 
" free enterprise " and "'individual 
initiative. " When the scandal of mur- 
der and loot could no longer be ig- 
nored, exploitation became socialized 
with Imperialism. Thus, for a cen- 
tury or more the West India Com- 
pany, the Niger Company, the South 
and East Africa Companies robbed 
and murdered as they pleased with 
no public accounting. At length when 
these companies stole, killed and 
cheated to such an extent that the 
facts could not be suppressed, gov- 
ernments themselves came into con- 
trol with curbing of the more out- 
rageous excesses, and rationalization 
of the whole system. 

Science was called to help. Students 
of Africa, especially since the ivory- 
sugar-cotton-Negro complex of the 
nineteenth century, became bedrid- 

den by the obsession that nothing 
civilized is Negroid and every evi- 
dence of high culture in Africa must 
be white or at least yellow. The very 
vocabulary of civilization expressed 
this idea; the Spanish word "Negro," 
from being a descriptive adjective, 
was raised to the substantive name of 
a race and then deprived of its capi- 
tal letter. 

Then came efforts to bring harmony, 
cooperation, and unity among the ex- 
ploiters. A newspaper correspondent 
who had received world-wide public- 
ity because of his travels in Africa 
was hired by the shrewd and unscru- 
pulous king of a little European state 
to establish an international country 
in central Africa "to peacefully con- 
quer and subdue it, to remold it in 
harmony with modern ideas into Na- 
tional States within whose limits the 
European merchant shall go hand in 
hand with the dark African trader, 
and justice, law and order shall pre- 
vail, and murder and lawlessness and 
the cruel barter of slaves shall be 
overcome. " 

Thus arose the Congo Free State 
and by balancing the secret designs of 
German, French and British against 
each- other this state not only became 
one of the worst centers of African 
exploitation but the beginning of the 
partition of Africa among European 
powers. It was designed to form a 
pattern for similar partition of Asia 
and the South Seas. The Berlin Con- 
gress and Conference followed. The 
products of Africa began to be shared 
and distributed around the world. 
The dependence of civilized life upon 
products from the ends of the world 
made the everyday citizen tied closer 
and closer to the exploitation of each 
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colonial area: tea and coffee, diamonds 
and gold, copper and vegetable oils, 
nuts and dates, pepper and spices, 
olives and cocoa, rubber, hemp, silk, 
fibres of all sorts, rare metals, valuable 
lumber, fruit, sugar. All these things 
and an hundred others became the 
necessity of modern life and modern 
life thus was built around colonial 
ownership and exploitation. 

The cost of this exploitation was 
enormous in all senses of the word. 
The colonial system caused ten times 
more deaths -than actual war. In 
twenty-five years famines in India at 
the beginning of the nineteenth cen- 
tury' starved a million men and fam- 
ine was bound up with exploitation. 
Widespread monopoly of land to de- 
prive all men of primary sources of 
support was carned out either 
through direct ownership or indirect 
mortgage and exorbitant interest. Dis- 
ease could not be checked: tubercu- 
losis in the mines of South Africa, 
syphilis in all colonial regions, chol- 
era, leprosy, malaria. 

Perhaps the worst thing about the 
colonial system was the contradiction 
which arose and had to arise in Eu- 
rope with regard to the whole situa- 
tion. Poverty and extreme poverty 
in colonies was a main cause of wealth 
and luxury in Europe. The results 
of this poverty were disease, igno- 
ranee and crime. Yet these had to 

be represented as natural characteris- 
tics of backward peoples. Education 
for colonial people must inevitably 
mean unrest and revolt; education, 
therefore, had to.be limited and used 
to inculcate obedience and servility 
lest the whole colonial system be over- 
thrown. Ability, self-assertion, re- 
sentment, among colonial peoples 
must be represented as irrational ef- 
forts of "agitators" --folks trying to 
attain that for which they were not by 
nature fitted. 

To prove the unfitness of Most hu- 
man beings for self-rule and self- 
expression, every device of science 
was used: evolution to prove that Ne- 
groes and Asiatics were less developed 
human beings than whites; history so 
written as to make all civilization the 
development of white people; econom- 
ics so taught as to make all wealth 
due mainly to the technical accom- 
plishment of white folk supplemented 
only by the brute toil of colored peo- 
ples; brain weights and intelligence 
tests were used and distorted to prove 
the superiority of white folk. The 
result was complete domination of the 
world by Europe and North Amer- 
ica and a culmination and tempo of 
civilization singularly satisfactory to 
the majority of writers and thinkers 
at the beginning of the twentieth cen- 
tury. But it was a result that was 
hollow, contradictory and fatal as the 
next few years quickly showed. 
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