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Introduction 

An Igbo proverb tells us that a man who does not know where the rain 
began to beat him cannot say where he dried his body. 
 

–Chinua Achebe, 
There was a Country. A Personal History of Biafra 

Peace studies and the mirror of the color-line  

In 1903, the intellectual giant W. E. B. Du Bois presciently warned that the 
problem of the twentieth century would be “the problem of the color-line” (Du 
Bois, 2015: 1). Roughly fifteen years later, Du Bois expanded upon and 
complemented the implications of the color-line, highlighting the main challenges 
that the world faced: “The uplift of women is, next to the problem of the color-
line and the peace movement, our greatest modern cause” (Du Bois, 2007c: 
105). 1  Du Bois’s admonition, fueled by the insights and the impetus from 
centuries of oppression and resistance, resonated with the yearnings for freedom 
of colonized peoples worldwide. The contemporaries of Du Bois, those in 
positions of power in the color-divided world, also recognized the significance 
of the problem of the color-line, but their aims were contrary. In the name of 
security, much like today, their primary concern was the control, management, 
subjugation, exploitation, and expropriation of people of color and their lands. 
For them, the problem was not the color-line but the people on the other side.  

In Europe, the question of the color-line had been central to texts across 
various domains of knowledge, spanning ethics, epistemology, and politics, for 
centuries. It was also at the heart of legal frameworks that defined the rights of 
humans and the nature of relations between different populations, informing 
notions of citizenship and property rights. It shaped institutions and forms of 
governance in both the private and public spheres. The debate around it was 
in both theological and scientific terms, concerning culture and biology, 
respectively. Yet, the color-line was not recognized as a problem until after the 
Second World War, and even then, it was approached with a limited critical 
disposition. The depth, scope, and implications of racism were, at best, only 
partially acknowledged.   

                                                 
1 And anticipating contemporary approaches to the study of race, he warned that “When, 
now, two of the movements– women and color– combine in one, the combination has 
deep meaning”. (Du Bois, 2007c: 105) 
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Peace studies were born at the same time and in the same spirit as the 
widespread condemnation of the horrors of Nazism and Hiroshima. It has 
adopted a similarly partial and ambivalent position concerning the problem of 
the color-line. While racism is vehemently denounced, many movements, 
traditions, and thinkers that have theorized about and against colonialism and 
its legacy, those that have faced and challenged racism, and those that have 
analyzed the implications of race in the modern world are largely absent, if not 
neglected or even dismissed. Condemning injustices does not always amount 
to confronting and understanding them. Often, such condemnation can serve 
as a shield to avoid facing one’s own contradictions and obscure one’s complicity 
in the very issues being denounced. More than a century after Du Bois’ 
proclamation, major events of our time, as well as the everyday experiences of 
millions, show that the turn of the century did not put an end to the problem 
of the color-line. The question of race and racism can no longer be sidelined. 

It is obvious that the world is different from the world in which Du Bois, Fanon 
and Césaire lived, to name some of the main theoretical contributors to this 
book. While there are few formal colonies and colonial empires that are no 
longer institutionalized, new legal frameworks and global social and economic 
configurations have merged. Race and racism have changed their appearance 
several times since the time of decolonization, evolving from silence to 
colorblindness and postracial and now to the overt reappearance of white 
supremacy. However, race, as the colonial measure of humanity, continues to 
define what it means to be a man or a woman, relegating groups of human 
beings below the standard of humanity. It confines people to their physicality, 
disrupts human relations, and configures relations at spatial, economic, and 
sexual levels. Racism endangers life and health, resulting in both physical and 
mental suffering. The colonial logic of spatiality continues to restrict physical 
movement, confining specific groups to certain neighborhoods, migration 
centers, and refugee camps, all under conditions of violence and dehumanization. 
The War on Terror, rationalized as the spread of democracy and seen as a new 
form of the civilizing mission, pathologizes and targets new groups, constructing 
them as “problem people” in Du Bois’s terms. This war also boosted the 
economy of extraction in the Global South, aided by local elites. At the level of 
knowledge, race and racism shape a wide range of concepts, theories, and 
discussions, with racism itself dictating how it is talked about and when it is 
silenced.  

This book aims to continue and expand conversations emerging from the 
margins of peace studies about race, racism, and their implications for the 
field. Drawing on traditions that centralize race and racism in their discourse, 
especially the often-overlooked Africana critical and philosophical tradition, 
we engage in debates and address questions that are central in Africana 
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thought yet remain under-explored in peace studies. We utilize race as a lens 
to rethink peace studies’ foundational assumptions, conceptual frameworks, and 
epistemic and normative presuppositions. Genuine inter- or transdisciplinary 
dialogue requires a profound re-evaluation of what constitutes exclusion in both 
knowledge and politics. This necessitates a critical examination of the structures 
and organization of knowledge, challenging what is accepted as knowledge, a 
deeper understanding of one’s identity, and a reassessment of relationships 
with other disciplines. The ideological foundations of these exclusions 
must also be interrogated. To fully incorporate race and racism into peace 
studies through Africana theory—especially Africana phenomenology and 
existentialism—it is imperative to address the foundational narratives of peace 
studies. This includes an analysis of our field’s ties to international relations 
and liberal political theory, understanding the disruptions brought about by 
race, examining the relationship between the ethical and the political, defining 
the boundaries with other disciplines, probing the nuances of violence and its 
implications for peace, exploring the question of freedom, and delving into the 
notion of the human that underpins all these inquiries.  

Race and the shapes of modernity 

It is difficult to understand the contemporary world without considering the 
last five hundred years of colonialism and the concomitant and ongoing processes 
of racialization. Structures of governance, juridical arrangements, modes of 
production and economic relations, conceptions of freedom and property, 
justice and war were all forged within the colonial situation. From this environment 
also emerged anticolonial organizations and struggles, along with their 
theorizations, achievements, and failures. Today’s world is shaped by race (as it 
is by other political relations) in many varied ways.  

Our point of departure is that race is not merely a category describing human 
difference, but it is deeply rooted in colonial histories and patterns of 
subordination and exploitation. Considering race as the measure of humanity 
and sub-humanity and as a foundational element in European modernity’s 
understanding of the human being compels us to reflect on the emergence of 
new groups and types of people. This viewpoint necessitates acknowledging 
the problems of dehumanization and its impact on the formation of institutions, 
economic relations, legal frameworks, and modern forms of knowledge. The 
question of human difference in the colonial framework, conceptualized through 
race, was a central element in the origin of modern social sciences: to define 
what a human being is and to distinguish between the human and the 
subhuman. Therefore, what is at stake is not only how race is understood and 
studied or adding race to peace studies, but connecting race to the formation 
of modern knowledge production, and to a whole set of elements related to the 
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modern world. The history of race is a history of violence and is also a part of 
the history of the human in the modern world. As such, this history of violence 
in the constitution of the subhumans in the colonial world had a generative 
dimension in the constitution of the humans in Europe and in the formation of 
institutions, political theories, modes of governance, and social arrangements. 

If race is not only a modern phenomenon but also a central element of 
modernity, it is essential to clarify what is meant by modernity. This understanding 
is crucial not merely for the sake of conceptual precision but because it reveals 
the foundational considerations when conceptualizing the world’s configuration. 
Sociologist Gurminder Bhambra posits that “addressing particular sets of 
connections leads to particular understandings (…) why certain connections 
were initially chosen and why choosing others could lead to more adequate 
explanations” (Bhambra, 2014a: 5). In essence, our understanding of modernity 
and the modern world shapes which elements, events or relations are 
highlighted, marginalized, or omitted. It also informs the distribution of agency, 
determining who counts as an active participant and who is deemed a passive 
recipient of social arrangements.  

As Bhambra notes, the dominant account of modernity in social and human 
sciences treats modernity as an intra-European set of events, processes, or 
thinkers. Colonialism is rather epiphenomenal and disconnected from modernity. 
This diffusionist argument of modernity as an exclusively European phenomenon 
is also common in peace studies. Wolfgang Dietrich and Wolfgang Sützl define 
modernity as “the societal project characterized by Newtonian physics, Cartesian 
reductionism, the nation-state of Thomas Hobbes, and the capitalist world 
system” (Dietrich and Sützl, 1997: 283). Such a view presents modernity as 
a European or Western phenomenon whose ideas, practices, events, authors, and 
institutions were subsequently spread through the European empires rather 
than being constituted in their entanglement with colonialism. Thus, it hinders 
the ability to account for the relationality through which the state, capitalism, 
and Cartesian metaphysics and doubt emerged. For example, Descartes, seen 
as one of the defining figures of modernity and the initiator of modern 
philosophy through the questions of doubt, method, and epistemology, should 
also be conceived in relation to the Transatlantic connections, to thinkers and 
events occurring in the Americas during the Spanish conquest, which we will 
examine in more detail in the second chapter.  

Likewise, the development of the modern state did not take place in an 
isolated Europe. As David Theo Goldberg illustrates in his seminal work The 
Racial State, the close relationship between race and state is also understudied 
in race theory, with some exceptions like South Africa, the United States, or 
Nazi Germany. Goldberg shows that there is a “historical co-definition” of race 
and the modern state, not only at the level of their emergence, development, 
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