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Introduction

Men make their own history, but they do not make it as they please;
they do not make it under self-selected circumstances, but under
circumstances existing already, given and transmitted from the past.
The tradition of all dead generations weighs like a nightmare on the
brains of the living. (Karl Marx, The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis
Bonaparte, 1852)

In an era of globalization, why should we care anymore about empires
or colonies? Have not times moved on? Why should anyone be bothered
with the history of fifty or more years ago when the world has changed
so dramatically? Why carp on about the past when the Chinese and
Indian economies are expanding exponentially and altering the economic
and political landscape? Have not neoliberal economics totally trans-
formed the global political scene? Surely progress and a desire for the
new, not the presence of the past, are the constant state of things?

Or are things really so different? Has the history of the world had so
little to do with the way that we live today? Are forced labor and slavery
really just history? Do the many wars and civil wars of the twenty-first
century, the civil strife and unrest, the ubiquitous presence of terrorism,
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2 Introduction

exist only in the present, with no relation to the past? Do the problems
of the West or of the global South have nothing to do with the very
formation of the nations that are identified with those opposing terms?
Have neoliberal economics merely perpetuated a new form of empire
that has moved into a different phase?

There are many ways of understanding the world and the complex-
ities of our present. One way is to examine how we are living out our
lives in part as the product of our past. To fathom the many issues and
conflicts that today seem to pose almost insurmountable problems -
terrorism, fundamentalism, wars in Africa and the Middle East, insur-
gency in India, Sri Lanka, or Thailand - it helps to understand where
those problems have come from and under what conditions they have
emerged. Sometimes it can even help to guide our political judgments:
with their knowledge of what had happened before, few historians
would have advocated the invasion of Afghanistan in 2001. As the
Spanish philosopher George Santayana famously put it: “those who
cannot remember the past, are condemned to repeat it.”

Some things continue in other forms. Colonialism and imperialism
involved the subjection of one people by another, and developed in their
modern varieties in conjunction with other kinds of domination: of
women, of slaves, of minorities, of the poor, of relatively powerless sov-
ereign peoples, of the resources of the earth. So long as oppressive power
of that kind continues, then analysis of the forms and practices of colo-
nialism and imperialism remains relevant to the problems that we face
today.

II

Order something on the Internet and you soon come to the moment of
entering your address. At this point you will often be presented with a
drop-down box that contains a predefined list of the names of all coun-
tries, starting with Afghanistan and ending with Zimbabwe. The list is
almost two hundred and fifty countries long. Suddenly, your country is
put on an equal footing with all others: you may live in one of the west-
ern countries which took part in the invasion of Afghanistan in 2001,
but here Afghanistan sits proudly at the top of the list, and you will have
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to scroll down almost the whole way to the bottom to find the United
Kingdom or the United States. We take it for granted that everyone lives
in or comes from a particular country, and that the world is made up of
diverse, separate nations that are all represented in the organization
called the United Nations, which oversees the governance of the world.!

Open Bartholomew’s The Century Atlas of the World, published in
London in 1902, and you will find a list of “Principal States with their
Colonies and Protectorates.” The number of such states here amounts to
only thirty-seven. What happened, then, between 1902 and today? Not
only are there fewer countries — neither Afghanistan nor Zimbabwe are
to be found - but the names are also different. Here the names are not
listed alphabetically, as on the Internet drop-down box, but by the size
of the territory that they designate:

British Empire

Russian Empire

Chinese Empire (including Korea)

France

United States (including Hawaii, Cuba, Porto Rico [sic], the
Philippines, Guam, and Tutuila, &c)

6 Brazil

7 Argentine Republic

8

9

G W N =

Ottoman Empire
German Empire
10  Congo Free State
11 Portugal
12 Netherlands

13  Mexico
14 Peru

15 Persia
16 Bolivia

17 Columbia

18 Venezuela

19 Morocco

20 Sweden and Norway
21 Chili [sic]

22 Ttaly
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23 Siam
24 Austria-Hungary
25 Abyssinia

26 Spain

27 Central America (5 states)
28 Japan

29 Ecuador

30 Denmark

31 Paraguay

32 Rumania

33 Bulgaria and E. Rumella (included in Ottoman Empire)
34 Greece

35 Servia [sic]

36 Switzerland

37 Belgium

It’s an interesting list. Several countries that existed at that time, such as
Liberia, are not even mentioned. Apart from the ranking by territorial
size, what distinguishes it from a modern list is that some states are
described as empires (if so, it now seems strange that France, Austria-
Hungary, or Japan were not described as empires at that time). Portugal
and Spain were no longer considered empires, though they had been
empires and still had colonies; Denmark and Belgium if not empires
certainly had colonies. Technically, the Congo Free State at that time
was an independent fiefdom of the Belgian King: it would be assimi-
lated into the Belgian Empire as a colony in 1908 after the scandalous
conditions there were exposed. Morocco, whose coastal territories were
already (and still are, under a different name) a Spanish “protectorate,”
would be divided up by France and Spain two years later in 1904.
Many of the countries on the list had been part of other empires over
the previous one hundred and fifty years: Belgium itself, Italy, Greece,
Serbia, Romania, the United States, Mexico, Argentina, Brazil, Peru,
Bolivia, Columbia, Venezuela, Chile, Central America, Ecuador,
Paraguay. Even Switzerland had been occupied by the French between
1798 and 1815. In fact very few of the countries had not been colonies
of some kind in modern times: some that were themselves empires -
Britain, China, France, Russia, Turkey - plus Abyssinia, Japan, Persia,
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Siam. Abyssinia was then invaded and occupied by Italy in 1936;
Persia (Iran) was occupied by the British and Russians in 1941; Japan
was occupied by the United States in 1945. Thailand was the only
country that managed to avoid colonization, even by the Japanese,
though like China and Japan itself in the nineteenth century, it was
obliged to grant extraterritorial “concessions” and is often described
in the period as a “semi-colony.” Though repeated attempts have been
made to conquer Afghanistan since the nineteenth century, it has
never been successfully colonized, apart from brief periods in which
the colonizers rarely if ever controlled the whole country; in earlier
times, it did, however, form part of the Persian Achaemenid, Sassanid,
and Safavid empires. China which was already conceding territories
to the imperial powers in the nineteenth century (by World War 1,
ten of the world’s most powerful countries had concessions in
China) was then invaded and partially colonized by the Japanese in the
twentieth century. France was occupied by Germany; Russia under-
went a convulsive revolution which prompted the international
twelve-nation alliance invasion of 1917, followed by the German inva-
sion of 1941, defeated at the cost of millions of lives. Turkey, which the
Allied powers tried to dismember almost entirely in 1923, managed to
hold them off enough to create its modern boundaries. During the
period from 1750 to 2000 only Britain, Russia, Thailand, and Turkey
have remained autonomous states throughout, albeit in changing
geographical and political configurations. This autonomy has not pre-
served them from invasion, sequestration of their territory, internal
revolution, or separatist campaigns. All these countries face movements
demanding independence or political autonomy - from Scotland,
Chechnya, the Malay Pattani, and Kurdistan.

We perhaps think of the world as it is as permanent, but it is chas-
tening to reflect that in the last two hundred and fifty years, scarcely
more than a breath in human history, its political stability has been
minimal. Go back a few more hundred years, and the story hardly
becomes more encouraging. State formations, whether as empires,
nations, or unions, come and go, across the Americas, Europe, the
Middle East, Africa, and Asia. From a longer perspective, the history of
the world amounts to the formation and reformation of empires,
appearing, expanding, and contracting like biological forms constantly
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emerging, growing, usurping, transforming, overpowering, retreating,
disintegrating.

Historically most empires gave way to further empires. The end of
the European empires, by contrast, produced a new global political
formation that distinguishes them from all empires that preceded them:
the world of nation-states. It was in that environment that the postcolo-
nial emerged as a specific way of addressing the inequities and injustices
of both imperial rule and its global aftermath. As V. S. Naipaul put it in
1967: “The empires of our times were short-lived, but they have altered
the world forever; their passing away is their least significant feature”
(Naipaul 1967: 38).

Note

1 Yetat the United Nations only 192 countries are represented. Where do the
additional fifty or so names in our address list come from? Some of them
are uninhabited, such as Bouvet Island, in the Antarctic, a colony of
Norway. Others have names such as “Palestinian Territories, Occupied,”
“United States Minor Outlying Islands,” “Netherland Antilles,” or “British
Virgin Islands” None of these addresses or destinations is a sovereign
country.
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“My name is Ozymandias, King of Kings:
Look on my works, ye mighty, and despair!”
Nothing beside remains. Round the decay
Of that colossal wreck, boundless and bare,
The lone and level sands stretch far away.
(Percy Bysshe Shelley,
“Ozymandias,” 1818)

Considered from a historical perspective, what is most extraordinary
about empires is the constant metamorphosis intrinsic to their very
existence, their rise and fall, formation, reformation, and deformation.
Every empire changed the culture of the territory under its rule, but that
transformation would in turn give way to another. Despite their grandi-
osity, power, and claims of endurance, empires have historically been
unstable, their boundaries constantly altering through the course of their
existence like the protean shifting outlines of living amoeba. Empires in
fact can only be charted properly with varying or animated maps - in
general they were modified so frequently that any map can only be a
snapshot of an empire’s extent at any particular moment. Against this
constant transformation of boundaries, and pattern of rise, fall, and
extinction, the reiterated ideology of empires has been one of stability
and endurance, a paradox highlighted with reverberating irony in
Shelley’s famous poem “Ozymandias” about the Egyptian pharaoh better
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8 Empire

known as Ramesses II. At the end of the poem, Shelley cites the
grand imperial claim made in the statue’s inscription on its base, but
centuries later its wrecked state, its location in the middle of the
empty desert, works to ironize and completely reverse its original
intended meaning.

As any empire expanded, so did the extent of its boundaries: on the
one hand this only prompted the desire for further conquests, while on
the other hand it made those peripheries harder and harder to defend,
more open to attack. Every new conquest or annexation produces more
borders to secure, and further limits against which to push and which
territory to conquer. At any sign of weakness, those already conquered
might take their chance to rebel. Meanwhile, far distant frontiers
become less and less determinate the further away they are, and imperial
authority grows ever more tenuous at those points. This principle forms
the inherent vulnerability of all empires, and one reason why most of
them remained unstable and eventually collapsed. Empires have almost
always been destroyed by competition for power from without or from
within. The story of empire is consistently one of expansion, usurpa-
tion, contraction, and dissolution.

Many empires have been driven by ambition and the aspiration
for empire of individual conquerors like Ozymandias (Ramesses II
¢.1303-1213 BcE)—such as Cyrus the Great (576-530 BCE)—Alexander
(356-323 BCE)—Julius Caesar (100-44 BCE)—Timur (Tamerlane)
(1336-1405)—Genghis Khan (1162-1227)—Napoleon Bonaparte
(1769-1821), and Hitler (1889-1945), or developed by a series of such
figures, as in the case of the Ottoman Empire (Murad II, Mehmed II,
Selim I, Suleiman the Magnificent). Some empires, such as the British,
expanded, contracted, expanded, and contracted again more episodi-
cally without being driven by a particular sovereign ruler (in the
nineteenth century the historian John Seeley famously claimed that the
British Empire had been acquired in a “fit of absence of mind”) (Seeley
1971: 33). Nevertheless the motivations for empire, whether of sover-
eign, trader, or explorer, have usually been similar: glory, power, and
money. As Jane Burbank and Frederick Cooper put it in their Empires in
World History: “The men who sailed forth from Western Europe across
the seas in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries did not set out to create
‘merchant empires’ or ‘western colonialism’ They sought wealth outside



Empire 9

the confines of a continent where large-scale ambitions were con-
strained by tensions between lords and monarchs, religious conflicts,
and the Ottomans’ lock on the Eastern Mediterranean” (Burbank and
Cooper 2010: 149). These explorers were the entrepreneurs of their
time, trying to bypass the constrictions of class and rank in their own
societies. Most empires have been driven by the desire for wealth
extracted from somewhere else: Julius Caesar invaded Britain for the
same reason the Spanish invaded the Americas: gold. The other motiva-
tion has been religion: whether for religious freedom (the Pilgrim
Fathers), or more often for religious proselytization. In allocating the
division of the Americas between the Spanish and the Portuguese, the
Pope, as God’s representative on earth, had justified their colonization
on the grounds of the promise of the conversion of the indigenous
peoples to Christianity, in an era when Catholic missionaries such as
Francis Xavier were also moving into Africa and the East. The Islamic
Caliphate expanded from Saudi Arabia from the time of the Prophet
Mohammed; in accordance with the Constitution of Medina, religious
tolerance for “the people of the book” (Jews, Christians) was the norma-
tive rule, even if in practice it was not always observed, particularly with
respect to Sunni-Shi’a relations, and there were certainly missions that
produced, or enforced, large-scale conversions.

Many European empires were also created in part through the drive
for emigration and settlement producing settler colonies on the original
Greek model, in order to get rid of surplus, unemployed and unproduc-
tive populations: the Spanish in the Americas, the Dutch in South
Africa, the English in North America and Australasia, the Italians in
Libya - just as today the hungry, the unemployed, or the underpaid of
the world migrate in search of a better life. The settlement colonies
where such people landed, far from the metropolitan center, have always
been prone to detach themselves from the empire, particularly if they
were an ocean or two away.

However diverse their political formation, all empires have been
geographically extensive: for an empire to be worthy of its name, its
boundaries must be far-reaching. To call your territory an empire when
it is the size of a city, state, or a province merely suggests unrealistic
aspiration — no one quite seems to know why New York calls itself “the
Empire State”' Traditionally, empires were political formations that
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were developed over time from particular geographical areas or
through nomadic occupation. For the most part, they grew by con-
quest, though sometimes by dynastic marriage. Most empires have
existed simultaneously with others, along with local kingdoms, states,
or nomadic tribal groups that lived outside any imperial umbrella. To
the extent that empires trace extensive and sometimes enduring
political formations, they offer ways of constructing large-scale histor-
ical narratives on a global scale. Today, globalization has meant that
historians often present world history as the history of its empires.
That is one way of organizing it, a return in fact to the perspective of
the eighteenth century when Enlightenment historians such as Gibbon
or Volnay were preoccupied with the decline and fall of empires.
During the nineteenth century’s age of imperialism, with its attendant
racial and cultural hierarchies, attention switched to a focus on civili-
zations. In the twentieth century, traditional history in western coun-
tries preferred to employ the narrative of the expansion of Europe,
beginning with the history of “Ancient” civilizations by which was
meant Greece and Rome, moving on to the development of European
culture during the Renaissance, the flowering of modernity with the
Enlightenment in the eighteenth century, the expansion of Europe and
the formation of European empires, followed by the world wars, the
Cold War, decolonization, and the advent of a world of nation-states.
All this could be presented implicitly or explicitly as part of a larger
narrative, of the progress of (western) “civilization,” often identified
with “modernity,” as such.

Empire and Civilization

What is the difference between an empire and a civilization? Very little
in practice, for many are identified as both. Some “civilizations” of
course did not aspire to the status of empire, but they probably did not
call themselves a “civilization” either. That is what we call them now
because we classify them as societies that produced their own distinct
forms of settlement, agriculture, technology, trade, writing, religion,
and art, all things that are also often characteristics of empires. The
choice of term depends more on whether you wish to foreground the
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cultural or the political category. We speak of the early Indus Valley
Harappan civilization only because it is so early that we have little
detailed information about its political organization - even its duration
is a matter of debate. As a cultural category, though civilization has
always been in the eye of the beholder, it has usually been identified
with the development of cities and their urban culture (the word itself
derives from civis, citizen). Civilization has typically been opposed to
foreign societies regarded as uncivilized, “barbarian,” “savage,” or “prim-
itive” Many empires have claimed to be bringing civilization to the ter-
ritories that they appropriated. One of the major justifications of empire
in the nineteenth century was that westerners were fully civilized while
non-westerners existed in varying states of non-civilization — imperialism
therefore was claimed to bring “civilization” to them, an ideology most
acutely formulated by the French in their concept of the mission civilisa-
trice, founded on their assumption that there was (or is) a civilisation
frangaise. Civilization in this instance functioned as a secular version,
appropriate for a Republican state, of a much older justification of
empire and colonization: Christian conversion. It was only the Spanish
and the Portuguese who had been formally obliged to justify coloniza-
tion and empire through missionary work, but all colonies were sub-
jected to missionary endeavors, and missionaries utilized any available
colonial outposts to facilitate their efforts, even at times urging further
colonization on their behalf. Though in practice their relation with colo-
nial administrators was often somewhat conflictual, the link between
missionary work and colonization was a means of giving the practice of
empire an aura of moral purpose. Civilization and missionary work on
behalf of civilization’s religion, Christianity, became almost identical in
the mind of many imperialists, with both being regarded as a self-
explanatory good, much like overseas “aid” and “development” in more
recent times.

This imperial history has made the whole idea of “civilization” dif-
ficult to employ today, since the very concept is widely recognized to
involve many ethnocentric cultural assumptions. As a result, histo-
rians now prefer to use the term “empire,” which suggests a more com-
parative, historical, less judgmental perspective. If the two are often
still identified, it remains the case that some empires have produced
more ‘civilization,” in the sense of more distinctive and enduring
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cultures, than others. Those that lasted longest, such as that of
Egypt, had the best chance of creating a civilization of their own.
Egypt, unusually, was comparatively uninterested in spreading its own
culture abroad; most empires, by contrast, have tried to impose some
mark of the imperial realm on the territories that fell under imperial
sway: a common sovereign, followed by a common language, script,
law, coinage, architectural style, and, sometimes, religion. In this respect,
the first major “empires” were generally also distinct civilizations -
Egypt, Assyria, Babylon. At its greatest extent, in the fifteenth century
BCE, the boundaries of the Egyptian Empire extended as far as modern
Turkey in the North, and Eritrea in the South, but despite its size it
was only one of the great powers of its day, coexisting in the territory
of what is now called the Middle East with many rival empires, such as
the Babylonian and Assyrian. Subsequent empires in Asia included
the Achaemenid or Persian Empire under Cyrus the Great, the
Macedonian Empire under Alexander the Great (which stretched to
the Himalayas), and the various dynastic Chinese empires whose
geographical borders habitually shifted. Empires on the Indian sub-
continent changed many times between the time of Alexander and
the arrival of the Mughals. The history of the Indian subcontinent
has been the constant creation, dissolution, and reconfiguration of
multiple empires, of varying geographical extent, the largest of which
included the Mauryan Empire under Ashoka the Great, the British
Indian Empire, the Buddhist Pala Empire, the Muslim Mughal Empire,
and the Hindu Gupta Empire. Other major empires elsewhere before
the modern period would include empires outside the Eurasian land-
mass such as those in Mali, and in Central (Aztec) and South (Inca)
America, and, back on the Eurasian landmass, the Greek and the
Roman, the second Persian Empire, followed by the religious empires
of the Byzantine and Holy Roman Empires and the Abbasid Caliphate.
By the seventeenth century the Ottoman Empire stretched from the
Persian Gulf to Algiers to the borders of Vienna. The largest empire in
terms of contiguous landmass in any period, however, was the Mongol
Empire of the thirteenth to fourteenth centuries founded by Genghis
Khan, which extended from the Pacific to Europe and is supposed to
have included 30 percent of the world’s population within its no doubt
somewhat tenuous boundaries.
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The Geography of Empire: Land vs. Global
Maritime Empires

Despite their differences, all these empires had one thing in common
that enabled the transmission of their particular cultures or civiliza-
tions: they were made up of contiguous territories on a single landmass.
The Islamic caliphates, for example, spread out wherever the undemand-
ing dromedary camel could take the conquerors (Silverstein 2010: 6).
Alexander the Great extended the eastern boundary of the Greek
Empire into India, while founding the city of Alexandria in Egypt.
Expansion over adjoining territory was also the basis of some modern
empires, such as Napoleonic France, Nazi Germany, and the Russian
(Soviet) Empire, all of which operated in the more traditional form of
landmass expansionist empires. Russia, proclaimed an empire by Peter
the Great in 1721, has consistently incorporated, or reincorporated,
adjacent territories from the original Kievan Rus’ By 1866 it had moved
overseas, or rather over ice, reaching from North America (with settle-
ments in Alaska and California) to the Baring Sea, from the Arctic to
the Baltic. Having given up much of its imperial territory during World
War I, then regaining it after World War II, and then losing it again with
the dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1991, by 2014 Russia had resumed
its expansionist mode, annexing the Crimea and fermenting separatism
in Eastern and Southern Ukraine - a development impressively forecast
in 2001 by the political scientist and analyst of the structure and
dynamics of empires, Alexander J. Motyl (Motyl 2001).

The United States in some sense operated as a mirror image of Russia.
While Russia expanded ever eastwards, as soon as they achieved
independence in 1776, American colonists started expanding westwards
from the original thirteen colonies on the Eastern seaboard of North
America into territory hitherto explicitly designated by the British as
Native American reserves; in 1803 the United States contracted for the
Louisiana Purchase from Napoleon and bought the remaining French
territories in North America. An imperial policy was followed more
deliberately under President Polk when the United States annexed Texas
in 1845, leading to the Mexican-American War which in turn led to the
incorporation of Arizona, California, Nevada, New Mexico, and Utah.
Having reached the western limit of the Pacific Ocean, from 1845 the
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United States began to acquire territories beyond its own immediate
landmass, starting with a concession in China negotiated in the Treaty of
Wang Hiya. Alaska was purchased from Russia in 1867. More controver-
sially, Hawaii was incorporated in 1898 after Queen Lili‘uokalani had
been overthrown in 1893 (Hawaii remains the only US state whose flag
contains the British Union Jack). At that point, the United States began
to take the form of a maritime empire, absorbing overseas territories
taken by military force. Yet the difficulties soon became apparent: only
two of these, Alaska and the islands of Hawaii, have been made into a
state of the union. Other territories, many of which were annexed at the
time of the Spanish American War (1898) - Cuba, Puerto Rico, the
Philippines, American Samoa, Northern Mariana islands, the Marshall
islands - were either subsequently granted independence, became
independent, or remain suspended in the curious status of “unincorpo-
rated territory” In 1913, with a change of president, the United States’
sixty-year period of seeking to be a global empire in the Pacific was
changed dramatically in favor of national self-determination for all col-
onies around the world. Empire and democracy have coexisted uneasily
as US national policy ever since.

Before achieving independence, the United States itself had been a
part of a very different kind of empire that was not formed on a single
landmass but stretched around the world: the global maritime empire of
Britain (Darwin 2013). This was the other form of empire, involving the
occupation of landmass on far-away continents (Howe 2002). Such
empires are best understood as global maritime empires, operating as
transoceanic economies based on trading posts networked around the
world and an aggregate of geographically dispersed colonies, all held
together by the new technology of ocean-going ships and, later, undersea
telegraph cables.

For the most part, earlier empires consisted of proximate territories
across a single landmass. From the eighth to the eleventh centuries, how-
ever, the Vikings traveled extensively, in their extraordinary long ships
which used an advanced technology that enabled them to sail against the
wind as far as North America, Russia, and the Eastern Mediterranean,
not only raiding as is well known from popular mythology, but also
founding colonies in present day Newfoundland, Labrador, Greenland,
Iceland, and even Southern Italy. While Vikings set up colonies, they
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were never agglomerated into a connected empire, in part because there
was no stable state in the modern sense at home to be its center. By the
early sixteenth century, Europeans were building ocean-going “caravels”
that used navigational aids such as the astrolabe, compass, and cross-
staff (technology in part derived from maritime Asia) that enabled
sailors to return across the oceans. As a result, it became possible to form
empires that were not geographically proximate. Unlike the Vikings,
these later colonists were able to keep in touch with their homelands
relatively easily, however distant they may have been.

This one factor distinguished modern European empires from all
others that had preceded them. Combined with the development of
other forms of military and communications technology, such as fire-
arms and cannon (first used in China) (Goody 2012: 274), or later the
machine gun and the telegraph, European states were able to control
territories all over the world to which they had no geographical
proximity. In this vast imperial web whose fundamental organizing
principle was the flow of trade, three different kinds of colony can be
distinguished: the settler colony, the unsettled exploitation colony, and
the fort or naval base, which we may call the garrison colony.” In the
modern era, the garrison colony has not comprised a city, as in Roman
times, but a military base, such as the sovereign territories of Britain
and the United States on the islands of Cyprus (Akrotiri and Dhekelia)
and Cuba (Guantanamo), respectively, which are wholly military
enclaves. The strangest case is Diego Garcia, which was sold to the
United Kingdom by Mauritius while still a British colony in 1965; the
British Labour government then forcibly resettled the Chagossian
inhabitants in order to lease the island to the United States for use as a
naval base; since 2001, it has operated as a site for extraordinary rendi-
tion.’ The island’s former residents continue to campaign for their
return home, despite losing their last legal case against the British
government in 2008.

While oceanic economies made up of trading networks such as those
of the Indian Ocean or Southeast Asia certainly existed in the past,
globally dispersed maritime empires were an exclusively European
entity until the advent of the Japanese Empire at the end of the nineteenth
century. International trade in luxury commodities had been going on
since at least Greek and Roman times, but in the sixteenth century the
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Ottoman Empire’s complete control of the Eastern Mediterranean cut
off easy access to the traditional land routes. Europeans therefore took
the elaborate route all the way around Africa to the East instead.
European maritime empires began in 1402 with the development of
Spanish and Portuguese empires in the Canary Islands and the Azores,
North Africa, West Africa, Asia, and the Americas. While both the
Spanish and Portuguese established trading posts along the coasts of
Africa and throughout South and Southeast Asia, it was in the Americas
that they developed the first European transoceanic land empire, ini-
tially through the Spanish conquest of two indigenous empires, the
Aztec and the Inca. The complex history of European expansion in
North America, with territories variously held by Spain, Portugal,
France, Holland, and Britain, and of the acquisition of colonies in Africa
and Asia, was accompanied by centuries of wars between European
states. These became global in extent as the European powers vied with
each other in the colonial sphere. The result was that the empires them-
selves were remarkably unstable, with territories frequently switching
sovereignty: in later years, the concept of international law would be
developed in order to stabilize rival imperial interests. At the same time,
the influx of South American silver and gold gave a dramatic boost to
European economies which were in the process of developing early
industrial formations such as the plantation, while the transportation of
millions of slaves from Africa to the Americas in order to work in mines
and on plantations devastated the cultures of the African continent and
created a social system based on race whose consequences remain with
us today. So too with the effects on the indigenous peoples of the
Americas, now thought to have numbered around fifty million before
1492, who were subjected to the deprivations of imported diseases,
slavery, and simple genocide.

The last remaining state of the Inca Empire, Vilcabamba in Peru, was
not conquered by the Spanish until 1572. Just over two hundred years
later, the American colonies of the various empires of Britain, France,
Spain, and Portugal began to reestablish independence, albeit in a rather
different form, from 1776 to 1822, initiating the epoch of postcolonial
states.* Even in the modern era, therefore, postcoloniality began nearly
two hundred and fifty years ago. Then, as now, however, for indigenous
people, national self-determination often led to worse treatment by
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local governments no longer overseen by imperial efforts to enforce
equitable treatment for native peoples. The beginning of the postcolo-
nial era also illustrates the fact that countries such as Russia, the United
States, and China, which expanded as land empires that were integrated
into the state, have sustained the geographical extent of their empires
much more successfully than those European nations that developed
global maritime empires — which have now almost disappeared.

The Governance of Empire

There have been many empires throughout human history, but it is the
Roman Empire, developed from the concept of the imperium - that is,
the supreme power of the ruler - that generally functions as the funda-
mental template for the conceptualization of empire. Empire is centered
on the language of command, imperare, on the rule of the emperor
and the territories over which that rule extends (compare translatio
imperii, the chronological succession of transfers of supreme power
that form the basis of medieval and imperial histories). Empire there-
fore involves a territory, or territories, whose sovereign is an emperor,
or someone fulfilling an equivalent function, who has supreme power.
This need not take a form of absolute rule, but does assume supreme
political dominion that extends to the boundaries of the empire. It has
already been suggested that the drive for all imperial expansion almost
always involves the desire for the acquisition of wealth, power, and
prestige by means of conquest. But once an empire has been established,
how can it be governed? The vast geographic expanse of empires made
communication and control - in the days before planes, railways, and
telephones, even a postal service — almost unimaginable for us today.
To read contemporary newspapers in Britain published in 1857 is to
realize that the East India Company and government in London had
almost no idea of what was happening in India at that time aside from
the reports that would arrive episodically on returning ships, giving
descriptions of events months after they had taken place. Governance
had to be adapted to the vast distances and elongated time of empire, as
well as being woven closely with the economic exploitation that formed
its rationale.
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While some empires such as the Ottomans utilized a system in which
relatively independent local lords or rulers acknowledged the sover-
eignty of the emperor or sultan, others such as the Spanish were divided
into provinces and run by viceroys or governors responsible to the King
or sovereign presiding at the center. Some, such as the British Empire in
India, used a combination of both. The key to governance was the pro-
duction of revenue: here the tribute was the most common fiscal
arrangement since it could be used in situations of direct or indirect
rule. As in Spanish America, conquest enforced a relation of subservi-
ence that ensured regular payment of tributes by local leaders (who
would, in turn, raise the money through further tributes, taxes on land
rents, or commodities such as salt). In utilizing the tribute structure, the
Spanish were in fact merely following the same informal arrangements
that had been used in the Aztec Empire. The Ottoman empires and the
British in India also used this traditional system: contrary to percep-
tions in the nineteenth century, in certain respects as empires they were
in fact very similar. In order to extract wealth in the form of exportable
commodities, whether silver, gold, or sugar, many empires - the Incas,
the Spanish and Portuguese, the British, the French, the German, the
Japanese — resorted to the use of various kinds of forced labor. In
economic terms, early empires with their slave mines and plantations
operated on a strictly mercantilist basis, with tight commercial regula-
tions under which typically the commodities produced could only be
sold to the “home” country.

The major alternative to the traditional systems of governance was
developed by the Chinese: a centralized form of central government and
statebureaucracy, but with asemi-autonomous provincialadministration,
first developed in the second century BCE. The Chinese Empire was run
through a bureaucracy, with administrators who were selected through
a competitive imperial examination. The arrangement was adapted
centuries later, in various forms and with varying success, by European
imperial powers including Britain and France. Appointing adminis-
trators by ability rather than connections was one key element; putting
them into an administrative service with clearly defined ranks and there-
fore a career ladder which they could ascend, meant that imperial
administrators tended to develop a loyalty to the system which they
served. This helped to hold the vast machinery of the empire together.
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Among European empires, trained administrators would be moved
from country to country to prevent them becoming too involved with
particular localities (corporations use the same technique today with
their employees, who, as with their imperial forbears, are left with no
loyalties except to the company, or so it is hoped).

In practice, most empires used a variety of means of governance that
developed pragmatically. In the case of Britain, for example, some terri-
tories would be assimilated into the country itself (Wales 1535, Scotland
1707, Ireland 1801), while all other colonies were kept distinct as over-
seas possessions of one kind or another (colonies, dominions, man-
dates, protectorates, and other miscellaneous arrangements) run by a
variety of ranks of governors, governor generals, viceroys, and lord
lieutenants. British Crown colonies might have locally elected represen-
tative councils (Ceylon, Jamaica), nominated councils (Hong Kong), or
simply direct rule by the governor (Singapore). British India was run by
a civil service based on the Chinese system, initially open only to British
nationals. Different colonies were variously administered by three sep-
arate government ministries in London (the Colonial Office, the India
Office, the Foreign Office), and almost every colony had its own ad hoc
form of administration locally (North America alone in the seventeenth
century had its Charter, Proprietary, and Royal colonies). Two other
elements combined to cement control: garrisons of military forces
which could be deployed in case of resistance, often consisting of local
soldiers with British officers, and the institution of a common legal
system which at the upper levels would be conducted in English and
administered by British judges and magistrates.

Two Models of Empire

Fundamentally, there have been two models for the governance of
empire, those of assimilation or association, based on the alternative
possibilities of uniformity or difference. The Roman, the Russian, the
Portuguese, the French, the American, and the Japanese nominally at
least pursued uniformity and assimilation. Those empires administered
according to a principle of diversity included the Mongol Empire under
Genghis Khan, the Ottomans, the Mughals, the British, the Dutch, and
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the German. In practice, none of them kept strictly to this division,
but the general difference between them holds true. Within these
models, most nineteenth-century imperialists distinguished between
the spheres of settlement and of rule, of colonization and domination,
or, as British commentators liked to put it, between their Greek and
their Roman colonies - in other words, what are now called settler and
exploitation colonies (Osterhammel 1997; Veracini 2010).

Assimilation is best suited to land empires: in modern times Napoleon
established the model on Enlightenment principles. This involved the
attempt to impose a degree of cultural unity and uniformity throughout,
with appropriated territories incorporated (paradoxically) within the
nation-state, obliged to speak the imperial language and to operate
under a common legal code. As the French themselves were to discover,
the doctrine of assimilation was more difficult to enforce in the case of
maritime empires, but the real problem was that over time their
Republican fervor for the idea of equality throughout the empire
declined in the face of increasing racism.

Inevitably, both systems can be seen to have their relative positives
and negatives. On the one hand, uniformity, often accompanied by the
incorporation of the overseas territory into the metropolitan state, as in
the case of most land empires and the French, the Italian, or the Japanese
maritime empires, is generally more politically equitable, extending (in
theory, at least) the benefits of the nation to all the populations of the
empire as if it were an expanded nation. The French colonies became
simply départements, albeit doutre mer, of France itself. Even today,
Martinique and Guadeloupe in France are part of the territory of France
(the Dutch Antilles, however, can claim to be the most westward territory
of the European Union, the most eastward being France’s Réunion in the
Indian Ocean, the first country to use the Euro). This imperial policy of
settlement and assimilation was one of the reasons why Algeria, techni-
cally a part of France, proved so hard to decolonize. The guiding theoret-
ical assumption of the assimilation model is that all people are part of the
same human species and share a common humanity, and that inequality
between them can be eradicated by an education system run according
to the principles and protocols of the imperial power. Any idea of a hier-
archical system of racial difference is (in theory, at least) denied, though
this was very seldom the case in practice.
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On the other hand, the project of assimilation, or at worst the ethno-
centric project of the mission civilisatrice pursued by France, inevitably
involves the destruction of local cultures, languages, and religions,
sometimes even the people themselves. The mission civilisatrice can
easily be turned into an assumption of racial as well as cultural
superiority, with little respect for other ethnicities, their customs and
traditions, all regarded as inferior - in short, with no tolerance of
cultural difference. Those who insist on maintaining their own culture,
language, or religion often suffered discrimination, as in French Algeria
or Portuguese Angola. The most extreme examples of this attitude
would be the Spanish and Portuguese empires, which practiced forced
religious conversion. In Algeria, the French carried out forced unveil-
ings of women. In practice, as time went on, imperial powers such as
France and Portugal became distinctly less enthusiastic about the doc-
trine of assimilation that was foundational to their ideology of the
mission civilisatrice. Whereas in 1848 full civil and political rights,
including voting rights, were given to former slaves in the Antilles,
Réunion, and Guiana, as well as to natives from the French territories of
India and from certain cities in Senegal, by the end of the century it was
practically impossible for natives from Algeria or Indochina to obtain
French citizenship, even if in legal terms they possessed all the qualifi-
cations that should have allowed them to do so (Saada 2012: 108-115).
The historic discrimination within late French colonial practice bet-
ween the people living in the same territory with the status of indigéne
and that of citoyen frangais has been recalled and highlighted since 2005
in the provocative, oxymoronic name of the radical French political
organization Mouvement des Indigénes de la République (MIR). For
their part, the assimilative ideology of luso-tropicalismo notwith-
standing (Young 2006), the Portuguese themselves estimated the
proportion of “natives” and assimilados in colonial Angola to be approx-
imately 99 percent to 1 percent (Braganca and Wallerstein 1982: 1, 75).

The empires of Britain, Holland, and the Ottoman Empire, on the
other hand, were constructed very differently, on principles that were the
very reverse of assimilationist. In general in these empires, while there
would be an imperial language for administration, which was often also
used in at least one tier of the legal system, in other respects the diverse
cultures of the empires were allowed to remain in place, or even
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encouraged to develop autonomously (in Malta, for example, the British
encouraged the official use of the Maltese language, albeit in the desire to
stop the use of Italian). The British rarely claimed they were bringing
civilization: what they claimed to offer was the rule of law, the special
attribute of their own society and its institutions, formulated definitively
in the nineteenth century by the jurist A. V. Dicey (Bingham 2010). The
claim for the establishment of the rule of law, along with human rights,
remains unchanged and unchallenged in the West today, effectively
combining the two imperial models (Brooks 2003; Ginsburg 2011).
Along with the rule of law as the foundation of the colonial state, came
the maintenance of order and the creation of infrastructures such as the
building of railways and the provision of a postal service, all designed to
ensure peace and stability and to facilitate trade and commerce. However,
the principle of cultural respect, of non-interference in local cultures, in
this model, which at one level seems much more liberal and enlightened,
could also be predicated on an assumption of a fundamental difference
between the civilized and the savage, of racial inferiority, of the inherent
inadequacy of other peoples, who would never be in a position to be
equal and who were therefore not even worth educating beyond the
most basic level. It was easy in this situation to conflate race with class
assumptions, for the British also assumed that their own lower classes, as
well as those of the empire, were not up to being educated, or argued that
giving them knowledge would be dangerous for political stability (which
was probably, indeed, the case). As a result, the British preferred to run
their colonies by indirect rule, using local authorities and allowing the
continuation of local customs, without enforcing British culture upon
them in the manner of the French, a technique of administering empire
that goes back to the use of satraps by Cyrus the Great. In that respect,
their practice was closer to that of the Dutch or the Ottomans. In prac-
tice, local cultures were not left completely untouched. Recent historians
(Bayly 1996; Chatterjee n.d.) have argued that what the British adminis-
trators interpreted as Hindu or African customary law, for example, was
often the result of their own expectations, as well as conforming to the
agendas of local informants. In any case, such systems were usually
combined with the British system of common law, using the English lan-
guage, and enforcing basic British legal principles such as property
rights, the prohibition of slavery, and, perhaps paradoxically, of tolerance.
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Similar arguments about the ways in which imperial rule transformed
the basis of local cultures can be made with respect to the creation of
tribes and tribal identities, religion as a basis of political identity, and
much more (Mamdani 2002).

Both models of empire drew on the historical example of the Roman
Empire because all Europeans in the modern period assumed that the
spread of Roman civilization had indeed brought civilization to the rest
of Europe, that the infrastructure of roads and public buildings that the
Romans created across Europe had been an undeniable public good,
even if at the cost of the local cultures of the “barbarian” tribes. But who
now cared about them? As Marlow comments in Joseph Conrad’s Heart
of Darkness during a conversation that takes place on a boat on the
Thames in London, “And this also ... has been one of the dark places of
the earth” (Conrad 1902: 54). However, as C. P. Lucas observed in 1912
(Lucas 1912, I: 309), there was a fundamental difference between the
Roman and the later European empires: the question of color and the
organization of empire according to the principle of race. The discrimi-
natory practices predicated on ideas of racial prejudice provided both
the mechanism of imperial governance and administration and the
ultimate reason for imperial downfall, since it was race that determined
the difference between those colonies that were allowed independence
and autonomy, and those that continued to be ruled autocratically, albeit
on a principle of trusteeship. White settler colonies were allowed self-
government, even when whites were in a minority, as in South Africa,
whereas no non-white colony was ever allowed more than a representa-
tive council, under the overall rule of the governor. The ease with which
settler colonies were given autonomy, indeed sometimes coerced unwill-
ingly into autonomy, as in the case of the 1901 federation of Australia
(Western Australia then tried to secede in 1933), that was denied every-
where else looks, in retrospect, extraordinary and contradictory.

Empires and Diversity
How did empires manage the diversity of their immense territories?

Being so extensive in geographical terms, empires by definition have
almost always included a vast variety of different peoples, with different
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languages, religions, cultures, and customs. Confronting and adminis-
tering multiplicity was fundamental to empire: from today’s perspec-
tive, how empires dealt with heterogeneity can be seen as one of the
most interesting things about them. One response, as we have seen, was
to try to eradicate it through the policy of assimilation, in which the
empire became a part of the nation-state and shared its precepts — most
famously, perhaps, in the phrase that all schoolchildren were taught
to repeat in schools throughout the French Empire — “our ancestors,
the Gauls...”

In those empires that took the opposite course, difference was
actively promoted, beginning with a cultivated distinction between the
ruler and the ruled, which was easily facilitated if there was a significant
cultural or physical dissimilarity between them, which in turn was tied
to the assumption of a racial hierarchy. In this situation, diversity was
governed according to a theory of rank, which provided the measure
whereby different constituencies could be treated equitably and differ-
ently at the same time (Cannadine 2001). The British in India also took
over the Muslim system of law that had been established under the
Mughal emperors, with separate systems of customary or personal law
for those of different religions: diversity was managed by specific
arrangements for various constituencies at the local level, though as
has already been stated, the British hybridized this arrangement by
adding a further upper layer of British common law. In the same
way, in representative forums there were distinct constituencies for
different religions. Though the British are often criticized for their
divide-and-rule policies in India, or even blamed for the origin of
Hindu-Muslim sectarianism, the system that they applied was already in
place — indeed, the Muslim system of law continues there today. Other
empires tolerating religious diversity included the Russian, and in
earlier times, the Achaemenid Empire of Cyrus the Great, and the
Mongol Empire of Genghis Khan, famous for its strict code of law
practiced throughout the empire. The difference between imperial
intolerance and tolerance is most dramatically illustrated by the
contrast between the multi-faith culture of Cérdoba when part of al-
Andalus under Muslim rule (Anidjar 2002), and its subsequent fate
under Ferdinand and Isabella after the Christian Reconquista of 1492,
when Jews and Muslims were expelled from Spain. The Spanish
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Inquisition was created at that time to ensure the orthodoxy of those
who had converted from Judaism and Islam. By contrast, when the
Ottomans captured Constantinople in 1453, Sultan Mehmed II allowed
the orthodox Christian church to continue to practice. Ottoman reli-
gious tolerance, so different from European religious intolerance in
this period, was one of the factors that would encourage the later
development of ideas of tolerance in Europe (Young 2012). In 2012,
over five hundred years after the Reconquista, Spain finally apologized
to the Jews (but not the Muslims) and offered those with Sephardic
heritage Spanish citizenship.” In 2015, Portugal followed suit.

Whatever their mode of governance, and whether tolerant of cultural
diversity or not, the majority of empires, including the Roman, were
continually challenged from without or within. Most of the European
empires existed in a state of almost perpetual war as resisting “rebels,”
“traitors,” and “terrorists” around the world were “pacified,” to use the
imperial language. At the same time, whereas older empires had been
for the most part dictatorial, and accepted as such, the European
empires, also fundamentally authoritarian, were confronted by a
developing liberal consensus among progressives at home and within
the colonies that endorsed concepts of freedom and emancipation, of
the nation and self-determination. From a longer-term perspective, the
ideas that would be embodied in the American and French revolutions
effectively made empires unsustainable; yet anachronistically the apex
of imperialism, so mighty and yet so fragile, would develop almost a
century later.

Notes

1 In the case of the British Empire, the term was first proposed by the
Elizabethan scholar John Dee in the sixteenth century. After the accession
of James VI of Scotland to the English throne in 1603, “British Empire” was
used to describe the British Isles. By the eighteenth century, the term was
used in its modern sense of British possessions and dependencies around
the world (OED).

2 Osterhammel (1997: 17) calls them “maritime enclaves,” but this leaves out
land garrisons such as air bases.
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3  http://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/jul/09/files-uk-role-cia-
rendition-destroyed-diego-garcia-water-damage.

4 Many native American nations, of course, remained independent right
through into the nineteenth century, though whether they could be
described as states is another question.

5 http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/magazine-21631427.
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The Temporality of Colonization

If there have broadly been three kinds of colonies - settlement,
exploitation, and garrison - all colonies differ in turn with respect to the
duration of their submission to colonial rule. The times and temporal-
ities of colonization varied dramatically, from hundreds of years for
Goa, Ireland, and Macau, to scarcely fifty in the case of Nigeria. Even so,
Nigeria would not exist in its present form had it never been part of the
British Empire. Periods of colonial rule were often highly unstable:
some colonies were only ever controlled by one European state, but for
others there were changes of rulers: before the nineteenth century,
Caribbean colonies were frequently the object of international power
struggles, seized by one country then appropriated by another; the
Americas were variously colonized by the Portuguese, the Spanish, the
French, the Dutch, the English, and, less well known, also by Couronians,
Danes, Germans, Italians, the Knights of Malta, Norsemen, Russians,
Swedes, and Scots; Sri Lanka was successively ruled by the Portuguese,
the Dutch, and the British; while China was colonized (through “con-
cessions” and extraterritorial zones) by almost every country that had
any aspirations to international power at the beginning of the twentieth
century. Colonies with changing rulers were not necessarily just outside
Europe: in 1792 Poland was partitioned by Russia, Prussia, and Austria
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and ceased to exist for over a hundred years. Independence was restored
from 1918 until 1939, when Poland was invaded by Germany, Slovakia,
and the Soviet Union; after World War II it was governed under the
umbrella of the Soviet Union until 1989.

The word “colony” itself has changed over time. The underlying shift
in all languages in the twentieth century was from a relatively positive to
a negative connotation, reflecting the degree to which colonies are now
regarded as negating the rights of local, indigenous, or aboriginal
peoples, and empires seen as despotic systems in an age of democracy.
Was the colony a particular European invention? The development of
overseas colonies by Europeans from the fifteenth century onward can
be linked back to the creation of Greek colonies detached from the
Greek mainland in classical times. It was, however, the later colonies
of European nations, intrinsically related to empire but also conceptu-
ally distinct, that established the modern notions both of a “colony”
and, as a result, of “colonialism.”

The Colony as Settlement

The Greek term for colony was originally apoikia, or settlement (literally
“people far from home”). Greek apoikiai were city-states established all
over the Mediterranean made up of emigrants who retained their
cultural ties with the metropolis or home city. Each colony, however,
was politically autonomous and functioned as an independent polis, or
city-state. The Romans, for their part, used the Latin term colonia in
two related ways: drawing on the meaning of colonus as farmer, it
designated a settlement, or farm estate, often granted to veteran soldiers
in conquered territories, initially in regions relatively close to Rome but
intended to act as outposts to defend Roman territory. In time, these
settlements also came to include towns that were assigned a comparably
favored rank on the basis of their population of Roman citizens: Roman
coloniae included Ostia (the first), London, Bath, York, Arles, Koln,
Narbonne, and Jerusalem, cities established at the farthest reaches of
the empire over various periods in order to act in some degree as
imperial garrisons. For this reason, Roman authors also used the term
colonia to translate the Greek apoikia. However, the specific function of
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the coloniae as strategic outposts of the Roman Empire meant that later
Greeks did not translate the word back into their own language but
rather employed the Latin colonia as a Greek term: kolonia. It was this
Roman word with its particular political and strategic resonance that
then entered French (fourteenth century) and English (sixteenth
century) to designate settlements abroad. The term “plantation,” to
describe the planting of people as well as seeds, specifically in “a con-
quered or dominated country,” was first used in English in 1587, and is
recorded in 1610 with specific reference to Ulster (OED). The word
“settlement,” on the other hand, meaning to people or colonize a new
country, was not employed until 1827. However, the verb “to settle,
meaning to establish a colony, was already in operation a century ear-
lier; one of its earliest recorded occurrences comes in an entry in the
diary of John Evelyn in 1700, where he notes that the English “Parliament
voted against the Scots invading or settling in the Darien” (OED). The
colony, already under siege by the Spanish, was abandoned two months
later. It was the financial failure of the Company of Scotland Trading to
Africa and the Indies, which had drawn in a fifth of the available capital
of Scotland to set up a Scottish colony called New Caledonia in Panama,
still today called Puerto Escocés, that led to the Act of Union with
England in 1707 and a bailout of the shareholders (Watt 2007). Evelyn’s
phrase here, “invading or settling,” nicely brings out the contradiction
with respect to colonial settlement that can never be eliminated: in
order to settle, you have to invade.

The Greek practice of autonomous colonies did not survive the creation
of the Roman Empire: colony and empire ever since have retained an
unbroken identification of each with the other, even if that relation
has often been one of tension and conflict. While colony comprises
the individual settlement, empire includes the totality of settlements from
the point of view of the metropolis which is the center of imperial
administration. The majority of modern European colonies were formed
on the Roman political model, involving the founding of a settlement in a
separate, usually overseas, locality which sought to expand the territory
and reduplicate or renew the culture of the parent country (“New”
Amsterdam, England, Spain, York, etc.) while retaining allegiance to it
and submitting to its overall political control. This was the basis of the
settlers in British North America. The model of sovereignty in this period
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meant that, in contrast to ancient Greece, individuals remained subjects
of the Crown (and therefore of the law of the state) wherever they might
happen to be in the world (Benton 2010). The Pilgrim Fathers and their
successors still thought of themselves as English, subjects of the Crown,
however much they may have emigrated in order to practice freely their
fundamentalist version of Protestantism.

Such settlement was originally the enterprise of groups of individuals,
corporations, joint-stock companies, or other organizations, rather
than initiated directly by states. The state was typically more interested
in trade, through funding exploration expeditions aimed at locating
places suitable for resource extraction or licensing trading companies to
trade in luxury commodities. A different kind of colony consequently
developed in the form of trading posts (the Greeks had distinguished
between the apoikiai and their trading posts for which they used a dif-
ferent word, emporiai), which in many cases then gradually took on
territorial scope. A prime example would be that of the East India
Company, which expanded from its original trading outpost (which
became the city of Calcutta) to control the whole of India. Such colonies,
where trade, resource extraction, or port facilities were primary, rather
than settlement, were those now referred to as “exploitation” colonies.
While many early European colonies were “settler colonies,” these were
generally restricted to regions where Europeans could establish them-
selves more easily. Settlement only took place in colonies with temperate
climates where Europeans could survive. It was widely believed that in
tropical countries, even if Europeans were able to stay alive, it was
impossible for them to procreate through several generations without
returning to their homeland, or alternatively by mixing with native
“stock” For this reason, with the exception of the Caribbean and South
America, where racial mixing was widespread, Europeans rarely settled
in intemperate climes. British people did not go to settle in India - there
were always comparatively few of them in the subcontinent, and most
returned sooner or later to where they had come from in the British
Isles. In the Caribbean, where the primary form of settlement took the
form of the creation of plantations, many plantation owners in fact
never left Europe at all, or at most came to visit for short periods
(for example, the dilettante novelist William Beckford, reputed at one
point to be the richest man in England on the proceeds of his slave
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estates in Jamaica, or Sir Thomas Bertram, in Jane Austen’s Mansfield
Park (1814), who visits his estates in Antigua during the course of
the novel). For the most part, however, in practice in the Caribbean the
immigrant European and African populations, masters and slaves,
together with the remaining indigenous natives, progressively became
more mixed, “creolized” The same thing happened, in different degrees,
in South America, most of all in Mexico and Brazil. In other South
American states, such as Argentina, Bolivia, and Chile, the descendants
of European settlers tried more diligently to cling on to the vestiges of
their European cultural and racial identities.

Colonization, Migration, and Indigenous Peoples

Colonization, therefore, as practiced and conceptualized in Europe,
was at once a trading enterprise, a quest for resources, and a form
of migration of people who left their homelands and established
themselves elsewhere in the prospect of a better life. However, unlike
migration today, in conceptual and imaginative terms colonization
included little sense of there being anyone else who already lived in
the new land. Whereas in the twenty-first century migration involves
the migrant going to a fully established host country in which he or
she will participate, in earlier times colonization implied that a group
from a particular society would displace themselves to an uninhabited
space where they would develop and maintain their own culture,
while generally retaining a distant political allegiance to the state from
which they had come. The primary aim of most colonists was simply
migration and settlement, not to rule other peoples. The Zionist idea
of a land without people for people without land was the implicit
motto of all early colonizers, authorized by John Locke’s definitive
philosophical and legal formulation whereby it was premised that
land had to be settled for it to be considered occupied. In this charac-
terization, designed in part to allow for the private appropriation of
common land in England, nomadic people such as Native Americans
were judged to have no inherent right to the land which they inhabited.
Colonization was thus premised on what some have argued was the
relatively new idea of individuals “owning” land (Linklater 2014).
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While the idea of settlement and ownership was fundamental to the
ideology of colonization, in most cases the land was in fact already
occupied even if not in a way recognized by the colonizers, and so
when they found themselves competing over territory colonizers in
general simply moved the indigenous people out, usually by force or
extermination, or sometimes inadvertently by bringing new diseases
to which native inhabitants were inevitably particularly vulnerable
(Bailyn 2013). Treaties with local inhabitants were also made, but
usually only to be broken. Only in rare cases such as New Zealand’s
Treaty of Waitangi, signed in 1840 after the British Crown required
the colonists to negotiate with the indigenous Maori, are there treaties
to which contemporary indigenous peoples can appeal. However, even
in New Zealand, the treaty was more or less ignored by the government
until the 1970s — when it suddenly discovered that its country had
been renamed by Maori activists Aotearoa/New Zealand.

The lack of legal title is a universal problem for the claims of
indigenous people to their land that continues to this day: the colonists,
themselves ruling by fiat and force rather than by right, brought their
own particular written system with them which became the established
law, while their courts characteristically favored the claims of the
settlers, as in Israel/Palestine today (Shehadeh 1985). The native inhab-
itants often lacked the “proper” legal proof that they owned the land
which they had inherited - a proof almost impossible to provide since
their rights were being determined according to a completely different
exotic legal system that was alien to their culture (Belmessous 2014).
The appropriation of land and the counter-claim to what in Australia is
now called “native title” has been and continues to be one of the key
issues in colonial and postcolonial states. One notable feature was that
annexation of land often became more marked after independence than
before — as in the United States, or in South Africa where the notorious
1913 Natives’ Land Act, which effectively debarred Africans from own-
ing land, even if they already owned it, was enacted just three years after
the creation of the Union of South Africa. Although there has been
some restitution since 1993, unresolved aspects of the history of land
appropriation remain fundamental to South African politics today.

Colonizers for the most part did not choose to settle because of any
imperial ideology, though they mostly lived according to one once they
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arrived. A large number of the millions who left Europe to colonize
other parts of the world did so for the same reason most people migrate
today: economic need. They were themselves often victims - of perse-
cution or poverty, or of being forced to migrate by their landlords, or
because they had broken the law, often as a result of their poverty or
beliefs. Historically, this situation does not seem to have made migrants
more compassionate with respect to indigenous populations that they
then encountered elsewhere - in fact, the historical record often
indicates the opposite. Indigenous colonized people always seem prone
to become the victims of the victims.

The geographical violence of land appropriation was often accom-
panied by physical violence toward native inhabitants: by killing them
(such as the massacre of the Charrtia people in Uruguay in the 1830s),
or evicting them (such as the forced removal of the Cherokees in 1838
along the Trail of Tears to Indian Territory, modern Oklahoma), or by
using them as labor, since once the colonists had appropriated the land,
they needed people to work it. This was realized through forms of
compulsory work schemes that employed contemporary practices in
Europe and many other places around the world: serfdom and slavery.
In later centuries after the abolition of slavery, forced labor was
achieved through less direct methods, taking forms such as indentured
or bonded labor or, in Africa, hut taxes designed to compel the hut
dwellers to sell their labor in order to pay the tax. The use of unfree
labor, at worst sustained through forced migration and the deprivation
of all social, cultural, and political rights as in the case of slavery, inev-
itably produced a society in which differences between colonizer and
laborer were then reified in cultural terms constructed to match the
political conditions of power. The basis of this difference was anchored
not in the institution of class, as it had been in Europe, but in the
concept of race.

Colonizer and Colonized: Intimate Enemies
Colonial rule inevitably created the distinction between colonizer and

colonized, between colonials and colonial subjects. This division
masks the fact that in settlement colonies there were really three
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groups: the colonized natives, the colonial rulers who came from the
metropolitan center, and the settlers (colons). The difference between
the last two rested on class and identity: the colonial rulers would
originate from and return to the metropole, while the settlers, many of
whom may not have even been the same nationality as the colonial
rulers, were settled, and identified with the colony as their home. They
had usually come there as a result of poverty or forced migration, and
though colonials, were in some degree both colonizers and colonized.
As colonizers they might oppress the indigenous population, force
them to labor on their behalf, drive them off their lands, or simply
slaughter them. In some colonies in the Caribbean, they might also
develop cultural similarities with them - “creolization” - so that in
some ways they might identify more with them than with their own
leaders. As colonials living permanently in the colony, they might in
turn feel oppressed by the colonial rulers and metropolitan
government, who were not helping them enough, taxing them too
much, providing inadequate defense from the natives, or, worse,
insisting on their fair and decent treatment. In terms of class and
culture, settler colonials knew that they were seen as inferior by those
back “home,” even while they looked to the metropole as the basis of
their own identity. From the point of view of the indigenous colonized
natives, on the other hand, there was little distinction between the two
groups of colonials — rulers and settlers — since they were fundamen-
tally on the same side. From their perspective, independence for the
colony simply put the settlers in power as a racial elite, as in Australia,
Aotearoa/New Zealand, Chile, Peru, or South Africa. In such settler
colonies, colonial rule was followed by sovereignty which for
indigenous people simply initiated another form of colonial rule in
perpetuity. The status of indigenous peoples in current or former col-
onies remains one of the most obvious “postcolonial” political issues.
What exactly, though, makes a people “indigenous?” We shall return
to this question in chapter 11.

Once local resistance had been “pacified,” and the colony established,
native and settler, or native and colonial ruler, were required in some
degree to live together, experiencing each other, in Ashis Nandy’s
memorable phrase, as “the intimate enemy” (Nandy 1983). Colonizer
and colonized were locked into a close relationship in which each was
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observing and trying to outwit the other (Memmi 1967). The division
between them insisted on by the colonizer required some special
physical arrangements, a different and distinctive spatial order to
maintain the distance between them. The Martiniquan psychologist
and anticolonial activist Frantz Fanon offers the most memorable
description of the urban geography of colonialism, which rests on a
fundamental structure of segregation:

The colonial world is a world cut in two. The dividing line, the frontiers
are shown by barracks and police stations. In the colonies, it is the
policeman and the soldier who are the official, instituted go-betweens,
the spokesmen of the settler and his rule of oppression ...

The zone where the native lives is not complementary to the zone
inhabited by the settlers. ... The settler’s town is a strongly built town, all
made of stone and steel. It is a brightly lit town; the streets are covered
with asphalt, and the garbage cans swallow all the leavings, unseen,
unknown and hardly thought about. ... The town belonging to the colo-
nized people, or at least the native town, the Negro village, the medina,
the reservation, is a place of ill fame, peopled by men of evil repute.
They are born there, it matters little where or how; they die there, it
matters not where, nor how. It is a world without spaciousness; men live
there on top of each other, and their huts are built one on top of the
other. (Fanon 1966: 31-32)

Fanon was thinking of colonial Algeria in this evocative description of
the compartmentalized urban landscape that was developed under the
rule of the colons. Today, such a juxtaposition of two divided zones is
most visible in the Occupied Territories in the West Bank in Palestine,
where the Jewish settlements are built onto the landscape with high
concrete walls dividing them from the overcrowded towns and villages
of the Palestinians, accessed by special sealed-off highways to which
local Palestinians have no access. While the question of whether Israel
itself constitutes a settler colony has been fiercely debated, it is hard to
argue that the Occupied Territories, by the very name that is most
widely used for them, along with the language of “settlers” and “settle-
ments,” do not constitute a late-modern settler colony in a formal and
political sense (Aaronsohn 1996; Mbembe 2003: 27-30, 39; Rodinson
1973; Veracini 2006).
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The Colony as Trading Factory

Colonial rule brought different kinds of transformation: the most
extreme forms of destruction and transformation of the landscape came
in those parts of the Americas and the Caribbean where the indigenous
population was almost exterminated and the land transformed into
plantations worked by slaves and indentured or “bound” servants,
transported from Africa, Ireland, and elsewhere (O’Callaghan 2001).
The terms often used for this process, invented by the French philosopher
Gilles Deleuze and psychiatrist Félix Guattari, are “deterritorialization”
and “reterritorialization” (Deleuze and Guattari 1988: 432-435). These
words emphasize the fact that the force of empire was deployed as much
on the ecology as on the people who inhabited it (Crosby 2003, 2004).
The more the physical landscape was altered, and the more the local
economy was transformed, then the more penetrating was the cultural
influence and transmutation. The Cuban anthropologist Fernando
Ortiz in his 1941 book Cuban Counterpoint described this as a process
of “transculturation” He wrote:

I have chosen the word transculturation to express the highly varied
phenomena that have come about in Cuba as a result of the extremely
complex transmutations of culture that have taken place here, and
without a knowledge of which it is impossible to understand the evolu-
tion of the Cuban folk, either in the economic or in the institutional,
legal, ethical, religious, artistic, linguistic, psychological, sexual, or other
aspects of its life.

The real history of Cuba is the history of its intermeshed transcultura-
tions. (Ortiz 1995: 98)

Even in exploitation colonies, though change was less dramatic, colo-
nial administrations forced revolutions in the areas of law, language,
and education, or in other areas, such as the standardization of time, at
the same time imposing cultural values in which culture itself was
regarded as something European.

As Ortiz demonstrates, transformation did not only take place in the
colonies, however. Colonies were the mechanisms for the global export
of populations and circulation of goods. The effect was to transform the
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economies of Europe almost as much as that of the colony: not only
abundant gold and silver, but also china, potatoes, sugar, tea, tobacco,
and tomatoes changed European cultures forever. In more than just a
political sense, for Europe, colonies became inadvertent agents of revo-
lution. As Marx and Engels put it in The Communist Manifesto (1848):

The discovery of America, the rounding of the Cape, opened up fresh
ground for the rising bourgeoisie. The East Indian and Chinese markets,
the colonization of America, trade with the colonies, the increase in the
means of exchange and in commodities generally, gave to commerce, to
navigation, to industry, an impulse never before known, and thereby, to
the revolutionary element in the tottering feudal society, a rapid
development. The feudal system of industry, in which industrial produc-
tion was monopolized by closed guilds, now no longer sufficed for the
growing wants of the new markets. The manufacturing system took its
place. (Marx and Engels 2002: 220)

Marx and Engels here emphasize the dramatic effect on European
society of the development of European global imperialism as a form of
economic development that initiated industrialization. From the first,
the colonies themselves were exporters of commodities, all of which in
different ways transformed the economies and culture of Europe, gold
and silver in particular initially helping to ease a lack of liquidity that
was the result of a trade deficit with the East, and to provide capital for
industrialization, albeit at the cost of inflation. However, the economics
of circulation took some time to match up: while populations (and
slaves) flowed westwards, capital tended to flow eastwards: silver car-
ried from South America to Europe was used to pay for Chinese tea and
porcelain, creating a trade deficit that eventually led to the Opium Wars
of 1839-42 and 1856-60. It was around this time that imperialists in the
metropole began to put the export of people and goods together. It
seemed like a virtuous circle: unwanted populations at home could be
exported as settlers to become a market for European industrial
products, while they in turn would send their raw commodities to
Europe. For much of the colonial period (whether under mercantilism
or the later nineteenth-century imperial preference systems), access to
colonial markets was therefore strictly controlled, always organized in
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favor of the imperial power. For a period after the abolition of the Corn
Laws in 1846, the British championed free trade, with liberals claiming
that it also promoted peace. In the twenty-first century, under a rather
different global arrangement, and under the moniker of neoliberalism,
the drive for free trade remains in place.!

The Colony as the Laboratory of Modernity

Transformed by force, the colony could also become a laboratory of
experiment for new technology and new ways of thinking. In the early
1800s the British East India Company became dominated by radical
utilitarians who put their thinking to work in India in experimental
form long before utilitarianism affected the political organization of
Britain itself (Stokes 1959). The enduring assumption, however, was
that it was Europe that was most “developed” and the colonies that were
some sort of rural retreat — a retreat to which aesthetes who deplored
industrialization could escape. The remote backwater certainly describes
some colonies, as V. S. Naipaul testifies in his account of Mr Biswas’ life
in Trinidad - though the novel ends with the discovery of oil (Naipaul
1961). This was not, however, always the case: when European colo-
nization began, China and India were the primary manufacturing
countries in the world; even in 1800 half of the world’s manufacturing
still took place there (Allen 2011: 7). All that was transformed by the
European industrial revolution, itself in part enabled by the influx of
capital from South America and the transfer of high-heat technology
from China (Goody 2012). Once colonized, industrialization as such
was generally discouraged as competition to industrial Europe, and
established manufacturing industries in the colony were often destroyed
as a result of the importation of cheap European manufactured goods,
such as English printed cloth in India. In some areas, however, such as
agriculture in Algeria, or engineering in the Dutch East Indies, industri-
alization in the colonies was far in advance of the still traditional prac-
tices in Europe (Mrazek 2002). Moreover, as C. L. R. James pointed out
in 1938, the tobacco or sugar plantation run on slave labor was in one
sense the first factory, operating as a first-run for the capitalist instru-
mental organization of human labor, the first example of the factory
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system of the industrial revolution (“Fordism”) in which humans were
made completely subservient to the machine:

When three centuries ago the slaves came to the West Indies, they entered
directly into the large-scale agriculture of the sugar plantation, which
was a modern system. It ... required that the slaves live together in a
social relation far closer than any proletariat of the time.... The cane
when reaped had to be rapidly transported to what was factory produc-
tion. The product was shipped abroad for sale. Even the cloth the slaves
wore and the food they ate was imported. The Negroes, therefore, from
the very start lived a life that was in its essence a modern life. (James
2001: 305-306)

As James argues, forms of modernity were sometimes developed in the
colonies in advance of the metropole. Attempts to differentiate colonial
modernity into modernities, however, miss the point that modernity
itself was produced by the expansion of Europe around the world and
the reciprocal effects of that globalization on Europe itself. In other
words, it was not that modernity was produced in Europe and then
exported, rather that modernity was itself produced by the export of
Europe and import of colonial wealth with reciprocal effects around
the world, in Europe as elsewhere. The emergence of modernity was
intimately connected with the colonial project (Hardt and Negri 2000).

One of the other forms of that modernity was militarization, as a
result of the almost constant wars fought by colonial powers to repress
colonial insurrections. These were often useful in developing new
technologies and techniques of war, particularly air power — the newly
formed RAF’s first bombing raid was conducted against Iraqis rebelling
against their new colonial masters in 1920 (Omissi 1990; Hippler 2013).
At the same time, a central feature of modernity was frequent war
between the colonial powers themselves: from the first, the influx of
money and goods from the newly established colonies, and the relative
superficiality and instability of colonization, meant there was constant
competition through war and piracy to appropriate the spoils of other
European powers. From the sixteenth to the twentieth centuries, wars in
Europe were frequently precipitated by colonial rivalries. The eighteenth
century, for example, was dominated by wars fought out in colonial
arenas, the objectives of which were the appropriation of each other’s
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colonial territories. European wars, often extended globally, were colo-
nial wars: their effect was the continuing transformation of the political
landscape of Europe itself.

If colonization transformed its subject territories, therefore, at the
same time the colonies transformed Europe. Along with almost constant
war, colonization brought about radical economic, cultural, and physical
changes. Wealth from the colonies, whether as silver or commodities,
boosted the development of capitalism, which in turn shifted European
class and economic structures and therefore its configurations of power.
That new economic and political climate also generated the basis for a
liberal society in which ideas of the Enlightenment would be developed,
such as democracy, freedom, equality, and the nation-state, concepts
that would in turn eventually make colonialism unsustainable. For this
reason, some historians continue to argue that in its more benign forms
in its later stages, colonialism could be seen as a positive force, bringing
technology, education, healthcare, and the rule of law (Ferguson 2002).
All of these arguments were already made eighty years before in Lord
Lugard’s The Dual Mandate in British Tropical Africa (1922). In that
work, Lugard, echoing the passage from Conrad’s Heart of Darkness
cited in the previous chapter, put forward what became the classic
defense of colonialism and the value of colonial rule, which he justified
by what he called the “dual mandate” of mutual benefit:

As Roman imperialism laid the foundations of modern civilization, and
led the wild barbarians of these islands [Britain] along the path of
progress, so in Africa today we are repaying the debt, and bringing to the
dark places of the earth, the abode of barbarism and cruelty, the torch of
culture and progress, while ministering to the material needs of our own
civilization. In this task the nations of Europe have pledged themselves to
cooperation by a solemn covenant. Towards the common goal each will
advance by the methods most consonant with its national genius. British
methods have not perhaps in all cases produced ideal results, but I am
profoundly convinced that there can be no question but that British rule
has promoted the happiness and welfare of the primitive races. Let those
who question it examine the results impartially. If there is unrest, and a
desire for independence, as in India and Egypt, it is because we have
taught the value of liberty and freedom, which for centuries these peoples
had not known. Their very discontent is a measure of their progress.
(Lugard 1922: 618)
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In Lugard’s account, even anticolonial agitation is appropriated and
offered as one of the achievements of British imperialism. So too today,
it is argued the British Empire was the only empire ever pledged to the
principle of liberty (Greene 2009). Others have seen empire as an
archaizing or tradition-inventing power that helped to create social
cohesion and the stability of institutions (Hobsbawm and Ranger 1983).
Marx, as we have seen, by contrast saw empire as inherently revolutionary
and therefore to that extent, progressive in the long run.

Outside Europe, however, it is hard to persuade anyone that colonized
people really benefited in any significant way from colonial rule. What
Lugard and modern historians all pass over is the fundamental inequity
ofliving in an empire whose organization and justification were founded
on an ideology of race and racial superiority.

Note

1 Predictably, in a globalized world, a country’s openness to free trade is now
measured on an index: the Enabling Trade Index.
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Slavery and Race

Slavery

Slavery was central to European colonialism from the earliest overseas
empires of Spain and Portugal. There was nothing new about slavery:
slavery has existed almost everywhere on earth at different times in
many different forms and continues today, despite all legislation against
it. Even its legal abolition is recent in some places — in Saudi Arabia, for
example, slavery was only abolished in 1962, in Mauritania, 1981. By
the time of the European empires, slavery was diminishing in Europe,
while its close analogue, serfdom, was in the process of giving way to a
freer peasantry, except in Russia. However, a custom that had been
long-standing in Europe and the rest of the world, whereby those taken
in war could be made slaves, still persisted, particularly if they were not
of the same religion as the captor. Europeans themselves, including
Miguel de Cervantes, author of Don Quixote, were taken as slaves from
around the Mediterranean coast by Barbary pirates until the nineteenth
century. By the sixteenth century slavery was not practiced widely
within Europe, but it was still deemed acceptable to enslave non-
Europeans who were non-Christians, particularly if they were kept
outside Europe. The establishment of plantations, in Ireland and then in
the Americas, reconfigured this practice dramatically. The annihilation
of the indigenous peoples of the Americas through violence or disease,
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or the refusal of those who survived to work for the conquistadors,
produced a shortage of labor, with the result that from the beginning
of the sixteenth century, African slaves started to be brought to the
Caribbean and the Americas to work in the plantations. The first slave
was brought by the Spanish to Hispaniola (now Haiti and the Dominican
Republic) in 1501. Though slavery was technically outlawed in Spain
and Portugal in the sixteenth century, it continued in Spanish Caribbean
islands such as Cuba, where it was abolished only in 1886, or formerly
Spanish colonies such as Chile (1811) or Venezuela (1845), or in formerly
Portuguese Brazil (1888). Sweden gave freedom to its slaves in its
Caribbean colony, Saint Barthélemy, in 1847. Slavery was not proscribed
in the United States until the end of the Civil War in 1865, four years
after the serfs were emancipated in Russia. One of the remarkable
aspects of the history of slavery is that while it has been officially brought
to an end at specific times in different places, in practice it has had to be
stopped again and again, right up to the twenty-first century. Human
trafticking of “disposable people” continually takes new forms, whether
it be for sex work or the production of prawns, and has, so far, proved
impossible to eradicate (Bales 2012). In 1807, in the Phenomenology of
Mind, Hegel posed the radical question about slavery and its relation to
freedom in the context of western history and political ideology: should
we conceive of freedom as the final liberation of humankind, to which
we are all progressing, or does freedom paradoxically require slavery in
an irresolvable, unfinishable dialectical fashion (Buck-Morss 2009)?
Slavery was the most transformative of European colonial practices.
If European colonies were different from those that had preceded them
in the history of the world’s empires by the very fact of their geographical
dispersal, the same fact transformed the role of slavery within them.
Whether transported by conquering armies, or across slave-trade
routes, slavery constituted part of long-standing practices in Africa,
the Ottoman Empire, India, East Asia, and the Americas before the
arrival of Europeans. What was different about colonial slavery was
that it did not form part of a local practice, but involved an industrial
system of human trafficking in which millions of slaves were trans-
ported across the Atlantic Ocean in specially made ships to work in
mines and plantations in the Americas. Although the various colonial
powers regulated slavery in different ways (compare, for example, the
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loose regulations in the US slave states with the French code noir), the
millions transported from the sixteenth to the nineteenth centuries
were treated according to one ideological system, in which Africans, or
to a lesser extent South and East Asians (including Chinese and
Japanese), were not deemed fully human and therefore could be orga-
nized and treated according to a different moral and political system.
However, true to the contradictory nature of the colony, it was in the
places of slavery that some of the strongest advocates of liberty and
human rights would emerge, applying such concepts to themselves and
their own families, but not to their slaves. This moral contradiction
formed the basis of the first major transnational political pressure
group, the anti-slavery movement, which succeeded in effecting the
abolition of the slave trade within the British Empire in 1807, followed
by the abolition of slavery in 1833 (in practice, however, this was largely
applied only to British Atlantic colonies). European colonization thus
both instituted and then abolished the practice of transatlantic slavery,
with slavery persisting longer in those countries that had achieved
independence than those that remained colonies. One of the main rea-
sons behind the Great Trek in South Africa of 1836-8, when the Boers
left the Cape Colony to avoid British rule, was the British abolition of
slavery and proclamation of equal legal rights for people of color. After
1807, the British worked actively to prevent the slave trade by policing
the world’s oceans and pressurizing other nations to put an end to
slavery. Having made slavery illegal in India in 1841, British rulers
there nevertheless then promoted indentured labor schemes around
the world for Indians and Chinese whose conditions were often scarcely
better (Huzzey 2012; Sherwood 2007).

A key moment in the history of slavery came in 1794 with the
abolition of slavery within the French dominions, as an extension of the
principles of the French Revolution. Notwithstanding Napoleon’s
subsequent attempts to reinstate it, the colony of Haiti led the first and
only successful anticolonial slave revolt, achieving independence in
1804. Although no other slave colony was able to emulate Haiti’s suc-
cess, it nevertheless provided a persistent reminder of the contradic-
tions between slavery and the Enlightenment political values that
permeated the Americas (Buck-Morss 2009). Slavery was contested by
constant slave revolts domestically, and by the anti-slavery movement
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transnationally. The anti-slavery movement represented the first
international political campaign that succeeded in transforming law
and policy throughout the world according to a humanitarian agenda.
It served as the prototype for many later transnational political move-
ments, such as the anti-Apartheid movement or contemporary indige-
nous, anti-globalization and ecological movements. In the nineteenth
century, the arguments for the equal status of human beings made
against slavery were extended to other issues such as gender equality,
justice and civil liberty in the context of colonialism. How could liberty
at home and autocracy abroad be justified other than according to the
same kind of racialized thinking that had sustained the practice of
slavery? Why should colonized people not have the same kind of human
rights as the people in the countries that ruled them that professed to be
founded on the principle of liberty? The abolition of slavery was, in
many ways, the precursor to the abolition of colonialism itself.

Colonial rule therefore instituted the most traumatic form of slavery
in human history, while colonial powers were also instrumental in ini-
tiating the international process to repress it. What remained was the
cultural memory of slavery, particularly for the displaced African
Americans in North and South America who had endured the dehu-
manizing process of being torn from their environments, families,
culture, and language by the millions, many of whose descendants con-
tinue to live lives of deprivation and be subjected to social prejudice. At
the same time, more positively, the culture of African Americans has
been the most creative and influential of all those of the Americas,
defining many of the forms and characteristics of North American
culture as such. The callous circuits of the “Black Atlantic” would turn
out to be the making of America in unexpectedly productive ways
(Gilroy 1993).

Race

The anti-slavery movement, the defeat of the Confederates by the North
in the United States, and the abolition of the slave trade and then of
slavery itself, all signaled a shift away from extreme racism in which
other races were designated as being outside the boundaries of humanity.
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The idea of a common humanity (“am I not a man and a brother?”)
formed an inherently anti-racist agenda, even if it would not destroy the
idea of racial hierarchy for many decades. While slavery was defeated
on religious and humanitarian grounds during this period, it did not
mean that Africans were henceforth treated as equals, or that the idea of
race itself was discredited.

The ideology of race, which formalized racial prejudice into a system
of thought and cultural value, was a colonial invention designed to jus-
tify slavery and authorize colonial rule. Although Hannah Arendt char-
acterized only the Nazis with the term “race imperialism” (Young-Bruehl
2004), the phrase could justly be applied to all European and Japanese
empires, for race provided the underlying ideological basis for imperial
domination: in this way, modern empires differed from all those that
had gone before them. Any attempt to compare positive and negative
effects of modern colonialism must always begin by acknowledging that
the system operated on a principle of racial prejudice. Modern colo-
nialism was racist to the core, subjecting colonized peoples to the daily
humiliation not just of subjugation, but of being treated as inferior
beings.

Before Hitler, those who invented the discourse of race were not so
up-front or even self-conscious about the aims of their project. In the
context of slavery, however, they were: in the United States, Southern
anthropologists writing before the Civil War such as Samuel George
Morton, Josiah Nott, and George Gliddon, sought to defend the South’s
“peculiar institution” by developing an extensive racial ideology of the
inferiority of non-white races, drawing on anthropological and anatom-
ical arguments about race and culture from American and European
doctors, anatomists, anthropologists, linguists, and historians. American
racialists were most concerned with defining a hierarchy of races and
racial abilities: they sought to prove the basis of racial distinction by
comparing skull sizes, as well as claiming the inability of Africans ever
to create a civilization, arguing that just as in nineteenth-century
America, Africans had been slaves in every society since ancient Egypt
(Young 1995).

The scientific study of race and racial difference, which began in
Europe toward the end of the eighteenth century, offered a new way for
Europeans to justify both slavery and European rule of non-Europeans.
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This discourse of race emerged fully in the mid-nineteenth century, a
little before the onset of the period of high imperialism. In earlier times,
the term “race” had been used in a different context: a race was identi-
tied with the genealogical line of an individual aristocratic family. So an
aristocrat without heirs would call himself the last of his race — as Horace
Walpole’s hero Manfred fears that he will be in The Castle of Otranto
(1764). At that time, as the very fact of slavery suggests, what we would
now call racism or racial prejudice certainly existed toward darker peo-
ple (“moors,” “gypsies”) or Jews, but the focus for the grounds of their
difference was placed not just on their physical differences but on their
not being Christian. Neither was, or is, racism exclusively western, even
institutionalized racism: the existence of caste systems in India, Ceylon
(Sri Lanka), Japan, Korea, and Nepal, ensuring social stratification
enforced by strict restrictions, very much suggests otherwise.

In the course of the eighteenth century, as trading and colonizing
Europeans encountered many different peoples around the world,
anatomists began to devote more and more attention to the topic of
“comparative anatomy, that is, analysis of the physical anatomical
difference between different peoples. While some anthropologists
studied human diversity from the point of view of the variety of lan-
guages spoken, anatomists developed a classification system of the
races of the world according to the characteristics of their bodies. In
such accounts, they did not stop at describing physical difference, but
associated anatomical classification with characteristics of moral and
cultural difference in the manner of the tradition of books of compar-
ative cultural anthropology that goes back as far as John Bulwer’s
Anthropometamorphosis (1650), reissued in 1654 as A View of the
People of the Whole World. The European idea of culture inevitably
provided the norm. As a result, races were not only classified on the
basis of physical traits, but also put in a hierarchy in relation to cultural
attainment, arranged according to their deviance from European civi-
lization. So, broadly, the European was at the top of the hierarchy,
Arabs, Indians, and Chinese somewhere lower down, Africans lower
down still, and Australian aboriginals at the bottom. The knowledge
that was invoked about these people was based on hearsay, reports
from missionaries, sailors, and travelers, and not subject to anything
like modern standard verification procedures. Derived from a relatively
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random and unsubstantiated set of evidence about the different peoples
of the world whose authority grew as it was repeated from book to
book, each racial theorist tried to make his (all racial theorists were
male) mark by producing a different system of classification, for
example in the overall number of races. The major topic of dispute was
between the idea that all humans were one species (monogenesis),
which correlated with the biblical account, and what was regarded as
the progressive, scientific position that the different human races were
in fact different species (polygenesis). The proof for the latter view was
the claim that the progeny of interracial unions were infertile, which
was linked to the idea of degeneration. So prevalent was the extremist
view that races were inherently different species and that the current
hierarchy would never change, that the only liberal response in the
nineteenth century was to argue that education would allow other
races to rise to the level of the European, as in the work of E. B. Tylor.
The developmental schema was, in more than one sense, progressive. It
was only at the beginning of the twentieth century that some anthro-
pologists, notably Franz Boas, began to challenge the idea of race alto-
gether (according to modern genetic science, the idea of race has no
relation to the diverse DNA of different peoples).

The science of race as it was developed in the later nineteenth and
twentieth centuries involved simple racial prejudice justified by what
was accepted at that time as science. Such writings formed a closely knit
branch of academic study, and were probably not read by many. But
Europeans nevertheless came to know of them, so that the belief that
ideas about racial difference were substantiated by scientific knowledge
became widespread by the mid-nineteenth century. This occurred at
the same time that European powers were increasingly colonizing and
ruling lands occupied by “inferior” races, European colonial adminis-
trators were dealing directly with such people, and European govern-
ments legislating about the governance of their lives according to ideas
which interweaved race with sexuality (Stoler 1995; Young 1995). Ideas
of racial hierarchy, and the assumption that Europeans were superior
to all other humans, fed conveniently into the European practice of
appropriating the territory of others around the world, and subjecting
the indigenous populations to various forms of treatment from
extermination to political submission.
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European scientists were equally interested in defining European
“races” as a way of clarifying the true constituents of their own
nations. In practice, even anthropologists found that European
“races,” as classified physically or documented by historical record,
were very mixed. The French resolved the question by arguing that
they were made up of two races, the Franks and the Gauls (the Franks,
the aristocrats, were German by origin, while the Gauls were the
indigenous Celtic peasants), which collated nicely with the idea of
class hierarchy. The English, after an early attempt by historians at
the time of the Napoleonic wars and the union with Ireland (1800) to
argue that the true English were solely Protestant Saxons (or Teutons,
i.e., Germans), were eventually reconciled to the idea that they were
a mix of Saxons and Celts, with the hybrid mixture producing the
distinctive qualities of the English and their culture (the term “British”
was comparatively little used until the later twentieth century, but
politically served a similar purpose) (Young 2008). Race was a partic-
ularly useful category for the Germans, who always had a problem in
defining their nation by territory (no natural borders) or religion
(Catholic and Protestant), or even language (hugely diverse in its var-
ious forms across Europe). Racial theory allowed the claim that all
Germans belonged to the same Teutonic, later Aryan, race. One
factor that complicated this national racial self-identification was the
existence of a very substantial Jewish population in Europe, many of
whom were also German or spoke a Yiddish that contained a strong
Germanic element, particularly in its vocabulary and morphology: in
response to Russian pogroms, and the relatively liberal policies of the
Hapsburg Empire toward Jews in the nineteenth century, large num-
bers immigrated into Western Europe during this period. After the
defeat of Germany in World War I, punished by reparations for
alleged war guilt and the removal of its colonies, Adolf Hitler and the
Nazi party blamed the presence of Jews in particular for Germany’s
ills. Employing a version of the racial theories that had been devel-
oped by anthropologists in the nineteenth century, Germany applied
the principles of colonial rule to Europeans and became the first fully
racialized state in Europe (Burleigh and Wippermann 1991). With
industrial efficiency, Jews, gypsies, homosexuals, and other “devi-
ants” were first expelled and then exterminated under the plan of the
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“Final Solution,” either in the death camps or by direct assassination
by the Einsatzgruppen. After the invasion of Russia other races such
as Slavs were starved to death, although the “Hunger Plan” for
engineered famine was never coordinated or put into practice sys-
tematically. Similar policies based on a claimed racial typology were
employed by the Japanese toward non-Japanese during the years of
Japanese colonial expansion and invasion of Southeast Asia. After the
defeat of Germany in 1945, and the discovery of the Nazi death
camps, the idea of race was discredited by the international
community through the United Nations and UNESCO (UNESCO
1969). What had been hitherto regarded as racial difference was
reformulated as ethnicity, a loose word that gives more weight to
cultural identity, though it may include factors such as physical sim-
ilarity. Nations were encouraged to define themselves by other
common factors, such as language and culture. With the exception of
South Africa, which put a racialized system of apartheid into place
after World War II, the assumption of a hierarchy of races was grad-
ually challenged at the legal and cultural levels.

While Euro-American theories of race provided justification for
empire, therefore, it was not until such theories of race were developed
into extreme forms and consequences by the Nazis and applied to
Europeans themselves that the whole edifice would be discredited.
Authors such as Simone Weil and Hannah Arendt suggested that fas-
cism was in fact nothing more than the methods of colonialism brought
home and deployed on Europe itself."! Unlike Weil, however, Arendt
did not intend to link race ideology to any other form of colonialism or
imperialism, and by the time she published Origins of Totalitarianism
in 1951 she would downplay the connection even between fascism and
race imperialism in order to accommodate the Soviet Union in her cri-
tique of totalitarianism (Arendt 1958; Moses 2011; Tsao 2002; Young-
Bruehl 2004: 203). Aimé Césaire, however, had already put the point
bluntly in his Discourse on Colonialism (1950): “
spiritually indefensible ... Hitler ... applied to Europe colonialist pro-

Europe’ is morally,

cedures which until then had been reserved exclusively for the Arabs of
Algeria, the coolies of India, and the blacks of Africa” (Césaire 1950: 8,
15-16; 1972: 1, 14). The ideology of colonialism and imperialism was
broken.
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Note

“Hitlerism consists in the application by Germany to the European
continent, and more generally to the countries belonging to the white race,
colonial methods of conquest and domination. The Czechs were the first to
note this analogy when, protesting about the protectorate of Bohemia, they
said ‘No European people has ever been subjected to such a regime™ (Weil
2003: 110). Weil’s essay, “The Colonial Question and the Destiny of the
French People,” was written in 1943, but not published until 1960.
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Colonialism and Imperialism

We have seen that from the earliest days colonies, settlements, or trading
posts abroad were established for a number of reasons: freedom of reli-
gion, need for land for surplus population, or desire to accumulate
wealth through trade or the establishment of plantations. They tended
to be created, as a result, on a relatively haphazard, pragmatic basis,
driven by the needs of individuals, small groups, or licensed trading
companies. Though they became components of particular empires,
colonies were not generally planned from the outset as part of an
imperial project, and there was often a degree of power struggle bet-
ween a local desire for autonomy and control by the Crown to which
they retained their nominal allegiance, as in the case of Britains or
Spain’s American colonies.

Later colonies, especially in the nineteenth century, tended to be
established as part of an imperial design. Empire involves universal rule
by a sovereign power from the imperial center. Unless the empire is
organized through indirect rule as separate fiefdoms, in some degree
this requires a bureaucracy of sorts, loyal to the emperor, that will drive
its priorities and require its laws to be obeyed throughout the empire.
The rationale of empire is regional or global power, internal and
external, and, as part of this, the accumulation of wealth. Nineteenth- or
twentieth-century European empires did not essentially differ from this
model. The word that came to be given to the imperial project as an idea

Empire, Colony, Postcolony, First Edition. Robert J. C. Young.
© 2015 Robert J. C. Young. Published 2015 by John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.



Colonialism and Imperialism 53

driven from the metropolitan center at the highest level of the state itself
was “imperialism.” Imperialism was an overarching concept or ideology
that openly advocated and practiced domination over the territories of
other peoples of a different race. While colonization was the practice of
actual settlement or occupation, the term “colonialism” is used to
describe the colonial system that was put into operation in the colony
itself, whereby non-Europeans, considered “backward” on racial
grounds, were ruled and exploited by European (or Russian or Japanese)
rulers or settlers. Colonies were the separate parts of empire, empire
was the totality, the complete picture, seen as the product and posses-
sion of the imperial state and from its centered perspective. By the late
nineteenth century, imperialism also came to be used to describe the
development or maintenance of power (“hegemony”) of one country
over another through economic, diplomatic, and cultural domination
even in the absence of direct colonial occupation.

Colonialism

When it was first introduced into English in the nineteenth century, the
word “colonialism” retained the positive aura of the Roman coloniae. By
1919 it had come to be used as a derogatory term by its opponents,
carrying the implication that all colonialism represented a form of
exploitation of oppressed peoples by too powerful nations. In the twen-
tieth century, colonialism became a negative word in the discourse of
the widespread opposition to colonial rule by the native or indigenous
people of the colonies. The older, more positive sense of colonial
survives today only in certain postcolonial states, such as in the period
designations “colonial architecture” or “colonial furniture” These two
views of colonialism are reflected in the OED definition of the word
“colonialism™ “The colonial system or principle. Now freq. used in the
derogatory sense of an alleged policy of exploitation of backward or
weak peoples by a large power” The second part of this definition
embraces a colonialist attitude in the definition of certain peoples as
“backward” (compare the contemporary official designation in India of
“other backward classes,” OBCs, tellingly often referred to as “other
backward castes”).
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If “colonization” refers to acts of settlement, “colonialism” can be
defined as the system, practice, and principles of administration of
colonies under colonial rule. Before the nineteenth century, coloniza-
tion, even if authorized by the Crown, was for the most part spontaneous
and relatively unregulated; by the mid-nineteenth century, governments
sought to regularize the development of their colonies, and interested
intellectuals produced theories of colonization. In general, colonizing
countries did not employ the term “colonialism” for this, but simply
used the more neutral word “colonization™: in practice the two words
cannot be completely distinguished. Even Aimé Césaire, in his out-
spoken denunciation of colonialism in Discourse on Colonialism (1950),
criticizes “colonization” far more frequently than “colonialism.” On the
other side, in 1849 E. B. Wakefield published A View of the Art of
Colonisation which suggested systematic principles for the management
of the colonization of a colony, a theory that was then put into practice
in New Zealand (and criticized by Marx in the last chapter of Capital).
The most influential work proposing a theory and practice for the
management of exploitation colonies was Lugard’s The Dual Mandate in
British Tropical Africa (1922), which advocated the principle of indirect
rule, a mechanism that was in fact practiced throughout the empire.

Historically, colonization itself was rarely systematic, but by the late
nineteenth century when the word “colonialism” was, according to the
OED, first used in English (1886), colonial rule had become a system of
sorts. Colonialism can be viewed in two fundamentally different ways -
from the antithetical perspectives of the colonizer and of the colonized,
or in the phraseology of James C. Scott (1998), between seeing like a
state and seeing like a person in that state. For the colonial adminis-
trator, the colonial system would be thought of primarily in terms of the
principles of colonial governance. These, as has been suggested, were
very variable between and within different empires, but can neverthe-
less be seen to conform to certain fundamental paradigms of rule, direct
or indirect, and law that were put into operation and supervised from
the local capital, and overseen from the imperial center. To colonial
administrators, the spectrum of colonies may have appeared to be very
diverse - they were fond of arguing that their own colonial administration
was very different (inevitably superior) from that of another imperial
power. Even within the same empire, conditions in each colony were
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rarely the same: every one, in its own way, was a special case, with its
own specific circumstances and problems. Nevertheless, all colonies
within a single empire were recognizably part of an overall administrative
system. Emphasis on the particularity of each colony or colonial system
does not, however, mean that we cannot talk about colonialism in
general, which always involves the subjugation of one people by another
people whose own homeland is or was elsewhere. This common
structural feature meant that all colonial administrators had to deal
with the same problem: the native.

The other way of viewing the colonial system was through the eyes of
that native, of those living under foreign rule. “All colonized people have
much in common,” remarks the Tunisian novelist Albert Memmi (Memmi
1967: ix): however different colonies may have seemed to the colonizers,
to the colonized person the lived experience of one colonial domination
would not have seemed very different from another, whether in terms of
official status (India only became a colony in 1867, Ireland was techni-
cally never a colony) or a change from one imperial ruler to another.
When there was a transfer of regime, they might prefer one or the other,
as the Indonesians initially welcomed the Japanese in 1942 until they
found themselves romusha, or as the Somalians preferred the Italians to
the British in 1949, but whatever the regime, they remained colonized
people without fundamental rights. It was this commonality of the
colonized that encouraged anticolonial activists to establish international
contacts with each other, and to learn from each other in terms of possible
forms of anticolonial resistance. Whether in Africa, the Caribbean, South
Asia, Southeast Asia, Australasia, Micronesia, Melanesia, or Polynesia,
they were all in the same boat. Whatever it might be called, whatever its
political designation, if a territory feels like a colony to the majority of its
inhabitants, if they sense that they are dominated by an external power
and have inadequate rights of representation, that they are considered
racially or otherwise inferior people, then that makes it a colony to them.

For this reason, the term “internal colonialism” is often used when a
minority, differentiated on grounds of religion, ethnicity, language, or
region, considers that it is ruled by a majority in a quasi-colonial way.
Internal colonialism designates the maintenance of inequality through
political means: this difference will typically involve economic disparity
(or “uneven development”), exacerbated by a perceived appropriation of
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resources, and a correlative lack of access to political power. Some writers
such as Nicholas Thomas (1994) extend this situation to the conditions
of modernity itself; others link it to larger analyses of unequal global
economic formations such as Dependency or World Systems theory
(Wallerstein 2004). The first use of the term “internal colonialism” was
made in 1957 with reference to South Africa under the apartheid system,
when a small white minority ruled over an African majority (Marquard
1957): as part of the complete social and political differentiation on
grounds of race, Africans were not allowed to own land, and millions
were forcibly evicted to specially created “homelands” or Bantustans,
with which in fact most had no previous connection. The ultimate aim
was that the Bantustans should become independent so that the African
majority would no longer be citizens of South Africa: the internal colony
was an example of what Adi Ophir has called, in relation to the occupied
Palestinian territories, “inclusive exclusion” (Ophir et al. 2009). Other
examples of internal colonialism would be Sardinia and the South of
Italy (an issue known within Italy since the nineteenth century as the
Southern Question), the treatment of the Tamil minority in Sri Lanka
which led to the civil war of 1983-2009, the indigenous Maya people in
Mexico (leading to the Zapatista rebellion which has been going on in
different forms since 1994), and indeed arguably of indigenous peoples
in many other countries around the world. By extension, the term is also
sometimes used for regions where a sense of separate or distinct identity
produces a demand for political autonomy, such as Catalonia in Spain or
Scotland in the United Kingdom.

However different individual colonies may have been under formal
colonial rule, as Jean-Paul Sartre argued in his essay “Colonialism is
a System” (Sartre 2001), and Frantz Fanon in The Wretched of the
Earth (Fanon 1966), colonialism always involved a racialized system
of domination and exploitation through violence. Whether settler or
exploitation colony, in terms of the mechanics of colonial rule, or the
discursive regime that was developed to present and rule the colony,
or the practices of enforcement, there was always an apparatus, already
employed for other colonies, that would be put in place. This method
can be analyzed historically and theoretically, just as it could be scruti-
nized critically by the people who fell under its regime of domination.
For colonialism was a system of authority that constituted an objective
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practice of rule but also a regime of power that was felt as a subjective
experience by colonized people. It is the coloniality, the colonial char-
acter or quality, of power and power structures that creates a bridge
between the past and the present. There may be relatively few colonies
today, but the experience of domination - political, military, economic,
cultural - continues unbroken and is still felt by many peoples around
the world, stirring feelings of resentment and producing formations and
acts of resistance.

Critical analysis of “colonialism” will generally therefore come from
the side of the colonized or from those who are taking their side,
changing the perspective of colonization from that of the colonizers
to that of those subjected to their rule, a shift in point of view that
is reflected in the different resonances between “colonization” and
“colonialism” Point of view also accounts for the use of “colonialism”
in preference to “imperialism.” In general, unless they were employing
the discourse of communism or Marxism which criticized the capitalist
system for the use of a global imperialism to serve its own ends, the
colonized themselves were less focused on the empire as a whole than
on their own colonial homeland. Historically, resistance to empire
by the colonized typically came from within the colony, on a colony-
by-colony basis, rather than from the empire as a whole. Although
colonized people may have been against empire in general, their
immediate political objective was generally focused on the colonial
status of their own territory. To the colonized, it is well known that in
each empire colonies can be added, and colonies can be lost. You do
not need to destroy the empire as a whole to free yourself. From the
imperial perspective, the perspective of the metropolitan center, the
worry was that if one colony achieved its freedom, then all the others
would want to follow suit.

The differing perspectives of metropole and colony are also reflected in
the academic representation of historical colonialism. Broadly speaking,
some western historians such as the Scottish historian Niall Ferguson
(2002) continue to consider empire from the perspective of the imperial
center, arguing for its positive virtues, while postcolonial or subaltern
historians, such as the Indian historian Ranajit Guha (1997), write from
the perspective of the colonized. The fundamental colonizer-colonized
division continues to account for the difference between them.
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As we have already seen in chapter 3, however, and as Memmi
concedes in his The Colonizer and The Colonized (1967), while the
colonizer—colonized antithesis offers the basic structure that operates
between the people who live on two sides of the line of the power divide
within the colony, it is, inevitably, too simplistic a schema: in practice,
some people move across and between the line. Memmi himself distin-
guishes between the colonial administrators and what he calls the “small
colonists,” the relatively poor settler farmers who often came from
impoverished countries elsewhere, such as Italy or Malta. Memmi also
suggests that as a Tunisian Jew rather than a member of the Muslim
majority in colonial Tunisia, he belonged to both sides, identifying with
the French even while his social and political status was merely “one
small notch above the Moslem on the pyramid which is the basis of all
colonial societies.” At once colonizer and colonized, both and neither,
the Jewish population lived “in painful and constant ambiguity”
(Memmi 1967: xiv, xxi, 15). Similarly, as Mahatma Gandhi argued in his
1909 nationalist manifesto Hind Swaraj (Gandhi 1997), many of the elite
members of the colonized, such as lawyers or politicians, effectively
behaved, or tried to behave, like the colonizers themselves, becoming, in
V. S. Naipaul's phrase, “mimic men” (Naipaul 1967). The term com-
prador class is sometimes used to describe such people - today their
equivalent would be the local class who serve as functionaries and inter-
locutors with international corporations and investors. Even the
broader population may feel ambivalently toward the colonizer, at once
admiring and hating them. The presence of such contradictory emo-
tions meant that, as Homi K. Bhabha has argued, imitation could be
as unnerving for the colonizer as overt hostility (Bhabha 1994: 85-92).

Imperialism

Although imperialism manifested itself as a practice, the meaning of
the term was grounded in a political concept of expansive power, seek-
ing to turn heterogeneous colonies into a single political and economic
system. Imperialism necessarily involves empires, therefore, but all
empires do not necessarily invoke imperialism. As with colony and
colonialism, the meaning of empire and imperialism has shifted
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according to the political hegemony of their advocates or opponents.
By the twenty-first century, the aura of both words has become irre-
deemably negative.

While the first British Empire was well established by the eighteenth
century, despite the loss of the American colonies, the defeat of the
French in India (1757) and then Canada (1763) prompted Napoleon
Bonaparte’s attempt to compensate for their loss by reinstituting a
French empire through conquest of the European landmass. A new
word was subsequently introduced to distinguish this “third way” of
Napoleon’s form of government between monarchy and republicanism,
based on the model of the Roman Empire: impérialisme (1832). It was
not, however, until the Second Empire of Napoleon III that the word
traveled into English as “imperialism” (1858), in the course of which it
moved from positive to negative: in English it was used as a way to
describe the French political system of an autocratic emperor pursuing
a policy of creating an empire not through trade or emigration, but the
forcible appropriation of foreign territory through conquest (in the
French case, consolidation of power in Algeria, invasions of or military
missions to China, Cochinchina, Japan, the Levant, Mexico). Impe-
rialism, the name by which the Napoleonic model of the French political
system was known, was at this time actively rejected by British politi-
cians and intellectuals as a form of despotism utterly alien to British
traditions and to the dominant consensus at that time in favor of free
trade. Within twenty years, however, the rebarbative French practice of
imperialism was to be shamelessly translated into British policy by
Benjamin Disraeli, whose second (but first substantial) term of office
began in 1874. Ironically, it was in fact Gladstone, the liberal protector
of the rights of indigenous people and the proponent of Home Rule in
Ireland, who in practice expanded the British Empire more aggressively,
for example, in Egypt. Although the negative marker associated with
imperialism always endured for some oppositional figures such as
Mary, in public discourse it gradually became more positive, associated
with an imperialist policy of extending commerce through an actively
acquisitive empire. As we shall see, whether there was really such a
profound political distinction between imperialism and free trade
as was argued at the time is open to doubt. While some radicals in
Britain certainly advocated openly for the dismemberment of empire, in
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practice the British pursued their imperial interests by any means avail-
able, whether formal or informal.

These imports, exports, and insistence on the difference between the
French and English words for imperialism were also indicators of what
continued to be regarded as a significant variation in the political orga-
nization of empire. Toward the end of the century, British imperialism
was conceived as a way of holding together an empire that at that time
was seen by some as being at the point of dissolution — as Lenin notes
in Imperialism (1965), even Disraeli at one point characterized the
colonies as “millstones round our necks” - though as noted above, in
practice imperialism continued apace throughout the nineteenth
centurys; it just took different forms. The experience of the American
War of Independence encouraged the British to organize their empire
into units of largely autonomous dominions: the concept of a “Greater
Britain” as a global confederation of Anglo-Saxon settler colonies,
including for some (such as Cecil Rhodes) former colonies that were
entirely independent such as the United States, was distinct from most
other imperial powers in which imperialism involved the development
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of expansive concepts of “Greater France,” “Greater Germany, “Greater
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Greece,” “Greater Italy;” or the “Greater Japanese Empire” (compare also

Revisionist Zionism’s “Greater Israel,” which forms the basis of current
settlement policy in the West Bank) - in which the colonial territories
were integrated administratively into the metropolitan mainland and
considered as an integral part of the sovereign state (Bell 2009; Young
2001, 2008). The modern Commonwealth of Nations, which includes
a third of the world’s population, comprises the major institutional
legacy of Britain’s organization of its empire on what might be anachro-
nistically called self-deconstructing principles. In practice, however,
there was always a contradiction between the settler colonies of the
British Empire that were encouraged to become autonomous, and the
exploitation colonies whose claims for autonomy were long resisted
on grounds of racial inferiority. The different parts of the empire were
run on entirely different principles, according to whether they were
white or black.

With the entry of Germany, Italy, the United States, and Japan into
the imperial game, imperialism became a form of power politics at the
global level. By the last quarter of the nineteenth century, imperialism
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had become the dominant world political system, an era best symbolized
by the 1884 Berlin conference in which the remaining territory of
Africa, and also, though less well known, the Pacific, was divided up
between the European nations by agreement between representatives of
Austria-Hungary, Belgium, Denmark, France, the United Kingdom,
Italy, the Netherlands, Portugal, Russia, Spain, Sweden-Norway, and the
Ottoman Empire (the United States was invited, but somewhat surpris-
ingly did not attend). While empire can describe a merely administrative
arrangement for the government of diverse and diversely acquired ter-
ritories, imperialism came to designate an ideology of empire which
founded the identity of the originating imperial state, and whose inter-
ests lay in the circulation of trade (importing raw commodities from
imperial possessions and re-exporting them as manufactured goods),
increasing territorial control and maintaining autonomy from the threat
of other empires. Ideological justifications for empire were generally
added to these material and economic objectives — the mission civilisa-
trice (France), the rule of law (Britain), and racial superiority (all
European empires).

At the height of European imperial power, however, imperialism
came under attack not only through resistance across the empire itself,
but also from liberal and left-wing thinkers within Europe. Along with
J. A. Hobson’s Imperialism (1902) and Nikolai Bukharin’s Imperialism
and the Accumulation of Capital (1924), the most famous of these was
Lenins Imperialism: The Highest Stage of Capitalism (1917), which
decisively transformed the public meaning of imperialism from
positive back to negative once more, even in France. Ever since, “impe-
rialism” and “imperialist” have functioned as words of critique or
abuse. Empire has been largely disavowed by states or politicians, and
for the most part discussed in terms of something to be resisted and
overcome (compare Mao Zedong’s “US imperialism is a paper tiger” of
July 14, 1956). Marxist theories of imperialism have been the most
critical, the most incisive, and the most outspoken, continuously devel-
oping from Lenin to more recent examples such as Michael Hardt and
Antonio Negri’s Empire, published almost a century later (2000). In
every case the basic presupposition remains the same as Lenin’s, namely
that modern empire is a form or product of capitalism which only
seeks its own self-perpetuation and enrichment.
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While this was the persuasive position on the left, for some conserva-
tive thinkers in Lenins day, imperialism seemed to offer a means of
resistance to the development of industrialization and commercializa-
tion within the home state; as in the novels of Rider Haggard, or the
nomadic aestheticism of primitivists such as Paul Gauguin, the empire
offered a means of escape and a return to a rural alternative, as well as,
for some, an old-fashioned aristocratic lifestyle that would not have
been sustainable at home. It would be too simplistic therefore to see
imperialism merely as a way of enforcing national economic interests:
according to Davis and Huttenback (1986), the British Empire was in
practice a mechanism for transferring wealth from the middle to the
upper classes within Britain, while empire in its late phase increasingly
went against any purely financial advantage as imperial powers annexed
unprofitable territories simply so that a rival would not take them.
Imperial administrators might have gone as far as wishing to protect
current economic concerns, but at the same time they were often
actively resistant to innovations in practices of trade or industrialization
and preferred a state of what would later be called “underdevelopment” -
a precarious situation from which the postcolonial nation then had to
start out from. Indeed, the divorce between the empire and economic
return was one reason (along with the ever increasing cost of imperial
policing) why empires became progressively more uneconomic, expen-
sive to maintain, and unsustainable (Hobsbawm 1985, 1987). Adam
Smith’s critique of the monopoly companies that ran the British Empire
on the grounds of their inefficiency, which had led to their abolition
and the promulgation of the doctrine of free trade in the nineteenth
century, found itself once again relevant. One answer to the growing
cost of empire that emerged in the 1920s, and continues in a modified
formto this dayin theidea of “overseas aid,” was theidea of “development”
or “mise en valeur” - the novel notion that the role of the colonial power
was to support projects that would assist the local economy to grow.
Initially this was effected by setting up infrastructure and encouraging
exploitation of natural resources and industrialization by private
enterprise, but in later years colonial bureaucrats and economists moved
to planning and direct investment by the colonial government in areas
that included social welfare and ecology. Whereas earlier analysts, such
as Benjamin Kidd (1898), had considered tropical countries only in
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terms of the commodities that they made available to Europe and the
United States, from the 1930s economists saw the advantages of the col-
onies developing their own economies by increasing their productivity
and therefore becoming less of a drain on imperial resources (Meredith
and Havinden 2002; Hansen and Jonsson 2013).

Imperialism without Colonies

In response to the cost and the increasing impracticality of empire,
around the end of the nineteenth century a different and more efficient
kind of imperialism emerged that reestablished unashamedly economic
priorities. As mentioned in the introduction to this chapter, whereas
imperialism originally meant conquest and military occupation,
directed from the center, by the end of the nineteenth century a new
meaning had developed in which imperialism was linked to economic
power reinforced by military strength, diplomatic pressure, and cultural
influence, without necessarily involving territorial acquisition and
physical occupation. This second kind of imperialism, of imperialism
without colonies, was and still is often used in relation to the United
States, and is associated with US policy in the Caribbean and South
America. Although the United States began to acquire colonies in the
Pacific from the mid-nineteenth century, it found that, having
established South America as its sphere of influence with the Monroe
Doctrine, it was able to exert economic pressure through trade alone.
This gave it a financial and political advantage that was more effective
than colonial occupation, and much cheaper to administer. “American”
imperialism was achieved in part through what was known as “dollar
diplomacy;” exerting influence on a country through direct investment
of capital and loans. Historians of the British Empire have developed a
related concept of “informal empire” to describe the way in which the
extent of British power, at its height, cannot simply be measured by the
amount of territory colored red on the world map. Many nominally
independent countries, from China to Afghanistan to the Trucial States
(the modern Gulf States), were effectively run by the British through a
combination of military power, financial muscle, and diplomatic
pressure. At the same time, other regions, particularly in South America,
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fell under informal British control as a result of British financial interests
in what has also been characterized as “free-trade imperialism™: many
of the most substantial and profitable British investments overseas in
the nineteenth century were made in postcolonial independent South
America, not in its own colonies (Gallagher and Robinson 1953). The
German jurist and philosopher Carl Schmitt subsequently argued that
this new system of imperialism was consolidated in the Treaty of
Versailles of 1919, after which the era of European domination of the
world beyond its borders that had obtained since 1492 was replaced by
the Anglo-Saxon imperialism of the United States and Great Britain.
Their informal imperialism was achieved through protectorates and
financial controls consolidated by an unlimited “right of intervention,”
and supported by the concept of a “just war” that was written into the
war-guilt clause (231) of the Versailles Treaty (Schmitt 2003: 13).

At the other end of the political spectrum, the new form of American
imperialism, or British informal imperialism, was also the object of
Lenins 1917 critique in Imperialism: The Highest Stage of Capitalism:
instead of exporting goods, he wrote, modern capitalism exports capital
itself, producing “financial and diplomatic dependence, accompanied
by political independence” (Lenin 1965: 102). Following Hobson, Lenin
made the connection between imperialism and finance capitalism so
that imperialism and capitalism have since become almost synonymous
in left-wing discourse, where critical analyses of empire usually begin
by establishing their ground in economic critique. Lenins argument
was that the conjunction of the two represented a particular form of
imperialism and that modern imperialism was therefore not to be use-
fully compared to the parameters of the territorial expansion through
conquest of historical empires in general. Imperialism, he argued, was a
particular practice not so much of empires as of modern finance
capitalism (for a non-Marxist version of imperialism as a form of
“gentlemanly capitalism,” see Cain and Hopkins 1993a, 1993b). Lenin’s
analysis laid the basis both for subsequent dependency theory and
for the most influential Marxist theory of globalization, the core-
semi-periphery—periphery model of world economies developed by
World Systems theorists such as Immanuel Wallerstein (Wallerstein
2004). World Systems theory suggests that globalization comprises an
economic hierarchy with dominant, semi-peripheral, and entirely
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peripheral economies. Globalization, like free-trade imperialism, is a
competitive system of power.

In 1965, Kwame Nkrumah, President of newly independent Ghana,
would characterize the practice of imperialism without colonies as
“neo-colonialism - the last stage of imperialism” (Nkrumah 1965).
Although the world system of empires has now passed away, the trans-
mutation of imperialism into control by other means than direct
territorial occupation explains why the term “imperialism” (or, after
Nkrumah, “neo-colonialism”) is still used to describe the political and
military interventions and economic practices of powerful nations
outside their territorial boundaries designed to maintain political and
financial domination. The word is not, of course, much used by the
powerful nations themselves, but rather by the disempowered who are
experiencing domination by others: imperialism is always invoked as an
object of resistance. In this sense, its use outside the West in the global
South has not changed since the late nineteenth century. Apart from a
brief flirtation with what some commentators claimed as the renewable
possibilities of empire around the time of the invasion of Afghanistan in
2001, those in the West now generally disavow empire and imperialism,
preferring the term “globalization””



6

Nation

The Nation as the Product of Colonial Expansion

“The expansion of Europe”: the way that European colonialism and the
growth of its empires used to be characterized implicitly suggests that
“Europe” was an already constituted continent of nations which
expanded its borders by acquiring colonial territories. This is far from
the case. Europe developed into its current form through the process of
amassing colonies: colonialism was a central element in the formation
and construction of the European nation-states. It was a symbiotic
process in which each formed a part of the other. Where chances of
proximate physical expansion of individual countries were unavailable,
colonies and the establishment of an overseas empire offered the same
advantages as a larger land empire: increased trade, revenue, wealth,
and power.

One of the distinctive features of European imperialism therefore was
the seeming paradox that it was developed over the same time as the
evolution of the democratic nation-state. The modern political form of
the nation-state is usually held to have been formally initiated with the
Treaty of Westphalia in 1648, a series of treaties that ended the Thirty
Years War within the Holy Roman Empire and also officially confirmed
the secession of the Dutch Republic from Spain. Implicitly, therefore, it
acknowledged the principle of self-determination of nation-states. The
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treaty remains important because it recognized within international law
the existence of sovereign independent states outside the aegis of empire,
and instigated the principle not only of separate sovereignty and
territorial integrity but also, as part of that, of non-interference in the
domestic affairs of other states. As a result, we speak of “Westphalian
sovereignty” to describe the international political system based on a
world made up of individual nation-states, a world that did not really
fully come into being at a global level until after World War II.
“Westphalian sovereignty” provides a useful shorthand to describe the
transformation of the world political system from a collection of empires
in the sixteenth century to nation-states by the end of the twentieth.
While there are many arguments among historians and others about
which country or people formed the first nation, the Treaty of Westphalia
marks the advent of the sovereign nation-state in its modern legal form.
At its secession from the Spanish Empire in 1648, Holland became the
first nation-state; it was also the first example of the achievement of sov-
ereignty by a former colony, predating that of the United States by over
a century. The first nation-state was created though an act of decoloni-
zation. Holland had not, however, been a colony in a modern sense of a
territory occupied by violence: it had become part of the Hapsburg
Spanish Empire through dynastic marriage and inheritance. However,
in 1658, soon after the 17 Provinces (as they were then known) were
inherited by Philip II of Spain, the Protestant Dutch rebelled, declaring
independence with the 1581 Act of Abjuration, though it would not be
until 1648 that their independence and sovereignty would be recog-
nized by Spain. Dutch resistance was a response to Philip II’s attempted
suppression of Protestantism. When Portugal closed its ports, and
therefore its African and Asian trade, to the Dutch in solidarity with
Spain, it encouraged the Dutch to develop their own trade with the East,
and subsequently to appropriate Portugal’s trading posts. The growth of
the Dutch colonial empire, therefore, occurred as an intrinsic part of the
Dutch fight for independence and sovereignty. Even before Hapsburg
rule, the Dutch had been active maritime traders. The position of
Amsterdam as one of the major hubs of European trade, providing
access to capital, led to the development of banking, insurance, and the
first stock market in the city. Already by 1590, the Dutch were trading
in the Mediterranean and around the coast of Africa and Brazil in
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competition with the Portuguese. In 1598 they established their first
trading post on what would become the Dutch Gold Coast, in today’s
Ghana, and began to attempt to commandeer Portuguese trading posts
in Brazil and the East Indies. By the time of formal independence at the
Treaty of Westphalia, the Netherlands was already a colonial power,
largely through the operations of the Dutch India Company (Vereenigde
Oost-indische Compagnie, VOC), a vast multinational corporation that,
like the British East India Company founded two years earlier, replicated
many of the powers of a conventional state, such as possessing an army
and navy. By means of the VOC, the Dutch set up, or seized from the
Portuguese, trading posts in India, Ceylon, Dutch East Indies (Indonesia),
Taiwan, Mauritius, and Japan (for two hundred and fifteen years the
Dutch were the only Europeans allowed to trade in Japan). Four years
after Westphalia in 1652, the first Dutch fort was built at what became
Cape Town to service the sea route to the Indies. In order to maintain
food supplies, nine VOC men were released from their contracts to
become free burghers, “boers,” in order to start farming, and with them
began the Dutch colonization of South Africa.

The development of the first European nation-state was therefore
fundamentally linked both to its own achievement of independence and
to its acquisition of a colonial empire even before formal independence.
The history of the Netherlands illustrates the way in which, despite the
idea of the nation as a coherent single people, one typical feature of the
nation was that once created, it sought to absorb or acquire more territory
beyond its boundaries. Many nation-states, from the Netherlands in the
seventeenth century, to the United States in the eighteenth, to Italy in the
nineteenth, developed their prosperity in this way, an advantage that was
not open to later postcolonial nations in the twentieth century.

The political struggles within Europe meant that the colonies were
always part of the conflicts within nation-states as well as between them.
Restricted at home by the social structures of late feudalism, trade and
colonies offered the opportunity for bourgeois non-aristocrats to advance
themselves and grow rich. While the expanding Protestant Dutch
bourgeois class was developing capitalism with all its energy and liber-
tarianism, the equivalent class was learning to do the same in England;
before long the English had become main rivals to the Dutch. Just as the
Dutch Empire was developed as part of the process of its becoming a
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nation-state, so too in Britain and even France; in the nineteenth century
it would be Germany and Italy. The nationalist project of the unification
of Italy involved freeing its provinces from the control of various empires
and kingdoms, the last of which was from the Austro-Hungarian Empire
which was dissolved in 1918; by 1918, however, the Italian nation had
already created the Italian Empire by seizing Eritrea, Somalia, Libya, and
the Dodecanese Islands (now part of Greece).

Historically, therefore, although this is not part of its mythology,
colonialism was central to the development of the nation-state. That
the first modern state had itself been a colony, in other words, was no
aberration; it also points to the long-term logic of maritime coloniza-
tion that was already apparent by the eighteenth century: that in time,
colonies would want to become nations themselves. The nation as a
political institution was historically inseparable from decolonization
from empire and at the same time the advance of European global
colonization. The eventual decolonization of the European maritime
empires only reflects the evolution of this paradoxical logic by which
nation-states emerged from empires only promptly to create new ones
for themselves. Only after 1945 was the chain broken, so that (for the
most part) nations no longer regarded the acquisition of an empire as an
essential feature of the creation of a successful nation-state. Attention
was turned instead to the newly invented concept of something that,
like its own culture and just as much an imaginative creation, every
nation needed for its success: an “economy” (Mitchell 2002: 4). The first
gross domestic product (GDP) was calculated for President Roosevelt
in 1942 (Coyle 2014). However, the legacy of the earlier logic lives on in
the many border disputes, appropriations of territory and the like, that
continue around the world (since 1947, India, for example, has annexed
Kashmir, Hyderabad, Sikkim, Goa, Daman, and Diu; since 1967, Israel
has occupied the West Bank and the Gaza strip, and annexed East
Jerusalem and the Golan Heights; in 2014 Russia annexed Crimea; the
tull list of annexations and border disputes is a lengthy one). The imbri-
cation of colony with nation meant that they developed as inseparable if
antithetical entities.

Today, in a different way, the nation is often also a colony. For the
“unalienable right” of a people to sever its contract with the sovereign
does not work so easily when that people are part of a larger entity
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that takes the form of a single state rather than an empire. Historically
the nation-state has often been formed by the aggregation of adjacent
territories and has usually sought to integrate them into a homoge-
neous whole. It nevertheless frequently finds that certain regions,
often geographically peripheral, begin to resist its power, sometimes
making the claim that at a certain point in the past they had enjoyed
their own autonomy or sovereignty and claiming that they are ruled
through a form of internal colonialism. Think of the Southern states
of the United States in the nineteenth century, of Scotland in Britain
or Catalonia in Spain or Assam in India. From time to time reason-
able states, or states encouraged to see reason, offer plebiscites. The
twentieth century has in fact seen many of them, from that held in
the Norwegian Union in 1905, to East Timor in 1999 (previously
annexed by Indonesia). The Northern Ireland Good Friday agreement
of 1998 was reached on the basis that if the majority of the population
of Northern Ireland wishes to become part of Ireland, then it may do
so. After along and vociferous campaign for independence by Scottish
nationalists, in a referendum held in 2014 a majority of Scotland’s
voting population turned out to decline the opportunity to secede from
the United Kingdom. Independence movements by small nations that
wish to secede from larger ones have been greatly facilitated in Europe
by the existence of the larger political, quasi-federal body of the
European Union. Most nation-states, however, reject the demands of
sovereignty movements automatically. India, for example, still refuses
to hold the plebiscite in Indian-administered Kashmir requested by
the United Nations in 1948 after the Indian invasion of the previous
year. Democratic India has preferred to fight intermittent wars with
Pakistan rather than allow the Kashmiri people to determine their
own political destiny.

The inconsistency with regard to forms of internal colonialism such
as these emerges as the fundamental contradiction within international
law with respect to the nation-state: on the one hand, it affirms the
right to self-determination for all peoples, and yet on the other hand it
affirms the territorial integrity of sovereign nation-states. As became
clear in 2014 when Crimea and Southern and Eastern Ukraine sought
to leave Ukraine in order to join the Russian Federation, the two simply
do not add up.
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The Nation and Human Rights

Anticolonial nationalism and Protestant capitalism were not the only
elements at play in the creation of empire: France, for example, had
been concerned since the time of Louis XIV to turn itself into a nation-
state by creating a vertical, homogeneous culture of language and
religion out of its heterogeneous peoples. As a part of this process,
France developed imperial mercantile ambitions commensurate with
those of Spain and Portugal. As early as 1534 the French established
their first trading post in Quebec, though it was not properly colonized
until 1605. The seventeenth century saw them founding a number of
colonies in the Caribbean, including French Guiana, Guadeloupe, and
Martinique. They also set up trading posts in Senegal and, rather late in
the day compared to their competitors, in India from 1668. In the course
of a succession of wars with the British in the eighteenth century, France
lost almost all her extensive colonies in the Americas and India, one
factor that contributed to the unrest that produced the French
Revolution of 1789. The lost colonies determined the fate of the imperial
state as much as the military failures of the imperial state determined
the fate of the colonies.

It was, however, another lost colony that provided the model for the
Republican nation-state to the French in 1789, leading to their radical
act of self-Americanization. The declaration of independence and
establishment of the United States through settler anticolonial revolu-
tion against British rule in 1776 created the second nation-state that had
formerly been a colony, this time outside mainland Europe. Like the
Dutch Act of Abjuration to which it may have been indebted, the
Declaration of Independence began with a list of unredressed griev-
ances that provided justification for the settlers’ decision to declare the
sovereignty of the ruler terminated. Asserting “unalienable rights” to be
endowed by God to men, and claiming that if the social contract was
broken, then the authority of the ruler may be justly removed, the
Declaration of Independence provided the foundational precedent for
all subsequent attempts to throw off oppressive rule by the people in any
state, provoking what David Armitage has called “a contagion of sover-
eignty” (Armitage 2007: 103). How much more powerful that argument
would become if there had never been any form of social contract or
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consent, if the ruler had installed himself within living or historical
memory solely by force of arms, as in any exploitation colony. The birth
of the idea of the nation as the institution whose function was to guar-
antee civil and human rights, as formulated by the American and French
Declarations and subsequently by Thomas Paine in The Rights of Man
(1791), was radical enough in Europe, but a complete threat to the
government of the colonies. Small wonder that Paine’s book was banned
in British India: it has remained the most powerful political ideology
of freedom in colonized and authoritarian countries right into the
twenty-first century. With such political doctrines in the native armory;,
colonial rulers had their work cut out to justify their rule in other terms.
Nevertheless, until the nineteenth century, most of the arguments
against colonial rule expressed in print were made by colonists
themselves: their anticolonialism, whether that of Thomas Jefferson,
Wolfe Tone, or Simén Bolivar, was not against colonialism as such (after
all, they were colonists themselves) but against the rule of the settler
colony by the metropolitan government.

Though the development of human rights and anticolonialism are
historically entwined, American anticolonialism was developed on very
different premises from those that emerged later: Jefferson and Bhagat
Singh would probably have had very little in common had they met. In
claiming “unalienable rights” for the people, the US Declaration of
Independence drew on the new political discourse of the eighteenth
century which was organized according to the concept of rights. As
Hannah Arendt argued in The Origins of Totalitarianism (Arendt 1958),
the development of the idea of the nation-state itself occurred as part of
the process of the development of the concepts of rights, not the other
way round. In both the American Declaration of Independence of 1776,
and the French Declaration of Rights of 1789, the argument begins with
the claim that human beings (in fact, the contemporary generic term
“men” was used) are born free and equal in rights, from which the
French Declaration declares that it follows that the aim of every political
association (that is, the nation) is then the preservation of these natural
rights. As the American Declaration puts it, “to secure these rights,
Governments are instituted among Men, deriving their just powers
from the consent of the governed.”! Conceptually in both declarations,
therefore, the state is nothing more than that which secures the human
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rights of those within it. This civic conception of the nation is completely
at odds with later ideas of nationalism in which the nation becomes the
totality and expression of the culture or spirit of a particular ethnic
group. In that respect, nationalism, the force that drove the creation of
many nations, has queered the pitch of the nation which in a postcolo-
nial world has often lost sight of its original function - to uphold
the rights and freedom of all its citizens. In the context of critiques
of coercive nationalist nation-states that were developed toward the end
of the twentieth century, commentators have emphasized the utopian
project of the nation on its republican basis as a civic institution
that secures the rights of its citizens (Moyn 2010; Slaughter 2007).
Contemporary human rights discourse is not just about the assertion of
human rights, it forms part of an attempt to turn nations back into the
guarantors rather than the violators of human rights, in a context in
which the nation-state itself has lost much of its sovereign power, so
that human rights have become an unenforceable international legal
obligation of the nation-state. For this reason, Giorgio Agamben argues
that the refugee, with no state to guarantee his or her rights, is more
aptly the figure of our age than the citizen (Agamben 1998a).

The Nation, Human Rights, and Slavery

Enlightenment ideas emerged in conjunction with developments that
were marshaled against the arbitrary and unrepresentative rule of
colonial government by imperial powers. The French assertion of liberty
followed the central defining feature of the American Revolution: the
American founding fathers, in turn, held their doctrine of the inalien-
able right of liberty to be authorized by an older Anglo-Saxon right of
liberty embodied in the English tradition of legal documents that
tempered the arbitrary power of the king while establishing the rights of
his subjects — the Magna Carta of 1215, the Petition of Right of 1628, and
the Bill of Rights of 1689.> The French also emphasized the idea of
equality and fraternity, which inevitably raised the whole issue of gender
equality that would be highlighted by Mary Wollstonecraft. The
immediate question, however, was what form the state should take that
would guarantee the “unalienable rights” of its people. While the Dutch
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initially looked for an alternative sovereign, the American founding
fathers located and locked authority in the nation itself: “we, the people”
When France became a republic in 1792 a few years after that phrase was
formulated in the American Constitution of 1789, it followed suit. Both
the French and the legislators of the thirteen colonies were fortunate in
that the geographical boundaries of their new states were not immedi-
ately at issue. What defined the state was the people, who in turn defined
the nation. But what is a nation? And what or rather who exactly is a
people? In a country with indigenous Native Americans and African
slaves does “the people” include everyone? Is everyone a citizen? The
Americans said no, the French yes - and then, a little later, no.

The American Revolution was founded on the idea of human liberty,
but this attribute of humanity was not extended either to Native
Americans or slaves. The founding fathers did not theorize this
contradiction, but its conceptual logic operated at the basis of their
argument: liberty was not for all humans, only for white European ones,
or alternatively, liberty was for humans, but non-white people were not
considered fully human. The contradiction was only formally resolved
by the American Civil War of 1861-5, but its legacy continues to rever-
berate in the United States today. The same contradiction would haunt
the colonies until their emancipation.

As we saw in chapter 4, the revolutions of the eighteenth century pro-
duced renewed public debates in Europe about the ethics of colonies
and slavery. The French revolutionaries were quick to realize that their
newly proclaimed rights of man were incompatible with their colonial
practices. Soon after the onset of the French Revolution, the question
began to be asked whether the principles of liberty, fraternity, and
equality should include the remaining French colonies of Senegal and
the Caribbean, and whether slavery was compatible with the principles
of the French Revolution. Should liberty be extended to colonies and to
the slaves in them, as the Englishman Jeremy Bentham advocated in his
radical 1793 pamphlet, Emancipate Your Colonies!? Contradictory posi-
tions were taken on slavery: the Republican government freed the slaves
in 1794, Napoleon then reenslaved them, or tried to (Dubois 2004). In
the French colony of San Domingue (Haiti), the French Revolution
immediately produced demands for civil rights from the people of color
and slaves. In 1791 the slaves themselves broke out into open rebellion,
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and though the French made several attempts to reestablish control of
the island they never succeeded in doing so. If the United States was
the first settler colony to revolt against its colonial status, then, as
C. L. R. James was to emphasize in 1938 in The Black Jacobins (James
2001), Haiti was the first colony in which slaves and people of color suc-
cessfully revolted against both the settlers and the colonial government.
In both cases, the colonies achieved freedom through violent rebellion,
justifying their actions through the principles of the rights of man.

How far, though, was the language of rights itself determined by
the practice of slavery? Paul Gilroy has argued that discussion of the
genealogy of human rights has ignored the context of slavery and
colonialism in which it was developed, and the debates “over who could
qualify for recognition as a rights-bearing subject in a right-bearing
body” He continues: “This orientation necessitates a genealogy for
human rights that differs from the usual one. It should begin with
the history of conquest and expansion, and must be able to encompass
the debates over how colonies and slave plantations were to be adminis-
tered” (Gilroy 2010: 57).

More recently, Peter de Bolla has shown how, in the language of the
American colonists, one of the arguments against British despotism was
that it reduced the colonists to a state of slavery: if we are deprived of
our liberty, then we are nothing better than our slaves! (de Bolla 2014:
131-205). Their own slave society, in other words, was the context from
which American colonists developed their discourse of liberty and free-
dom for themselves.

Human rights talk, rights based on a concept of freedom, and the
nation-state as the guarantor of the rights of humankind, were devel-
oped and defined in the Enlightenment within the framework of
increasing debates about the morality of slavery that had begun in the
seventeenth century; it thus emerged directly from the conditions of
global European colonization with slavery as its defining institution.
The patriotic refrain of James Thomsons “Rule Britannia® (1740),
“Britons never shall be slaves,” echoed in the line “as freemen not slaves”
in the actor David Garrick’s equally patriotic “Heart of Oak” (1760),
encapsulates the way in which the discourse of liberty and associated
human rights in the eighteenth century were defined directly against
the slave societies that Europeans had themselves created. This leads to
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the following formulation: the nation embodies a political configuration
that guarantees that you should not be the slave of another. It was there-
fore only logical that in time those whom Europeans had enslaved, or
colonized, should also seek their own nation in order to guarantee
human rights for themselves too.

Notes

1 http://www.archives.gov/exhibits/charters/declaration_transcript.html.

2 It is sometimes claimed that the Persian Cyrus cylinder in the British
Museum, dating from the sixth century BCE, constitutes the earliest
document of human rights; however, there is little in the inscription that
corroborates this view.
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Nationalism

The idea of nationalism is one of the most generally misunderstood
in the modern world. The Imperialists do not even try to understand
it; they simply call it sedition and hand it over to the police. (Robert
Wilson Lynd, 1911)

For nineteenth-century empires, nationalism and democracy were
words as subversive and threatening as communism in the twen-
tieth. For colonized people, nationalism was what bound them
together in opposition to the colonizer. Ironically, the idea had been
invented in Europe, but that did not bother anyone until afterwards.
(Partha Chatterjee 1986)

The problem for any aspiring nation under the rule of an alien power is
that if the external authority is illegitimate, then where does legitimate
authority lie? There were two possible answers to this question, once
the divine right of kings was no longer considered credible: either the
deposed local or national ruler or his or her descendants, assuming that
such a person had previously been the ruler of the same territory that
became the colony, or a new constituency, inspired by the republican
revolutions of America and France: the people. The question, however,
especially for a colony whose territorial boundaries had been often arbi-
trarily constructed, was then who are its people? Are the indigenous or

Empire, Colony, Postcolony, First Edition. Robert J. C. Young.
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native inhabitants of the colony “a people” in a political sense? If not,
how might they become one?

The nation as defined through the French Revolution transformed
the way that populations thought about the political formations in
which they lived. If the answer to the question of who was the nation
was the people, then what made them a people in the sense of one
specific people, a cohesive group, rather than a diverse population? Can
an assorted population be “a people?” In France, the earlier French
centralization of the state, and the demand for linguistic and religious
uniformity, had provided one answer to this question - indeed the
republican idea of the nation was in one sense a product of it, though
that had not been the way that Louis XIV had envisaged it. Moreover a
nation does not simply exist like an object: even after the Revolution the
French nation has had to be continuously reconstructed to maintain a
sense of its own identity. It is not so much that there are “natural” nations
that are already in existence and ones that have to be constructed, as
that all nations are constructed — only the historical moment when they
become a nation or a nation-state varies. Arguably many states have
never become “nations,” just as many nations, such as the Kurds or
the Palestinians, have not yet become states, although it is arguably the
struggle for statehood that has made them a nation. Many colonies or
protectorates became states before they developed into nations: for
example, the people of the United Arab Emirates did not think of them-
selves as a nation until the arrangements for independence were negoti-
ated and those emirates that were going to join the UAE were agreed
upon. An independent state of this kind then begins the process of
“nation building,” which means trying to make the inhabitants feel as if
they are a part of and belong to a nation. No nation was simply always
there in the first place - they all have to be imagined (Anderson 1983).
It is just a question of whether this takes place before or after they
become a state, whether a people are looking for a state, or a state is
looking for a people (Hobsbawm 1990).

This description passes over an important difference between the
emergence of the first and later nation-states. A nation-state can be
conceived in terms of a civic or ethnic identity. As we have seen, for the
French or American revolutionaries, the state was less a nation as such
than the secular political institution developed by the people for the
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people which guaranteed their human and civil rights. Their loyalty to
the state followed as its citizens. They could think in this way because
the state was in some sense already in existence — it was a question of
rearranging it from a despotic to a democratic formation. But what if, as
in the case of Germany at the end of the eighteenth century, there was
no state that corresponded to any concept of the German people? It
was this situation that required the creation of something that was
virtually absent at the time of the American Revolution: nationalism.
Nationalism, as it developed, was in many respects at odds with the
original conception of the nation-state. Instead of being the guarantor
of human and civil rights, this kind of nation was agitated for, and then
created, on the basis of similarity. That similarity could take the form of
a shared language, religion, history, culture, or racial or ethnic identity —
or all or some of these. Nationalism was designed to make people feel
as though they belonged together, and produce the demand for political
autonomy. The issue of human rights was largely absent other than
as the one right of self-determination. Nationalism therefore tends
toward the very opposite end of the political spectrum from the liberal
republicanism of the United States and France. For with cultural
identification comes the demand for homogeneity, which produces
not individual rights but the requirement for the individual to conform
to the characteristics of the group, that is the state — with an identifiable,
uniform language, religion, culture, or race. In the program of Shiv Senna
in India, for example, the homogenization of the nation is determined
on religious grounds: their dream of an allegedly once “pure” Hindu
India means removing traces not only of the last invaders, the British,
but the ones before that, the Mughals (but not the ones before that). In
practice, this encourages the prejudice and violence against Muslims
that was evident in the Gujarat massacres of 2002, as well perhaps as
accounting for the frequency with which you see Hitler’s Mein Kampf
on pavement bookstalls on the streets of India. As a result, nationalist
nations exist at the other end of the spectrum from civic nation-states,
which is in fact the model under which India was set up. The concept
of the nation-state therefore accommodates two very different political
forms: the secular, in which the nation acts as the neutral guarantor of
civil rights, and the cultural, in which the nation is identified with a
specific group with a common identity.
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While it was the Americans and French who created the first
nation-state of which the people were sovereign, it was the Germans who
tirst developed a fully theorized concept of what the nation-state should
be for those with a common identity. At that time, at the end of the
eighteenth century, Europe contained people whom we would now call
Czechs, Germans, Hungarians, Poles, Russians, Slovaks, and many
others, none of whom had a country of their own: aside from France, the
continent was still governed as a set of empires. The territory of modern
Germany formed part of the Holy Roman Empire, which by 1700 was
under the nominal control of the Hapsburg monarchy but divided into
hundreds of independent principalities, of which the largest and most
powerful was Prussia. The Holy Roman Empire was abolished after the
Napoleonic invasion of 1803, but it was not until 1871 that the heteroge-
neous North German Confederation was united into the German Empire
under the initiative of Bismarck’s Prussia. The problem for any concept
of Germany as a nation was that it had no natural geographic boundaries
of the kind that were available to Britain, France, or Spain. The flat lands
of the German plains stretch all the way to the Russian steppes. Moreover,
as a result of a range of historical factors, the German people were
themselves spread over much of Eastern Europe, in cities now located
in modern Russia (Kant's Konigsberg is now Kalingrad), the Czech
Republic, Poland, Romania, and elsewhere — Prussia alone contained
territories that are now part of modern Belgium, the Czech Republic,
Denmark, Lithuania, Poland, Russia, and Switzerland. German was
spoken in a large variety of almost mutually incomprehensible forms,
together with “low” forms of German such as Dutch/Flemish. Even reli-
gion did not bring them together, rather the reverse in fact: although
Luther, a German, had initiated Protestantism, Germans further south
remained Catholic; the two sides had fought against each other in the
ruinous Thirty Years War of 1618-48.

The philosopher Johann Gottfried Herder, himself a Prussian, was
the first philosopher to develop a political philosophy oriented toward
developing a national identity for Germany as a nation of a particular
people that could solve the problem of a religious divide and scattered,
undefined territory (Barnard 2003). Herder began by redefining the
people not as a group who possessed certain natural rights, as had been
the case for the Americans and the French, but as a volk, a folk. What
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made a particular set of people an identifiable volk? Herder’s answer was
a revolutionary concept that would transform our conception of our
lives right up to the present: a culture. Herder invented the idea of a
“culture” in order to create the nation; the two have been inextricably
intertwined ever since. His concept of culture was designed to identify
the commonality that certain people share with respect to their whole
way of life: above all, a common language. An individual language,
according to Herder, anticipating what would later be called the Sapir-
Whorf hypothesis, mediates the way people conceptualize the world, it
makes them see the world according to particular perceptions and
values (a simple example would be the way that languages do not all
divide up the colors of the rainbow into the same distinct colors — some
languages do not, for instance, distinguish between blue and green).
Herder identified the specific culture of a people that developed in con-
sonance with their language as the lore of the volk: folklore. Culture was
identified with the day-to-day lives of ordinary folk, not just with the
more cosmopolitan “art” of the elite, though that was by no means
excluded. Culture was the culture of the people, “popular”: the nation
was its expression. What unites a people and makes them feel that they
belong to one nation rather than another, Herder argued, was not their
being subjects of a particular sovereign or state, but possessing a
common life-world. Culture and nation became indissolubly identified
at all levels, as they have been ever since. Think of the label placed
beside a painting in any museum: after the name comes the artist’s
nationality - why is that so important?

The components that identified a nation, according to Herder, were
its language and its popular culture, its folklore. Soon researchers such
as the brothers Grimm started to collect German folk tales, fairy tales,
popular ballads, popular music and dance forms. Before long, contem-
porary artists and musicians began to see their own work as contrib-
uting to the soft power that made a nation and started to integrate
popular local forms into their work (in 1825 Chopin, for example, began
to write piano music in the form of the traditional Polish folk dance, the
Mazurka; soon the integration of folk songs into “classical” music
became commonplace). Writers developed the novel form into the his-
torical or metaphorical narrative of the nation, as in the work of Sir
Walter Scott or Leo Tolstoy. The kind of art that they produced can be
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connected to the ways in which in the nineteenth century culture tended
to be seen as working toward the presentation of harmony and forms of
totality, just like the ideal of the nation-state itself. Some writers made
the political connection explicitly, for example Matthew Arnold in
Culture and Anarchy (1867-9), the principle point of which is to present
culture and anarchy, by which Arnold meant liberalism, in other words,
the Enlightenment philosophy of rights, of liberty and equality, as
alternative choices for the state and the nation. It could have been called
Culture or Rights. In the twentieth century, while in the colonial world
culture continued to serve the anticolonial purposes of aspiring nations,
in Europe and North America after World War I, artists broke away
from this acquiescent and increasingly nationalistic political alliance to
establish art as the activity which criticizes society and its norms,
particularly its relation to instrumental capitalism, by presenting disso-
nance and fragmentation. This shift usually goes by the name of
Modernism; its most articulate spokesperson in this respect is the
German philosopher Theodor Adorno. Modernisms “international
style” was a deliberate strategy to move beyond the service, and con-
fines, of the nation.

In Germany, Herder’s ideas were galvanized into a wider popularity
by Napoleon’s invasion of German territories and his (unsuccessful)
attempt to impose the French language on the Germans. From the first,
nationalism would develop above all as a reaction against colonial or
imperial power which was seen as repressing the culture of a people, a
common culture which in turn was considered to give its people the
right to determine their own political existence. During the course of
the nineteenth century a new component was added in Europe to
solidify a sense of individual national solidarity, the idea of race. In the
German case, the Teutonic origins of the Germans meant that racial
theorists claimed that they formed a race distinct from all others. The
logical corollary of this form of racialized thinking was that people, who
in other respects might be culturally German, such as German Jews,
were not really Germans. Such eventually became the extremity of Nazi
thought, with its calamitous consequences. An analogous form of
thinking applies to any nationalist ideology which proclaims a single
identity based on one factor, rather than a shared culture. The idea of a
single feature - race or religion — comprising national identity typically
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emerges as a potent part of the process of the struggle for the nation’s
formation, but usually does not become oppressive until later, when
extremists attempt to consolidate power within the nation-state. Three
nations created at around the same time in 1947-8 that have verged
toward a single criterion of belonging - Israel, Pakistan, Sri Lanka -
have also proved to be vectors of political instability (Devji 2013). The
most successful nation-states have been those which, even if created on
the basis of nationalist sentiment, have been able subsequently to turn
toward the other inclusive model of the heterogeneous nation, that is,
the civic - states such as Norway or Sweden, whose primary concern
has been the welfare and upholding of the civil rights of all their citi-
zens, as well as accepting international responsibility for others in need,
particularly refugees and those in need of asylum.

As a political strategy for the creation of nation-states, nationalism, a
shared popular culture, was the force that was identified and harnessed
in order to create a common identity that would provide the basis for
the political will among a collection of people to become a nation-state.
The strategy has been extremely successful: historically, nothing apart
from religion has created such a powerful group dynamics as much as
nationalism. For better or for worse, people have been much more
willing to identify with the ideas of nationalism than with communism
and concepts of working-class solidarity. The contradiction, however,
remains that such nationalism has rarely been subsequently put into the
service of the interests of the people as a whole. It has rather been used
by the capitalist classes to break up existing social structures (whether
of local or colonial empires) in order to develop and consolidate
their own economic interests and power. This explains the otherwise
apparent contradiction in India of the nationalist, traditionalist BJP
being simultaneously the most hospitable party to international business
and neoliberal economic policy.

The nation-state was developed in Europe by means of colonial
expansion, but it was also, as has been argued, established from the first
through resistance to imperial power. Empires and nations exist in
direct antimony toward each other. It was only logical, therefore, that
nationalism should have been the primary political movement to be set
in motion in the colonies in order to resist European control. If Germans
had provided the conceptual basis to create the motor of nationalism,
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it was also in Europe that the first great anti-imperial nationalist
movements would emerge that demonstrated to others how it could be
done: in Greece, in Italy, and in Ireland. Ireland provides a powerful
example since, in the face of continuing failure to win independence,
the Irish embarked upon both forms of nationalism, civic and cultural:
the United Irishmen Rebellion of 1798 followed the American and
French models, whereas the Young Ireland movement of the 1840s
developed a cultural nationalism of a Germanic type. The Greek War of
Independence, fought against the Ottoman Empire between 1821 and
1832, was the first successful anti-imperial nationalist movement waged
on culturalist grounds. The result, ominously, was not only the formation
of a new nation-state but also the first purification of a culture in which
an attempt was made to eliminate all alleged foreign elements acquired
since Classical times (St Clair 1972; Mackridge 2009). In encouraging
nationalist movements within the Ottoman Empire throughout the
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, European powers seem to
have remained blithely oblivious of the fact that they were creating the
mechanisms of the dissolution of their own empires. They persisted in
the delusional belief that somehow the “Oriental” Ottoman Empire was
constitutively different from their own.
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Anticolonialism

Perhaps Garibaldi could not have succeeded in mobilizing the army
with such ease if Mazzini had not invested his thirty years in his
mission of cultural and literary renaissance. The revival of Irish lan-
guage was attempted with the same enthusiasm along with the
renaissance in Ireland. The rulers so much wanted to suppress their
language for the ultimate suppression of the Irish people that even
kids were punished for the crime of keeping a few verses in Gaelic.
The French Revolution would have been impossible without the
literature of Rousseau and Voltaire. Had Tolstoy, Karl Marx, and
Maxim Gorky not invested years of their lives in the creation of a
new literature, the Russian Revolution would not have taken place,
leave alone the propagation and practice of communism. (Bhagat
Singh, “The Problem of Punjab’s Language and Script,” 1933)

Anticolonialism

We can distinguish three ideologies of anticolonialism, each of which in
turn operated according to two alternative practical strategies, reform
and revolution. They developed in distinct historical phases. In the
eighteenth century, anticolonialism was founded on ideas of natural
law, liberty, and human rights; the dominant nineteenth-century mode,
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whether in Greece, Ireland, or Italy, was based on sentiments of
nationalism. In the twentieth century, particularly after 1917, such
nationalism was assimilated with ideas of socialism and revolutionary
communism. Each century brought its own organizing ideas of antico-
lonialism. Although there are many individual examples, such as the
successful Mahdist revolt in the Sudan against Egyptian/British rule in
1883-5, religion was less often a major factor. That would be reserved
for the twenty-first century.

Why anticolonialism rather than anti-imperialism? It depends where
you are looking at the empire from. If you see it from the center,
considering the whole system, then you might develop a critique of
imperialism as communists such as Lenin did. On the other hand, each
“possession” that had been brought under control of empire was a
colony. Local resistance therefore focused for the main part on the colo-
nial status of that territory rather than the whole system of which it
formed a part.

Anticolonialism is as old as colonialism: it was hardly ever likely that
those whose territories were arbitrarily annexed for colonial rule,
whether by settlers or armies, would feel entirely content with the new
arrangement. However, what indigenous people felt about themselves
or the dispossession of their territories was rarely recorded before the
nineteenth century (Pratt 1994). For the most part, during the history of
empires, anticolonial sentiment was expressed simply, by means of
rebellion and revolt. Though little may be known about the individuals
or the circumstances, the history of revolt constitutes a precise record of
opposition to empire and colonization, just as the history of slave
revolts, which occurred almost annually in the Americas, forms a
written testimony of slaves’ active resistance against the barbarity of
their condition (Blackburn 1988; Mishra 2012). Aside from those of the
colonizers themselves in the Americas and South Africa in the first
Boer War and the Greek War of Independence, and with the notable
exception of Haiti, very few rebellions or revolts before the twentieth
century were successful. Why was this? In the first place, it was a
question of relative scale of military power. But the failure of rebellions
was also conceptual: many rebels had not prepared strategically. The
Indian rebellion of 1857 would be a case in point, and this was the lesson
that Bhagat Singh understood in 1933. However spectacular its initial
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success, and though the rebellion spread spontaneously across central
Northern India, there had been no long-term preparation, and no
overall coordinated strategy and objective. It was put down by the
British using Indian troops. Singh’s emphasis on the importance of
culture to revolution marks a significant shift in anticolonial politics in
the twentieth century and suggests the extent to which it drew on suc-
cessful European examples, particularly those of Italy, Russia, and
Ireland. The Indian socialist understood the significance of Leninist
revolutionary methods, while at the same time stressing the importance
of sustained cultural preparation for achieving them. This was a lesson
that was learnt by many anticolonial revolutionaries in his time and
became a significant factor in their eventual success: spontaneity was
not to be relied upon.

Anticolonial revolution in the Americas was victorious in the late
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries because it was well organized
and because the people involved had absorbed a set of revolutionary
ideas that held them together and gave them clear political objectives.
They were also, for the most part, popular revolutions — among the set-
tlers. Effective anticolonial revolution needs to operate from below.
When the majority of the local population, men and women, supports
rebellion, the local leaders become powerful and the colonizer becomes
powerless. This was the great lesson taught above all by European
nationalism. For most anticolonial activists, therefore, the primary form
of anticolonialism was as much cultural as political: to develop ideas
that would shift sentiments of colonized people from acquiescence to
rebellion. By far the most effective way to do that was to build up nation-
alist sentiment, which by definition meant through culture.

The fact that all early examples of anticolonial movements occurred
either in European settler colonies in the Americas or in Europe itself,
correlates with the fact that moral and political objections to European
colonial rule were also made from the earliest days of imperial expan-
sion by Europeans themselves, from Bartolomé de las Casas in the
sixteenth century, to Jonathan Swift and Aphra Behn in the seventeenth,
to Edmund Burke, Jeremy Bentham, Denis Diderot, and Voltaire in the
eighteenth, to Karl Marx and Goldwin Smith in the nineteenth, to W. E.
B. Dubois, Lenin, Sylvia Pankhurst, and many others in the twentieth
(Merle 1969). As was discussed in chapter 4, resistance to empire formed
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an intrinsic part of the development of the ideas of the nation, liberty,
representative government, and self-determination, all of which contra-
dicted the practice of colonies and empire. The Irish political philoso-
pher Edmund Burke is most associated with the view that autocracy
abroad was also dangerous because it corrupted liberty at home, and
that colonial rule was properly a matter of trusteeship for indigenous
people. Liberal concern for the treatment of natives — the Spanish
Crown had already passed legislation about the treatment of Native
Americans by 1512-13 - may have served to make European empires
somewhat more ethical in governance (which is not to say that this was
widely observed, especially by settlers), and may account for some of
the marked differences between the severity of rule in European and
Japanese colonies (Heartfield 2011). Not unconnected to ideas of
aboriginal “protection,” resistance to empire was also encouraged by
the simultaneous growth of human rights movements, particularly the
anti-slavery movement, whose ethics would apply equally to colo-
nial subjects, and provided a moral and political opposition to the
domination and subordination structure of empire. These concerns
contributed to the establishment of international law, ideas of justice,
and norms of ethical behavior within a system of global governance.
Initially, therefore, it was Europeans who typically objected to imperial
rule in general: indigenous people, seeing things from the perspective of
their homeland, were more likely to protest politically against the
specific rule of their own country as a colony.

Anticolonial Nationalism: Italy and Ireland

While the American revolutions in North and South America were the
founding anticolonial revolutions in the modern era, they did not
provide an easy example to follow for those living in Africa or Asia. It is
noticeable that with a few exceptions, such as the Vietnamese declaration
of independence in 1945, by the twentieth century, few non-European
anticolonialists referred back to the American-French tradition in
their arguments. The claims for human rights, liberty, and democracy,
though by no means discarded, lacked emotional appeal at that point,
and appeared to have been superseded by the rival promises of
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nationalism, socialist equality, and the identification of the colonizer
with capitalist exploitation. Socialism, too, would always remain com-
paratively cerebral: the great example of anticolonial revolution, which
inspired all colonized peoples, was the Italian Risorgimento. As Singh
observed, Italian unification was conceived of as much more than just
the establishment of the political unity of Italy. It was also an idealistic,
nationalist movement involving a rebirth, a renaissance of Italy, Italian
culture, the Italian people, of Italianness altogether. Its spectacular
moments caught the imagination of the world and became the template
of anticolonial revolution. By 1848 the Risorgimento had become a
popular cause enthusiastically endorsed by ordinary Italian people
across the still-fragmented states of Italy: nationalism was something
with which almost everyone could identify. As the Reader puts it in
Gandhi’s primer for self-rule, Hind Swaraj (1909): “What was possible
for Mazzini and Garibaldi is possible for us” (Gandhi 1997: 72).

After 1815, “Italy” had been reconfigured in parts, variously as a
group of individual kingdoms, duchies, the papal state, and the
kingdom of Venetia, which was part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire.
Italian reunification was not strictly, then, an anticolonial war, but it
was the triumph of nationalism against feudal and imperial states that
made it the template of anticolonial modernity. The dynamic leader
Giuseppe Garibaldi provided a direct link between revolutionary mili-
tary campaigns for republics in Brazil and Uruguay in South America
and the nationalist uprisings in Italy of 1848. His military prowess and
intense popularity among Italians were augmented by his abilities to
play off external powers against each other and draw on the assistance
of others, for example the British, when needed. His success was only
tempered by political complications and differences between the
leaders of the Risorgimento, such as whether Italy should become a
monarchy or republic. While Garibaldi had extraordinary military
skill and immense charisma, Giuseppe Mazzini developed the revolu-
tionary ideological impetus by forming La Giovine Italia (Young Italy)
while in exile in Marseilles, a political movement whose name
embodied the idea of rebirth. It was subsequently imitated all over the
world by anticolonial activists as a means of providing the basis for a
cultural and political kernel that would empower revolution (for
example, Young Ireland, organized by Thomas Davis, or Young India, a



90 Anticolonialism

newspaper published by Gandhi; the Arch Duke Franz Ferdinand was
assassinated in Sarajevo in 1914 by a member of the revolutionary
nationalist Mlada Bosna, “Young Bosnia,” movement). While Mazzini
worked at times alongside Garibaldi, both of them strong believers in
popular democracy, the third figure of the Risorgimento, Camillo
Benso Cavour, was very different. He was a pragmatic politician who
preferred diplomatic initiatives at the highest level to popular politics.
As Prime Minister of the Kingdom of Piedmont-Sardinia, with the
help of Garibaldi’s campaign in Southern Italy, he brought about the
tirst Kingdom of Italy in 1861 which, with the exception of Rome and
Venice, effectively unified the country. However, whether he united
Italy as a nationalist or took it over on behalf of the House of Savoy
(Northern Italy) by a quasi-colonial strategy remains a subject of
debate up to the present. At all events, between them these three figures
represented the three necessities of anticolonial strategy: the brilliant
general, the intellectual who supplied the nationalist ideology, and the
astute diplomat who could negotiate successfully with national and
imperial governments. The Italian case was more complicated than
that of a typical colony, given that Italy was landed with a whole range
of occupying European and Italian powers who all had interests in the
country, to say nothing of the complication of the Vatican, whereas in
general for most colonies there was only one external power to deal
with. Italy nevertheless provided an example for international revolu-
tionary movements of the necessary political, military, and cultural
strategies for achieving independence, as well as, finally, an inspira-
tional and highly publicized example of success.

Anticolonialists also looked to the example of Ireland, which had
struggled against English rule since the eighteenth century. Irish
rebellion had begun with the United Irishmen in 1798, but moved
into the form of parliamentary battles for Catholic emancipation led
by Daniel O’Connell after union with Britain in 1800. In the 1830s,
with O’Connell’s campaign seeming to be getting nowhere, a Young
Ireland movement was developed as a nationalist political party. In
1848, in the time of the Famine and also the year of popular European
revolutions, Young Irelanders led by William Smith O’Brien staged an
unsuccessful rebellion and were subsequently transported to
Tasmania. By the 1850s, some of those who had participated in the
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rebellion founded the Irish Republican Brotherhood with a view to
achieving independence through armed rebellion (the resort to arms
would later be followed by the Irish Republican Army, and subse-
quently by the groups variously known as the IRA, Official IRA,
Provisional IRA, and Real IRA). Supported by the Fenian Brotherhood
in the United States, the IRB staged spectacular acts of terrorism in
mainland Britain and elsewhere. Fully utilizing the resources of the
invention by Alfred Nobel, the Swedish arms manufacturer and later
financial source of the Nobel prizes, of easily portable nitroglycerin —
dynamite - in 1867, the IRB developed the world’s first international
terrorist movement, bombing not only English cities, but also striking
around the world with attempted assassinations of royalty in Australia
and New Zealand, an invasion of Canada, and numerous small upris-
ings (Young 2011). One of the effects of the Fenian invasion of Canada
in 1866 was to encourage the British government to turn “British
North America” into a single state, leading to the Canada Act of 1867.
The second half of the nineteenth century also saw the appearance of
arange of other nationalist political movements, from Michael Davitt’s
Land League which initiated the Land War, to Douglas Hyde’s Gaelic
League, as well as active military involvement such as John MacBride’s
Irish Brigade, which fought on the side of the Boers during the Boer
War from 1899 to 1900. But it was the supreme act of self-sacrifice
offered by James Connolly, Patrick Pearse, and the other participants
of the Easter Rebellion of 1916, announced with a formal declaration
of independence, that became the most spectacular event of Irish
resistance, its nobility commemorated in W. B. Yeats’ famous poem,
“Easter 1916”: “All changed, changed utterly: / A terrible beauty is
born” Although the Rebellion itself was put down by the British
without mercy and seemed to have failed, it did not escape anyone’s
notice that by 1922 ungovernable Ireland had finally become a free
state. More ominously, it did so by becoming one of the first parti-
tioned states of the twentieth century. What was unique about Ireland
compared to anywhere else from a nationalist or anticolonial point of
view was the consistency of its struggle for well over a hundred years
and its untiring determination, as well as the inventive range of differ-
ent strategies that were pursued: it offered a continuous, undefeated
example of resistance.
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The Bolshevik Revolution, 1917

Italy and Ireland offered the great examples of nationalist
quasi-anticolonial rebellion. But scarcely a year after the Easter Rising
another event occurred that would change anticolonial thinking until
the end of the century: the Bolshevik Revolution.

It was Marx and his followers, particularly the Bolsheviks under Lenin,
who formulated the most cogent arguments against imperialism as a
system of exploitation driven not by the high ideals of civilization but
capitalism’s need for profit. From a colonized person’s point of view, what
was revolutionary about the Russian Revolution was not so much its
communism per se as the fact that the Soviet Union was established as the
first state committed to an anti-imperial politics and the liberation of the
colonies: up to that point, all of the world powers had been imperial rivals,
none of them had challenged the imperial system as such. The Bolshevik
Revolution was therefore a pivotal moment for anti-imperialism, as it
moved for the first time into the register of state power. Communism
represented a challenge and threat to empire; until 1989 anticolonial com-
batants of all kinds were frequently characterized simply as “communists.”
After 1917, anti-imperial activities around the world were supported
by the Soviet Unions Third International, which held influential
congresses on colonialism and gave material support. The formation of
communist parties throughout the world created an international network
of disciplined local organizations that would be put into effective service
in the independence campaigns that followed 1945 (Young 2001: 115-157).
Though most communists continued to believe that working-class
revolution would come in the advanced industrial states rather than the
colonies, the Third International was active in coordinating revolutionary
organizations such as the League Against Imperialism in the 1920s
(Petersson 2013). In the 1930s under Stalin, communist internationalism
waned, but resurfaced powerfully during the fight against fascism in
World War II, for example in Greece, and the battle against colonialism
subsequently. After the communist victory in China in 1949, a second
major communist power began actively to support anticolonial move-
ments, particularly in Southeast Asia, above all Vietnam.

Although its discourse became increasingly mixed with Marxist
rhetoric and ideas, for the most part anticolonialism remained deeply
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nationalist in inspiration and drew on nationalist sentiment in order to
develop popular support. Anticolonialist combatants were attracted by
the promises of socialism as well as its rhetoric of anti-imperialism, but
the difficulty was that communism, being internationalist, was
politically also anti-nationalist. However, in practice the USSR allowed
communists to make strategic alliance with nationalists, as in China.
After 1945, contrary to the doctrine of European - and Indian -
Marxism, third-world socialist anticolonialism increasingly combined
nationalism with socialism, as is evident in the writings of Amilcar
Cabral (1973) or Frantz Fanon (1966). In order to align the two more
effectively, and to mediate communist doctrine to their own realities,
third-world anticolonialists followed the example of Mao Zedong by
discarding the revolutionary figure of the worker for the peasant.
Anticolonialists were therefore also internationalists: they looked to
other anticolonial groups for inspiration, solidarity, or even aid. This
was augmented by the paradoxical situation that many anticolonial
activists lived in the European capitals, in part because the political lib-
erties that existed there were suppressed in the colonies. It also allowed
them to interact with other anticolonial militants, either individually or
through Comintern conferences, or other gatherings such as the
“Nationalities and Subject Races Conference” held in London in 1910,
or communist organizations such as the League Against Imperialism.
Internationalism also produced contact with radical groups in Europe
and North America, above all between African and Caribbean anticolo-
nial activists and African American radicals such as the Trinidadian
George Padmore and the African American W. E. B. Du Bois (the
Jamaican black nationalist Marcus Garvey, though forging links bet-
ween the United States, the Caribbean and Africa, kept his Universal
Negro Improvement Association [UNIA] relatively separate from those
of other activists). These links were consolidated through the Pan-
African Congresses which met from 1900 to 1994 (the most famous was
the fifth, held in Manchester in 1945, organized by Kwame Nkrumah
and George Padmore). Utilizing imperial rivalries as a form of support
was also an important tactic. Indian Ghadarite nationalists conspired
with Germany during World War I, while there was also cultivation of
fascist regimes during the 1930s. The most famous opportunist in this
context was Subhas Chandra Bose who founded the Nazi Indische
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Legion in Germany in 1941 and then in 1943 revived the Indian National
Army (INA) that had been created by the Japanese after the fall of
Singapore in 1941. The INA then took part in the Japanese Burma
campaign, assisting in the unsuccessful attempt to invade India in 1944.
The Japanese and Indian National armies were defeated, at great human
cost, by the British Fourteenth Army, a Commonwealth army which
consisted predominantly of units from the Indian army, along with
some British and African colonial troops (Bayly and Harper 2005).

Anticolonial politicians in different colonies learnt from each other:
where one strategy was judged to have been particularly successful, it
then influenced the behavior of others elsewhere around the globe.
After the British left India in 1947, it seemed that the Gandhian prin-
ciple of non-violence was the most effective means of achieving
independence, so non-violence became the chosen path of other leaders
challenging the British, such as Nkrumah in Ghana. On the other hand,
in 1954 when the French were decisively defeated by the Vietnamese at
Dien Bien Phu and agreed to withdraw from Indochina altogether, the
Front de Libération Nationale (FLN) began their armed insurrection in
Algeria. After the first colonies became independent, their leaders
continued the tradition of international cooperation, most notably at
the Bandung conference of non-aligned nations in 1955 and the
Conference of the Organization of the Solidarity of the Peoples of Asia,
Africa, and Latin America (known as the Tricontinental) held in Havana
in 1966 (Young 2005a).

Strategies of Resistance: Rebellion or Reform

The practical question for anticolonial movements was how to make
them effective: the alternatives were revolution or reform, the American
way of armed rebellion of 1776 or the other American way that had
been formulated in 1849 by Henry David Thoreau in response to his
distaste for slavery and imperialism (specifically, the recent Mexican-
American War) in the United States: civil disobedience (Thoreau 2008).
Thoreau’s ideas, including his preference for simple living, inspired
Mahatma Gandhi as a strategy for peaceful protest and resistance
against British rule. Starting with his campaigns against the South
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African government in the 1890s, Gandhi developed a whole ethos of
non-violence, satyagraha (“soul” or “truth force”), which enabled him
to assert a moral high ground in the face of any form of brutal oppression
and to claim higher ethical values than the colonizer. Drawing on
resistance techniques learnt from Thoreau, Irish nationalists, and
suffragettes, Gandhi’s campaigns galvanized ordinary Indians while
maintaining the respect of the British and gaining admiration and emu-
lation around the world (in the 1960s, Martin Luther King drew directly
on his example for the conduct of the Civil Rights movement in the
United States).

In practice the path of liberation varied between relatively peaceful
negotiation in the case of exploitation colonies (for example in India,
Ghana, or Uganda) and violent warfare for settlement colonies, where a
significant presence of colonial settlers produced often apparently
intractable situations, such as in Algeria or Rhodesia. However, not all
exploitation colonies were liberated without violence (Vietnam would
be an obvious example), while some settler colonies, such as the former
German colony of Tanganyika, were decolonized relatively peacefully.
Similarly, even peaceful decolonizations were not without the use of
violence: India was relatively speaking non-violent but the name of
Bhagat Singh reminds us that it also saw many forms of violent insur-
rection, from Pulithevar in Tamil Nadu in the 1750s, to the 1857
Rebellion, to the 1930 Chittagong Armoury Raid, to the Indian National
Army’s attempted invasion in 1944. Indeed Gandhi was prompted to
write his manifesto Hind Swaraj advocating non-violence after meeting
violent Indian revolutionaries in London. In Ireland over the centuries
all strategies were tried — armed rebellion, reformism, armed rebellion
again, cultural resistance, non-violent resistance, and armed rebellion
once again. Although Gandhi’s example remained influential in the
1950s, after the success of the Cuban Revolution in 1959 and Algerian
independence in 1962, in the 1960s most anticolonial movements, even
the hitherto peaceable Gandhian South African National Congress,
turned to armed rebellion (Young 2005b).

In a world of imperialists, and therefore in the absence of interna-
tional support, armed insurrections in the colonies were rarely success-
tul after the liberation of the Americas. Even Bolshevik backing after
1917 was in practice more useful in terms of effecting organization than
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producing revolution. The organizational weakness of anticolonial
rebellion would be decisively changed by the Leninist model of party
organization that enabled the colonized to develop successful revolu-
tionary strategies. It was the Bolsheviks who invented the powerful
model of the popular or liberation “front,” in which all the different
oppositional constituencies were brought together so that the controlling
power would face a single opponent. This technique was used success-
fully in Vietnam, Algeria, El Salvador, and elsewhere. The failure to
develop a national liberation front in India meant that the country
achieved independence only through its division into separate national
states that corresponded to the two main anticolonial parties, Congress
and the Muslim League. A number of national liberation fronts have
since developed in India, this time in an attempt by regional ethnic
groups to win self-government, for example in Assam, Manipur,
Tripura, and West Bengal.

Organization, though strategically useful, was not however enough
in itself. What really changed the possibilities for armed rebellion was
the development of the Cold War after 1945. The United States’ com-
mitment to national liberation was tempered by the preference of
natives to choose socialism over capitalism, just as in the twenty-first
century its enthusiasm for spreading democracy around the world was
tempered by the experience of electors in democratic elections choos-
ing Hamas and the Muslim Brotherhood in Gaza and Egypt.
Communism came to be seen as the greater threat, with the result that
most anticolonial activists turned to the Soviet Union and China for
support. The Cold War was then fought out in proxy hot wars in the
colonies, in Angola, in Cambodia, in the Congo, in Malaya, in Vietnam,
and elsewhere, particularly in Central and South America.

Culture as Soft Power

The alternation of peaceful and violent anticolonialism mirrored the
strategies of the colonists themselves. Although the colonial power
proved its military superiority by the very fact of occupation, this
hardly legitimized colonial rule. It therefore needed its own version of
carrot and stick, peaceful and violent tactics, in order to maintain its
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power and authority. The first strategy was to achieve supremacy and
profit by controlling the basic infrastructure - along with the military
and police, through taxes and law. At the same time, all occupying forces
attempted to produce consent among local people - the greater the
consent, the easier the control. The colonial power therefore typically
suggested that it had intervened not for its own interest or profit but for
the benefit of the local people. Though Christianity was usually on offer,
this was not necessarily very palatable to the locals. More powerful and
more attractive was the very fact of power itself, and by extension the
culture of which it formed a part: both were presented with maximum
visibility and charisma in order to impress and persuade the colonized.
Although it was not usually formulated in such terms at the time, this
characteristic of the colonial ruler is generally characterized today with
the term “modernity”

European colonizers did not just arrive and claim that their own
culture, language, and religion were as superior as their military might,
though they did suggest that. They also assumed that their culture was
“modern,” while the local culture was inherently inferior, stuck in the
past. The idea that European culture was inherently better at every level
certainly seems to have been the attitude of early travelers to the Americas,
armed with their various forms of Christianity. But those who went East,
to India and China, originally had the opposite reaction, since the local
cultures seemed so superior in many respects to their own, from their
commodities to architecture to technology to government organization
to sheer wealth. Toward the end of the eighteenth century, however, with
the development of Enlightenment ideas of rationality, and the fast
development of science in the same period, the idea began to circulate
that human beings in Europe had emerged into a superior state of being,
with the rest of humanity being imagined as still caught in mental dark-
ness of various kinds, a view memorably projected by Immanuel Kant in
his essay “An Answer to the Question ‘What is Enlightenment?,” which
begins with the phrase “Enlightenment is man’s emergence from his self-
imposed immaturity.” That emergence implicitly leaves all those without
enlightenment in a state of permanent childhood.

In conditions of sustained colonial rule, it does not take long for the
power of the occupiers to be transmitted to everything associated with
the culture that has come with them — dress, language, literature, history,
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music, and art. Local ways and customs begin to seem old-fashioned
and behind the times. We can see this process of culture as soft power
occurring in nineteenth-century India, when a local poet such as Michael
Madhusudan Dutt (1824-73) discarded his own Bengali and began
writing poetry in English instead. Upper-class Indians who had profited
from colonial rule, particularly by practicing law, began to show their
status by rejecting native dress and wearing western clothes (even Gandhi
as a young man wore a dapper European suit with a stiff collar and tie).
Frantz Fanon later characterized this as the first phase of colonial culture,
when the local people absorb and appropriate the colonizer’s culture in
all its dimensions, beginning with its language (Fanon 1966: 165-199).
Perhaps the most extreme example of this colonial mimicry took place
not in the colonial sphere but as a means of avoiding colonization: after
1868, having been forced by American and European powers to open up
for trade, Japan responded with a radical policy of self-modernization,
adopting not only the military technology and customs of European
armies, but discarding wholesale many traditional forms of its own
culture for European customs, from wearing formal evening dress to
eating beef.

The group that personally benefitted most from this phase was
women, some of whom were able to utilize western practices in order to
liberate themselves from restrictive cultural norms prevalent in tradi-
tional patriarchal societies and enjoy benefits such as education or legal
rights. Colonial rule was disempowering for the colonized society in
general, but for women it could also provide opportunity or potential
for redress (Chandra 2008). Even indentured labor was utilized as an
opening for some runaway or outcast colonized women (Bahadur
2013). European and American women on occasion also found that
empires offered chances for self-advancement that would have been
impossible at home, even if it involved serving rather than contesting
imperial aims (Chaudhuri and Strobel 1992; Jayawardena 1995;
Woollacott 2001). During the anticolonial period, colonized women
were also particularly active, as organizers, campaigners, and combat-
ants, even if none of them compared to the prominent role played by the
Rani of Jhansi, the most charismatic leader of the 1857 Indian rebellion
(McClintock 1995; O'Gorman 2011; Sangari and Vaid 1989; Singh 2014;
Young 2001: 360-382).
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On National Culture

Some colonial subjects, such as the Bengali writer Nirad C. Chaudhuri,
never moved away from the phase of admiring imitation of colonial
culture; in most colonial societies, however, such sentiments were suc-
ceeded by a nationalist reaction, which as Singh notes, was in turn
brought into being through the realm of culture. Edward Said puts it in
a different way: “Because of the presence of the colonizing outsider, the
land is recoverable at first only through the imagination” (Said 1993:
271). Resistance through the imagination was a primary form of
response for subordinated people, just as it continues to be in the West
Bank and Gaza in the twenty-first century. It can take many forms: in
the course of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, anticolonial artists,
intellectuals, and politicians produced a huge volume of material
designed to challenge colonial ideology, to retrieve their own repressed
culture, theorize their own political practices, and to develop new local
cultural forms for the future. These ranged from anthropological
works (Jomo Kenyatta), to political theory (Gandhi, Mao, José Carlos
Mariategui), to fiction (Premchand, Raja Rao), to history (C. L. R. James),
to memoir (Jawaharlal Nehru), to poetry (Aimé Césaire, Ho Chi Minh,
Léopold Senghor), to cultural theory (Amilcar Cabral). Gandhi’s works
alone extend to almost a hundred volumes. In the overall context of
anticolonial production of the kind envisaged by Bhagat Singh, this
body of work remains unparalleled in its range and rich complexity
(Young 2001: 193-359).

As Fanon describes it, the initial phase of imitation of the colonial
culture gives way to a second stage of cultural nationalism when
nationalists begin to reject the colonial culture on grounds of increasing
resistance to colonial rule. Now they look instead to their own past in
order to reestablish their own indigenous identity. At this point, every-
thing connected to the colonizer becomes suspect: imported manufac-
tures are rejected, native languages are reappraised, revalued, and
chosen over the colonial idiom, local literature is rediscovered and
championed, new works are written, and western clothes discarded in
favor of indigenous dress. One man widely associated with this reactive
stage is the Senegalese poet and politician Léopold Senghor, the
inventor of the concept of négritude, which revalued the whole of black
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African culture as something of supreme cultural value rather than as
outdated primitivism as Europeans had claimed. Logically, this stage of
cultural nationalism implied a return to using indigenous languages.
Though Senghor continued to write in French, others such as Gandhi
rejected English in favor of Gujarati. In the Caribbean where the native
language had not survived, Caribbean authors began to write in idio-
syncratic styles employing local idioms such as those to be heard in
Martinique, a position most fully developed by Fanon’s contemporary,
the poet Edouard Glissant. Fanon himself advocated a third stage, in
which the two were brought together dialectically with culture
integrated into the independence conflict, so that, as he put it, the
struggle became the national culture. A different way of putting that
would be the argument of the famous anticolonial leader and theorist
of Guinea-Bissau, Amilcar Cabral, that culture was simply a weapon of
resistance (Cabral 1973: 59-60).

Cultural nationalism, while advocating a harmonious and totalizing
national culture that embodied the spirit or aspirations of the nation,
moved easily into oppositional modes. While Gandhi went so far as to
advocate a rejection of modernity as such, criticizing even hospitals and
the use of western medicine, in practice most cultural nationalists
accepted western technology even if they rejected western culture -
just as in the twenty-first century, the most anti-western organizations,
such as Boko Haram, do not refuse to use modern weapons - indeed
their flag features the AK47. Even Gandhi, despite denouncing the
railways and espousing a return to the earlier technology of the spinning
wheel, made full use of the modern media for his political campaigns.
The acceptance of western science meant that most postcolonial nations
at independence remained in full agreement with the ideas of colo-
nial economics, so that the first task was to “develop” the country and
take it fully into modernity. Huge, expensive infrastructural projects
duly followed.

As Bhagat Singh points out, most anticolonial nationalist movements
involve long preparatory movements of cultural revival, which both
reestablish the self-confidence of the colonized people and give them a
cohesive sense of identity with which to confront the colonizer. As a
result, nationalism disdains syncretism in its drive for a cultural renewal
that also demands an ahistorical cultural homogeneity. So Singh himself
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forcefully argues that in the absence of Indians being able to speak one
language as a nation, they should at least write all their languages in the
same script: tellingly, he complains that Muslims in particular insist on
writing in Urdu. The nationalist reaction to colonialism meant that
culture was never a secondary factor in anticolonial politics: cultural
struggles made up a fundamental part of the overall political struggle.
The writings of anticolonial nationalists, from Gandhi to Kenyatta, are
replete with claims for the superiority of local culture and the need for
renewal, but at the same time this often meant promoting one particular
language or form of local culture and not another. Sometimes this
could work to significant negative effect, for example the tendency that
continues even today to consider it acceptable for men to take on all the
trappings of modernity, while trying to protect women in their tradi-
tional roles as guardians of time-honored local culture centered on the
home (Chatterjee 1993). Many of the issues of cultural difference that
historically sparked political confrontation between colonizer and colo-
nized have involved customary practices relating to women: female
genital mutilation, child marriage, veiling, widow burning (sati). Fanon
was one of the few anticolonial male writers and activists who argued
that the fight against the colonizer transformed the role of women in
their societies in a positive and progressive way (Fanon 1965: 35-67).
At the same time, nationalists wanted to challenge some elements of
western culture that were paraded with the authority of science rather
than culture. While only Gandhi offered an alternative economic theory
to capitalism other than socialism (and his ideas in this area were taken
from Carlyle, Ruskin, and the Arts and Crafts movement), all non-
western anticolonialists were concerned to deny the ideological science
of western racial superiority. One response was to appropriate and
invert it: from the négritude of Léopold Senghor and Aimé Césaire, to
the Japanese version of racial theory, according to which the Japanese
were a superior race to other East Asians. Africans, or people of African
descent, who had been characterized in the most extreme form in terms
of racial inferiority, confronted racialism most directly. They needed to
attack the ideology of race in order to dispute European and North
American ideas about the form of government that was appropriate for
them. Colonial rulers had argued that the people (“natives”) that they
ruled were not yet fully mature human beings: they were “backward,”
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“primitive,” or like children, and therefore not fit to govern themselves
(forgetting that they had been governing themselves perfectly well
before the Europeans arrived). Anticolonialists therefore had to make
two interrelated arguments. It was not enough to quarrel on the basis of
human rights, because they were first obliged to claim and prove them-
selves to be fully human. They had to show that the colonized person
was not inferior, not a lower form of human being, but fully human in
every sense. We can see Frantz Fanon invoking this idea at the end of
The Wretched of the Earth where he advocates a new humanism that will
include all, not just some, of humanity as human beings. By 1961 that
assertion was much easier to make because the ideology of race, and
racial discrimination, on which colonialism and imperialism depended,
had been discredited as a result of the Holocaust.
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Decolonization

There were, broadly speaking, three phases of decolonization: (1) the
colonies in the Americas, for the most part during the late eighteenth
and early nineteenth centuries; (2) the colonies of Europe that date from
the nineteenth century up to the first quarter of the twentieth; and
(3) the colonies of the global South in the period from 1945 to the end of
the twentieth century. The first involved European settlers (and in Haiti
former slaves) in the Americas; the second, European settlers in Canada,
South Africa, Australia, and New Zealand, as well as, finally, the Southern
Irish, along with Europeans in the Austro-Hungarian and Ottoman
Empires; the third, the populations of European colonies in Africa, Asia,
the Caribbean, and the Pacific. Although almost all countries in today’s
world are now post-colonies, their situation differs therefore in relation
to the historical era of their emergence as nation-states.

Phase One: 1776-1826

The first period of decolonization was inaugurated by the American
Revolution of 1776. For as long as there had been a New France
alongside the thirteen British colonies - a vast area of land to the west
of the British colonies stretching from Canada to Louisiana - the
colonists had had a reason to stay loyal to the British Crown which
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protected them. The British strategic mistake was to defeat the French
and to offer them the choice of retaining either New France or
Guadeloupe and Martinique: they chose the latter (the two islands
were far more economically profitable). In order to placate the
American tribes to the east of the Mississippi who had supported the
French, as well as a general sense of responsibility for the well-being of
the Native Americans in their colonies, in 1763 the British proclaimed
these newly acquired territories a vast Indian reserve and forbade
settler expansion westward. Aside from arguments about taxation, the
underlying motivation for the settler rebellion that began ten years
later was resentment at this prohibition: as soon as independence was
achieved, the borders were broken open and the United States recon-
figured itself as a land empire expanding ever westward (in 1803,
during France’s brief period of repossession of the southern parts of
French territory, Napoleon took the opportunity of selling Louisiana
to the United States). This established the first law of independent
colonies: that national sovereignty for the most part leads to a diminu-
tion in the well-being of the indigenous people, as far as genocide, or,
in non-settler colonies, of ethnic minorities who live in outlying
regions or so-called “tribal areas” Marxist critics go one step further,
arguing that decolonization often simply involves a transfer of power
from the colonizer to the local bourgeoisie or comprador classes. As
the narrator of Aravind Adiga’s novel The White Tiger puts it: “In 1947
the British left, but only a moron would think that we became free
then” (Adiga 2008: 22).

Successful colonial rebellion in the North soon produced rebellion
throughout the Americas: in Haiti (San Domingue) the first, and last,
successful slave revolt, and then in other colonial territories after the
Napoleonic invasion of Spain. Threatened by Spanish and Napoleonic
forces in 1807, the entire Portuguese royal court was shipped by the
British navy to Brazil, which then declared independence from Portugal
in 1822. By 1826, most of the states of Central and South America had
achieved independence. With the exception of Haiti, all these new
independent states were further examples of the kind of colonial antico-
lonialism that had developed in the United States: rebellion for the most
part not by the indigenous or slave population against the colonized,
but by the settlers against the colonial government in Europe. In order
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to keep up their racial hierarchy over indigenous peoples, the settler
population attempted to maintain their identity as Europeans, with
the result that they were propelled into a mentality of dependency for
the next hundred and fifty years. Being colonists who lived far away in
a different cultural, political, and economic environment, they could
never quite manage to be fully European and could only ever lag behind
the cultures of Europe that were changing dramatically as a result of the
industrial revolution and its related political developments. Haiti,
meanwhile, remained a one-off, its independence unrecognized for
decades by the United States or most European states. Catastrophically,
in 1825 it was forced into punitive indemnity payments by France to
compensate for the lost value of French property including slaves, the
debt contributing to the subsequent instability of its government and
the ruin of its economy. These conditions persisted into the twentieth
century — from 1914, Haiti was reoccupied for twenty years by the
United States on the basis of the Monroe Doctrine. The indemnity to
France was not paid off until 1947. In 2003 the Haitian President
Aristide requested that France return the unjust indemnity payments,
now valued at $21 billion; he was removed shortly afterward in a
military coup. France, which in 2014 had a GDP of $2.8 trillion
compared to Haiti’s $7.9 billion, has yet to pay up.

It was in the initial period of decolonization in the late eighteenth
century that modern democracy was first instituted in the world as a
result of anticolonial revolution. The United States offered the ideology
not only of liberty, which the founding fathers thought of as derived
from English traditions, but also of democracy, a radical political system
that was regarded by European conservatives somewhat akin to the way
that communism was seen in the twentieth century. For many auto-
cratic or oligarchic regimes around the world, from China to Egypt to
North Korea, it continues to be a dangerous concept: think Tiananmen
Square. Anticolonial revolution thus produced not only the first postco-
lonial but also the first democratic state in the modern world, a state
that, quite remarkably, has endured to the present day in its original
revolutionary form, which is certainly an impressive testimony to its
founders. Although inspired by the example of the United States, the
other newly independent settler colonies in South America came to be
ruled as oligarchies of various kinds.
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Of course, democracy in the United States as in ancient Greece did
not originally include everyone: slaves, African Americans, Native
Americans, and women were excluded. Universal suffrage would not
come for almost two hundred years, until 1965. What is remarkable, in
fact, about full democracy is what a recent system it is. Although France
originally introduced universal suffrage for all males over 25 years of age
in 1792, it had to be reestablished in 1875, since when it has continued
unbroken. In 1848 Switzerland was the first country to institute universal
male suffrage that has continued ever since - however, it only adopted
universal female suffrage in 1990. The first country to institute universal
suffrage nationally was a colony, New Zealand, in 1893. Australia
followed suit in 1902, though the same legislation barred indigenous
people from voting, so the suffrage there was hardly universal: it only
became so in 1967. Despite a fondness for lecturing on democratic
values to the rest of the world, therefore, western democracies have in
fact only established universal suffrage relatively recently, usually after
long and contentious civil campaigns to do so. For their part, it is hardly
surprising that some former colonies have found it difficult to maintain
themselves as full democracies when the system was only suddenly
brought in at the moment of decolonization. They too, as western coun-
tries did, often have to go through years of effort to achieve it, maintain
it, broaden it. Similarly, those countries that never became full democ-
racies on decolonization, such as many of those in the Middle East, are
also obliged to go through the same fights against authoritarianism as
western countries went through in the past, though now largely
forgotten. Historically, in all countries, democracy has been realized
through continuous struggle, and since it is unlikely ever to be fully
achieved, it will always require a permanent effort to maintain the
democracy of the present and to work toward the fuller democracy of
the future.

Phase Two: 1826-1945

In 1821 Russia announced an edict (ukase) over Northwestern America
as far south as the 51st Parallel, from modern Alaska to British Columbia,
and the following year seized a US ship that was sailing in the region.
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Partly in response to this, in 1823 the United States announced what
became known as the Monroe Doctrine, guaranteeing that the newly
independent countries in the Americas would not become prey to other
imperial ambitions, and stating that any further attempts by Europeans
or Russia to colonize the Americas, or to interfere with the constituent
states of the Americas, would be considered by the United States as an
act of aggression. The independence of the new postcolonial states was
secured, and henceforth the Americas were protected from being reap-
propriated by the European empires (though this did not stop European
fleets from arriving in the harbors of Caribbean or South American
states to pressurize them into paying alleged debts, or France, which
improbably claimed a racial kinship with “Latin” America, from
invading Mexico in 1838-9 and 1862-7). The advantage to the United
States was that it left the whole of the continent free for it to trade with,
though in practice throughout the nineteenth century the British were
at least as busy trading as the United States was. For South American
states, however, the downside of the Monroe Doctrine was that in prac-
tice, by the early twentieth century, it meant that the United States at
times treated Central and South America a little in the manner of a
personal fiefdom, sending in the Marines at will to change or maintain
governments, or declaring a protectorate over Panama from its
independence in 1903 until 1939 (the Panama Canal was not ceded to
Panama until December 31, 1999).

By the 1820s, the first great empires of the Spanish, Portuguese,
British, and French had been lost. It might be thought that this would
give would-be imperialists some pause for thought. As a result of
their experience with the American colonists, and in the face of the
development of a “colonial nationalism” in some settler colonies (Jebb
1905), the British reconfigured their empire into a federal model, and
encouraged the white settler colonies to become independent “domin-
ions”: by 1910 Canada, Australia, New Zealand, and South Africa were
independent, though still forming part of the British Empire. How far
they continued as de facto settler colonies is another matter. Of the
remaining British settler colonies, only Kenya and Rhodesia continued
to be under direct imperial control. For a while the British, particularly
under Gladstone’s government, also nominally pursued a policy of
resistance to further colonial expansion, famously even handing the
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Ionian Islands over to Greece in 1864. Many other European countries,
however, became actively acquisitive imperialists, particularly France
and Belgium, then Germany, and finally Italy. Russia was also continu-
ously expanding its land empire, while by 1894 Japan had success-
fully turned itself into an imperialist state on the western model. As a
result, the nineteenth century was the second period of great colonial
expansion — which paradoxically coincided with the second period of
decolonization.

Both Napoleon’s invasion and occupation of Europe, and the colonial
wars around the globe that took place as part of the Napoleonic Wars,
produced a major reconfiguration of the world map. After his failed
colonization of Egypt, Napoleon concentrated on creating an empire
within Europe, known as the Greater French Empire. In occupying
Germany and Italy, Napoleon unwittingly initiated the motor for the
nation-states that would eventually follow. His eventual defeat by
Britain, Russia, and the Austro-Hungarian Empire meant that monar-
chical power was reimposed for a time upon all of Europe, including
France itself. One consequence of that was that, within Europe, nation-
alism developed into a powerful political force. The result was that the
Austro-Hungarian Empire in particular, despite its liberalism, existed in
a state of constant friction throughout the nineteenth century. The
Russian Revolution and the end of World War I resulted in the dismem-
berment of the Russian and Austro-Hungarian Empires, producing
independent Czechoslovakia, Hungary, Lithuania, Poland (all in 1918),
and Finland (1919). Two better-known independence struggles in this
period have already been discussed in chapter 8. One was the unifica-
tion of Italy, or Risorgimento, generally considered to have lasted for
over a hundred years between 1815 and 1918, which was another major
long-term effect of Napoleon’s adventures. The other spectacular decol-
onizing event of the period to 1945 was the partial independence of
Ireland in 1922.

These states, however, were by no means the only colonies to achieve
independence in the period. The main target of anticolonial strategies,
largely by the European imperial powers themselves, was the Ottoman
Empire. As its name suggests, this was another empire, so in theory it
should have fitted perfectly into the imperial system that developed in
the course of the nineteenth century. A non-European empire, however,
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was considered antiquated and out of date. It was a Muslim empire that
had survived from an earlier age, the center of the Islamic faith, a
religion that most westerners in the nineteenth century assumed was
dying out. European powers, therefore, encouraged various national-
isms in order to break it up.

The Ottoman Empire was a land empire stretching, the long way round,
from just east of Vienna as far as the western border of modern Algeria.
Although not as far-reaching as earlier Muslim empires at their greatest
extent, the Ottomans dominated Eastern Europe and the East and South
Mediterranean for centuries. Just as in the Austro-Hungarian Empire, in
the nineteenth century, the growth of nationalism produced widespread
unrest, beginning with the Greek War of Independence. Greece had been
under Ottoman rule since 1453. Its growing importance to European
intellectuals as the (partly mythic) origin of European civilization meant
that the Greeks had a special place in the European mind: Byron’s gesture
of going to fight in their support in 1823 was characteristic. To great
European satisfaction, independence was achieved in 1832. From this
point, despite the general system of tolerance for other religions within
the Ottoman Empire, Europeans increasingly considered it unacceptable
that European Christians elsewhere should be ruled by the Muslim
Ottomans, and therefore became more and more prone to meddle in
Ottoman affairs. In 1878 at the Congress of Berlin, the independence of
several Balkan states - Montenegro, Romania, Serbia, and Bulgaria as a
client state of Russia — was agreed between the European powers and the
Ottoman Empire. A further condition was that the Austro-Hungarian
Empire would occupy the Ottoman province of Bosnia-Herzegovina: its
later annexation of it in 1908 would precipitate the nationalist reaction
that led to World War 1.

It was a very different matter for Arabs. The power vacuum left after
Napoleon’s invasion of Egypt (1798-1801) had been filled in 1805 by
Muhammad Alj, an Albanian who had been in Egypt in service of the
Ottomans. Under his rule, Egypt achieved effective independence -
until Britain took control of the country in 1882 in order to ensure that
it had power over the Suez Canal. The European reaction to Arab
nationalism was very different to that of the Greeks, and characteristic
of the general attitude toward non-Europeans that would prevail right
up to World War II: Arab nationalist unrest under the Ottomans was
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encouraged, but only so that the country itself could be appropriated as
another colony by the Europeans themselves. At times, European
powers simply picked off parts of the Ottoman Empire that they calcu-
lated that the Ottomans would be unable to defend, from the French
invasion of Algeria in 1830 to the Italian appropriation of Libya in 1911.
By 1923, the whole of the Ottoman Empire had been carved up by
Europeans into different segments, and the political map of the modern
Middle East created by fiat of the victorious allied powers (Barr 2012).
Only one strategy went wrong at the time: the attempt to dismember
not only the empire but also most of Turkey itself by partitioning it
between Greece, Italy, a new Kurdish state, the French, and the British,
at the Treaty of Sevres (1920) failed spectacularly and proved unen-
forceable. The so-called “sick man of Europe” proved to be remarkably
resilient. In what Turks call their “War of Independence” (that is,
independence from proposed colonization), the Turkish army, under its
charismatic leader Kemal Atatiirk, defeated the invasion armies of the
British, Greeks, French, and Italians, as well as crushing the Armenian
forces of the short-lived Armenian state that had been established in
1918. By 1920 Armenia had been annexed by the Soviet Union, where it
would remain until 1991. It was not only the Turks who turned out to be
unexpectedly resilient: in 2013, almost a hundred years after the
contours of the map of the Middle East had been drawn up in secret
in 1916 by the British and French diplomats Sir Mark Sykes and
Francois Georges-Picot, those divisions were challenged outright for
the first time by the jihadist Islamic State of Iraq and Syria: “Smashing
Sykes—Picot” they tweeted to their followers as they bulldozed a berm
between Iraq and Syria in June 2014. In the same year, the group pro-
claimed a Caliphate (a traditional form of Islamic state) and named
their leader, Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, Caliph. The last Caliphate had been
abolished by Atatiirk in 1924. Islamists have a long memory.

Just as Ireland finally won independence as the cost of being
partitioned in 1922, so too in the various conferences and treaties that
followed World War I the principle of nationalism and its equation with
particular ethnic groups meant that politicians resorted to the practice
of dividing and engineering the populations of whole countries,
extending the principle of eugenics to that of nations. A nation-state
was supposed to correspond to the ethnic group of the people who lived
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there. Unfortunately in most places, then as now, people were mixed in
altogether different ways, either through historical movements as
in Central Asia, or through earlier political configurations, such as the
Holy Roman Empire, as a result of which Germans were dispersed all
over Eastern Europe, or the Ottoman Empire, under which groups of
Ottomans were encouraged to settle in the Balkans so as to disperse
local power and appropriate the territory more fundamentally than as
an occupied colony (settlers in modern Tibet or the West Bank serve a
comparable function). In 1923 the diverse milieu of the Ottoman
Empire was reverse engineered, with millions of Greeks and Turks sent
“back” to what had been declared their own countries from those in
which they lived. So Greeks were moved out of cosmopolitan Smyrna
(Izmir) and the surrounding region in what became Turkey, and
millions of Turks were sent packing from the equally cosmopolitan
Thessaloniki already conquered by the Greeks in 1912. The first of sev-
eral attempts at creating nations out of the heterogeneous peoples of the
Balkans resulted in the creation of “Yugoslavia.” The same partitioning
process and population transfer would be attempted after World War II
in the Middle East in Palestine, and in South Asia with the creation of
India and Pakistan (Hobsbawm 1990: 132-133). Though much less is
heard about it today, during and after the two world wars a comparable
population movement was also engineered across central-Eastern
Europe. The city of L6dz in Poland can serve as an example of this
history: successively cleansed over the course of the twentieth century
of its population of Germans, Jews, Roma, and Russians.

The destruction of World War I produced in its aftermath a burst
of nation creation, and advocacy of the principle of national self-
determination, affirmed by the American President Woodrow Wilson
in 1918 in a stark change of policy from his imperialist predecessor
Theodore Roosevelt. The new mood came as a response to the per-
ceived socialist threat of the 1917 Bolshevik Revolution, and the Soviet
government’s espousal of national self-determination and support for
struggles against imperialism. Although Wilson raised many hopes
(W. E. B. Dubois organized the first Pan-African Congress in Paris
in 1919 to petition the politicians meeting at the Versailles Peace
Conference for African independence), in practice he was outwitted by
the British and French, who used the defeat of Germany and the
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Ottomans to appropriate their respective colonial territories in Africa,
the Middle East, and the Pacific (where the spoils were also shared by
Australia and Japan) and expand their own empires. However, it was
not only in Turkey that things did not entirely go as planned: as a result
of a popular uprising in Egypt in 1919, the British were obliged to grant
Egypt independence in 1922, though they continued to maintain troops
there until 1954. The new territories in the Middle East also proved
harder to subdue than anticipated, and the air force was brought in to
bomb the people into submission: but by the 1930s, as a result of local
resistance, they were being granted independence - Iraq in 1932, Syria
in 1936, and the Lebanon in the same year, though the French government
never succeeded in getting the latter ratified by its own parliament
before France had itself fallen to the Germans. Independence was only
declared in 1943 after the Vichy regime in Lebanon had been expelled
by the British and Free French.

Outside the Middle East, the 1930s was rather the era of further col-
onizations, as Nazi Germany tried to turn itself into the Greater
Germanic Reich by annexing Europe and large parts of Russia. Even the
Soviet Union’s policy of internationalist revolution was terminated in
favor of socialism in one country (which itself included some new as
well as traditional Russian colonies). In the East, for their part the
Japanese continued their imperial expansion in this period. They had
already annexed parts of China and Korea, and, as allies of Britain and
France in World War I, had seized the German concessions in China
and colonies in the Pacific. In 1937 the Japanese conquered Manchuria.
Having signed a pact with Germany and Italy, in 1940 the Japanese
began to invade colonies in Southeast Asia: Australian Papua (New
Guinea), British Burma, Hong Kong, and Malaya, French Indo-China,
American Philippines, and Dutch Indonesia. In seizing these col-
onies, they drew on the anticolonial concept of the “Greater East Asia
Co-Prosperity Sphere,” proposed by the Marxist philosopher Kiyoshi
Miki, to represent themselves as anticolonial liberators; before surren-
dering in 1945, they granted some of them, such as Indonesia,
independence. Such gestures augmented the expectations of many in
the erstwhile colonies that they would become independent at the end
of the war. However, many of the former colonizers had different ideas
and expected simply to take back control for themselves.
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Phase Three: 1945-Present

The third phase of decolonization, which followed the defeat of Germany
and Japan in 1945, is the best known and documented (Betts 2004;
Chamberlain 1999; Springhall 2001). Once again the world maps were
redrawn according to the wishes of the victors. Germany had already
had its colonies removed in 1918; in the peace treaty of 1947, Italy lost all
claim to its colonies, such as Albania, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Libya, and
Somaliland, all of which gained independence by 1951, with the
exception of Somaliland which became a UN Trust Territory until 1960.
In 1946 the United States granted the Philippines independence, a move
that had been on the agenda in the 1930s before the Japanese invasion.
Under the pressure of war, particularly the defeated Japanese invasion of
India, the British had finally promised to quit India. The country, parti-
tioned into India and West and East Pakistan, became independent in
August 1947, with Ceylon following suit in 1948. This was not, however,
at the time seen as the beginning of the end of empire. Despite expecting
their colonies to support them in the fight against German, Italian, and
Japanese aggression or occupation, it was not obvious to the victorious
or liberated powers that the war would produce the end of their imperial
domains. The Dutch attempted to reoccupy Indonesia, despite it hav-
ing declared its independence two days after the defeat of Japan.
Vietnam also declared its independence in 1945 but was reoccupied by
the French with the aid of the British and Americans. Between 1945 and
1947, British and American armies even used “Japanese Surrendered
Personnel” to regain control of their own, as well as the Dutch and
French, colonial empires, particularly in Indonesia and the Philippines.
However, as also in Malaya, such military resistance as had been
developed against the Japanese was then simply turned against the recol-
onizer. The wars of independence had begun.

Subsequent decolonization was unplanned, and followed an erratic
path, with some countries being given independence as a result of colo-
nial crisis elsewhere (Morocco and Tunisia in 1956, Senegal and French
Sudan in 1960), while with others independence was resisted tooth and
nail (Algeria, 1962). Broadly speaking, the colonies that European powers
found hardest to withdraw from were settler colonies (Algeria, Rhodesia,
arguably Angola), while exploitation colonies were decolonized far
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more easily. Some were abandoned or given independence in defeat
(Indochina, 1954) or ungovernability (Palestine, 1948; Aden, 1967),
others soon after pyrrhic victories over colonial resistance (Cyprus, 1960;
Kenya, 1963), others as a result of war, agitation, or strikes (India, 1947;
Ghana, 1957; Belgian Congo, 1960), others simply because colonies
nearby were being made independent too (Ceylon, 1948), and others
where the colonial power withdrew or handed over power at the end of a
treaty or lease (Trucial States, 1971; Hong Kong, 1997). The major remain-
ing colonial powers in 1945 - Britain, France, and Portugal - had no
overall program other than the general policy of maintenance of colonial
rule until compelled to grant independence. Each colony was taken on a
case-by-case basis. Colonies such as Algeria or Rhodesia proved difficult
because of settler resistance to the independence movements of local
populations: Algerian colons attempted a coup détat in France itself in
1958, while the white government of Rhodesia under Ian Smith declared
unilateral independence in 1965. The other problematic kind of colony
was the small colony, particularly the small island, which appeared too
small to become an independent territory. A number of federal solu-
tions were attempted on earlier models used for Canada or Australia;
for example, the West Indies Federation made up of British Caribbean
colonies; formed in 1958, it was dissolved back into its constituent
islands after 1962, after which the majority of them became independent.

Portugal, which remained under a fascist dictatorship until 1974,
attempted to resist decolonization for the longest time by forming
a multinational empire under a general ideology of “Tropicalismo,” a
theory of Portuguese Christian multiculturalism formulated by the
Brazilian sociologist Gilberto Freyre (Young 2006). In 1961 Portugal
lost Goa and its remaining colonies in India after the Indian government
invaded and incorporated them into the state of India, as well as its West
African fort in Ouidah which was occupied by newly independent
Dahomey. Armed resistance, aided by forces from the Soviet Union,
broke out in the same year in Portuguese Angola, and developed in the
remaining colonies of Guinea and Mozambique within a few years. The
colonial wars in Africa that were fought over the next decade weakened
Portugal to the extent that it finally produced revolution at home, the
eviction of Salazar’s successor, and the establishment of democracy in
1974. The new government granted independence to all Portugal’s
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African territories; East Timor declared independence the following
year, while Macau was returned to China in 1999. In the case of East
Timor, however, independence was short lived, as it was then invaded
by Indonesia, which despite local resistance did not give up control
until 1999. The “right” of independent nations to appropriate former
colonies for themselves has been one of the running issues of the decol-
onization period: in 1975 Spain agreed to Moroccan pressure to give up
the Spanish Sahara, but subsequent Moroccan occupation was greeted
with resistance from the Polisario Front, an indigenous Berber (Sahrawi)
organization which claims the country as an independent Sahrawi Arab
Democratic Republic.

There were many other related histories that developed in connection
with the independence movements: wars fought in countries where
colonial defeat was followed by further wars as western powers
attempted to retain control of sovereign states (Vietnam); wars fought
where minority settler communities remained in control of independent
countries (Rhodesia/Zimbabwe, South Africa); wars fought where
democracy was repressed by dictators supported by foreign countries
resisting the threat of communism (Cuba before 1959, and many coun-
tries in Central and South America): the period of decolonization was a
period of turmoil, on almost every continent. It was complicated
throughout by the Cold War being fought between the Soviet Union
and China and the West. Every resistance to colonial rule became
absorbed into this larger trajectory: anticolonial activists were not
branded as terrorists (as they had been before World War II) but as
communists, a strategy which enabled Portuguese or white South Africans
to maintain power much more easily. Apartheid in South Africa began
to dissolve the very same year that communism collapsed in the Soviet
Union: the game was up. With the end of the Soviet Union, Eastern
Europe which had been semi-colonized since 1945 was able to break
free and assert its full independence, while in 1991 fourteen of the
former Soviet republics were able to exercise a right that had been the-
oretically available to them all the time - to secede from the union. The
last of the major empires had unexpectedly disintegrated at a stroke.
Expiring communism immediately encountered rising Islamism: the
Russia that emerged from the ruins fought two wars to try to prevent
Chechnya’s secession from spreading to the other Russian federal
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republics in Northern Caucasia. The second of these wars was officially
concluded in 2009, but Islamic insurgency continues in the region,
particularly in Dagestan.

A general account such as this of decolonization in the second half
of the twentieth century will always fail to give any sense of the vast
human, intellectual, and material resources that were marshaled by the
independence movements, and the scale of human suffering caused by
the necessity for colonized people to agitate and fight for their freedom.
The liberation movements are rarely considered from a global perspec-
tive, but nevertheless represent an extraordinary historical phenomenon
in which millions of people participated in the common struggle against
imperialism. This is the real difference with regard to the collapse of the
European empires. Few empires in earlier periods had ended as a result
of the assertion of a popular will against the occupying power — more
common was the situation in which another power would arrive and
take control. The concept of the sovereign nation-state, and the existence
of international law to guarantee that (in principle at least), meant that
for the first time a country could become independent without serious
fear of being promptly occupied or taken over by another empire or state.
In the twenty-first century, as a result, although there continues to be a
small number of colonies, there are few colonies that carry on against the
wishes of a majority of the population. More common is the situation
that has already been discussed, where a minority wishes to claim
independence from within a sovereign state.

The ironies of historical and modern internal colonial situations were
brought out in 2013, when the separatist Spanish Catalan party, Esquerra
Republicana, sided with Gibraltar (whose population has twice voted
against becoming a part of Spain) against its own government when
Spain threatened to take the issue of Gibraltar to the UN on an anticolo-
nial ticket. From an international perspective, Spains leverage with
respect to the British colony of Gibraltar, taken in 1704, is somewhat
weakened by the existence of its own colonies across the water in
Morocco, Ceuta, and Melilla, captured in the fifteenth century, though
it somewhat comically insists that there is no comparison between them.
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Neo-colonialism, Globalization,
Planetarity

Neo-colonialism

“Globalization” is a recent word but it is not a recent phenomenon:
globalization was already in play by the fifteenth to sixteenth centuries
with world trade routes that extended across every ocean and continent
(Osterhammel and Petersson 2009). When British soldiers arrived in
Kumasi, in modern-day Ghana, in 1895 in the course of the fourth
Anglo-Ashanti war, they were astonished to find in the Manhyia Palace,
the seat of the Asantehene of Asanteman, a medieval English jug on
display, dating from the time of Richard II. In an early example of the
restitution of cultural objects, it was taken back to England, and can
now be seen in the British Museum.' No one knows how it got to West
Africa. In one respect at least, international trade in the medieval and
early modern periods was much easier than now: instead of 180-odd
different national currencies that have to be loss-exchanged through
banks for each transaction, there were just two kinds of money, gold
and silver, which were accepted almost universally. Currencies were
interchangeable: the Lindisfarne hoard discovered in 2003 in Northeast
England contained gold and silver coins of the fifteenth and sixteenth
centuries not only from England but also from France, the Netherlands,
Saxony, and the papal states. Since that time, each century has had
its own form of globalization: in the eighteenth century, European wars
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were fought over colonies all around the world; by the end of the
nineteenth century, imperialism formed a global system through
physical occupation of most inhabited territory on earth, together with
often coercive practices of trade. By 1900, for the first time in human
history, communication systems linked all the peoples of the planet, by
means of ships and railways that ran to predicted schedules, and by
telegraph and telephone cables. In the twentieth century, decoloniza-
tion into a world of separate states appeared to break up this globalized
imperial world back into its constituent parts. However, as Kwame
Nkrumah complained in 1965, he and his fellow politicians achieved
liberation and sovereignty for Ghana in 1957 only to discover that they
remained subject to larger economic forces, markets, and multinational
companies that controlled the prices oflocal crops, the rate of investment,
and the ability to borrow (Nkrumah 1965). Not coincidentally, these
powers were managed by the very same countries that had formerly
been colonial rulers. Nkrumabh called this condition of financial control
by the big foreign powers “neo-colonialism,” but he was really describing
a contemporary version of what has also been called “American” or
“informal” imperialism without colonies, where control is exerted
on independent countries through economic and financial means
(see chapter 5).

The situation in 1965 was not quite as oppressive as Nkrumah
suggested, since in his time there were two rival economic systems in
existence, capitalism and socialism, fronted by the United States and the
USSR. During the Cold War, when these countries constituted two
major power bases with their own accompanying forms of economic
organizations and military muscle, each seeking dominance, politicians
in colonies and postcolonial countries were able to play them off against
each other to their own advantage, often claiming to be aligned with
neither. After 1945, many newly independent countries, having freed
themselves from European colonial rule, chose to align their economies
informally with the socialist bloc (even if at the same time they claimed
non-aligned status), instituting a Soviet-style centrally controlled
economy, tightly protected by trade barriers with industries geared to
import substitutions, and with strict limits on foreign exchange. Trade
with other economies was arranged and controlled by the government
rather than private enterprise. With the end of the Cold War and the
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demise of the Soviet Union around 1989, this state-organized command-
economy system collapsed, and with it the whole possibility of an
economic alternative to capitalism. Globalization names the situation
that followed, in which capitalism has no earthly limits (Glyn 2006).

Globalization: Free Trade and Advanced Technology

The precursor of the presiding ideology and practice of modern
globalization was the doctrine of free trade, which at one time stood
in opposition to contemporary imperialism. As Lenin observed, “In
the most flourishing period of free competition in Great Britain, i.e.,
between 1840 and 1860, the leading British bourgeois politicians were
opposed to colonial policy and were of the opinion that the liberation of
the colonies, their complete separation from Britain, was inevitable and
desirable” (Lenin 1965: 93). This had been Adam Smith’s argument in
the eighteenth century against mercantilism, an earlier version of a
command economy centrally controlled by the state. By 1846, when the
Corn Laws were repealed, his arguments had become so widely accepted
that, as Lenin remarks, many in Britain argued that empire itself should
give way to a global free-trade market. By the end of the century, how-
ever, imperial rivalry, and the prospect of colonies as captive markets
for industrial goods produced from Europe, meant that a global system
of imperial preference took over and the champions of free trade fell
silent or were ignored as irrelevant. Imperial rivalry then descended
into world war, followed by the Great Depression and the period of fas-
cism, and then the Cold War. After lying dormant for a hundred years,
free trade reemerged as the dominant economic mantra once more in
the 1970s in the guise of neoliberal policy in the Reagan and Thatcher
eras. Free trade without domestic subsidy or protection became once
again the fundamental objective in international trading negotiations.
In 1978, after the turmoil of the Cultural Revolution, reformists in
China under Deng Xiaoping began to reorganize the economy on a
free-market capitalist basis; in 1989 the Soviet Union collapsed and
with it its socialist command economy. Finally, in 1991 the last unre-
constructed economy of the major Asian powers succumbed to the
power of neoliberalism and gave up its distinctive cultural and economic
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identity, to disappear under a wash of Coca-Cola and Pizza Huts. India
was required to open up and restructure its markets in order to secure a
bailout from the International Monetary Fund. The triumph of modern
capitalism was complete. A single economic orthodoxy became the
default economic model for all global financial institutions. Nations
rushed to facilitate neoliberal policies by removing exchange controls
and other barriers to international investment, willingly renouncing
much of their former autonomy as sovereign states. Globalization had
arrived in the modern era, with the whole world transitioning to a single
economic system, from which there was no escape.

The new political and economic conditions that emerged at the end of
the Cold War coincided with a technological transformation that has
changed the lives of most people on the planet: the Internet. Through
computers or mobile phones, the majority of people on earth became
individually interconnected with each other, as well as to every government
and institution to which they were subject — today more people have
phones than toilets. Data could be accumulated in limitless amounts in
order to assist international marketing or uncontrolled political surveil-
lance. Time and space were apparently abolished as communications
became instantaneous. Money could be freely moved around the world
(by some) at the click of a mouse. Aircraft became capable of flying vast
distances without stopping; satellites were positioned around the earth so
that everything and everyone could be tracked, with almost nothing too
small or remote enough to be invisible. The nature of war began to change,
as it shifted from conflicts between states fought by regular armies to new
local wars of organized violence (Kaldor 1999; Badie and Vidal 2014).
The United States began to employ unmanned drones to carry out extra-
judicial killings of individuals or groups regarded as hostile anywhere on
earth, without a formal declaration of war or even acknowledgment of
responsibility. The remote, anonymous killings and “collateral damage”
of the drone became the hallmark of US high-tech power over low-tech
non-western peoples. The objective was no longer territorial acquisition
but speed, containment, and subjection. However, drone technology is
comparatively not that high-tech, and is relatively cheap: drones are likely
to become a ubiquitous feature of a globalized world, with, potentially,
any number of countries and combatant groups employing them
(Chamayou 2013; Luce 2014).
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Economics

Though it has been described in many ways, and certainly has a whole
range of different characteristics, globalization is first and foremost an
economic transformation (Stiglitz 2002). The end of the Cold War
meant that, for the first time, the whole of the earth was available for the
further development of finance capitalism. The opening up of global
markets described by Marx and Engels in The Communist Manifesto in
1848 had become limitless. The entire historical period in between,
with all of its political ambitions — imperialism, socialism, fascism - had
been transformed into nothing more than an extended interruption to
capitalism’s unstoppable economic trajectory.

What are the principles of the neoliberal economic system on which
globalization has been based? David Harvey defines them succinctly:
“Neoliberalism is ... a theory of political economic practices that pro-
poses that human well-being can best be advanced by liberating
individual entrepreneurial freedoms and skills within an institutional
framework characterized by strong private property rights, free markets,
and free trade” (Harvey 2005: 2). The key objective of neoliberalism is
economic growth - that is, each year we should be better off than last
year. Growth, by definition, involves constant change and transforma-
tion in society: as Marx and Engels pointed out, bourgeois capitalism
was a revolutionary doctrine, sweeping away every obstacle in its path.
Money and wealth, it seems, are simply created out of nothing, as if by
magic. The secret of capitalism’s apparently supernatural power is
technology, a technology that needs constantly to be developed and
improved in order to increase productivity and sustain growth. Along
with consumer products, technology can take the form of advances in
medicine to save human lives, or military hardware to destroy them. To
create the best environment for this life-and-death theatre of innova-
tion, neoliberal economics advocates open markets and the rolling back
of government spending, particularly on “non-productive” areas such
as social welfare or any enterprises run by the state, even education.
Privatization of state industry, reduction of social welfare systems, and
an opening up of the local economy to foreign investment, industry,
international corporations, and retail chains, duly follow. The result has
been in many cases spectacular creation of wealth. Overall, it has lifted
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large sections of the world’s population out of poverty, but also created
a new degree of imbalance between the extremely wealthy and ordinary
people. More and more countries, western and non-western alike, are
becoming “plutonomies,” that is countries with a wide discrepancy
between the rich and the poor. While neoliberal policies offer incentives
for enterprise and start-ups, a widespread effect of such economics for
ordinary people has also been the reduction of employment security. A
steady job followed for a whole career has been replaced by short-term
positions which at their most extreme take the form of a “zero hours”
contract in which the employee is employed without being guaranteed
any work at all, but remains permanently on call and barred from taking
anotherjob. More and more people are technicallyin casual employment,
whether at the professional, managerial, or shop-floor level - it might
be the doctor who treats you in an emergency room, the school teacher
instructing your children, or the person who serves you at your local
supermarket. Along with such shifts, come the privatization of pen-
sions, and the corporatization of public institutions such as hospitals or
universities which are required to operate competitively with each other
on “market” principles. Patients and students have become “clients” or
“customers.”

Following the same neoliberal principles, nations have abolished
exchange controls, freely allowed local companies to be taken over by
corporations from around the world, and created low tax incentives to
encourage foreign firms to become domiciled for tax purposes in their
own country, with the result that some of the largest international
corporations pay negligible or even zero taxes to the countries around
the world in which they operate. Investment from abroad is encour-
aged, which may mean factories and jobs, but it also means that foreign
money may pour in and inflate the economy, the exchange rate, the
housing market, and a whole range of assets. The advent of foreign
investment may then encourage the state (as has happened with India
or Turkey) to run deficits that are entirely financed by such inflows.
This leaves them vulnerable to the mechanics of pump and dump: a
moment of political conflict or unrest, a change of tax rules somewhere
else, or a downturn in the market, and such foreign investment just as
easily flows out again, leading the currency to crash, rates to rise, and
the economy to stall. Such are the processes produced by neoliberal
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economics in which the nation-state is no longer sovereign with
respect to its own economy, but rather locked into a global network of
which it is merely a minor component. The winners are, inevitably, less
individual states than the transnational and international financiers and
corporations who drive the whole process. Arguably, the world is now
subject to a new form of empire that mimics the first phase of European
global expansion: of autonomous banks, corporations, and hedge and
sovereign investment funds (Hardt and Negri 2000). Nkrumah’s neo-
colonialism was simply the beginning of the new phase of postcolonial
finance capitalism.

International corporations have become extraordinary centers of
power. While the state seeks to absolve itself from responsibility for its
citizens, severely reducing security and welfare, by contrast governments
have not shown an equal willingness to let companies, particularly banks,
find their own feet and go to the wall if they fail. The political dominance
of finance capitalism was made particularly evident in the financial crisis
of 2007-8, when many western banks faced collapse as a result of taking
on extraordinary risks in the relentless pursuit of profit (Tett 2010). They
were bailed out by their respective governments to amounts that at their
peak went into the trillions, while very few of the perpetrators were held
accountable.’ This revelation of the bottom line of the neoliberal value
system, of banks over people, and the suddenly all-too-visible limits of
the ideology of the free market, created profound skepticism in many
societies that is also transforming their politics.

Politics and Human Rights

With the rich irony of capitalism, neoliberal economics also sustain the
liberal social values which gave them birth and of which they are the
expression. So at the same time that dynamic transformational economic
processes are being engineered all over the world, those in charge of the
world’s powerful governments, or the ranks of bureaucrats and intellec-
tuals working in international agencies, charities, and universities,
perennially survey the world’s nations for signs of infringement of
liberal political values (Human Rights Watch is the best known of
these).* These comprise democracy, free speech, private property, a
secular state, and human rights.
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How anchored are these social values to the capitalist system in which
they were produced? The East Asian example of successful capitalist
autocracies suggests that the only requirements in practice are private
property and a secular state. Without private property there would be
no individual self-interest to drive the system, while a theocratic state
might well not see economic development as its primary aim or concern.
Capitalism has certainly worked very effectively without democracy,
free speech, and human rights - contemporary China is a perfect
example. Whether capitalism can be sustained over longer periods
without them, however, is a more open question. The tendency in other
East Asian “tiger” economies has been for economic growth to be
accompanied by increasing political liberalization, as in the other China,
Taiwan (officially the Republic of China) or South Korea. Technological
innovations such as the Internet are also increasing this liberal pressure,
since availability of knowledge also constitutes a fundamental form of
freedom. There is often a rough correspondence between the level of
democracy and economic prosperity. This does not prove that one
produces the other, only that it is certainly hard for democracy to sur-
vive without the stable domestic institutions, such as an army under
civilian control, a functioning legal system, an effective health system,
schools and universities, good transport infrastructure, that are often
the product of a history of prosperity and widespread political
participation. The question is whether the reverse is true: in the long
term, can countries remain stable and prosperous without democracy?
Democracy, in turn, assumes a degree of secularity (Asad 2003). The
question that follows from that then becomes: is democracy possible
without a secular state?

The political values of democracy, secularism, free speech, and human
rights are all linked, as we have seen, to the original formation of the
nation-state in the eighteenth century: along with private property,
these are the things the state is supposed to protect. Such values are
strong political concepts in the sense that they have been taken up,
endorsed, and championed by people all over the world. They now form
part of humankind’s cultural memory and expectation. However, this
does not mean that they are immune from debate or challenge. Human
rights in particular are the most malleable: the concept of rights can be
extended at will in all sorts of directions, to include, for example, the
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right to bear arms, as in the United States. What was considered an
incontrovertible human right in the eighteenth century no longer has
the same kind of valence in the twenty-first century, whereas others, for
example women’s rights, or children’s rights or gay rights or animal
rights, are now widely accepted (though also still resisted). Rights are
inevitably the product of particular historical societies and are therefore
themselves always subject to change and renegotiation. Some human
rights, moreover, such as the right to free speech or sexual orientation,
are far more emphasized in political discourse than others, such as
parents’ right to choose the kind of education that they give to their
children (Universal Declaration of Human Rights 26: 3). The danger is
that these values become enforced through a kind of complacent
western imperialist attitude in which it is assumed that certain rights
are the only ones, that “our” way of doing things is the only way, that
they should be the primary political and social values in conditions
where many other demands, such as freedom from hunger or the need
for clean drinking water, are more urgent and relevant. If you are
starving to death, what is the use of your right to free speech?

Western countries often forget that though their origins may go back
several centuries, their own values have generally only became a foun-
dational feature of western states in the twentieth century, and far from
uniformly - fascism, for example, was an equally popular political form
in Europe in the first part of the twentieth century. Rights talk in which
formerly (and perhaps not so formerly) imperial countries reprimand
erstwhile colonies for failing to uphold human rights will always come
across as somewhat hypocritical, given the history of the methods of
colonial governance. At worst, such talk can become an excuse for mil-
itary intervention and occupation, a new form of civilizing mission
(Moyn 2010). When westerners speak of non-westerners failing to
uphold certain western values, or cultural norms, it is rare to find such
commentators considering whether those questioning western ways
might actually have a point. It often seems inconceivable that western-
ers could even imagine learning from other political, social, or cultural
norms. For a thousand years Europeans viewed the Muslim insistence
on cleanliness with amusement until belatedly in the nineteenth century
they realized that cleanliness constitutes the single most important
factor in maintaining public health.
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The open question is whether neoliberal economics are driving
western political and cultural values, or whether western political
and cultural values are operating in the service of larger economic
aims. Capitalism in itself does not give the impression of being
anchored to human rights, even if it benefits from the development
of the concept of the individual, since the individual is also a
consumer. At best, human rights function as part of an international
framework for tempering the excesses of autocrats and capitalism
alike in the age of globalization. Western or not, they can still mobi-
lize political consciousness all over the world - as in the title of Bob
Marley’s famous song, written after his visit to Haiti: “Get up, stand
up, stand up for your rights!”

Resistance to Globalization

The University

If anticolonial nationalism was the form taken by resistance to imperial
globalization, what are its modern equivalents? As in the imperial era,
many forms of resistance, such as liberal opposition, offer internal
critiques, whereas others involve more direct contestation.

How far does western education also enforce neoliberal economic
values? From the perspective of technology or economics, the two are
certainly correlated. Research at universities forms a major factor in the
production of the technological change that capitalism requires. Even if
academics have been largely unsuccessful in resisting the corporatiza-
tion of the university, many of them remain spokespeople for human
values that are incompatible with the worst excesses of neoliberalism.
The role of the intellectual, Edward W. Said has argued, should be to
maintain a critical attitude toward his or her own society, challenging
what is unjust, championing the invisibly oppressed, disturbing assump-
tions that have become too comfortable: that is one way for intellectuals
to make themselves useful, if at times somewhat troubling to those in
power (Said 1994). So Wang Hui, a professor of Chinese language and
literature at Tsinghua University in China, for example, has spearheaded
the New Left movement in China which has highlighted the severe
human costs of China’s economic reforms.
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The function of the humanities in particular has been defined as
keeping alive the awareness that the world is populated by humans
whose values, and not simply those defined in terms of rights, may
differ radically from those of neoliberal economics and all that serves
its purposes, such as militarization and securitization — in other
words, liberalism against neoliberalism. But how different are they?
Ideas in the humanities may help to create the values that neoliberal
economics is seeking to establish. Take the concept of “transnation-
alism,” for example, which has enjoyed something of an academic
vogue in the twenty-first century. Its valorization of activities and
networks that move across nations rather than within them is cer-
tainly hostile to the nationalist values of the nation-state, which
might seem to be “progressive.” At the same time, however, one of the
aims of globalization is also to break down the power of the nation-
state in order to facilitate ever greater transnational flows of labor,
commodities, and finance. Transnationalism holds no contrapuntal
argument of resistance to such processes at its core: compare it in this
respect with communist internationalism, as originally defined by
the Third International. This was also directed against the nation-
state, but on the grounds of it being a bourgeois political form that
repressed the power of the workers. Their loyalty, it was argued,
should be with each other as a class, not with their respective national
bourgeois masters. Internationalism in that sense formed an up-front
mode of resistance to the status quo, whereas transnationalism, while
challenging the power of the nation-state, charts or facilitates the
processes of globalization at the same time. For the most part, discus-
sions of cosmopolitanism also espouse a way of being that, whether
for the cosmopolitan elite or the cosmopolitan non-elite of the world’s
millions of migrant workers, constitutes the precise ideology of the
global free-labor market that neoliberal capitalism desires (Gilroy
2013; Robbins 2012).

The Anti-Globalization Movements

On the other hand, it can be argued more positively that the revolu-
tion in communications that has promoted globalization has also
allowed the formation of transnational oppositional groups, whether
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the anti-capitalist movement, the global justice movement
(sometimes called the Movement of Movements), or, indeed, the
anti-globalization movement. As these names indicate, such organi-
zations take two forms - either transnational movements in support
of particular minorities, or transnational movements that challenge
corporatism and financialization in favor of democratic accountability,
fair trade, sustainable development, and human rights. While no
doubt in many instances they are fundamentally anarchist or socialist
in outlook, their political programs are not necessarily against global-
ization as such but rather challenge the ethos or morality of the
particular forms that it has taken. Such groups have been successful in
highlighting these issues by mobilizing demonstrations at meetings
of international economic organizations, such as the World Trade
Organization, or G7 meetings, while holding their own Social Forum
meetings around the world. During the financial crisis, they were
particularly active, as in the Occupy Wall Street movement. Such
resistance movements have been most successful in those western
countries that have been driving the processes of globalization,
making, for example, international firms accountable for their
employment practices around the world. Critics outside the West,
however, point to the ways in which western labor activists have dis-
covered a concern for working conditions in third-world countries
only at the same moment as those countries have become more
competitive than the West.

Resistance to globalization outside the West, meanwhile, takes three
forms: first, opposition which correlates with ecological issues, such as
the fight against the growing of GM crops. This links directly to the
anti-globalization movements. Secondly, a response to the disparities of
wealth produced by globalization, and resistance to local poverty and/
or political instability, by migrating to Europe and North America.
Migration is usually attempted illegally, or legally on work visas to
regions such as the Gulf States whose economies require huge numbers
of foreign workers. Whether legal or illegal, such migrants generally
find themselves in working conditions that are exploitative in
comparison with normal western standards. The third form of resis-
tance is, not surprisingly, least popular among western and indeed many
non-western activists: Islamism.
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Islamism

The major act of resistance to globalization came with the attacks on the
World Trade Center and other US targets on September 11, 2001,
responsibility for which was claimed by Al-Qaeda, a global Islamist
terrorist group founded in 1989 - the very year of the political transfor-
mations with which modern globalization began. It was not clear, at
the time of the attacks or indeed afterward, what exactly the object of
the assault was. Such terrorism was interpreted in general terms by
the American President George W. Bush as an attack by “enemies of
freedom,” but in his address to the nation on September 20 he also out-
lined an account of the ideological basis of the Islamicist position, which
was “to disrupt and end a way of life,” that is the western way of life in all
its political and economic forms. The most radical version of the society
that Islamists seek to establish was reflected in practice in the policy of
the Taliban in Afghanistan: as Bush put it, “Women are not allowed to
attend school. You can be jailed for owning a television. Religion can be
practiced only as their leaders dictate” While the patriarchal and
religious values of Islamism described here are well publicized, Bush’s
second sentence “you can be jailed for owning a television” alludes to
another feature of Islamism, namely its rejection of western technology
with respect to images in particular. While a machine gun, phone, or
even the radio may be allowed, all technology involving images, such as
television, film, photography, and most forms of the Internet, may be
proscribed: societies in which these things are deliberately and self-
consciously refused can be encountered all over Asia, from the Lebanon
to India, and not just where Islamist regimes are in control. In general,
Islamism involves a rejection of ever-increasing wealth and material
well-being as the goal of society, in favor of a way of life that focuses on
the practice of its own spiritual values. Why should that be such an
unthinkable choice for societies to make? Why should people not seek
an alternative to the fate of those living in the West - to be “a consumer?”
Or, for many of those outside the West, why should they not seek an
alternative to living a wasted life as one of the outcasts of Modernity
(Bauman 2004)?

The move toward a different kind of state from those on offer from
either the West or the communist bloc was anticipated in the creation of
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the non-aligned movement during the Cold War in 1961. In practice it
proved difficult to find a distinctive third way between capitalism and
socialism. It would come eighteen years later in the shape of a very dif-
ferent response to western and eastern control: the Islamic religious
resurgence signaled by the outcome of the popular Iranian Revolution
of 1979, in which the pro-western Shah of Iran was deposed in favor of
an Islamic republic. The contemporary idea of an Islamic state is in fact
a relatively new one and another anticolonial legacy: it was invented in
the 1940s by the British Indian (later Pakistani) Muslim theologian
Abul Ala Maududi (1903-79), the founder of the Jamaat-e-Islami party,
to offer a third way for decolonized Muslim states, distinct from
capitalism and socialism, based on Islamic principles that extend from
law to economics (Devji 2013: 228-240). As a model of government it
represents a compromise between secular democracy and a theocratic
Islamic state, such as existed under the Caliphate and of the kind which
contemporary radical Sunni Islamists are trying to recreate. So Iran,
while incorporating Sharia law as the basis of its legal system, and with
an Islamic cleric as its supreme leader (the “Grand Jurist of Iran”), also
has regular elections and a parliament. Although demonized by western
politicians, as an Islamic republic Iran could be said to occupy a relatively
moderate position within the full political spectrum of the contempo-
rary Middle East. Islam as such in general does not abjure materiality;
in his early years, the prophet Muhammad himself participated in an
earlier form of a globalized economy, trading goods through Syria
between the Mediterranean and the Indian Ocean. Most Muslim states
today form an integral part of the global capitalist system. But their
often dynastic rule, evident material opulence, and lack of concern for
the poor are rejected by radical Islamists, whose various groups repre-
sent an opposition not only to the West but also to other forms of Islam,
both Shi'a and Sunni. Saudi Arabia, having for many years generously
funded institutions all over the world to promote its own strict version
of Sunni Islam (Salafism or Wahhabism), has found that it has spawned
more radical, oppositional movements that challenge its own: Osama
bin Laden, as well as fifteen of the nineteen 9/11 hijackers, were all
Saudi nationals. The West’s response, involving military intervention in
Afghanistan and Iraq in order to institute forms of western democracy;,
has served only to increase sectarian conflict in the region, particularly
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between Sunnis and Shias, and to have radicalized Islamists even
further. Despite their economic, military, and technological superiority,
western countries seem relatively powerless in the face of widespread
Islamist resistance, which now operates across a broad swathe of the
world from West Africa to China.

While the objectives of Al-Qaeda and related groups are expressed
and interpreted differently by particular individuals, radical Islamism
could be said to form an opposition to globalization, regarded as west-
ern, and a desire to create a living space outside its reach. This correlates
with the general aim of forcing western powers to withdraw from what
are described as the lands of Islam, that is, the territory of the Middle
East, and reestablishing the Caliphate that was abolished in 1924 by the
secularist Turkish leader Kemal Atatiirk (ironically as a result of an
intervention by an Indian Khilafat activist designed to protect it).
Islamist opposition takes the form of resisting the global modern
economic and political system as such, in favor of an alternative way of
life that eschews the comforts, liberal ethos, and priorities of capitalist
modernity. Islamism in the Middle East has impacted not only politically
and socially, but also on economic growth and development in the
region. Islamism also draws on some of the older ideas of Islamists and
Pan-Islamists in the period of anticolonial movements such as Jamal
ad-Din al-Afghani (1838-97), but has adapted its opposition to
challenge the contemporary socioeconomic—political organization of
the Middle East that forms colonialism’s long-term legacy. Perhaps here
globalization has encountered its limit after all.

Planetarity

What have been the positive effects of globalization for humanity rather
than for corporations? One consequence has been to empower minor-
ities, such as indigenous and tribal peoples, who are more easily able to
link together to fight in the international arena for their rights and
against the power of corporations practicing resource extraction in
their homelands. The values of such people whose lives are much more
attuned to working with nature rather than seeking to overcome it
through industrialization correlate closely with those of the ecological
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movements that have developed strongly in the twenty-first century,
fronted by international charities such as Friends of the Earth. The
very quality that made native people appear less than human in
previous centuries — “that they behaved like a part of nature,” as Hannah
Arendt put it - now makes them seem the most human (Arendt 1958:
192). Globalization, by showing the interconnectedness of societies
with respect to the earth on which we all live, has brought with it a
much greater awareness of the fact that as human beings we share the
planet with many other beings and natural processes, and that we all
live within complex and delicately balanced ecological systems that
sustain life on earth.

Along with the development of global markets, the exploitation of the
earth’s resources (its people and its materials) has been a central
characteristic of the expansion of capitalism since the nineteenth
century. Resistance to colonialism has always been linked to opposition
to the forms of abuse and mistreatment that capitalism has utilized for
its purposes of resource extraction. While socialism and anticolonial
movements have constituted primary forms of challenge, since the
beginning of the twentieth century it has also become increasingly clear
that the situation of the world’s populations cannot improve if their rela-
tion to their own environments is ignored. The idea of what Gayatri
Chakravorty Spivak (2003) has characterized as “planetarity; or Paul
Gilroy (2010) as “planetary consciousness,” has gained traction as a way
of thinking about the extent to which human beings - instead of being
an entirely separate entity in control of nature and the world - are in fact
merely one element in its total ecology. What does the world look like if
we consider humans as simply a part of the global ecosystem? How far
is human activity changing or destroying it? While, for many years,
those on the right were skeptical about the importance of environ-
mental issues, highlighted by the refusal of the United States to sign the
Kyoto protocol on climate change of 1997, the onset of the effects of
global warming far sooner than anticipated in the twenty-first century
has urgently increased awareness of humankind’s role in what has been
called the “Anthropocene” - the geological era in which human beings
began to impact significantly upon the ecology of the planet on which
they live. These consequences have become increasingly dangerous,
such that if uncontained and uncontrolled, the actions of human beings
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will come to threaten not just, as in the past, particular groups of human
beings, but our own survival as a species. Against the violence of human
encroachment, diversity, not homogeneity, has been shown to be the
way in which evolution has developed successfully: the problem turns
out to be the destruction of the ecological environment as part of the
colonization of the planet by humankind. The fungus that has still to be
found growing on treetops in the as-yet uncleared Amazon rainforest
may one day save your child’s life.

While humans in general are to blame, there are also issues of interna-
tional class difference and the priorities of the powerful. As Rob Nixon
has shown in Slow Violence and the Environmentalism of the Poor (2011),
on the one hand there is the problem that environmental damage, though
sometimes catastrophic, for the most part works on an invisible time-
frame that does not fit our usual forms of narrative representation, the
punctuations of sudden events that constitute “news” (compare Gandhi’s
observation that history “is a record of an interruption of the course of
nature”; 1997: 90); on the other hand, the people who are suffering first,
and most, are the poor of the world, particularly in the global South,
where environmental issues do not figure highly in the priorities of gov-
ernments. In fact such regimes are more likely to accept the western
world’s toxic waste, or toxic industries, in return for small financial
inducements. The poor of the South, however, have been at the forefront
of what Nixon calls “resource insurrections” (Nixon 2011: 5) of the envi-
ronmental justice movements, because they are closest to the processes
of environmental transformation and suffer none of the romanticism of
some green movements in the West. As the world becomes increasingly
urban, city dwellers grow more and more distant from the fundamental
natural processes that ensure human survival. Human dependence on
technology, governed by processes that most people do not understand
and are incapable of producing themselves, creates a situation of depen-
dency in which their own existence becomes potentially more and more
precarious. Weather patterns, rainfall, seasonal temperatures, and sea
levels are all changing, so that the earth, on which we live and which
sustains us all, is becoming less predictable, less hospitable, and less
inhabitable. If globalization represents capitalism’s new form of economic
imperialism, then that imperialisms ultimate enemy and undoing may
turn out to be not human beings but the earth itself.
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Notes

1 The Asante Ewer, Museum no 1896,0727.1. http://www.britishmuseum.
org/research/collection_online/collection_object_details.aspx?
objectld=43862&partld=1.

2 Ofthe world’s seven billion people, six billion have access to mobile phones,
but only four and a half billion have access to working toilets. http://www.
un.org/apps/news/story.asp?NewsID=44452&Cr=sanitation&Cr1=#.
VEPgPvldVnH.

3 For the United States, see the Bailout Tracker at http://www.projects.
propublica.org/bailout/.
www.hrw.org.

5 http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-srv/nation/specials/attacked/
transcripts/bushaddress_092001.html.
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Postcolony

Although the singular term “postcolony” has become widely used,
postcolonies are nothing if not diverse. The majority of today’s two
hundred or so nation-states are former colonies of one kind or another.
During the last five hundred years, most were once colonies of just
thirteen countries, some of which are themselves former colonies or
were themselves colonized in the course of time: Britain, France,
Denmark, Holland, Sweden, Belgium, Germany, Spain, Portugal, Italy,
Japan, Russia, and the United States. The majority of the remaining
states that today make up the world’s community of nations are there-
fore “postcolonies,” in the sense of former colonies.

Within the world system of nation-states, the bulk of postcolonies
belong to what is known as the global South, a term that has generally
replaced the older characterization of “third world” which was
problematic, not least when the second world (the communist bloc)
disappeared. The third world or global South contains an extraordi-
nary diversity of countries: some of them have operated in some way
as a state for hundreds or even thousands of years, others just for
decades. This gives them very different degrees of cultural cohesion,
tradition, and, inevitably, wealth. The global South includes both the
richest country in the world (Qatar) and the poorest (Democratic
Republic of the Congo). Other southern nations at the top of the
average income scale (measured by Gross National Income [GNI]

Empire, Colony, Postcolony, First Edition. Robert J. C. Young.
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which may hide great disparities of wealth) include Bermuda, Brunei,
Kuwait, Singapore, and UAE (plus Hong Kong and Macau, now special
regions of China). However, the list of richest and poorest countries
remains dominated at the top end by Europe and North America and
by Africa at the bottom. The economic disparity between the nation-
states of the world amounts in effect to an unregulated global system
of inequality - as Kiran Desai puts it in The Inheritance of Loss, “Profit
could only be harvested in the gap between nations, working one
against the other” (Desai 2006: 205). This disparity falls with a
particular burden upon many a postcolony, unless it has been blessed
with natural resources such as oil - though in some cases, as in Nigeria,
this can also be considered a curse. At their most challenging, the
characteristics of the underprivileged postcolonial states may include
poverty, corruption within the political and legal system, lack of
policing and high crime rates, and absence of health provision. The
scarcely functioning economy may be largely sustained by remittances
from nationals who have left the country to work abroad. At a political
level, postcolonies in such a state will rarely operate according to
democratic principles.

In this world of unequal states, what difference though does having
once been a colony make to a country? Is it meaningful to remember
or has it become irrelevant in today’s globalized world? Does it make
any sense to put such a diverse group of countries together? We could
say that there are fundamentally three kinds of postcolony: those
countries that were once colonies, former colonies, followed by two
kinds of former colonies with special characteristics: former settler
colonies that are now settler postcolonies, and those that are somehow
still functioning as ex-colonies, which might be called unfinished or
dysfunctional postcolonies. With respect to the first, more general cat-
egory, we can think of the postcolony in terms of understanding per-
sisting colonial effects that continue to play themselves out in former
colonies, even if they are underlying features that are normally
assumed as an everyday fact of life, as just the way things are - the
legal system, the educational system, or the presence of indigenous
people, for example. These involve the historical conditions that
follow from having once been a colony, or a colonizer. They may be
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structural or cultural features of the country, or they may be historical
oddities: Sweden only abolished its annual payment to the King to
compensate for his loss of a one-year ownership (1813-14) of the
island of Guadeloupe in 1983. Or it may form part of a historical
memory that continues to have significant political currency: the
ideology of liberty in the United States, for example, is closely linked
to the historical narrative of its declaration of independence in 1776.

If colonial history is the nightmare from which every colony seeks to
awake to a state of freedom and autonomy, by the twenty-first century
most colonies could be said to be fairly fully awake: for them, colonialism
at this point constitutes their historical legacy. These are the postcolo-
nies that are simply former colonies, that have, to invoke the work of
Michel Foucault (2003), managed to create successfully the sovereign
state machine of modernity.

The United States, however, properly belongs to the kind of
postcolony that can be described as former settler colonies. The settler
postcolony will share the general characteristics of former colonies, but
with one additional feature, awkwardly persisting into the present: the
presence of indigenous people, as a distinct group who have survived
the history of settlement but live on as a minority in a country which
they do not control.

The third way to think about the postcolony is with respect to those
countries which do not seem to have fully transitioned from their colo-
nial formation, that are still dominated by conditions arising from a
colonial inheritance that they have been unable to transcend in order to
achieve the situation of a stable society — postcolonies that remain or
have become dysfunctional. This is how the African philosopher Achille
Mbembe has used the term, a usage that will be explored in the last part
of this chapter. The three different kinds of postcolony will now be
described in more detail. We will begin with the question of colonial
remains in the former colony: since all postcolonies are of course former
colonies, some of their individual characteristics (law or language, for
example) will be common to many. The difference of the postcolony as
former colony from the other kinds of postcolony comes with the
absence of a large settler population, and its ability to function fully as a
modern state.
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The Postcolony as Former Colony

A country’s sovereign existence as a state, and any claim to be a nation-
state, is itself a product of the international system of nation-states that
emerged as a legacy of European nationalism, anticolonial nationalism,
and imperial world war. There is nothing inevitable about the political
organization of the nation-state: historically, there have been many
other types of country or territory and in the future it is likely that
others will emerge. Moreover the nation-state as a political entity has
itself changed. In its formation, the modern postcolony was in a funda-
mentally different position from the European nation-state: it could not
create itself as a nation through acquiring colonies abroad. Rather than
evolving over centuries, it was probably instituted ready-made by the
colonial power at the stroke of the midnight hour. The constitution and
political system were likely drawn up by the civil servants of the depart-
ing colonizer; the apparatus of government and civil governance, the
bureaucracy, the system of law, the army, and the police that the new
independent state took over were not its own but those that had been
fashioned by the colonial regime. At inception, the postcolony then had
to operate according to the international environment to which states
have to conform, organized by a host of international laws on sover-
eignty, trade, foreign investment, and exchange which have already
been set up by the former imperial powers.

At independence, power was often handed over to a nationalist elite.
Some postcolonies exist in a state of permanent tension: between the
middle and upper classes, who are educated, secular and westernized,
and the lower classes and poor, who are less educated and more religious.
Such countries have to negotiate the political pressure between the forms
of the state that these different constituencies demand, for example
between a westernized secular democracy receptive to the demands of
international capitalism and a communist (during the Cold War) or
(latterly) a theocratic state. Postcolonial states have often been criticized
by those in the West for their political instability. But it is astonishing
that having been ruled as colonial autocracies, with a population that
may have scarcely ever voted except in the run-up to independence, they
were then suddenly expected to behave as mature democracies overnight.
It is not so surprising that a number of postcolonial states have lurched
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back at times into various forms of autocracy when that was the historical
colonial form that had been used to run the country for so long.

Ethnic Diversity

Along with the form of political sovereignty, the arbitrary boundaries of
the state may correspond to old colonial divisions made with little
respect for local nations, ethnic formations, or cultural and religious
practices of the people living in those areas. Examples of illogical and
unstable borders abound in Africa in particular, but can also be found
in South Asia (for example, the arbitrary Durand line of 1896 that still
constitutes the porous, contested boundary between Pakistan and
Afghanistan). Iraq or Nigeria would be examples of countries made up
of challenging groups of heterogeneous peoples who would likely never
have chosen of themselves to constitute a single state together. The
problem of the postcolony therefore is that its ethnic groups, languages,
cultures, and often its religions are frequently multiple, and do not con-
form to the original European model of the consolidated nation-state
which had been carefully crafted over an extended period of time.
Speakers of different languages will often see themselves as belonging to
different ethnicities, as people with a whole set of distinct cultural
values. They may well have been there for centuries or millennia, so
there is nothing postcolonial about the fact of their existence. However,
they will now encounter the situation and conditions of the postcolony’s
existence as a diversified state, often characterized, as a result, by
factional strife based on ethnic or religious differences.

Looking to the European models of nation-states, the governments of
decolonized states often pursue a nationalist agenda of homogenization
as a way of “nation building,” just as the European Union itself now
spends millions of Euros to encourage a sense of Europeanness among
its nations. In practice, nation building can function as a euphemism for
repressing ethnic minorities and limiting their freedoms, particularly if
they seem to have a different history, or worse, religion, from the main-
stream. A simple but clear indication of this process comes with the
enforcement of one language as the official language in a multilingual
state. The imposition of Urdu as the common language of East and West
Pakistan was a major factor in the revolt of West Pakistan, which became
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the separate country of Bangladesh in 1971. The enforcement of Sinhala
as the only official language of Ceylon (Sri Lanka) with the Sinhala
Only Act of 1956 was widely regarded by the Tamil minority as symp-
tomatic of a supremacist Sinhalese agenda and led to fifty years of civil
war. In the situation where a province has sought independence where
territories were contiguous, repression of a break-away state has largely
been enforced militarily, as in Sri Lanka, in Indian-administered
Kashmir and the Northeastern provinces of India, or Katanga or Biafra
in Africa. Military defeat and reassertion of authority by the government
does not generally resolve the issues that generated the underlying
conflict, as in the defeat of the Igbo people in Nigeria in 1970, or the
Tamils in Sri Lanka in 2009. In an interesting resurfacing of precolonial
remains, in the twenty-first century the Islamist militant group Boko
Haram have taken control of many of the Northeastern provinces of
Nigeria, in the area of the former Bornu Empire which had lasted from
1380 to 1893, when it was annexed by the British.

Law, Education, and Language

It might be argued that the deepest legacy of colonial rule on any postcol-
ony is the legal system (Benton 2010; Kirkby and Coleborne 2001). The
spread of particular legal traditions established one important basis for
globalization: as a result of empire and colonization, there are broadly
three legal systems at work in the world today - the Napoleonic civil code,
British common law, and Muslim law as practiced in the Abbasid Caliphate
and the Ottoman and Mughal empires. The Code Napoléon became the
benchmark of codified civil law in Europe and, by means of the French
Empire, eventually a large part of the rest of the world. The United States,
reflecting its origins (in part) as British and French colonies, duly uses
both the Napoleonic civil code and British common law. Muslim law
remains today in many formerly Ottoman or Muslim countries, such
as Bangladesh, Greece, Egypt, India, Iran, Iraq, Israel, Jordan, Lebanon,
Pakistan, Palestine, Syria, and even Greece, which in almost every other
respect has purged the memory of its four-hundred-year Ottoman rule
from its culture as if it had never happened.

Many of the cultural differences between states are also founded on
their different forms of education. As with the law, so, too, educational
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systems are often the inheritance of colonial institutions; not merely the
institutions themselves, but the very modes and methods of education -
even the language in which education is conducted (Pietsch 2013). The
founding of universities was hardly an immediate priority for most colo-
nizers, except for those in the Americas: the Spanish established univer-
sities throughout their South American colonies from the sixteenth
century. Harvard University in the United States was founded in 1636,
old enough, according to a widespread (but most probably inaccurate)
rumor, to have offered a job to Galileo. Elsewhere, universities were set
up in the later periods of colonialism, often, as with the University of the
West Indies (founded in 1948), with coming independence in mind.
While the origins of the university (though not the term) date back to
Islamic cultures - the earliest degree-granting institution is generally
accorded to the University of Karueein, a madrasa founded in 859
in Morocco by a woman, Fatima al-Fihri - the modern university is
essentially a western construction. This has facilitated its speedy
transformation since the late twentieth century into a globalized system
whose universal language is English, a neoliberal structure in which the
university’s primary function has become not so much the pursuit of
knowledge but to compete with other universities.

As the increasing ubiquity of English as the language of the world’s
universities might suggest, the most obvious and ubiquitous colonial
legacy of all is that of language. Although there are a few examples of
postcolonies where the colonial language has almost disappeared
(French in Vietnam, for example), for the most part colonies continue
to a greater or lesser extent to utilize the language of colonial rule, and
this is reflected in the list of major world languages. Even in a country
like Namibia, which ceased to be a German colony in 1915, German is
still widely spoken; Italian is still spoken in the Dodecanese Islands and
in Somalia. In settler colonies, the colonial language dominates: Spanish,
along with Portuguese, is the primary language as well as the basis of the
name “Latin” America, while English rests supreme in North America,
even if increasingly it vies with Spanish, which has effectively become
the language of the underclass. In Africa, at least one of the official
languages of most states will be English, French, or Portuguese, while
English remains the widely spoken non-native language of South
Asia. To attend an English-medium school is the aspiration of every
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upper-class or upwardly mobile child (or rather parent) in India. While
in Europe for the most part a national language was successfully
established in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries through the sup-
pression of minor languages and dialects, most postcolonial states are
multilingual and rarely have a single national language in place that can
be shared equitably by all. As has been suggested, language, which often
grounds the basis of ethnic identity, has as a result been a primary site
of conflict in many postcolonial states. Even if formerly the language of
the colonizer, an international language such as English or French can
serve as a useful, now relatively neutral, alternative that avoids the
dominance of the language of one particular local group, which is why
they remain the official language of many postcolonial states.

Ethnic diversity, law, education, language: a former colony like
Singapore offers a perfect example of continuity between colonial and
postcolonial states in its conditions, institutions, and practices. It also
happens to have become one of the richest countries in the world -
unhindered, or alternatively facilitated, by its colonial past.

The Settler Postcolony

The most politically stable postcolonial states have often been former
settler colonies in the Americas and Oceania peopled by immigrant
Europeans whose culture and religion had evolved together over cen-
turies. The postcoloniality of such states is marked by one significant
element: the presence of indigenous peoples. This is what makes them
“settler postcolonies.” Many of those countries today might not choose
to regard themselves as postcolonies, but one defining marker of
the former settler colony continues to haunt them: a different presence,
the continued, marked, population of original pre-settler inhabitants,
indigenous populations who are sometimes characterized with the
term “fourth world” The social and political discrepancy between the
general population made up of immigrants and those descended from
former settlers and indigenous peoples is a feature of almost all such
states, from Canada to Chile. The degree of mixed populations varies
considerably, but even in a country like Mexico there is still a division
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between the mestizaje and indigenous population. It is in these
postcolonies that the political issues surrounding indigeneity are most
evident, resulting from a discrepancy between a majority, relatively
prosperous population of settler origin, and indigenous peoples whose
lands have been historically appropriated.

The historical experience of indigenous people in settler colonies
has often been one of attempted genocide (Moses 2008). The best-
known example of colonial genocide is that of the Herero and Namakwa
people in German Southwest Africa (Namibia) in 1904-7. As Kurtz’s
scrawled note “Exterminate all the brutes!” at the end of Conrad’s
Heart of Darkness (1899) may suggest, the word “exterminate” was
freely used by Europeans with respect to native populations in the
nineteenth century, and by no means only with reference to the past.
Native Americans in the Americas were eliminated by the millions
after the arrival of the Spanish and the English through a combination
of war, disease, and persecution (Stannard 1992; Alvarez 2014); in the
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, independent Argentina
followed a deliberate policy of “invisiblization” for its native population
and their cultures (Delrio et al. 2010); at one point, Australia sought to
breed out the blackness of its aboriginal peoples according to a state
eugenics program.' The politics of guilt and restitution that this history
produces creates a fundamental difference from the many places
elsewhere on the world’s main landmass where indigenous groups with
separate identities live distinct from the main population. In the
postcolonial settler colony their status is very different, since the indig-
enous people are the “first nations” who were there before the settlers
arrived (Coates 2004; Smith 1998).

The settler postcolonies of North and South America, and of Oceania,
will therefore always have a particular identity that keeps their postco-
lonial status in the foreground. In general, as has been stated, when such
colonies achieved independence it was the settlers who assumed con-
trol, and continued their own colonial rule over indigenous peoples.
These “fourth world” people remained largely unregarded until the late
twentieth century when indigenous groups successfully developed
political and legal strategies that forced their governments to take heed
of them.
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The Postcolony as a Zone of Dysfunction

The last kind of postcolony, the dysfunctional postcolony, comprises the
former colony where historical colonial rule continues to be played out
as a kind of unresolved, unfinished business, where the colonial legacy
disrupts the workings of the state. It was in this sense that the term
“postcolony” was first brought into widespread academic use around
1990 by the political philosopher Achille Mbembe (Mbembe 1990: 21).
Mbembe’s work began with an initial focus on his own country of origin,
Cameroon, a postcolonial African state made up from parts of the
former colonies of British, French, and German Cameroons. First occu-
pied by the French in the late nineteenth century, it became independent
in 1960. “The notion ‘postcolony;” Mbembe argued, “simply refers to
the specific identity of a given historical trajectory: that of societies
recently emerging from the experience of colonization.” It soon became
clear, however, that Mbembe’s postcolony names not the recent postco-
lonial state as such but a particular form that it takes in sub-Saharan
Africa, in states such as Cameroon which are controlled by those who
govern them through a combination of ostentatious display and bru-
tality (Mbembe 1992a: 2, 1992b). Mbembe’s postcolony, therefore, is not
a general description of all former colonies, but of former colonies that
operate according to specific dysfunctional modes of domination and
violence. Such states, according to Mbembe, through their bureau-
cracies and institutions create not only their own sense of the world but
also the social environment in which these become real: they produce
the limit of what is both possible and permissible to think. To go beyond
these is to incur the operation of pain and death. The combination of
authoritarian display with corruption obliges their populations to
participate in the performance of the state in order to survive. This
means that the customary political binaries of domination and opposi-
tion, of power and resistance, fail to describe the way in which the
inhabitants of the postcolony are caught up within the terms that the
state has laid down.

Instead of the classic colonial dichotomy of collaboration or antago-
nism, Mbembe argues, the postcolonial relation is marked by a “convivial
relation” between authority (commandement) and the people: what is
distinctive about such states is that power is organized through forms
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such as spectacle or carnival, by means of which opposition is
marginalized (recall the Delhi Durbars of British colonial India). The
postcolony becomes a type of often farcical theatre, in which all parties
take on mutually constituting roles. Though the population may undo
the language and imagery of the state in a carnivalesque inversion, their
potential meanings are pluralistic enough for any inversion to be already
contained within them. This, Mbembe suggests, produces a “zombifica-
tion” both of the dominant and those whom they dominate. The question
that follows is how the postcolony can ever leave the dark night of post-
coloniality within which it dwells (Mbembe 2010). Since there are few
legitimate channels for opposition, when resistance does comes it turns
swiftly to violence and militarized conflict.

“Kleptocracies” has been a term also used to describe autocratic states
with a high level of corruption and appropriation of wealth by the rul-
ing elite, governed by what the French historian Jean-Frangois Bayart
has called “the politics of the belly” (Bayart 1993). This describes the
ways in which the state sets up a particular kind of culture of patronage,
palm-greasing, and dependency, along with ceremonial exhibitionism
and together with a general lack of human rights and criminal account-
ability, as well as violence and exploitation. The kind of state described
by Mbembe as the African postcolony would include such countries as
Cameroon, the Central African Republic, Congo, Nigeria, Sudan, Togo,
and formerly Rwanda (Mamdani 2002). However, corruption by itself is
by no means a predominantly African phenomenon: many Southeast
Asian, North African, and Middle Eastern countries can be found at the
bottom of the “Corruption Perceptions Index” (2012).

Mbembe and Bayart’s essays make provocative and original interven-
tions in the political analysis of sub-Saharan African states, moving the
argument away from the typical area-studies language of corrupt or
failed states that are compared on a “neutral” (i.e., guided by western
normative assumptions and criteria) basis with other states of the world.
Mbembe’s account of the postcolony is, however, somewhat undiscrimi-
nating in the generality of its claims, even if his range of reference is
exclusively African (though even here, it would not, for example, apply
to South Africa). The majority of postcolonies work reasonably well.
The dysfunctional postcolony describes specifically those states whose
existence seems not to have moved out of that of the postcolonial, in
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situations where the state still wrestles with the actuality, or the remains,
of its colonial experience and legacy. The unfinished, inoperative
postcolony has yet to leave the historical fact of colonization behind,
existing in an apparent failure or refusal to conform to the normative
global model of the sovereign nation. It is the state that has yet to create
a stable infrastructure, economy, and civic society that will allow it to
compete successfully in the world with other countries according to the
neoliberal model. Instead the state is in some sense not fully in control of
itself or of its people, in terms of the presence of war, violence, the absence
of the institutions and procedures of legality, and of cultural and intellec-
tual production. The dysfunctional postcolony appears to exist in its
present form not because it has become a state with its own particular
identity, but solely because it was formerly a colonial state. As the relic of
a state, it is marked by the absence of autonomy, or perhaps even more so
by absence itself. Its economy will largely function “informally;” its GDP
sustained by remittances from migrants to their families.

What distinguishes the dysfunctional postcolony as a civil state is
that instead of stability it generates terror, tumult, instability, an
uncertain life for its population: ethnic strife, economic disabilities,
absence of infrastructure, the migration and diaspora of its people. The
inoperative postcolony has never fully achieved its own political
legitimacy or established self-sufficiency after the moment of decoloni-
zation. It constitutes a regime that repeats and exacerbates the former
colonial situation by ruling according to unmediated violence, a politics
of terror, torture and the right to kill, rather than popular consent or
through the exercise of the law (Mbembe 2003: 32). The colonial state,
its own claims notwithstanding, never achieved legitimacy other than
through its exercise and threat of violence: the foundation of violence as
the only legitimating force connects the colonial state to that of the
dysfunctional postcolony. However, this does not take the form of
industrialized killing by the state as exemplified in Nazi modernity.
Here the state itself is unworkable, and may have deteriorated to the
extent that the regime is merely one of the actors among a cohort of
competing militias and armies of local political groups and fiefdoms
with diverse claims and objectives, each of which are struggling for con-
trol of overlapping areas or particular enclaves that may stretch across
national frontiers into other nominal states. They will be mobile and
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difficult to engage, often retreating into remote border areas for safety.
A feature of such militias may be the use of child soldiers, irregular
combatants, mercenaries, or seconded military from neighboring states,
funded by appropriation of local resources and minerals. Continuing
violence and war may not be a simple question of resolvable factional
conflict but part of a heterogeneous militia economy where continuing
states of emergencies and endemic disorder are advantageous to many
of the armed groups involved (Keen 2012). Though such conflictual
economies may mimic certain features of civil war, they do not involve
civil war in the classic form of a war between two sides contained
by state boundaries. To live in the postcolony as the zone of dysfunction
is to be in a world where the aim of life encompasses no more than
sheer survival.

We can compare the idea of the dysfunctional postcolony as an
intermediary form to Hamid Dabashi’s argument in his book on the
Arab revolutions that began in 2011, The Arab Spring: The End of
Postcolonialism (Dabashi 2012). Dabashi begins by announcing: “What
we are witnessing in what used to be called the ‘Middle East’ (and
beyond) marks the end of postcolonial ideological formations”™ (xvii).
The Arab revolutions have transcended the state of postcoloniality, the
autocratic regimes or their inheritors put in place by the European
mandate powers in the 1920s and 1930s, in order, Dabashi suggests, “to
create a new geography of liberation” (xviii). While the revolutions did
indeed open up a modality of popular political participation that
reached out far beyond the traditional structures of domination to
break, in several cases, the autocratic regime itself, any expectation of a
quick transition to democratic process in the Arab states proved to be
far too optimistic. There were too many other powerful interests at play,
from Al-Qaeda and other competing Islamist groups to repressed
nationalisms to sectarian strife to the “Arab Platoons” of Yamas. With
very few exceptions such as Tunisia, what has happened instead since
2011 are transformations of these postcolonies into new modalities of
the postcolonial as the zone of dysfunction, where autocracy is
succeeded by turmoil, where individual groups transmute and coalesce
into others, where politics and war become a struggle not for the
power of the state, as in classic Leninist revolutionary theory, but for
constructing territorial power according to new - or ancient - religious,



148 Postcolony

cultural, and geographical formations. This suggests that the greatest
failure in certain respects was indeed by the postcolonial leaders —
tyrants, autocrats — of countries such as Libya, Iraq, and Syria. They
ruled by fear and failed to create any cohesive infrastructure or identity
for their postcolonies, or any stabilizing resource of shared polity. They
left behind only unfinished business.

Notes

1 www.stolengenerations.info.
2 The other relevant index here is the Ibrahim Index of African Governance

(IIAG).
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Postcolonialism

What is postcolonialism? Quite simply, it is what Walter Benjamin
called “the tradition of the oppressed” (Benjamin 2003: 392). In that
sense, it affiliates to other political movements such as Marxism and
socialism, feminism, and environmentalism that have fought to
challenge dominant power structures of the world. While Marxism
specifically emphasizes the power of capitalism and its exploitation of
the working class, feminism the power of patriarchy and its exploitation
of women, and environmentalism the relentless exploitation of the
earth, postcolonialism focuses on the power of first-world nations and
their historic exploitation and oppression of the global South. Together
these movements critique the oppressions of class, gender, race, and
earth. These categories often overlap, and there is little incompatibility
among them, more a question of emphasis.

“Postcolonialism” may not be the best term for the challenge to,
and analysis of, oppressive forms of western power, and people have
often said as much. No one, however, has yet found a better word for
the political perspective of the world’s oppressed, the damned or
wretched of the earth, to cite the famous first line of the Internationale —
which Frantz Fanon used as the title for his remarkable book (Fanon
1966). The invocation of colonialism may seem to be calling up spec-
ters from the past, but in global terms colonialism itself represents
the most widespread form of oppression in human history; its harsh

Empire, Colony, Postcolony, First Edition. Robert J. C. Young.
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power relations have resulted in the word “colonial” becoming a
metaphor for the imbalance of power itself. At the same time, the
prefix post marks and represents the historic achievement of
liberation, that moment of reversal, in which, as Christopher Hill put
it in describing the English Revolution in the seventeenth century,
the world is turned upside down (Hill 1972). The postcolonial repre-
sents the perspective of how the world looks from below not from
above, from the global South, not from the North. Instead of London,
New York, or Moscow, how does the world appear from Bamako,
Ramallah, or Santa Cruz de la Sierra? Or from Siriyado, Fuleri,
Jaraarwadi, three of the forty-odd villages in Banni, India, that are
not even on the map? Or to a migrant from the Ivory Coast as she sits
with forty others on a small open boat slowly making its way through
rough seas from the Libyan coast toward the Italian island of
Lampedusa? Such perspectives are rarely the ones that are presented
in the media or in mainstream forms of cultural expression, unless
they are presented in documentary form. Within the realm of the
postcolonial, the people of the global South are not objects of
someone else’s understanding but active, speaking subjects, whose
knowledge is taken as seriously by others as by themselves as a way of
thinking or acting or dealing with the world.

To translate oneself from the perspective of the dominant to that of
the subordinated, from being seen as an object to being a subject is the
core structural and political move that postcolonialism involves (Young
2003: 138-147). This transformation was the subject of Frantz Fanon’s
classic Black Skin, White Masks (Fanon 1986), one of the first books to
analyze the lived experience of a racist colonial society from the point
of view of the person of color. In the same way, in The Wretched of the
Earth (Fanon 1966), offers a historical analysis of colonialism that is set
against the subjective knowledge of colonial rule from the point of
view of the colonized person. This double perspective accounts for the
importance of literature, especially fiction, to postcolonialism, because
fiction is the form of writing that can give an account of history at the
same time as it shows what it is like for the individuals involved to live
through such times, offering subjective accounts of objective processes,
putting the psychic into dialogue with the social and the historical. As
is also the case for feminism, literature has been one of the few forms of
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knowledge, of cultural production, where such issues have historically
been broached and explored.

The reach of the postcolonial is therefore almost impossibly broad: it
can be concerned with everything that matters to the people of the
South, wherever they may be, including the global North. For this
reason, while it articulates the perspectives of those who live outside, or
come from, the world beyond the borders of what has come to be known
as “the West,” the postcolonial identifies with other political practices
that reverse customary power relations in the name of women, the
working class, or even the earth itself. This will involve forms of under-
standing that have developed outside the West, including the non-
western understanding of the West itself, the tradition that identifies
itself as Southern thought (Cassano 2011).

Knowledge and Theory

At the level of official knowledge produced by the global university
system, the postcolonial involves the intrusion of the non-West into the
academic realm that was developed in its modern form according to
western protocols in the nineteenth century. This involves a certain par-
adox, since it is difficult to state alternatives within this system without
to a certain degree accepting its protocols. The point was made very
effectively in 1945 by the French author Antoine de Saint-Exupéry in
his classic children’s book The Little Prince. It is not a coincidence that
this story comes in a children’s book. As Charles Dickens knew, everyone
as a child has some version of one distinctive aspect of what we would
now call the postcolonial experience — because as a child, you are
looking up at the world, relatively powerless, from below. Here is
Saint-Exupéry:

I have serious reason to believe that the planet from which the little
prince came is the asteroid known as B-612.

This asteroid has only once been seen through the telescope. That was
by a Turkish astronomer, in 1909.

On making his discovery, the astronomer had presented it to the
International Astronomical Congress, in a great demonstration. But he
was in Turkish costume, and so nobody would believe what he said.
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Grown-ups are like that ...

Fortunately, however, for the reputation of Asteroid B-612, a Turkish
dictator [Kemal Atatiirk] made a law that his subjects, under pain of
death, should change to European costume. So in 1920 the astronomer
gave his demonstration over again, dressed with impressive style and ele-
gance. And this time everybody accepted the report. (de Saint-Exupéry
1945: 15)

Saint Exupéry’s story suggests that within academia, even in science,
you have to conform to certain western cultural as well as scientific
conventions in order to be heard and believed. In general, however, at
the level of science, there are certain conditions and procedures, such as
the elimination of variables other than the one you are studying, or
repeatability, that have become acknowledged as standard procedure to
which any credible form of science is going to have to conform. As
knowledge, science operates as a universal, though this does not mean
that it is not subject to politics and economics in terms of its practices
and priorities: a postcolonial understanding of science has developed in
areas such as economics or ecology where social values form part of the
understanding. In the knowledge produced by the social sciences and
even more the humanities, on the other hand, no such universal proce-
dures exist in the same way. What is employed instead is a recognized
“methodology” which sets the parameters of the investigation or
discussion. While this is typically made explicit in the social sciences, in
the humanities, for example in the study of literary texts, such method-
ology is often left implicit - it is up to the reader to work out what
assumptions are being made. Postcolonialism is concerned with the
grounds of knowledge - epistemology - because it argues that such
positions are often either unwittingly ethnocentric or Eurocentric, or
both. In order to think through the possibilities of a different kind of
knowledge, those working from a postcolonial perspective have there-
fore tended to develop self-consciously their own specific modes of
understanding and to explore the ways in which these differ from the
norm. This is sometimes given the name “theory”

Such theory is not theory in the scientific sense outlined above. It
rather represents a way of trying to reconceptualize our forms of under-
standing. This sort of thinking is more philosophical and inevitably
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does not appeal to everyone, even within the academy. But it can be
useful in helping to think otherwise, outside the norm of the dominant
group. The way to approach postcolonial theory is not to imagine that it
is some complete system that has been totally thought out and which
you have to master. In fact the self-assurance that comes with the idea of
mastering and masterful knowledge, fundamental to western thinking,
is one of the things that are under challenge. Postcolonial theory is a set
of concepts and ideas that are designed to be provocative, and to make
people think differently, particularly about things that they thought
they already knew about. It is proactive rather than comprehensive,
total, or complete. “Postcolonial theory” involves a set of interrelated
concerns and concepts that relate to each other rather like the different
areas of a Venn diagram which overlap in one common area but for the
most part pursue their own objective. If one of these interests you,
others less so, that is the right reaction.

Rather than try to summarize them as if they form a totality, there-
fore, in the rest of this chapter I shall discuss some of the most impor-
tant areas of concern that are articulated within postcolonial studies.
They make up a cluster of issues, which are at once theoretical, aesthetic,
and political. The politics of postcolonialism, the tradition of the
oppressed, undergirds them all and provides the rationale for their
inclusion.

Orientalism

The underlying concern of postcolonialism involves a politics of
knowledge. This was the focus of the book that initiated postcolonial
studies in its modern form: Edward W. Said’s Orientalism: Western
Representations of the Orient (1978). In this book, Said claimed that
westerners had, over the course of the past five hundred years, devel-
oped a certain view of what they called “the Orient,” that is the Near and
Far East, that involved a homogeneous tradition across many different
forms of writing, from travel writing to political science, from history to
fiction to area studies. Though separated according to their disciplines,
or their national origins, all such writers, Said argued, projected a
common representation of the East. The problem with it, he suggested,
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was that it was not based on reality but on western preconceptions and
stereotypes, transmitted from one book to the other, with the result that
its image of the East and of eastern peoples ended up being more about
the West and its fantasies of “otherness” than the lands and people that
it claimed to describe. Such knowledge was essentially false or at the
very least partial knowledge. Nevertheless it was employed as knowledge
within the mechanisms of rule and control that made up western
imperial power over the East, and indeed latterly was constructed in
order to facilitate this. Such was the determining power of the economic,
political, and social forces that drove Orientalism, Said maintained, that
no one, not even radical critics such as Karl Marx, could escape it.
Despite decolonization, Said suggested that such processes continue
today. This sweeping thesis offended a lot of people, particularly
academics in western universities who had dedicated their lives to
the study of eastern cultures. It was indeed problematic in the totality
of its determinism, which allowed for relatively little nuance or
differentiation — Orientalism was a paradigm from which no one could
escape. Said’s thesis came across not only as a form of critique but also
as an accusation. Yet, if so, it hit a profound chord with those in other
situations of apparent powerlessness or disempowerment around
the world. Said was a Palestinian who had lived his life through the
experience of a people whose political claims, and perspectives on their
experience of dispossession, had for the most part been blithely disre-
garded by the great powers of the world. In critiquing Orientalism, Said
was protesting against his own fate and that of his nation.
“Orientalism” represented a contemporary form of anticolonial
cultural and political critique. Its importance went beyond the remit of
its own particular focus, broad as that was, because Said had put his
finger on an important issue that has already been outlined, namely
that knowledge, which is assumed to be objective in order to be proper
knowledge, is often not objective at all but full of cultural prejudice. It
is easier to see and accept this when looking at knowledge of the past -
for example, the many books about race or phrenology that were
published in the nineteenth century - than to be aware of the limits of
one’s own preconceptions in the present. This produces a situation
where it is easy to criticize writers of previous eras because their
thinking does not conform to ours today, without an equal reflection
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on the fact that we are all, to some degree, products of our own time.
No one can completely step outside the thinking and assumptions of
their own era. Arguably, therefore, once the obvious forms of critique
have been gone through in order to highlight the limitations of the
thought of others, whether in the present or the past, it is more con-
structive to focus on what was radical and transformative about them -
especially in relation to our own preconceptions and assumptions.
Once we have noted the presence of generic racist attitudes typical of
its period in Conrad’s Heart of Darkness (1902), for example, the more
interesting question becomes how far did Conrad challenge other
assumptions that would have been held by his contemporary readers -
and how far does he contest those that we hold today? Why does this
novella seem to speak to us today so profoundly when in earlier decades
it was seen as less important?

Culture

The corollary to Said’s project in Orientalism, from which postcolonial
studies begins, is to rethink knowledge, of culture, or history, or litera-
ture, according to protocols that do not enforce partial or Eurocentric
assumptions. One aspect of this will be to rethink the concept of culture
itself (a relatively recent invention), particularly its division in many
parts of the world into the duality of high culture and popular culture.
How far does popular culture, designated as less important, amount
not merely to different forms of pleasure and expression but also to
resistance to power and its hierarchies of value? In the terms of the
Russian literary critic Mikhail Bakhtin, popular culture can be thought
of as representing a perpetual carnival in which forms of authority
endorsed by high culture are continuously challenged and overthrown
(Bakhtin 1968; Stallybrass and White 1986). Culture as a concept in
Europe, it has been suggested, was originally invented at the end of the
eighteenth century as a way of formulating, and producing, the elusive
totality of the nation. To that end, its function was to bring the different
elements of the people into the harmonious resolution of the nation
itself. European popular culture, however, was never so fully engaged
in this ideological project. In the twentieth century, the structure
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underwent something of a reversal: while popular culture was appro-
priated by the commercial media, high art, that is, unpopular culture,
became more concerned to challenge that commercialization and
commodification of everyday life by emphasizing fragmentation and
unassimilability. Toward the end of the twentieth century, culture
began to be employed on a different conceptual project, to combat
racism and ethnocentric attitudes, and to create a “third space” of
inclusion for ethnic minorities and cultural difference within the
nation. This is the project of Zadie Smith’s novel White Teeth (2000),
which critiques the identity politics of multiculturalism for a more syn-
cretic account of ethnicities and cultures, with its characters engaged
in permanent acts of cultural translation. In the same way, postcolonial
studies challenged Eurocentric academic traditions, for example, the
idea of the nation as culturally or ethnically homogeneous, while
advocating its hybridity instead (Bhabha 1994).

One of the wider effects of postcolonial studies in the literary field
has been to challenge the dominance of the western literary canon. This
has been evident in the popularity of contemporary international nov-
elists as well as in the resurgence of interest in World Literature. First
proposed by Goethe at the beginning of the nineteenth century,
endorsed by Marx and Engels in the Communist Manifesto, revived at
the end of the nineteenth, and then again at the end of the twentieth
century, World Literature seeks to do away with the idea that there are a
small number of (European) literatures of high value, and a large
number that are minor by comparison. Instead, it offers an equitable
framework for considering all literatures of the world side by side,
without prior presumptions (Casanova 2004; Damrosch 2003; Lazarus
2011). For many, World Literature is also attractive because it offers a
way of getting away from the nationalistic division of literatures orga-
nized according to the countries in which they were written. In earlier
times, the division was made more equitably, that is according to the
languages in which literatures were written (Greek, Roman, Italian,
French, English, Spanish, German), but by the nineteenth century, with
the identification of language with nation, this linguistic literary divi-
sion had become a national one. World literature once again allows the
linguistic fabric of the literary work to be foregrounded. In practice, of
course, no one can speak or read every language on earth, so much
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World Literature is read in translation. Since it is most widely taught in
the United States, followed by the Hispanic countries, it might seem
that it also runs the risk of English absorbing all the literatures of the
world. But this is only how it looks from the United States. From Buenos
Aires, or Paris, Tokyo, or Tianjin, World Literature looks very different.
Since it is a sphere, no one can have a total perspective on the world at
one time, and the same is true for its literatures. One problem may be
that the very concept of literature is a recent one, once again associated
with the development in Europe of literature as an academic subject.
What counts as “literature” can well be a matter for serious debate. For
example, many anthologies of World Literature in English include
extracts from the Bible and the Quran, included alongside, say, some of
the poems of e.e. cummings, oblivious of the fact that for billions of
people on earth, these sacred texts have a very different function and
truth value altogether. For them, they are not literature in the modern
secular sense.

A different way of interrogating hierarchies of value with respect to
literature and culture would be in relation to the French sociologist
Pierre Bourdieu’s concept of “cultural capital” (Bourdieu 1984). Every
society on earth produces forms of culture, but not all these cultures are
evaluated side by side. In the nineteenth century the cultures of the
world were separated into the civilized and the primitive. Sailors, mis-
sionaries, and travelers with experience of the latter wrote accounts of
them that were then studied under the name of “anthropology” in
Europe. It was not until the end of the century that it occurred to
Europeans to perform an anthropology of their own culture, an activity
that they named sociology. Both disciplines concurred in the elimina-
tion of history, the first because it was considered that primitive people
had no history, by definition their primitiveness put them out of
historical time, and in the second because the idea was to see how society
functioned synchronically in the present. This synchronicity enabled
structuralists to propose a method according to which all the languages
and cultures of the world could be studied together in the same way,
without any imperialist hierarchy of value. That hierarchy of civilized
and primitive had been equally applied within Europe with respect to
the difference between high and popular culture (popular culture pre-
serving a link to “ethnic” or “folk” cultures). Bourdieu conceived of this
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difference in terms of what he called cultural capital, on an analogy with
financial capital: some cultures, such as that of the French middle and
upper classes, had accrued a lot of capital and therefore status, others
(of the working class, or colonized Algerians) were deemed to have
none at all. With cultural capital comes prestige, status, and even
identity - all of them entities that are in different ways political. The
question then became, how does cultural capital get generated? The
answer obviously is through cultural production, but through cultural
production that will be recognized globally as “culture” that has value.
Creating exquisite blow-pipes may be charming but will only create
cultural capital at the lowest level, items for the ethnographic museum.
Even at its most positive, “primitive” culture is only seen as of value to
the degree that it restores the culture of the West. This is brought out in
Alejo Carpentier’s famous 1953 novel, The Lost Steps (Carpentier 2001).
The narrator, a composer, flees the anomie and superficiality of New
York to go on an expedition to the Amazon to find primitive instru-
ments for a museum to prove his thesis about the origin of music; when
he reaches a primordial village deep in the jungle where he feels he
wants to live forever, his own creative block is released and he begins
writing a Cantata - that could only be performed back in New York.
The desire for cultural capital explains why countries all over the
world bid to stage the Olympics or the World Cup, even though these
events may be ruinous in financial terms. It gives them prestige and
recognition, and with these comes power and influence. It also gener-
ates an increased sense of a secure identity, which is why anticolonial
struggles typically start out with trying to generate cultural capital
through their own cultural production: the anticolonial movements
were fought not just on the streets and in the fields but also on the page,
in music, on celluloid. A people who produce a distinctive culture earn
the right to be thought of as a nation. Colonial rulers would refuse to
take seriously the idea that the colony could be a cohesive potentially
autonomous nation: the colonized responded by ramping up their
cultural production. A good example of this dynamic in recent times
comes with the Palestinians. In 1969 Golda Meir famously proclaimed
that the Palestinian people did not exist. They responded with an
explosive outpouring of literary, cinematic, and artistic production,
such that Palestinian culture has become read and exhibited all over the
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world. However, Zionism itself suggests that cultural production in
itself is not enough, for it was based on the idea that without a country
of their own, Jewish people would never be respected.

Language and Translation

Indeed, in many respects, she was quite English, and was an excellent
example of the fact that we have really everything in common
with America nowadays, except, of course, language. (Oscar Wilde, “The
Canterville Ghost,” 1887)

Just as the world is divided up into nations, so it is divided into different
languages. You might argue that nations are in some sense created,
whereas languages are “natural” Languages, like nations, however, can
be madeand transformed, usually for political purposes. The classification
of languages certainly has nothing natural about it. The result is that
some languages are categorized as the same when they are full of differ-
ences (Arabic), whereas other languages are given different names when
they are essentially the same (Hindi/Urdu, Dutch/Flemish, Croatian/
Serbian). These are politically charged issues — Catalan used to be classi-
tied as a dialect of Castilian Spanish, whereas today it is regarded as a
separate language, its closest analogue being Occitan, the language of
Southern France that was suppressed over the centuries in favor of
(Northern) French. Naming languages as distinct entities, with each
name designating a single, discrete language, allowed the identification
of a language with the idea of a people (in fact in all likelihood similarly
fluid in their identity) ora “race,” which in turn facilitated the development
of the idea of nations. Conversely, having made that identification, the
rulers of such a nation would then attempt to destroy any linguistic
diversity, as happened in France at the time of the revolution, in the same
way that at times nationalists promoted racial or religious homogeneity.

As we have already seen in the discussion of cultural nationalism, for
many years, the question of the power relation of the colonial language
to colonized languages was a fundamental political question, central to
some formulations of anticolonialism. Colonial, or formerly colonized,
writers such as the Kenyan Ngiigi wa Thiongo began to write in their
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native languages: literature was articulated as a form of resistance, of
“writing back” Ngiigi argued that in using English, the world that he
was trying to portray, its very epistemological foundation, was already
translated in certain respects into the cultural perspectives of the very
colonial culture that he was trying to resist (Ngiigi 1981). By contrast,
the Nigerian novelist Chinua Achebe contended that English, though
the colonizer’s language, was effectively now also an African language
and one that had become inflected in its new milieu (Achebe 1988). The
writer could use English, but should continually subvert it by inflecting
it toward local idioms. In making this argument, Achebe was following
the lead of James Joyce and other Irish writers, and this in practice is the
strategy that most postcolonial writers, from Erna Brodber to Ken Saro-
Wiwa, have followed, writing in an English that at the same time has
been distinctively transformed into a local idiom. In recent years, the
traditional nationalist language debate has been somewhat overtaken
by other concerns: for example, English has become the language of
preference for Dalit writers in India who want to write in the freedom of
a castleless language (Kothari 2013). Elsewhere, the development of a
globalized literary market place, dominated by transnational publishing
corporations, has meant that English is no longer regarded as a colonial
language but operates as the accommodating lingua franca in which all
cultures meet. The revival of World Literature has perhaps occurred in
part to match this new global condition of commercial publishing.
One corollary of the rise of a World Literature that is predominantly
read in English has been the development of an increased interest in the
question of translation. More generally, as part of its general interest in
cultural diversity, postcolonial studies has been centrally concerned
with the differences between languages and issues of translation. In a
hierarchical world of economic power and corresponding cultural
value, languages exist according to more or less the same scale of signif-
icance. Currently, English is the dominant global language, followed by
the major European languages, Chinese and Japanese. The rest of the
world’s six or seven thousand languages in this context are regarded as
minor. With the pressures and potential of globalization, more and
more people are using or writing in English. However, there is no reason
to suppose that the place of English is permanent, for no more than any
empire, no language has remained dominant forever (as the very term
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“lingua franca” suggests). Whereas, traditionally, translation studies
was concerned with conceptual or practical issues about translation,
working with the basic European paradigm of fidelity or license, in a
postcolonial frame the question becomes what are the respective power
relations between the languages being translated. How does that affect
the translation itself, and the direction and volume of translational
activities (e.g., English to Sami, or Amharic to German)? What is the
effect of the fact that most translations in the world are made through
relay translation (most typically, through a translation of the English
translation)? And how far does translation have to take into account
Ngiigi’s argument cited above, a version of the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis,
that in a different language you can say different things, and that in
certain respects the syntax and vocabulary will express a different
worldview? Language, or even the kind of script in which a language is
written, can determine the kind of thoughts that you can have, and the
conceptual or cultural categories that you will be able to think with.
Even particular words, as Walter Benjamin pointed out, that according
to the dictionary describe the exact same thing - brot, pain, bread - will
not only designate different realities of bread (something black and
heavy, something long, light, and crusty, something sliced and covered
with plastic), but will also have different historical values, significance,
and meaning in the local culture. Translation is never impossible -
nothing is untranslatable — but translation will always produce transfor-
mation, in culture as well as language.

Race, Ethnicity, Identity

One of the main conceptual interventions of postcolonialism was to
add, or rather restore, the issue of race to analyses of history, culture, or
politics. While race was a ubiquitous reference amongst western com-
mentators up to World War I, the response to its discredited status after
1945 was largely to stop mentioning it altogether. That was easy if you
were white: you could just pretend that it had never existed. If you were
a person of color, however, not only the history of racialism as a mode
of domination - in slavery, in empire - but also the continuing experi-
ence of everyday racism created a perspective and situation that was



162 Postcolonialism

entirely different. While approaching the topic in a very different way
from the prewar period, antithetical in fact to its earlier history and
contesting its claims, postcolonialism, therefore, emphasizes the impor-
tance of race in society and in history. It takes its cue from the UNESCO
statement on race published after World War II, which challenged the
scientific pretensions of racial theory that had become part of the
official ideology of Nazi Germany Italy, and Imperial Japan (UNESCO
1969). Racialism assumed a seamless correlation between biological and
cultural characteristics, together with moral and intellectual abilities,
but in fact there is no necessary connection between any of these things.
The word that UNESCO proposed to put in its place, “ethnicity,” con-
tains many of the same associations, and does not deny some degree of
physical difference, particularly skin, eye, and hair color. By contrast,
however, it emphasizes the cultural aspects of an ethnic identity, such as
language, religion, sedentary or nomadic habits, or food. Ethnic iden-
tities, however, are no more definitive than those of language: on many
occasions they overlap, blur, and run into each other, so that ethnic
identity becomes as much a matter of cultural and political choice as
anything else, particularly for individuals in western societies. Such
questions became particularly important in the late twentieth century
as a result of mass emigration and immigration around the world, so
that people of different “ethnicities,” who had hitherto rarely mixed,
found themselves living side by side. One outcome of that, particularly
in western countries, was that ethnicities themselves became mixed and
the idea of distinctive ethnicities or cultures began to break down. At
the same time, the realization that the nation, despite its traditional
aspiration to homogeneity, in fact for the most part contains a vast range
of different kinds of people, has transformed attitudes toward the idea
of the nation itself. There are very few nation-states in the world today
that still pursue a single racial, ethnic, or religious identity as some
nations did in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. For the
most part, it is recognized that such totalizing aspirations are unsustain-
able and will never be realized. For this reason, much political and
cultural work in postcolonial states has been to challenge some of the
purifying practices of the new state in its self-formation. Before state-
hood, on the other hand, such political activists would have been doing
the very reverse, that is helping to create a common sense of a nation
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from a colony made up of diverse and different communities. The
achievement of nationhood marks the moment when diversity can
emerge once more. This suggests that there is an unresolved paradox
around the very concept of ethnicity when it moves into political prac-
tice: that though its qualities define a people as being a consensual
group, the realization of that identity in the form of the state promptly
draws out the differences rather than the similarities between them.

In relation to nationalisms and nations, therefore, ethnicity can
operate in two ways: to create the nation, and then to challenge its
demand for conformism. It can work to give an identity to a “people”
who, on the principles of nationalism, demand their own nation and
land. From Poles in the Russian Empire to diasporic Jews (who may also
have been Poles in the Russian Empire), the cultivation of the sense of a
communal identity can work extraordinarily powerfully as a political
force. In recent times, the same can be observed among Catalans in
Spain or Ghorkas in India: in a postcolonial world of nation-states, eth-
nicities now work at a political level as the basis of the identity of minor-
ities who feel oppressed in a state made up of a different majority.
Whether it be Kurds in Turkey, Iran, and Iraq, Tamils in Sri Lanka,
Baluchis in Pakistan, Uyghurs in China, or Chechyns in Russia, ethnic
identity operates as a primary form around which agitation for
autonomy or independence typically coalesces. In more democratic
countries, ethnicity denotes a “minority” identity where the great
paradox of democracy - that it enforces the tyrannical rule of the
majority - may be mediated by the state with special provisions for
ethnic minorities which signal understanding of their particular prob-
lems and cultural respect for their specific differences. In Canada, the
political formation of “multiculturalism” was developed in order to
accommodate the different ethnic groups: English and French-speaking
Canadians, and indigenous First Nations. With the advent of mass
immigration in Europe many governments followed suit, without
understanding that ethnic identity in such situations was much more
fluid and mixed than the Canadian model ever envisaged. At its most
challenging, therefore, postcolonial theory and related contemporary
fiction took the form not of an espousal of multiculturalism as is some-
times assumed, but of its critique, challenging the idea that individuals
have a pregiven single ethnic identity, suggesting instead a more
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Caribbean structure where such identities are malleable and effectively
created by people themselves in response to the demands of their
location. Above all, most immigrants will not have a single monolithic
ethnic identity, but incorporate shared aspects from different constitu-
encies: a “South Asian” may well not speak any of the languages of the
subcontinent, have been brought up France, have parents who though
“Indian” came from Trinidad, be a professor of Chinese, enjoy listening
to classical music, not be attached definitively to any specific form of
sexuality, and dress like an American in jeans and trainers. Sometimes
she might feel Indian, at other times Caribbean or French or queer,
none of which define her as a person in any definitive way. In fact,
everyone, however varied or uniform their backgrounds and interests,
takes on different forms of identity at different times of the day, depend-
ing on which particular role they are fulfilling (parent, child, executive,
legal witness, shopper, cook). Some are more important than others,
some are more chosen, and some mandated. Even the most official form
of identity, the passport, no longer signifies a definitive identity unless
the state issuing that passport will not allow the holder to possess
another: in a world of multiple origins, it is not uncommon to meet
people who have two or three.

Subalternity

The postcolonial account of identity, therefore, does not emphasize
identity as an intrinsic characteristic so much as social and political
positioning in particular locations. When a Spaniard flies from Madrid
to New York, as soon as the plane touches down on the tarmac at
Kennedy Airport he or she is transformed from a first-world European
to a third-world “Hispanic.” In postcolonial language, the Spaniard has
become a “subaltern.” What does this mean?

“Subaltern Studies” was the name of a book-series of essays written
by historians of India, such as Ranajit Guha, Partha Chatterjee, Dipesh
Chakrabarty and others, that began in 1982. The term “subaltern” was
taken from the Prison Notebooks of the Italian Communist Party leader
Antonio Gramsci, where he uses it to describe “subaltern groups” or
lower classes, as a complementary term to more classic Marxist
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categories such as the working class or the peasantry. In adapting it
from Gramsci, Guha took the term “subaltern” to mean people of lower
rank, and to that degree the term “subaltern” comes very close to James
C. Scott’s concept of the “subordinated group” (Guha 1982; Scott 1985,
1990). Since then, “subaltern” has come to be used to refer to those who
find themselves in a subordinated position within any hierarchical
organization or social formation. Scott argued against Gramsci that
such people, particularly the peasantry, were in fact much more resis-
tant to dominance and hegemony of their own volition than Gramsci
had allowed. The subordinate, in other words, are always insubordinate.
For his part, Guha employed the term “subaltern” in order to develop a
different position from the then dominant groups of Indian historians,
the nationalists and the Marxists. The subaltern studies historians were
interested in looking at forms of political activity or insurgency in India
that could be classified neither as nationalist anticolonialism nor as
working-class activism. The larger suggestion was that nationalist and
Marxist accounts of Indian history had overlooked the activities of
a whole range of people who did not fall within these categories,
particularly the peasantry, whose main conflict was a feudal one with
Indian landowners rather than with the British, or whose activities and
resistances involved practices such as religion that were not taken
seriously by secular historians. Guha’s ideas were subsequently employed
and extended by South American historians for their own particular
situations (Rodriguez 2001). Subaltern studies, therefore, was not so
much a critique of colonialism as a critique of the writing of history
itself, a question that has always been at the heart of postcolonial studies,
which has sought to develop ways in which the world’s history might be
written outside the traditional perspective and framework of the
expansion of Europe (Chakrabarty 2000; Young 2004). Subsequently,
the subaltern studies group itself divided between those who continued
to espouse a more traditional form of social history and those who,
influenced by the ideas of postcolonial theory, moved into a “cultural-
ist” mode.

Three years after subaltern studies had begun, the Indian cultural
critic Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak made a significant intervention
in which she pointed to the missing category of gender among the
subaltern studies historians: women were a further group who had
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predictably been given no attention by male historians, but whose
position with respect to nationalist or Marxist agendas was similar to
that of subalterns generally. Their agenda was as much oriented toward
their own liberation from patriarchy as national liberation. In making
this intervention, Spivak also shifted the concept of the subaltern away
from Gramsci’s emphasis on the group to that of the individual, at which
point the idea of the subaltern woman became that of woman as subal-
tern. In her celebrated essay, “Can the Subaltern Speak?,” Spivak took
the case of an Indian widow who was expected, according to the Hindu
tradition of sati, to throw herself alive on the funeral pyre of her husband
(Spivak 1988). The British colonial administrators sought to stop this
practice, but they were resisted by (male) Hindu nationalists who argued
that the British were trying to destroy their sacred Hindu heritage. In
this battle of wills between two groups of males drawing on their own
discourses of human rights and religious tradition, respectively, Spivak
pointed out that there was no space for the woman herself to speak and
make an intervention - whatever she chose to do, the meaning of her
action had been already appropriated by the men. A similar situation
obtains todayin traditional societies when women who assert themselves
against patriarchal customs are immediately branded as simply mim-
icking western ideology. Any form of feminism can be easily dismissed
as just being an anti-religious western idea, even though the West has
historically certainly had no monopoly on women’s self-assertion
against patriarchy, or indeed men’s - for example, the nineteenth-
century Egyptian Qasim Amin.

The concept of the subaltern, whether speaking or not, has become
hugely influential within postcolonial studies: it is broad enough to
encompass a whole range of situations of subalternity globally, from
migrant women workers cleaning toilets at academic conferences in
Boston to Indian workers tapping rubber on plantations in Malaysia. Its
advantage is precisely that since it describes a structural power relation,
it can encompass a far wider variety of positions than the classic cate-
gory of the proletariat or working class, which requires, in the first in-
stance, an industrial economy. Its disadvantage is that, as its adoption by
the subaltern studies historians suggests, “subaltern” is an academic
word used to describe other people in a certain situation, not a word
with which they would describe themselves. Most people would in any
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case depict themselves in terms of their own particular individuality
or group, rather than through a general concept. On the other
hand, “worker” or “working class” became and remains a form of
self-identification for many. The subaltern has never achieved this kind
of use, and remains more comparable to the analytical use of “the
proletariat,” a term with which few workers self-identified. The term
“subaltern” therefore can be useful in pointing to the sharing of
structurally similar power positions across a wide range of different sit-
uations. Its drawback is that the very use of the term is objectifying, and
to that degree the word itself constructs and repeats the same disparate
power relation which it seeks to highlight.

Such objectification will always be present when the term “subaltern”
is used in its original form, either for political analysis, as in Gramsci, or
for historical analysis, as in the work of the subaltern studies historians.
Gramsci’s own writings on subaltern classes in the Prison Notebooks are
in fact comparatively brief. More relevant in many ways to the postcolo-
nial is his focus on the emarginati, marginalized people. In his biography
of Gramsci, Dante Germino has shown how Gramsci’s own position as
a gobbo, a hunchback, led him to focus on all the groups in society who
occupied positions of social and political marginalization (Forgacs 2014;
Germino 1990). While politics was played out by rival power groups at
the center, Gramsci also paid consistent attention to those who never
had access to this domain, but lived marginal lives at the peripheries
of society. This perspective — identifying with the marginalized -
represents the radical focus of his politics, and better characterizes
the focus of his political sympathies that go beyond the mainstream
categories of class. Gramsci’s stress on those who live on the fringes of
the social order can be compared to the French philosopher Jacques
Ranciére’s emphasis on the poor, on the count of those who do not
count (Ranciére 2004). A preoccupation with the emarginated, with
outcast individuals or subordinated social groups, comes closest to the
politics of postcolonialism, which is most concerned with those who,
within the structures of power that operate within and between soci-
eties, live out their lives at the fringes and peripheries of the world. The
Dalits in India live a life of permanent exclusion from the moment of
birth. Elsewhere, millions of people live permanently stateless within
states that they have never left because of the shifting identities of states,
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citizenship legislation, and wars: the Bidoon (literally, the “Without”) in
the Gulf States, Muslim Rohingyas from Myanmar in Bangladesh,
Nubians in Kenya, Dalits in Nepal.'! The speech of the subordinated is
mute not because they are not speaking but because their voices remain
unheard because no one thinks of listening to them. Such concerns in
turn link back to the subaltern studies historians, whose own early
political sympathies were widely identified with the Naxalites, the
“hungry tide” of radical Maoists who operate in the so-called “red
corridor” in India, controlling large swathes of the countryside through
twelve states, from West Bengal down through the Eastern states further
south (Chakravarti 2008).

Indigeneity

Many, perhaps the majority, of people on earth live in, or relatively near,
the place in which they were born. But not everyone, on that basis, is
called a native, or an aboriginal, or an indigenous person. While “aborig-
inal” in English usually functions as a proper name that designates the
indigenous people of Australia (though it is also sometimes invoked
elsewhere), “indigenous” is used very widely around the world. What
makes a person or a people “indigenous?” Simply put, native to
indigenous is similar to race to ethnicity: the first word of each pairing
designates the old term that is no longer used (though you will still find
the adjectival form of native, as in “a native Londoner” or “native
speaker”), the second the modern acceptable alternative. The aura of
“native” still circulates around “indigenous,” evoking a people who are
seen as being in some sense outside modernity. This is not, of course,
how it will probably seem to them (Clifford 2013). Who qualifies as
indigenous is complicated by the fact that there is no generally acceptable
definition of the term (Coates 2004: 1-2). The UN Declaration of the
Rights of Indigenous Peoples now affirms many rights for indigenous
peoples but never once defines who they are or who qualifies as indige-
nous to hold these rights. The problem is generally solved in a liberal
way so that anyone who considers themselves indigenous qualifies as
indigenous, but at the same time, in practice the term is used to desig-
nate relatively small groups of culturally cohesive people who are held
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to have an ancestral relation to the land in which they live but over
which they may have no formal legal rights according to the precepts of
modern law. We have already discussed (in chapter 3) how colonizers
brought with them a legal system which by its own criteria of proof and
evidence disqualified the entitlement of indigenous inhabitants to their
own lands, although indigenous people made every attempt to assert
their rights (Belmessous 2014). We have also considered the situation of
indigenous peoples in settler postcolonies in the previous chapter: the
concept of indigenous peoples is particularly apparent in a colonial
situation such as the United States or Canada, where the clash of indi-
gene and settler has historically been deepest and most dramatic, or at
least perceived as such thanks to its high profiling in twentieth-century
Hollywood movies symptomatically called “Westerns.”

The status of indigenous peoples in former colonies remains one of
the most pressing “postcolonial” political issues. In the twenty-first
century, in Australia, Aotearoa/New Zealand, and the Americas, many
continue to be separated from majority populations descended from
the settler elites. This is the case, for example, in Bolivia, which has the
highest proportion of indigenous peoples in South America (although
in 2005, Bolivia elected its first president of indigenous origin, Evo
Morales), and in Mexico, where the country is predominantly of mixed
ethnicity (mestizo), but where groups such as the Zapatistas in Chiapas
in the Southeast of the country identify as indigenous and have devel-
oped effective political campaigns, being the first to use social media.
They correlate their marginal position with an anti-globalization
campaign in what might be termed a politics of indigenous socialism,
allying with campesinos (small-scale farmers) and campaigners for
landless people. Indigenous politics differs from mainstream socialism
not only in its rural focus, but also in the importance of environmen-
talism: under Morales, Bolivia has legislated the Ley de Derechos de la
Madre Tierra (the Law of the Rights of Mother Earth), which invests
nature with the same rights as human beings, drawing on indigenous
beliefs that nature and the land are sacred, the Pachamama on which
humanity depends. As the law states, “Mother Earth is a living dynamic
system made up of the undivided community of all living beings, who
are all interconnected, interdependent, and complementary, sharing a
common destiny.’? The connections between the politics of indigenism
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and environmentalism join seamlessly as part of the campaigns for
indigenous rights against land exploitation and appropriation, mineral
and gas extraction, on traditional tribal lands. Indigenous people show
the way in embodying a way of life that is ecologically much more effi-
cient and responsive to the ecosystem than that of the world’s urban
populations. Indigenous forms of knowledge offer a different relation to
the natural world. Instead of seeking to triumph over nature, as western
reason and technology have done since the eighteenth century, indige-
nous knowledge sees human beings as part of a natural process in all its
dimensions, establishing over generations a relation of care between
themselves and their natural environment, along with skills of survival
developed in reciprocal relation to the natural world. Although it would
be foolish to assume that they remain uncontaminated and entirely
separate from the pressures of the world around them, contrast, in
general, the lifestyle of Amazonian Indians with the resource extractors
destroying the Amazon rain forests; compare the lives of aboriginal
peoples in Australia with those evacuating the earth outside Perth in
order to send minerals and metals to China so that it can build yet more
uninhabited ghost cities for wealthy Chinese to invest in.

However, there are many countries, sometimes also former colonies
but without recent settler populations, where indigenous peoples, such
as the so-called tribals or adivasi of India, live in a state of disadvan-
tage and exploitation. The difference is that in settler colonies the
relatively recent arrival of settlers of a different ethnicity from far away
makes their appropriation of the land and the country rather different,
at a political level, from those many countries around the world where
indigenous peoples continue to live as part of a historically evolved
society. The result is that indigenous peoples in non-settler colonies are
often in the worst situation of all: they cannot count on any liberal
colonial guilt in the main population.

The politics of the postcolonial, which comprises the tradition of the
oppressed, is identified with people who are socially and politically
marginalized in their everyday existence, and is therefore particularly
preoccupied with the situation of indigenous peoples, with peoples of
the “fourth world” wherever they may live, whether it be in the
Middle East (the Ma‘dan), North Africa (the Berber), Southern Africa
(the San), South Asia (Adivasi, the Naga), East Asia (the Thao, Kavalan,
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and Truku among others in Taiwan, the Ainu in Japan), the Circumpolar
North, or Arctic (the Sami). There is a further link between postcolonial
and indigenous politics: indigenous activism in relation to aboriginal
rights developed in the context of colonial liberation movements, along
with the human and civil rights campaigns of the 1960s. National and
local indigenous movements then began to be globalized, beginning in
1975 with the establishment of the World Council of Indigenous
Peoples, and the emergence of the Inuit Circumpolar Council which
brought together Inuit peoples from Canada, the United States, Russia,
and Greenland. As a result of this new globalized activism, in 2007 in a
landmark move, the United Nations adopted the UN Declaration of the
Rights of Indigenous Peoples: the former settler colonies of Australia,
Canada, New Zealand, and the United States all voted against it.

Nomadism

The question of indigenous people and the particular kind of life which
they may lead correlates closely to that of “nomadism.” Many indigenous
peoples are, or were until very recently, nomadic; nomads, such as the
Bedouin in the Middle East, cattle farmers in Gujarat, and the Masai in
East Africa, are often pastoralists grazing their animals and who move
across the landscape according to the season, or hunters, such as the Inuit
in North America. Indigenous peoples live, or formerly lived, at radical
odds with the western social norm of a stable, settled, sedentary life: their
customs are antithetical to those of the settler. We think of life today in
terms of being “settled,” or in colonial history of “settlers” Yet, for much
of their history, most human beings have been nomadic. The shift to a
sedentary lifestyle (“sedentarization”) started with the shift to crop
farming, and has continued over the last two centuries as an effect of
industrialization and the ever-increasing control of the state on its
population. The nomadic groups that have survived have typically been
those who live in less fertile areas that cannot support crop farming but
produce instead seasonal produce in different areas of a region. Pastoral
nomadism remains the most common traditional form, along with “peri-
patetic” nomadism - that is, those who move habitually among sedentary
populations, such as gypsies, tinkers, hijra, musicians, and dancers.
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The French philosopher Gilles Deleuze and psychiatrist Félix Guattari
have developed the idea of the nomad as a figure for the person who
in modern times most successfully resists the controlling power of the
state (Deleuze and Guattari 1988: 380). Modern states, whether in
Europe, the Middle East, or Asia, do not like nomadic peoples, people of
no fixed abode who cannot be initiated into the controlling processes by
which the state’s citizens are registered, identified, educated, medicalized,
taxed, and organized in many other ways from birth to death. One of the
primary pressures of the nation-state in the past two hundred years has
been to stop people from moving, to contain them within prescribed
boundaries into a settled, controllable condition. The fate of Romanies
(gypsies, Roma) and travelers within Europe, or Bedouin in the Middle
East, has been to live under a continuous pressure to urbanize and
conform to the static requirements of citizenship whereby each person is
located with a specific name, number, and locatable place of permanent
residence. Nevertheless, their elusive habits, mobility, and lines of flight
involve forms of lateral, transnational resistance that continue to offer
alternative possibilities to any top-down model of power and resistance.

Migration

One of the special features of imperialism ... is the decline in emigration
from imperialist countries and the increase in immigration into these
countries from the more backward countries where lower wages are paid.
(Lenin 1917: 127)

Although nomadism, as Deleuze and Guattari argued, can represent a
powerful form of opposition to the control of the state, in the thirteenth
century one nomadic group, the Mongols under Genghis Khan, created
the largest land empire in history. The Mongols offer a clear example of
the connection between nomadic societies and a phenomenon central
to empire and the postcolonial world: migration.’ If the history of the
world has been a history of empires, from a more human point of view
and from an even longer perspective it has also been a history of migra-
tions. People have been moving ever since the first humans began to
migrate from Africa sixty thousand years ago. It is only in the last
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ten thousand years, with the development of agriculture, that people have
started to settle and stay still. But as the history of empires itself shows,
some people have always been on the move and that movement has
been one of the primary forces driving political, social, and ecological
change — whether it be the migrations of Germanic peoples in Europe
from the fourth to sixth centuries, the Mongol and Turkic migrations
across Asia from the sixth to the thirteenth centuries, the European and
(forced) African migration to the Americas from the sixteenth to the
nineteenth centuries, or the migrations of Africans and Asians to Europe
and North America in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. Empires
and settler colonies have precipitated many other forced migrations in
addition to those of slavery and indentured laborers: from the Scots
highlanders in the eighteenth century, to the Irish and Native Americans
in the nineteenth century, to the Armenians from the Ottoman Empire,
or Palestinians from Palestine, in the twentieth century.

Postcolonialism is concerned with issues that result from many
different types of migration: from the formations of empires in earlier
centuries to settlers in modern times to migrant workers and illegal
migrants in the present. Like contemporary illegal migrants, early set-
tlers such as the Pilgrim Fathers endured punishing physical challenges.
The only real difference between settlers of earlier centuries and illegal
migrants today is their legality: in a world of nation-states and strict
governmental surveillance of populations, agency is refused the migrant
and unauthorized migration is declared illegal by the receiving state.
While exceptions are, in decreasing numbers, made for those who have
fled war or famine, states today are more and more reluctant to accept
refugees and asylum seekers in a world in which there are over fifty
million refugees, asylum seekers, and internally displaced persons.* At
the same time, in practice many states do admit the numerous migrants
who get caught up in the webs of human trafficking for sexual and other
forms of contemporary slavery (Bales 2012).

Today’s illegal migrants, the so-called economic migrants, such as
those who risk, and often encounter, death by crossing the Sahara and
taking small fragile boats from North Africa to Europe, are not inher-
ently any different from European migrants who fled poverty, starvation,
or persecution in Europe for Africa or the Americas or Australasia in
earlier centuries. The only difference lies in the changed attitude toward
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migration by the state and by the receiving population (no matter that
many of them may have been migrants themselves, or come from
migrant families). The dramatic transformation that has taken place
with respect to immigration is powerfully evoked in Joseph Conrad’s
story “Amy Foster,” published in 1901 in the world of the Bartholomew
atlas described in chapter 1 (Conrad 1903). The novella relates the tale
of Yanko, a Polish migrant who is on his way to America when his boat
is shipwrecked on the Kent coast in England. He alone survives, only to
find himself in an unknown country speaking an incomprehensible
tongue. At first the inhabitants are hostile, but they take him in and in
time, despite the oddities of his foreignness, he is more or less accepted
and even marries a local girl. The story has a traumatic ending, but what
is striking from the perspective of migration today is its dramatically
different and stark indication of the inhumanity of our own era: despite
the initial hostility of the villagers toward Yanko, no one ever thinks of
calling a policeman, no one ever asks for his papers or passport. He is
not sent to a detention center for illegal migrants and incarcerated
indefinitely. The bureaucratic power of the state controlling its citizens’
lives down to every last intimate detail is extraordinarily, wonderfully
absent (Keenan 2014). “Amy Foster” unwittingly points to our radical
loss of freedom, to say nothing of humanity, in the contemporary epoch.
The system of nation-states means that human freedom is restricted
and controlled with passports, visas, entry permits, borders, walls, secu-
rity fences, electronic surveillance systems, and detention centers in a
way that would have been unimaginable just a hundred years ago. For
the Kent villagers, the “crime” of illegal migration simply did not exist,
which is very far from the situation today. Today the population of Kent
sits on the opposite side of the English Channel to ever-blossoming
camps of refugees around Calais, of which the Sangatte camp was the
most famous. No sooner is one closed than another appears: these
camps are created by the migrants as they prepare to smuggle them-
selves into England through the Channel Tunnel. Once they arrive in
England, of course, they may be put in a real camp, or, in official
parlance, an “immigration removal center”” In that context, Georgio
Agamben’s argument that the camp is the “nomos,” or the order of the
modern, makes perfect sense (Agamben 1995, 1998b). Despite the
horror of Nazi concentration camps, the camp has become a major
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instrument of the contemporary governmentality of the state: for refu-
gees, asylum seekers, illegal migrants of all kinds, for all those who have
fled or challenged the order of things in the postcolonial world of
nation-states. Of the many camps and detention centers for illegal
migrants that now exist in and outside first-world countries, the most
inhuman must be Australia’s notorious, chillingly named, “Pacific
Solution?” Illegal migrants caught trying to enter Australia by sea are not
allowed to land on Australian territory, but are exported instead to
extra-territorial camps elsewhere around the Pacific, some of them on
tiny islands such as Nauru, a country of just 21 square kilometers in the
South Pacific. For the people of “the lucky country,” with a population
density only a little higher than Mongolia (2.6 people per square kilo-
meter), out of sight is truly out of mind. The Australian aboriginal
community must be wishing that this policy had been in force in 1788
when the British first arrived.

Strict controls on migration constitute a defensive response by
nation-states to a new nomadism in the later twentieth and twenty-first
centuries, where millions of migrant workers, refugees, and asylum
seekers — the “undesirables” of the world (Agier 2011) — move around
the planet in response to civil strife, political instability, economic
inequality, and the demands of capital (Harding 2012). One effect of
globalization is that, whether illegally or legally but temporarily, workers
are moving to the sites where their skills are required. Like globalization
itself, this operates hierarchically: at the professional level, multina-
tional companies or international organizations deliberately move their
executives from country to country as part of their career path, much in
the manner of colonial administrators a century ago, while at the other
end of the social scale, the migrant workers who travel across the globe,
legally or illegally, also in search of a better standard of living, are
propelled to do so only because they have been born into a situation
where the local standards, and earnings, are so abysmal. Both groups
are equally the subjects of global capitalism, undoing national bound-
aries for its immediate and long-term interests.

Migration flows around the world are the mark of global postcoloni-
ality, as the world’s “surplus humanity” flees from violence, civil war,
and poverty to places where they believe, in part as a result of the
ubiquitous presence of the international media system, that they will
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have a better life (Davis 2006). The flows of Pakistanis and Sri Lankans
trying to get to Australia; Pakistanis, Afghans, and Kurds to London;
Maghrebian and sub-Saharan Africans to Italy, France, and Spain;
Mexicans to the United States — all these flows bizarrely mirror the
nineteenth-century outflow of millions of people from Europe to the
Americas, Africa, and Australasia. The risks that modern illegal
migrants take — in airless container trucks, walking across the Sahara,
sailing in flimsy crowded boats to Christmas Island or Lampedusa -
show that they feel they have nothing to lose except their lives: the risks
they take show how desperate they are. As they move across borders,
they discard their papers, if they had any, to become stateless. If they
finally establish themselves, they will send money back to their home
country, which will sustain itself on such remittances. Despite their
much-heralded rise as global economies, the countries that receive the
largest amounts in remittances from their workers who have had to
leave and seek work abroad are India and China.®

Such movements of migration or displacement are not only trans-
national, but also take place within the nation. Walk into a railway
station in China and you will see groups of workers of all ages and
regional ethnicities in rough clothes, sitting on the floor with their
bundles of bedding beside them. They are on the move, seeking work.
Walk into the railway station in Milan, and you will find it crammed
with migrants from the Middle East and Africa, some of them women
who have just given birth, who have arrived by boat in Lampedusa
and been sent North to fend for themselves. Walk south from Ras
Beirut into the Shatila refugee camp and you will find its narrow,
constricted spaces, already full to bursting with Palestinian refugees
who have been there for decades, teeming with newly arrived fugitives
from Iraq and Syria. These are the realities of our postcolonial,
globalized, oblivious world.

Notes

1 http://www.unhcr.org/pages/49c3646c155.html.
2 http://www.therightsofnature.org/bolivia-law-of-mother-earth.
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Deleuze and Guattari claim a fundamental distinction between the nomad
and the migrant, but this is made on the assumption that the migrant simply
relocates from one place to another. If this was ever true, it is certainly less
so today.

http://www.unhcr.org/53a155bc6.html.
https://www.gov.uk/immigration-removal-centre/overview.
http://www.econ.worldbank.org/WBSITE/EXTERNAL/EXTDEC/
EXTDECPROSPECTS/0,,contentMDK:22759429~pagePK:64165401 ~piPK:
64165026~theSitePK:476883,00.html#Remittances.
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