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Echoes of Empire:  A Multi-Disciplinary 
Appraisal

Kalypso Nicolaidis, Berny Sèbe and Gabrielle Maas

[F]or the pattern is the action 
And the suffering, that the wheel may turn and still 

Be forever still.
T. S. Eliot, Murder in the Cathedral (1935)

EU diplomats in search of fresh air between negotiation rounds can stroll through 
a pleasant leafy park at the heart of Brussels’ European District: the Parc du 
Cinquantenaire. They may be surprised to discover a monument inscribed with the 
words of King Leopold II: ‘I undertook the conquest of the Congo in the interest of 
civilization and for the good of Belgium’. Another of the inscriptions on the Congo 
memorial – ‘the heroism of the Belgian soldier crushes the Arab slave-trader’ – has 
been erased and re-instated several times, further to requests from the Arab League 
and the Royal Circle of Former Officers of African Campaigns respectively.1

Europe’s colonial past is still ubiquitous: in monuments and cityscapes, but also 
in memories, symbols and political battles. National attempts to digest it rarely 
pass without emotive reaction, either in former colonies or former metropoles. 
Through its eastwards enlargement, the European Union has brought former 
colonial and colonized states into the same nominal membership group; if EU 
rhetoric talks of a ‘community of memory’, the memory of World War II referred 
to in this collective narrative frequently eclipses another less convenient memory: 
that of overseas colonization and decolonization, and their vestiges in the national 
and international narratives of a globalized world. This is hardly surprising, given 
that despite initiatives such as the Union for the Mediterranean, the apparent 
convergence between former colonial and colonized states witnessed in Eastern 
Europe has failed to materialize towards the South. Beyond this, can we even speak 
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of a properly European ‘colonial past’, or only of a series of national colonial pasts 
with metropoles that happen to be European? How has the EU dealt with the 
colonial past in its external relations – by amnesia, rejection or atonement?

Global politics, on the other hand, is largely predicated on a myth that the world 
is now resolutely and universally past colonialism, claiming to organize a society of 
equal sovereign states abiding by the rule of international law. This vision posits a 
‘postcolonial’ world that has seen off the scourge of empire and succeeded it with a 
‘clean slate’ alternative system; but the term has another possible meaning: a world 
that is not yet past colonialism, but continues to hear and interpret its echoes well 
beyond the end of empire as hard political reality.

Memory of the colonial past and its meanings now lives on in other political 
guises. As well as a justification for continued dominance, the colonial past often 
serves as a totem for contemporary political rivals within a former metropolis. 
Debates over the rights and wrongs of colonialism in North Africa have repeatedly 
been the pretext for debates on ‘national identity’ and immigration in France over 
the past decade, and in her chapter Nora Fisher Onar draws our attention to another 
case of politicized memory: that of ‘Ottomanism’ in contemporary Turkey. As she 
demonstrates, empires (whether overseas like the French one, or continental in the 
Ottoman case) and the transition out of them have in themselves become a lieu de 
mémoire, sites where ‘memory, history and historiography overlap in charged ways’.

This project builds on an already impressive body of work on the present of 
Europe’s pasts. There are still a number of shortcomings in mainstream scholarship, 
however. Comparisons between national imperial traditions in Europe, let alone 
between European and non-European imperialisms, are still comparatively rare;2 
old Eurocentric habits die hard, as does the tendency for historians and political 
scientists to remain behind disciplinary walls and fail to engage fully with the 
insights of complementary disciplines such as anthropology or critical theory; and 
finally, there is still a dearth of analysis linking colonial international relations with 
the postcolonial world, including their impact on EU politics and current patterns 
of globalization. This volume is a contribution to the ongoing process of addressing 
these challenges through interdisciplinary work.

The Meanings of Echoes

In John Darwin’s formulation, ‘imperialism may be defined as the sustained effort 
to assimilate a country or region to the political, economic or cultural system of 
another power’. Though this definition is originally based on the case of the British 
Empire, it remains valid for all the other case-studies we examine. Within this 
broad definition, we can usefully distinguish between formal imperialism – which 
‘aimed to achieve this object by the explicit transfer of sovereignty and, usually, 
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the imposition of direct administrative control’ – and ‘informal imperialism’, 
which ‘relied upon the links created by trade, investment or diplomacy, often 
supplemented by unequal treaties and periodic armed intervention, to draw new 
regions into the world-system of an imperial power’.3 European colonialism cannot 
be reduced to the settlement of coloni (farmers, colonists) in overseas territories: it 
has come to refer more broadly to the power relations between a metropole and its 
colonies. Whilst we are aware of the etymological implications of each concept, we 
use the two terms interchangeably in this book.4

The hinge on which this book turns is the post-war process of decolonization, 
which saw the collapse of European empires against the backdrop of the Cold 
War, marked by the emergence of two superpowers whose rhetoric was resolutely 
set against the old colonial empires. From the late 1940s to the early 1960s, 
the world underwent a deep ‘re-ordering’ – to borrow Kristin Ross’ concept, 
which referred to the radical reconceptualization of French culture and practices 
in the wake of the loss of Indochina and Algeria.5 With settlers repatriated, 
hierarchies shaken and new voices heard on the international arena, it seemed 
that an entire world order had crumbled: this was the advent of a ‘postcolonial’ 
world, which would infuse generations of scholars and thinkers as the voices 
of the ‘subalterns’ were heard at last, reclaiming an intellectual, political and 
symbolic space in which their presence had previously been made difficult or 
impossible.6 At the same time, old colonial projects crumbled; a good example is 
the staggering speed at which the Eurafrica narrative retold in this volume was 
eclipsed and forgotten.

Though this ‘re-ordering’ was clearly visible from the Franco-British humiliation 
of Suez until the fall of the Berlin Wall, the advent of what Francis Fukuyama 
labelled the ‘end of history’ in the late 1990s, which sealed the apparent triumph 
of the capitalist model, seemed to allow for the resurfacing of old habits. The EU 
project, which appeared to go from strength to strength in the late twentieth and 
early twenty-first centuries, gave member states a feeling of rejuvenation. Until 
the eurozone crisis, Europe seemed to be growing bolder, asserting itself as a major 
international player even at the risk of ‘neo-colonial’ undertones as perceived from 
Rio, Jakarta or Capetown.7 And so we must ask: are we witnessing a return of the 
repressed, an attempt (conscious or otherwise) to override the legacy of colonialism 
and return to a more direct assertion of claims, values and interests in bilateral and 
multilateral relations?

Colonial Echoes Across Time and Space

In order to answer this question, we juxtapose and suggest routes between 
interpretations of empires and their echoes from different times, places and 
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disciplines. Bringing together historians of empire and analysts of contemporary 
EU and global politics, the book establishes a dialogue between what are 
often watertight compartments in thinking about the legacy of colonial rule. 
Unsurprisingly, historians of empire are not necessarily concerned with the 
contemporary implications of their findings, and political scientists may overlook 
the weight of the past in their understanding of contemporary European affairs and 
international relations. Our contributors seek to create trading routes between 
past and present. This volume has another aim: to bring together scholars working 
in and on different geographical regions, often separated by institutional divisions 
of area studies and regional history. John MacKenzie, in his epilogue to part II, 
offers an example of fruitful scholarly engagement with various interconnected 
fields. He argues that ‘British historians, not least of the imperial variety, have 
been much too introverted for far too long. They have also too often had their 
noses firmly stuck in the official records and their eyes on the grand processes 
and meta-narratives of imperial history. Such history, in missing the local and the 
apparently micro, has missed the vital insights that can be secured from a greater 
range of documents and techniques, as well as a focus upon real people facing their 
own problems, dilemmas and sometimes opportunities in specific locations.’ His 
intellectual trajectory exemplifies the type of cross-fertilization which the present 
volume seeks to foster.

We present interpretations of colonial ‘echoes’ both across past and present 
and as they are heard around the world. Some chapters focus on colonial echoes 
as abstract ideas; others illustrate how they find voice in the actual conduct of 
national, European and international politics. Our definition of the ‘echoes 
of empire’ therefore extends far beyond the allegations of neo-colonialism or 
dependency that often dominate analysis of north–south relations. We intend to 
challenge the assumption that we can understand imperialism merely by examining 
a past international society made up of half a dozen empires with its capital cities 
crowded together at the far end of the Eurasian continent. We seek instead to ‘de-
centre’ our understanding of imperialism, both geographically and conceptually as 
a form of power.

Some of our chapters are indeed about direct historical or power relationships 
between ex-metropoles and -colonies. Emily Jones and Clara Weinhardt thus analyse 
how the struggles of the European Partnership Agreement (EPA) negotiations 
with African, Caribbean and Pacific countries are influenced by the memories of 
colonial economic imbalances, while Vinicius Rodrigues Vieira traces the divergent 
‘inheritance routes’ of Brazil and India from their former colonizers. Beyond these 
direct legacies, however, we examine several other types of echoes.

Between colonial or neo-colonial projects of different eras, firstly: Ali Parchami 
outlines how discourses of Roman imperial power as a benign, pacifying power 
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have influenced British and more recently US imperial and neo-imperial practice. 
Echoes between colonial enterprises and modern nation-state practices come next, 
with chapters from Nora Fisher Onar, Alexander Morrison and Sarmila Bose all 
touching in different ways on the continuities between imperial practice and the 
institutional life of the successor nation-state, from Turkey to Russia to India.

Continuities also emerge between a shared colonized past and the contemporary 
re-imagination of regional identities, be it Dimitar Bechev’s exploration of the 
contemporary use and abuse of the Soviet imperium’s multicoloured legacies in the 
eastern parts of Europe or Jean-Frédéric Schaub’s analysis of the way in which 
Spanish and Portuguese imperial traditions continue to shape the socio-political 
reality of Latin American countries. Kalypso Nicolaidis, meanwhile, explores the 
different ways in which the European Union has ‘internalized’ the colonial pasts 
of its member states, attempting to steer a narrow course between forgetting and 
remembering, denial and atonement.

We listen too for echoes between European and non-European imperial projects, 
with chapters on Japanese, Chinese and Ottoman imperialisms each contributing to 
a decentred view of imperial power. Though our main purpose is not comparative, 
we present a number of chapters that draw an implicit contrast between different 
imperial powers within Europe. Berny Sèbe thus re-examines British and French 
imperial traditions with an eye to instances of competition and cross-fertilization; he 
argues further that apprehending these legacies as cosmopolitan processes can help 
us reassess the after-lives of ‘Greater Britain’ and La plus grande France, as each former 
metropole reformulates its global ambitions as part of an evolving European project.

Ideology, Discourse and Practice

Above all, we listen for ideological echoes of colonialism or anti-colonialism in 
more latent domains – places where colonial ideas live on less as practice than as 
pervasive mindsets or frameworks of power relations. Rahul Rao thus explores 
how both proponents and critics of Western LBGT activism have construed it as 
a quasi-imperialist civilizing mission. He highlights the dangers of this simplistic 
narrative, which fails to acknowledge how the colonial encounter itself may have 
planted the seeds of what LGBT activists now seek to challenge, and forgets to 
differentiate between radically divergent suggestions within LBGT activism 
about ‘how to export a common ontology to the rest of the world’. Sarmila Bose, 
meanwhile, contests the wisdom of analysing contemporary Indian democracy as 
a colonial inheritance. She argues instead that the very notion of democracy is 
unsuited to a highly regionalized state, where localized or interest-based political 
movements seek to capture representation rather than democratic legitimacy stricto 
sensu. In each of these cases, moving from the historical to the normative, we find 
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a colonial past constructed around a ‘rescue narrative’ and we are moved to ask: 
what, if anything, can we rescue from this rescue narrative?

The end of administrative colonization does not mean the end of imperialist 
mindsets, which may persist either vis-à-vis formerly colonized territories, new 
dependents or indeed subordinate groups within the new nation-state. As Robert 
Young observes, the achievement of national sovereignty rarely meant full 
sovereignty, and with an incomplete transfer of power usually come latent forms 
of resistance and an increased sensitivity to threats ‘from below’. This is fertile 
long-term ground for echoes – both of colonialism and anti-colonialism – to return 
cyclically in response to contemporary events. In his chapter, Alexander Morrison 
thus highlights the layered echoes of colonialism in today’s Russia, ranging from 
racism towards migrants from former satellite states to imperial nostalgia for the 
heyday of Tsarist military glory to romanticized visions of the Caucasus and its 
insurgents as Russia’s threatening yet alluring boundary.

As several of our contributors demonstrate, imperial ideologies and practices 
were never separate. In his chapter, Jan-Georg Deutsch reminds us that European 
discourses on progress and the modern condition are far from a mere ‘backdrop’ to 
colonial enterprises in Africa over the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Changing 
notions of modernity and where it resides, he suggests, in fact determined broad 
shifts in the administrative practice of empire in Africa. What is more, these shifts 
occurred in response to changes not in the colonized territories but in the heart 
of Europe’s own experience. Nineteenth-century mission civilisatrice discourses thus 
lost ground when Europeans confronted their own lack of ‘civility’ after the First 
World War, giving way to ideals of ‘protecting’ Africa from the perils of modernity 
and then to a discourse of colonial development and welfare. As Peo Hansen and 
Stefan Jonsson remind us in their chapter, the latter became the basis for early post-
war blueprints of European integration, which sought to translate imperial ideology 
into a new aggregative praxis of pooling sovereignty in order to pool colonies.

From a different angle, Dane Kennedy also alerts us to the dangers of assuming 
that Western empires were in some way uniquely ‘modern’. He offers a powerful 
reading of expedition histories as evidence for the primacy of indigenous power 
structures in controlling the terms and findings of European colonial discovery. The 
colonialist narrative of explorers penetrating Africa’s interior and its subsequent 
postcolonial interpretations here give way to a reverse narrative of gatekeepers and 
natural barriers over which Europeans had no control. We find the same partial 
reversal in Jones and Weinhardt’s account of how African states have resisted 
Europe’s attempts to renegotiate the terms of its economic penetration.

This relationship between discourse, practice and agency raises a further 
question that runs through the contributions to this volume: do all imperialisms 
ultimately tell us more about the metropolitan inside than the outside? As Kennedy 
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shows, colonial territory has often acted as a metaphor for the unknowable. And 
as Christopher Harding illustrates in his chapter, imperial projects may therefore 
appear to be looking and expanding outwards while in fact predicated on inward-
looking, defensive notions of cultural loss and national self-cultivation. In a different 
perspective, Hansen and Jonsson draw our attention to European notions of 
‘spiritual unity’ behind the drive for a unified attempt to create a third geopolitical 
pole perched between US and Soviet ambitions: ‘Eurafrica’.

These chapters suggest that in order to understand anything about colonialism 
and its legacies, there is only one place to start: from the domestic self-image of 
the nations that masked their insecurities behind a confident imperial swagger. As 
Bernard Porter remarks in his epilogue to part four, ‘underneath the display and 
noise and strutting and silly dressing-up that Britain’s political élite employed and 
encouraged in order to give the impression of power and glory, the British empire 
was really a very vulnerable thing’.

The EU in a Postcolonial World

Though the scope of this volume is global and its guiding thread that of decentring 
from a Eurocentric apprehension of colonialism, an outstanding question remains: 
that of the future of postcolonial Europe in an increasingly ‘non-European’ 
world. There is palpable tension, both in the national arenas of Europe’s former 
metropoles and in region-wide debates about the EU as global actor, between the 
two definitions of ‘postcolonial’ outlined earlier: denying as opposed to dealing 
with Europe’s colonial past. As Dimitar Bechev observes, today’s EU can no longer 
take refuge as easily as it once could in romantic notions of a shared past. For many 
of its Eastern European members the memory of imperial satellite status is barely 
more than two decades old; and new ‘echoes of colonialism’ in contemporary Russia 
mean that many in Eastern Europe lean more towards Washington than Brussels as 
representative of the ‘new values’ of freedom and democracy.

The EU is increasingly caught between two conflicting demands on it. Messages 
emanating from the south, and especially from the BRICs powers, often encourage 
its leaders to acknowledge that Europe lies at the ‘periphery’ of a new world order; 
yet they also call for it to assume global responsibilities commensurate with its 
historical legacies and contemporary economic might. Can the EU be all things to 
all people, ambitious where required and humble where chastened, cognisant of the 
troubled relationship with its past that defined its very inception yet able to reform 
and look forward? As Kalypso Nicolaidis observes, EU foreign policy actors have all 
too often dealt with this contradiction through selective amnesia, denying the EU’s 
descendance from member states that had themselves so recently acted as imperial 
hegemons. What is more, as Dimitar Bechev demonstrates, this also requires forced 
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suppression of the radical differences between dominant historical memories and 
legacies in the core and on the periphery of Europe.

This sleight of hand no longer passes unchallenged. The EU, as well as a 
community of ideas and memory, is a regional power fighting for influence in 
an increasingly competitive global arena; and its influence still depends in large 
part on its ability to wield normative power. Manners introduced the concept of 
Normative Power Europe (NPE), or the ‘ability to shape conceptions of “normal” 
in international relations’, in order to move beyond the narrow contrast between 
military versus civilian power and consider the influence of the EU as constituted by 
what it is rather than what it does or says.8 But as Elena Korosteleva observes, this 
very question – that of ‘who we [Europeans] are’ – calls up the past to legitimate 
the present. Notions of today’s Europe as a ‘credible force for good’ thus become 
paradoxically yet inextricably linked to past visions of European universalism, 
often colonial in origin. To what extent, then, can we distinguish contemporary 
European normative power from ‘hard’ forms of economic neo-colonialism, or the 
kind of civilizing mission rationale which characterized the era of empires? And 
normatively, is it possible to imagine a truly postcolonial approach to global 
affairs in our second definition of the term – one that does not pretend that we 
live in a brand new world but instead acknowledges and reflects on the danger of 
perpetuating colonialism by other means? In order to address these questions in 
all their complexity, we devote a section of the book to the role of the EU in an 
international system whose terms Europe can no longer define.

Universalism and Globalization

We are concerned, then, with systems of both colonial and postcolonial knowledge 
and practice, and with the relationship between the two. In today’s world, one word 
often suffices to elicit either unquestioning endorsement or vehement rejection of 
the postcolonial order: globalization, or more simply globalism. While some glorify 
globalism as the benign face of the communications and exchange routes instituted 
by colonial powers, others condemn the so-called global order as the continuation 
of empire by other means. Global, say its critics, is not a value term but merely one 
of scope: it does not guarantee inclusion for all, but merely designates the power 
sweep of the few actors who do wield truly ‘earth-wide’ influence.

Global forces are at the centre of the remaining broad theme that runs through 
the volume: that of universalism versus particularism. As Nicolaidis observes, 
‘universalism … has historically served to name a particular discursive tradition 
originating in Europe and directed outside Europe’. Is this an inevitable feature of 
national or regional thinking? Does every claimant to power take refuge in a notion 
of itself as uniquely predisposed to export its ideas? And if so, how can we avoid 
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seeing a mere succession of worlds in a succession of sand grains – is there any such 
thing as a global order at all, even now?

Karoline Postel-Vinay attempts to clarify this distinction between universality 
and globality, arguing that globality is a de facto state of affairs (long-distance 
communications, economic networks and so on) while universality entails a 
moralized ‘certain vision of humankind’ and its values. This does not, however, 
prevent rival powers from inventing their own narratives of globality; and the 
configuration of these narratives and networks, argues Postel-Vinay, is one of the 
most potent echoes of colonialism today. Jacques Frémeaux and Gabrielle Maas, 
meanwhile, identify the inequalities engendered by today’s globalism with colonial 
hierarchies of knowledge, arguing that ‘modern global networks … like colonial 
routes, create power imbalances and rifts even as they connect places’. On the 
premise that ‘the challenge of [colonial] conquest was also an epistemological 
challenge’, their chapter investigates how expanding knowledge paradoxically 
leads to ossified categories and hierarchies.

How we go about decentring also depends on our personal experience, and its 
intimate connection with the writing of history. If ‘echoes’ find their way into 
political practice and discourse, they also shape the writings of historians and 
political scientists. This depends not merely on where in the world one is writing 
from, or what one’s politics are; as John Mackenzie vividly describes in his epilogue 
to Part II, new lines of academic investigation are often sparked by chance echoes 
arising from the writer’s own ‘instinctive cultural sensibility’, upbringing or 
intellectual context. Mackenzie’s visceral disagreement with Said’s interpretation 
of Aida, which led to the publication of Orientalism: History, Theory and the Arts, leads 
him to conclude that ‘individual historians are formed out of their genes, out of 
their personal experiences, or put at its most basic, out of their gut reactions’.

A similar assumption lies behind this volume: we are listening not only 
for objective ‘echoes’, but also for the more emotive strains of memory and 
interpretation that determine what we choose to hear. We acknowledge the 
importance of this reflexive dimension to the volume through the inclusion of four 
epilogues, concluding each of the book’s parts. The epilogues foil the chapters 
with a consciously subjective, sometimes emotive, commentary on the broad 
section theme. Juan José Rossi’s contribution in Part I thus delivers an attack on 
European ‘compulsive colonialism’ driven, he argues, by the ‘endemic illness’ of 
a minuscule continent’s pathological need to expand. Zhu and Feng’s epilogue 
to Part II, meanwhile, gives a similarly incisive critique of Western influence and 
what they perceive as its destruction of Chinese ‘traditional culture’ since the early 
nineteenth century. Their chapter provides a powerful foil to a section offering 
readings of the EU’s evolving role in global power relations and critiques of what 
Nicolaidis in Part III terms an ongoing ‘EUniversalism’.
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Bernard Porter’s epilogue to the final section on globalism concludes the journey 
by describing the ‘after-images’ of empire as a retinal impression: something which, 
though no longer real in a material sense, lives on in the mind, taking on new shapes 
and meanings. Here, we come full circle to the relationship between practice and 
discourse, past and present: in Porter’s words, ‘the [colonial] myth has sprouted wings. 
And also some rather sharp teeth.’ The ‘myth’ – how we think about colonialism 
today – and its sometimes very real teeth, are in equal part the subject of this book.

Disciplinary Strands and Critical Endeavours

As we glance over the wealth of approaches, primary materials and intellectual 
traditions needed to explore the manifold echoes of Europe’s colonial past, how 
could we not start where the journey of postcolonial poets and novelists has 
taken us, along the theoretical paths opened by the likes of Edward Said, Homi 
Bhabha, Gayatri Spivak and many others.9 Many of the symbolic and effective 
types of oppression which they unveiled and fought still exist; but the echoes are 
fainter, more confusing and less stark than in their immediately postcolonial times. 
Power is more diffuse and hybridity more pervasive. We need to update talk of the 
postcolonial condition for these new circumstances.

Several historical traditions are on offer here. With the post-war decline of 
Western universalisms, coterminous with decolonization, came a radical reappraisal 
of the practice and epistemological underpinnings of writing non-European history. 
In this regard, African history offers an illuminating case study. Growing academic 
interest in Africa (research often carried out, in the US, with federal funding) has 
given birth to a new approach to the history of the continent. Sources hitherto 
neglected (oral testimonies, or archives in non-European languages) have been 
reinstated,10 leading to a reconceptualization of African history as a field in its own 
right (contrary to the pessimistic predictions of Hugh Trevor-Roper and others).11 
More recently, ‘global’ or ‘world history’, with its emphasis on decentring traditional 
historical frameworks of interpretation, has provided useful templates for thinking 
about the sheer scope of the exchanges of ideas, practices, people and goods which 
have been and remain subject to power struggles and constant renegotiation.12

We must also take into account successful examples of methodological cross-
fertilization, some of which have demonstrated the fluidity of postcolonial 
analytical frameworks and challenged the temporal and geographical boundaries 
of their original contexts.13 Naturally, in our search for the modern ‘echoes’ of the 
colonial past, the precedent of the Second World War and the Holocaust illuminates 
questions of memory and forgetfulness, of ‘a past that does not pass’ in Henri 
Rousso’s formula.14 Our approach also takes into account a growing historiography 
focusing on issues of memory, commemoration and cultural exchanges, and on the 
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interaction between former metropoles and former colonies.15 This ranges from 
studies of contemporary echoes of the imperial mindset at home, exposing how 
the empire has ‘struck back’ in many more ways than previously imagined,16 to the 
development of diasporic communities,17 the commemoration of the empire in the 
metropoles, or the after-effects of decolonization struggles and the quest for new 
national narratives.18 In this vein, historians as well as sociologists and political 
scientists have probed the meaning of (postcolonial) Republicanism in France, and 
the contradiction between its avowed universal principles and the colonial project, 
while their peers in Britain have argued over the future of the Commonwealth, 
conceived as ‘a surrogate for colonial rule’, at a time when its initial role is radically 
out of step with twenty-first-century realities.19

To be sure, the patterns of power-through-knowledge that postcolonial 
theory interpreted as the heart of the colonial era20 are alive and well in certain 
areas of political science and international relations. The oft-cited history of IR 
is itself constructed in western terms: the omission of postcolonial perspectives 
in mainstream theory was due, perhaps ironically, to a first kind of decentring, 
namely the migration of the metropolitan (European) academy to the United 
States and the foundation of IR as an ‘American social science’.21 In response, 
European scholarship both contested a US-centrism that echoed its own and 
internalized analytical frameworks pioneered in the US.22 Characteristically, the 
‘three traditions’ (Hobbesian, Grotian and Kantian) proposed in the classical 
international society strand of IR scholarship emanate from the European 
canon, and reproduce the logic of unilinear diffusion of European practices from 
the European core to the periphery – a process Bull famously referred to as the 
expansion of  European society.23

A critically-minded new generation of international society scholars have 
revisited such frames, exploring the ways in which thinkers like Locke and Grotius 
were appropriated by the imperial enterprise. In Provincializing Europe (2000), Dipesh 
Chakrabarty charted the subaltern history of the Indian struggle for independence, 
and countered Eurocentric scholarship about non-Western peoples and cultures 
by proposing that Western Europe simply be considered as culturally equal to the 
other regions of the world – as ‘one region among many’ in human geography.24 
Keene (2006), meanwhile, traces how Grotian ideas were deployed to rationalize 
a legal and normative apparatus in which sovereign recognition was accorded to 
those deemed ‘civilized/European’ while capitulations were the fate of the ‘semi-
civilized’ and colonization of the ‘barbaric’ or ‘savage’.25 In this vein, IR scholars 
have questioned the central tenet of formal sovereign equality under anarchy in the 
contemporary international system, exploring the enduring place of hierarchy and its 
implications for the reproduction of former patterns of exploitation.26 Such ventures 
seem to run in parallel with critical international political economy, which however 
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has perhaps the oldest disciplinary pedigree in contesting Eurocentric narratives 
through theories of dependency, world systems, post-development and post-
Marxist scholarship.27 A particularly fascinating question is that of how perceptions 
of the colonial era are changing amidst current global power shifts which cast radical 
doubt on the lasting value of what Samuel Huntington called the ‘great divergence’, 
and the economic supremacy of the West at the heart of ‘modernity’.28 Against the 
backdrop of contemporary geopolitical change, postcolonial international relations 
has only recently started to make headway in the mainstream study of international 
relations, a trend we hope to contribute to.29

Book Structure

The book is structured in four parts. It starts with in the viewpoint of countries 
which were subject to European imperialisms from the Iberian age of imperialism 
onwards, before turning in Part II to the varied imperial traditions of European 
states. Part III goes on to examine the imperial roots of the normative ambitions 
which buttress the EU project and the reminiscent echoes of the universalist claims 
which sustained imperial projects. Lastly, Part IV moves beyond the EU, and 
takes a global perspective to consider the shift from a colonial to a postcolonial 
world. Each section ends with an epilogue: either a testimony relevant to the 
section considered, or a provocative statement on the ‘echoes of empire’ as they are 
perceived from outside Europe.

The first section (Colonialism and Modernity: Views from the Receiving End ) introduces 
our topic with hindsight, examining how the connection between a colonial past 
and a globalized present plays out in different regions of the world On the one 
hand, colonial rule often seemed to project indigenous societies directly from a pre-
industrial stage to the postcolonial era and imperialism appeared as a powerful agent 
of modernity in most of these former colonies. On the other hand, an increasing 
body of evidence tends to indicate the existence of pre-colonial agents of modernity. 
How do we adjudicate between these two sides of the argument? This part of the 
book aims to analyse the extent to which European ideas, practices and concepts of 
modernity have survived, declined or prospered in former colonies.

The second section (Return to Sender? Imperial Visions, Imperial Legacies) turns this 
initial viewpoint around by going back to examine the imperial enterprise itself, 
emphasizing the diversity of imperial visions and therefore legacies. Beyond this 
diversity, the chapters highlight common threads and ask whether the ‘echoes’ 
from different colonial traditions produce a cacophony or a recognisable pattern. 
By moving around the globe rather than following the classic distinction between 
European and non-European empires, this section intends to ‘de-centre’ the 
study of imperialism30 and to evaluate the extent to which colonial projects and 
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practices were dictated as much by factors internal to the conquering power as 
by the conditions that prevailed in conquered territories. Part II thus challenges 
the pan-European idea of imperialism and questions not only the fundamental 
divide between land-based and sea-borne empires, but also the common distinction 
between early modern and late modern empires.

The third section (From Imperial to Normative Power: the EU Project in a Post-
Colonial World) takes a contemporary and prescriptive turn, drawing on the 
preceding sections to detect and analyse the echoes of colonialisms in contemporary 
relationships of power and cooperation orchestrated by the EU. We start with the 
EU’s policies and narratives today, and evaluate the varied contemporary imperial 
legacies in different member states, including those which were the object rather 
than the subject of imperial rule. The prospect for a truly postcolonial agenda for 
today’s Europe depends on its ability to free the EU project from the ‘colonial 
DNA’ of some of its member states and to transcend these combined imperial 
legacies. To what extent and how is such an evolution possible? We believe that one 
precondition is for Europeans to reflect on how deeply rooted in colonial patterns 
was the original project of European integration, and on why many chose to forget 
this. In the process, we also need to understand different meanings of the ‘imperial 
past’ between countries in east and central Europe, southern or northern Europe. 
Ultimately, Europeans must grasp how former European former colonies see the EU 
through the lens of their own postcolonial status.

The last part of the book (Globalism: From the Colonial to the Post-Colonial Worlds 
and Beyond) moves beyond the EU to explore the normative constitution of ideas 
and practices, both of imperialism and of resistance to it. Our chapters analyse the 
normative influence that imperialisms of the past still exert on the present, as well 
as the influence of earlier normative thinking about resistance to imperialism on 
contemporary struggles and movements. Are hierarchical relationships inevitable 
irrespective of a colonial past, or does this past actively influence them? The 
chapters also ask whether Western-inspired ‘universal’ values are bound to be 
imperialist, as Immanuel Wallerstein has argued,31 or whether a future global arena 
is possible in which relationships between nations are (re)founded on cosmopolitan 
principles of mutuality, reciprocity and equal dignity.
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Colonialism and Modernity:  
Views from the Receiving End





Imperial Parasitism:  
British Explorers and African Empires

Dane Kennedy

The exploration of Africa in the nineteenth century is usually seen as setting the 
stage for imperial expansion across the continent. British explorers in particular 
are presented as men who helped make empire, blazing the trails that would be 
followed by conquering armies and mapping the terrain that would be claimed 
as colonial territories. But whose empire did they advance? The answer to this 
question seems so self-evident that it is rarely asked. After all, most British 
explorers saw themselves as the agents of British interests. Moreover, the British 
Empire did in fact become the primary beneficiary of the ‘scramble’ for African 
territory by the end of the century. But a close examination of the contexts in 
which explorers undertook their expeditions shows that their contributions to 
British imperialism were not as direct and determinative as we have been led to 
believe.1 The most effective means of accessing much of the African interior came 
by way of routes controlled by several littoral states, and they only permitted 
explorers entry when it furthered their own political and economic interests in 
the region. Although these gateway states’ ambitions and achievements have since 
been submerged under the meta-narrative of the European scramble for Africa, 
they made bids for empires in Africa that would be echoed by Britain and other 
European imperial powers. The benefits that British exploration brought to the 
British Empire need to be reconceived as a consequence of its parasitic dependence 
on the ambitions of these gateway states.

British explorers confronted a complex and highly contested political terrain 
in Africa. Indigenous and other non-western polities did much to shape the terms 
under which expeditions were conducted, as well as to determine their outcomes. 
Most viable routes to the interior were controlled by Arab or black African states, 
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whose cooperation was essential to any expedition that sought to set out from their 
shores. These states supplied much of the geographical expertise, political leverage, 
and logistical support that explorers relied on for their success and indeed their 
very survival. As they ventured into the African interior, explorers encountered 
a complex mosaic of polities whose allegiances and rivalries, shaped to varying 
degrees by ethnic, economic, and religious factors, made safe passage difficult. 
Their success in obtaining passage across this fractious and ever shifting political 
landscape had far less to do with their affiliations to Britain and its empire than with 
the assistance they received from the gateway states and their agents, who sought 
to exert their own imperial influence on the interior. To ask ‘whose empire?’, then, 
is to acknowledge that British exploration of Africa occurred against the backdrop 
of the intertwined ambitions of various empires, which both colluded and collided 
with one another.

The argument I will advance here draws inspiration from a new wave of 
comparative studies of empires. This research is eroding the exceptionalist claims 
that have long been made on behalf of the British and other western empires. 
At the heart of these claims is the conviction that such empires were uniquely 
modern.2 Recent work has shown instead that they often built on the institutional 
foundations of the older empires they replaced, and that contemporaneous non-
western empires often adopted similarly so-called modern strategies of rule.3 Ann 
Laura Stoler and Carole McGranahan, among others, have pointed to ‘the portability 
of practices and ideas … across imperial systems’.4 As a result of this comparative 
research on empires, it has become increasingly difficult to sustain the long-standing 
distinction between ‘modern’ western empires and ‘pre-modern’ non-western ones. 
Furthermore, modernity itself has been exposed as such an elusive and problematic 
term that its value as an analytic category is open to question.5 Its significance for our 
understanding of western empires may have less to do with any innovative practices 
they introduced than it does with the ideological poses they adopted. Jan-Georg 
Deutsch’s contribution to this volume, for example, highlights Europeans’ embrace 
of modernity as an ideological rationale for colonial rule of Africa. He calls an early 
version of this rationale ‘muscular modernity’. This phrase perfectly captures the 
self-justifying sense of purpose that the British attributed to their expeditions into 
the African continent. What is required, then, is a reconsideration of the associations 
that historians have conventionally drawn between European expeditions into 
Africa, European empires, and their exceptionalist claims to modernity.

Most of the literature on African exploration, both in its popular and academic 
guises, has minimized the role that non-European actors, institutions, and interests 
may have played in the character and outcome of expeditions. Until recently, 
the few historians who did devote attention to the role of non-Europeans in the 
European exploration of Africa regarded them as subordinates to and agents of 
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European-driven enterprises.6 Africanists, to be sure, have been tracing for some 
time the trading interests and political influence that various African, Arab, and 
other non-European parties established across parts of the continent.7 Surprisingly 
little notice, however, has been given to the ways they interacted with and imposed 
their own will on European efforts to explore these same regions.

British explorers became entangled in the agendas of non-European parties 
because these parties controlled most viable points of entry to the African interior 
and, hence, often set the terms of their admission. Suitable sites for launching 
expeditions were far fewer than might be supposed. The logistics of such operations 
necessitated a staging ground that could be counted on to provide a secure and 
reliable source of supplies, trading goods, transportation, guides, and more. These 
requirements tended to be found at the coastal or riverine termini of established 
trade routes to the interior, but such places were often controlled by non-European 
states and traders who had their own interests to protect and promote.

Three states that proved particularly important to British exploration 
in Africa were Tripoli (now Libya), Egypt, and Zanzibar, each of which was 
ruled for a significant portion of the nineteenth century by new, dynamic, and 
expansionist Muslim regimes. Tripoli was transformed by Yusuf Karamanli, who 
seized the throne in 1795 and temporarily revived his state’s naval presence in 
the Mediterranean, then projected its power across the Sahara. Muhammad Ali 
took control of Egypt in 1805, asserting its autonomy from Ottoman overlords, 
expanding its rule into Arabia and the Sudan, and establishing a dynasty that lasted 
until the Urabi revolution and British invasion of the early 1880s. The Omani ruler 
Seyyid Said moved his capital from Muscat to Zanzibar in the 1830s, founding a 
vigorous trading state that extended its sway into the East African interior and 
retained its independence until 1890. Taken together, these states served as the 
staging grounds for most of the major British expeditions into West, East, and 
Central Africa: only the continent’s southern triangle was explored by parties that 
set out from mainly British-controlled territories. The implications that these 
non-British points of entry carry for our understanding of British exploration and 
empire will be examined here.

The first region to attract the systematic attention of British explorers was the 
interior of West Africa. British and other European merchants had established a 
profitable presence along the West African coast as a result of the slave trade, but 
indigenous states and the disease environment limited their access to the interior. 
By the end of the eighteenth century, economic interests, scientific curiosity, and 
geopolitical rivalry with France had created stronger incentives for the British 
to explore the region. Their coastal settlements, however, were poor staging 
grounds for such endeavours. Mungo Park’s miraculous journey from the mouth of 
the Gambia River along a slave caravan corridor to the banks of the upper Niger 



Echoes of Empire22

River in 1795–7 left a misleading impression of that route’s feasibility, which was 
tragically corrected by Park’s own disastrous expedition of 1805, which resulted 
in the deaths of the entire party of some 50 members, and an even larger post-
war official expedition, which scarcely got beyond the coast during its four-year 
sojourn. Nor did the trade factories along the Guinea Coast provide viable points 
of entry. The African states and merchants that supplied slaves to European 
traders sought to safeguard their own political and economic interests by keeping 
Europeans sequestered on the coast, and their suspicions of the British were 
heightened when the latter turned against the slave trade in 1807. According to the 
would-be explorer Henry Nicholls, a leading African trader in Calabar warned him 
that ‘if I came from Wilberforce [the Parliamentary leader of the British campaign 
to abolish the slave trade] they would kill me’.8 Nicholls was killed instead by 
fever. His fate was a common one. Malaria and yellow fever posed the other major 
barrier to expeditions setting out from the West African coast. Even large, well-
equipped river-bound expeditions failed to overcome the problem of disease. The 
Royal Navy’s expedition up the Congo River in 1816–7 disintegrated when most of 
the crew died of yellow fever, and disease defeated several attempts to journey up 
the Niger River, killing forty of the forty-nine European participants in Macgregor 
Laird’s privately financed expedition of 1832–3 and fifty-five of the 159 Europeans 
in the government-sponsored Niger Expedition of 1841–2.9 Only a few especially 
hardy (and lucky) British explorers, such as the Lander brothers, succeeded in 
penetrating the interior of West Africa from its coast.

North Africa proved a far more stable launching pad for expeditions into the 
region. Disease posed a less deadly barrier to outsiders and the Sahara desert, for 
all its challenges, had been traversed by transhumant tribes and trade caravans for 
centuries. One of the shortest routes to the savannah region where the kingdom of 
Bornu and the Hausa states held sway had its northern terminus in Tripoli on the 
Barbary Coast. This Muslim maritime state had been one of the main promoters 
and havens of the privateers that plagued the Christian west with coastal raids, the 
capture of vessels, and the ransom of hostages, but its predations were brought to an 
end by European and American navies in the early nineteenth century. As a result, 
Tripoli’s ambitious pasha, Yusuf Karamanli, turned to commercial and political 
opportunities in the interior, asserting tributary claims to the crucial network of 
oases in Fezzan, exerting influence over the traders who controlled the routes across 
that part of the Sahara, and establishing its presence as a political force to be reckoned 
with among the states further south.10 It was therefore able to provide explorers with 
the escorts and assurance of safe passage that they so obviously lacked when setting 
out from the Gambia, the Gulf of Guinea, or elsewhere along the West African coast.

The earliest attempts by the British to launch expeditions into the African 
interior from Tripoli were no less star-crossed than the efforts they made from 
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Gambia and the Guinea Coast, but their prospects improved as Tripoli began to 
project its own power into the Sahara. In 1788, the African Association recruited a 
long-time English resident of North Africa, Simon Lucas, to cross the Sahara from 
Tripoli, but reports of warfare along the caravan route convinced him that the 
undertaking was too risky. Friedrich Hornemann, another explorer sponsored by 
the African Association, retreated for a time to the safety of Tripoli when his efforts 
to reach West Africa from Cairo in 1798 stalled in Fezzan. He launched his second 
attempt from Tripoli in 1800, but his death from dysentery cut it short. When the 
Napoleonic Wars came to an end, Tripoli became the point of departure for several 
Colonial Office-sponsored expeditions. The first ended prematurely with the death 
of one of the two explorers. The second, however, was a huge success. In 1822–5, 
Dixon Denham and Hugh Clapperton reached Bornu and the Hausa states. They 
traveled under the protection of Yusuf Karamanli, and Denham claimed that he 
and his companions were as a consequence able to travel from Tripoli to Bornu 
with as little risk as if they had been going from London to Edinburgh.11 Soon 
thereafter Alexander Laing set off from Tripoli in search of Timbuktu, the holy 
grail of West African explorers, becoming the first European to enter that fabled 
city in 1826. The loss of Fezzan to rebel Arabs and Berbers in 1831 and the civil 
war that followed Yusuf Karamanli’s fall from power in 1832 closed the route from 
Tripoli for a time, though it did reopen after the Ottomans restored their own 
suzerainty in 1835. One beneficiary was Heinrich Barth, a German scientist who 
joined a British-sponsored expedition that set out from Tripoli for the interior in 
1850. While the other members of the expedition died, Barth survived and slogged 
on, travelling across much of West Africa over the next five years and returning 
to Europe to publish the most detailed and informed account of the region ever 
written by an explorer.12

Why did Yusuf Karamanli permit the British to launch these expeditions from 
Tripoli’s shores? They brought benefits for himself and his state. He negotiated a 
fee of £25,000 from the British government to permit the Denham and Clapperton 
expedition to enter the interior. The British consul who negotiated the deal 
explained to his superiors that the money would be used to help Karamanli conquer 
the interior states of Bornu and Sudan, which would in turn ‘enable Him to 
relinquish the Slave Trade’.13 Karamanli did indeed have imperial ambitions, but 
he had no intention of relinquishing the trade in slaves. He used the British funds 
to finance an army that accompanied Denham and Clapperton across the Sahara and 
launched a campaign of conquest, sending captives as slave labourers for the fields 
of Fezzan and to North African slave markets. Tripoli conducted this operation 
under the pretence of protecting the explorers from the very peoples who were its 
targets.14 When Alexander Laing arrived in Tripoli in 1825 to launch his expedition 
in search of Timbuktu, Karamanli prevented him from setting out until the British 
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consul-general contributed 8,000 Spanish dollars, supplemented by a second ‘Secret 
Present’ of 1,000 dollars.15 In return for this payment, Laing received a letter of 
credit and a promise of safe passage across the Sahara. This was useful so far as 
it went, but Karamanli’s influence did not extend into the vicinity of Timbuktu, 
where Laing was eventually murdered.16

Tripoli’s imperial ambitions were reasserted under the Ottomans, who regained 
control of Fezzan in 1842, stationed garrisons at other oases, and sent an expedition 
to conquer the territory of Tibesti in 1859. The aim was to protect the trans-
Saharan caravan routes and preempt French expansionist ambitions – one among 
many examples of the enduring interactions between Western and non-Western 
imperialism.17 This projection of power was advantageous to travellers, who often 
obtained a written promise of safe passage from authorities in Tripoli. The weight of 
that promise – known in Islamic discourse as aman – was generally respected by the 
Muslim states in the sub-Saharan savannah region.18 One beneficiary was Heinrich 
Barth, a German scientist who joined a British-sponsored expedition that set out 
from Tripoli for the interior in 1850. While the other members of the expedition 
died, Barth survived and travelled extensively for the next five years, eventually 
returning to Europe to publish the most detailed and informed account of the 
region ever written by an explorer.19 At one point in his travels he was arrested 
in the state of Massinah on suspicion of spying for the British, but Islamic legal 
authorities ruled that he had entered the dar al-Islam as a protected non-Muslim 
and could not be detained, nor could his property be confiscated.20 Thus, even 
in those regions where Tripoli did not wield direct political power, it did carry 
influence as an important partner in the economic and religious system that bound 
the region together. British and other European explorers were the beneficiaries of 
that system: indeed, their very survival often depended on it.

Egypt provided a second important entry point for European explorers. The 
Beys who ruled Egypt prior to its invasion by Napoleon in 1798 had granted 
letters of protection to several British travellers seeking entry to the West 
African interior, though the route from Tripoli proved shorter and safer.21 A more 
promising direction for expeditions originating in Cairo was up the Nile to Sudan 
and Abyssinia. In the aftermath of the French withdraw from Egypt, Muhammed 
Ali came to power and launched a concerted campaign to modernize and westernize 
the country, echoing the transformative designs that Napoleon had initiated with 
his abortive occupation. Muhammed Ali’s policies provided an opportunity for 
British explorers to probe the lands south and east of Egypt. The most famous and 
successful of these explorers was Jean-Louis Burckhardt, whose travels from 1812 to 
1816 under the sponsorship of the African Association took him up the Nile nearly 
as far as Khartoum, then overland to the Red Sea, followed by visits to Mecca and 
Medina and a voyage along the coast to Suez. Several Britons ventured up the Nile 
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into unfamiliar territory during the following decade and a half, though few of them 
survived to tell the tale.

The determinative context for these and subsequent expeditions by British 
explorers was the systematic campaign of imperial expansion conducted by 
Muhammed Ali and his successors.22 Egypt won control over the Red Sea’s littoral 
zone, wrestled Mecca and Medina from the Wahhabis (who had previously driven 
out the Ottomans), and even invaded greater Syria, though it was pushed back when 
Britain and several other European states intervened on the Ottomans’ behalf. Its 
most successful and lasting effort to establish an empire, however, occurred along 
the upper Nile. Muhammed Ali conquered much of northern Sudan in 1821 and 
Egyptian forces soon pushed further southward, establishing a base at Khartoum 
that became the political and economic capital of their Sudanese domain. Eve 
Troutt Powell has aptly characterized Egyptian claims to Sudan ‘a different shade 
of colonialism’.23 These claims entailed the large-scale enslavement of indigenous 
inhabitants, who were impressed into the Egyptian army, plantation labour, and 
other enterprises, the capturing of cattle, and the extraction of ivory, gold, and 
other natural resources. By the 1840s Egypt’s reach extended as far south on the 
White Nile as Gondokoro, the front line for an increasingly profitable ivory and 
slave trade.24 This imperial enterprise elicited a mixed reaction from the British, 
who were troubled by reports of slave raiding but convinced that in other respects 
the Egyptians were bringing the benefits of civilization into a savage land.

Egyptian expansion southward proved useful to Europeans seeking access to 
the Great Lakes region of Africa. John Hanning Speke and James Grant followed 
the trade route from Lake Victoria to Gondokoro in 1863, where they encountered 
Samuel Baker and his wife Florence who were using the station as a staging ground 
for their push in the other direction, which eventuated in their discovery of Lake 
Albert. The Bakers accompanied an Arab trade caravan for a large portion of their 
journey south from Gondokoro, and although Samuel Baker was often enraged by 
the caravan’s delays and detours, he and his entourage relied on it for their safety. 
Their survival became far more precarious after they set out on their own, and they 
became the virtual prisoners of the king of Bunyoro for a time.25

Baker returned to the region in 1869, appointed by Egypt’s ruler Ismail Pasha 
as governor-general of his newly proclaimed province of Equatoria. Accepting the 
post ostensibly in order to suppress the slave trade, Baker understood that his main 
task was to impose Egyptian imperial rule on the peoples of the upper Nile. He 
had been granted ‘despotic powers’, he stated, in order ‘to subdue to our authority 
the countries situated to the south of Gondokoro … to open to navigation the 
great lakes of the equator … [and] to establish a chain of military stations and 
commercial depots … throughout Central Africa’.26 He arrived with an armada of 
nearly sixty vessels, over 1,600 Egyptian and Sudanese soldiers, and two artillery 
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batteries. He proceeded to conduct a brutal military campaign against the native 
population, justifying it as promoting progress and civilization. Although his 
efforts to impose Egyptian authority on the peoples of the region met with limited 
success, this famed British explorer was a willing agent of a non-European state’s 
imperial ambitions. The fact that Egypt’s imperial designs on southern Sudan and 
the Lakes region preceded those of the European powers suggests that in this part 
of the continent at least, the ‘Scramble for Africa’ was neither an unprecedented 
rupture with the past nor an entirely European initiative.

While British explorers benefited in many respects from Egyptian imperialism, 
they also found that it made their attempts to gain access to certain territories much 
more difficult. The Abyssinian explorer Mansfield Parkyns was blocked by African 
authorities from venturing into the Sahara west of Sudan because he was suspected 
of spying on behalf of the Egyptians.27 Similar suspicions forced Richard Burton 
to abandon his disguise as an Arab trader during his expedition to the Ethiopian 
city-state of Harar, which feared Turko-Egyptian more than European expansion.28 
And the principal reason why the ruler of Bunyoro detained the Bakers was that he 
suspected them of being agents of Egyptian imperial designs on his kingdom. As it 
happened, this is exactly what they became. Time and again, explorers seeking to 
move beyond Egypt’s imperial frontiers found that their passage was obstructed 
by peoples fearful that they were acting as the outliers of Egyptian expansionist 
ambitions. In this region, at least, British imperialism was merely an echo of 
Egyptian imperialism.

A third important gateway for British and other European explorers was 
Zanzibar, which proved to be a far more commonly travelled and convenient 
avenue of entry to the Lakes region than Egypt. Zanzibar, like Tripoli, was a 
Muslim maritime state that provided an outlet for trade goods from the interior. In 
the 1830s the Omani ruler Seyyid Said shifted his capital to the island of Zanzibar, 
making it the principal trading port along the East African coast. Ships from around 
the world unloaded cloth, beads, brass coil, and furniture for domestic markets 
and loaded ivory, copal, hides, cloves, and slaves for overseas markets.29 Zanzibar’s 
dominion soon stretched along the coast from Mogadishu in the north to Cape 
Delgado in the south. Its influence also extended hundreds of miles inland. Arab 
agents of Zanzibar established trading stations at Tabora, Ujiji, and elsewhere in 
the interior, where they sought not only to expand commercial opportunities but 
to exert political influence. The sultan, in turn, bolstered their interests against 
the Nyamwezi and other African competitors, even dispatching his army into the 
hinterland to defend the Arab traders on several occasions. One indication of how 
far his authority extended can be seen in the response to the murder of a German 
explorer on the northern shore of Lake Nyasaland in 1859. Zanzibari pressure 
forced the local chief to hand over the murderers, who were sent to Zanzibar, 
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tried, and executed.30 Zanzibar, in brief, held sway over what its leading historian, 
Abdul Sheriff, has referred to as a ‘commercial empire’ that stretched from Uganda 
in the north-east to eastern Zaire in the west and northern Zambia in the south-
west.31 Although Zanzibar’s seaborne capabilities would become increasingly 
circumscribed by Britain and other European powers, those powers’ prospects for 
sending explorers into the interior were dependent on the approval and assistance 
of Zanzibar’s government and its agents.

The first British explorers to use Zanzibar as the staging ground for their 
expedition were Richard Burton and John Hanning Speke, who famously returned 
from their arduous 1857–9 journey to report the existence of Lakes Tanganyika 
and Victoria. The Zanzibar government appointed their caravan leader and 
military guard, and provided them with access to credit and other forms of 
assistance from traders operating in the interior. Their caravan was in fact led by a 
guide carrying the red flag of Zanzibar.32 He led them along what Burton referred 
to as the ‘Arab line of traffic’, the main caravan route that carried ivory and other 
goods from the interior to Zanzibar.33 When Speke returned to East Africa in 1860, 
determined to prove that Lake Victoria was the source of the Nile, he turned once 
again to Zanzibar and its traders for logistical support. He and his companion, 
James Grant, followed the standard caravan route west to Tabora, then took 
another route pioneered by Arab traders to Lake Victoria. Several decades later, 
Henry Morton Stanley would sneer at the explorers who had preceded him in 
the region for following what he termed the ‘Arab parcel post’, but he did much 
the same on his 1871–2 expedition in search of Livingstone and again during the 
initial portion of his trans-African journey of 1874–7.34 So too did Verney Lovett 
Cameron and various other explorers whose expeditions originated in Zanzibar.

What did Zanzibar hope to gain from permitting this steady stream of explorers 
to pass through its profitable trading hinterland? No one seems to have asked this 
question. It is simply assumed that Zanzibar acted at the behest of the British 
because it was pressured to do so. But this assumption both exaggerates the 
influence that Britain wielded over Zanzibar and underestimates the authority 
Zanzibar wielded over the interior, at least until the final decade or two of the 
nineteenth century. Zanzibar permitted British explorers to set out from its shores 
and provided them with assistance because it benefited from the relationship. One 
of those benefits was the infusion of capital into the local economy as explorers 
hired porters and purchased supplies, trade goods, and other necessities. It cost 
Burton and Speke about £2,500 to outfit their expedition and hire a crew; by the 
early 1870s Cameron’s outlay was some £11,000, a sum that shocked his Royal 
Geographical Society backers. Beyond this, Zanzibar’s rulers and merchants 
recognized that the British shared their interest in opening new regions of the 
interior to trade. This was a task that explorers were well trained to carry out, 



Echoes of Empire28

taking notes and collecting samples of any products or natural resources that might 
be profitably exploited in the territories through which they passed. The sultan 
of Zanzibar actually hired the explorer Joseph Thomson in 1882 to prospect the 
Ruvuma and Lugenda rivers for coal or other valuable mineral deposits. (At about 
the same time Richard Burton was leading a gold-prospecting expedition into the 
Midian region of Arabia on behalf of the khedive of Egypt.)

Perhaps the most striking examples of the relationship that was forged between 
explorers and Zanzibar came about during the trans-African expeditions of Cameron 
and Stanley. Once the two men reached the region west of Lake Tanganyika, they 
turned for assistance to Tippu Tip, an ambitious Zanzibari trader who had begun 
to push the frontiers of Zanzibar’s trading empire into this territory. Tip provided 
them with porters and protection, while they in turn provided him with information 
about routes and trading opportunities that lay further west. Stanley’s discovery 
that the Lualaba River flowed into the Congo, for example, made it possible for 
Tip to extend his own sway to Stanley Falls and beyond. By the early 1880s Tippu 
Tip had in effect established a state in the upper reaches of the Congo, one that 
Norman Bennett has described as ‘a vital component of the Zanzibar system’.35 
This was a system that depended in part on the slave trade, and its expansion into 
the Congo basin exposed the region’s inhabitants to slave raiding by Tip and other 
Arab traders. Although Britain objected to the slave trade and pressured Zanzibar 
to stop it, most of the explorers accommodated themselves to this aspect of their 
collaboration with the agents of Zanzibar’s commercial empire.

The only part of Africa where the British had an effective point of access to the 
interior was in the far south, where Cape Town and other settlements along the 
coast served as gateways northward. Yet the existence of a large and expanding 
British and Boer settler presence in the region paradoxically meant that there was 
less impetus for formal expeditions than elsewhere. Much of the exploration of the 
southern frontier was carried out by cattle herders, petty traders, prospectors, 
and big game hunters, each probing for new opportunities to make a profit. Even 
here, however, indigenous African polities played some role in determining the 
course and character of British exploration and expansion. The Zulu kingdom 
posed a substantial barrier to probes into the region that it controlled until the late 
nineteenth century, as did some of its offshoots such as the Ndebele of Zimbabwe. 
The most famous explorer to establish his reputation in southern Africa was David 
Livingstone, whose work as a Christian missionary drew him onto the frontier. His 
first great expedition across the south portion of Central Africa was made possible 
because he won the support of Sekeletu, the chief of the Kololo people, who provided 
him with guides and porters. What accounted for this act of generosity is seldom 
explained, but it is worth taking seriously the claim made by one of Livingstone’s 
most recent biographers: that Livingstone was actually ‘leading an African 
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expedition, as an African leader under the authority of Sekeletu’. As Livingstone 
himself acknowledged, Sekeletu hoped that the expedition would forge routes to 
new markets for the ivory he hoped to export, though he was less forthcoming 
about the guns Sekeletu wanted to purchase with his profits.36

Viewed through a Eurocentric lens that anticipates the scramble for Africa and 
interprets probes of the continent by explorers as portents of that upheaval, the 
aims and initiatives of Zanzibar, Egypt, and Tripoli might seem insignificant since 
they appear in that context as little more than the unwitting accomplices – and 
victims – of British imperial ambitions. This perspective, I have argued, seriously 
underestimates the enterprise of these states and misinterprets their stance towards 
British and other European explorers. These three gateway states shared several 
characteristics that often caused them to regard expeditions organized by outsiders 
as opportunities to advance their own interests. Each was a relatively autonomous 
and dynamic Muslim state, seeking opportunities for economic development, 
expansion of its territorial boundaries, and influence over neighbouring peoples. 
Each promoted the production and export of agricultural commodities (cotton, 
cloves, and so on) and the targeting of African hinterlands for slaves, ivory, and other 
resources. And each embraced a strikingly cosmopolitan strategy to achieve those 
ends, drawing on the talents and resources of individuals of varied ethnic origins 
and cultural identities. The sultans of Zanzibar, for example, relied on an Indian 
firm to oversee its customs and finances and encouraged American and European 
governments and merchants to establish an active presence on their island capital. 
The khedives of Egypt were equally welcoming to foreign bankers and traders, and 
employed Italians, Frenchmen, and other Europeans in many capacities, including 
service as officers in Egyptian armies and leaders of Egyptian expeditions.37 It 
was entirely within the character of these regimes to recruit individuals of any 
background whose talents were likely to advance their commercial and political 
interests. To assume that the British explorers of Africa acted as the inexorable 
agents of Britain’s imperial designs is to lose sight of the influence these gateway 
states exerted over the character and outcome of their expeditions. It also ignores 
some explorers’ susceptibility to the professional inducements offered by these 
states, which were able to persuade British subjects such as Samuel Baker and 
Joseph Thomson to serve more than one master.

The most distinctive characteristic of British explorers through most of the 
nineteenth century was their weakness and vulnerability to the depredations of 
local rulers and peoples. From Mungo Park onward, it became a common refrain for 
explorers to lament the various occasions when they were subjected to extortion, 
detention, assault, and more, all of which highlighted their powerlessness. There 
was little if anything that the British Empire could do to protect them or punish 
their persecutors. Often the only polities that possessed the political muscle to 
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smooth their passage through the interior were the gateway states, and even their 
power had its limits. Once explorers passed beyond their spheres of influence, they 
either had to buy their way out of trouble or persuade those who controlled their 
fate that cooperation could bring benefits through privileged access to arms or 
other resources. Speke used this strategy to win the cooperation of Mutesa, the 
powerful and ambitious kabaka of Buganda, as did other explorers in negotiations 
with African rulers elsewhere across the continent. But it remained the case that 
local rulers, not explorers, usually held the stronger hand in these negotiations. 
The balance of power only began to change in the late nineteenth century as Henry 
Morton Stanley and other explorers were able to organize much larger, more 
heavily armed expeditions that resorted more readily to violence to push their way 
through territories where the indigenous peoples were resistant to their presence.38 
These expeditions marked the real transition from exploration to empire-building 
by Britain and other European states.

What significance does this analysis of the exploration of Africa hold for our 
broader understanding of empires and their echoes? First, it demonstrates that British 
explorers in Africa cannot be considered simply as agents of British imperial interests. 
They were enmeshed, however unwittingly, in the expansionist designs of non-
European gateway states as well. As a corollary, this analysis suggests that British 
imperial ambitions in Africa should be set in the context of the imperial ambitions 
of these gateway states. The struggle for power in Africa was a more complex and 
collusive process than the standard historiography appreciates, a process that merged 
British interests with and in some instances subordinated them to the interests of non-
European states and peoples. Tripoli, Egypt, and Zanzibar may have been different 
kinds of empires from those established by the British and their European rivals, but 
they were empires nonetheless. And the fact that they were active in Africa at the 
same time as Britain and other European powers raises larger epistemological issues. 
The conventional distinction between ‘modern’ European empires and ‘pre-modern’ 
non-European empires is underwritten by an unsustainable teleology. It needs to be 
re-examined and replaced by a more nuanced understanding of the complex and often 
reciprocal relationships that arose between empires. Another way to put it is to say 
that we need to de-centre our understanding of empire, replacing the notion of a closed 
bilateral circuit between a single imperial metropole and its colonial periphery with 
a much more open, multilateral system that entailed interactions across a number 
of imperial circuits.39 This, in turn, requires us to rethink the exclusive relationship 
that has been asserted between the British Empire in particular (and western empires 
more generally) and the rise of modernity.

Finally, and in keeping with the theme of this book, we need to be more 
attuned to the echoes of these colluding and contending imperial ambitions as 
they continue to reverberate across Africa. I would observe in passing that we 
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might make better sense of certain events in modern Africa if we gave greater 
attention to past interactions of the sort detailed in this essay. Their echoes may be 
discernible, for example, in the postcolonial merger of Tanganyika and Zanzibar in 
1964, which reconstituted a variant of the sultan of Zanzibar’s commercial empire 
and created what has been to date the remarkably stable country of Tanzania. It 
may be seen in the failure of the Sudanese state, which has maintained much of 
the Arab Muslim character of its Egyptian predecessor, to reconcile to its rule 
the alienated and oppressed populations of Darfur in the west and Bar al-Ghazal 
in the south. In the latter instance, the recent referendum seems to have set the 
stage for the creation of a separate state. And it may help, too, to increase our 
understanding of the ongoing struggle over resources in those contested parts of 
the Sahara where Arab states to the north collide with black African states to the 
south. Although Britain, France, the United States, and other Western countries 
continue to exhibit an interest in these regions, they are in some respects little 
more than bystanders to processes driven by other agents and agendas, much as 
they were in the nineteenth century.
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Colonial Modernities:  A View from the 
Imperial Verandah, c. 1880–1960

Jan-Georg Deutsch

Colonialism is both a set of  institutions, and also, emphatically, a set of  discourses.
S. Kaviraj1

European perceptions of Africa as modernity’s ‘other’ have a long tradition. In 1830, 
for instance, Friedrich Hegel famously asserted that Africa lies ‘on the threshold 
of the World’s History’, but is not part of it.2 The following essay explores how 
European ideas about Africa’s supposed essential ‘nature’ in relationship to ‘western 
modernity’ changed over time in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.3 
This is not merely an inquiry into the history of thought or political argument. 
European perceptions of Africa guided administrative practice by colonial and 
indeed post-colonial governments, which arguably had significant and wide-ranging 
consequences. Even today, the lasting legacy of nineteenth century and early 
twentieth century stereotypes about Africa’s supposed lack of modernity is all 
too noticeable in public discourse, both in Europe and – sadly so – in Africa itself.4 
Most of the examples in this essay are drawn from the history of the British Empire 
in Africa.

There is little, if any, agreement in the sociological, historical or philosophical 
literature about what constitutes ‘modernity’.5 The answer to the question what 
‘it’ is (or, indeed, what ‘it’ was, according to some post-modern thinkers), when 
did ‘it’ all start, whether ‘it’ has local varieties and what ‘it’ actually means shows 
a bewildering variety of responses. Beyond a broad and abstract consensus that the 
emergence of European modernity involved fundamental changes in all spheres of 
society and that they were to a degree inter-related, there is deep disagreement 
about when they happened, how important they were in each of these spheres, 
how precisely they were related to each other and what these changes meant for 
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the non-European part of the world. ‘Modernity’ originated either in the Scientific 
Revolutions of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, or in the Political 
Revolutions of the late eighteenth century, or in the Industrial Revolution of the 
early nineteenth century or came finally only about as a result of the profound 
alterations that had occurred in the arts and with the move to abstraction in the 
early twentieth century or indeed any combination thereof.

As Fredrick Cooper and Ann Stoler have pointed out, each of these movements 
are frequently associated with the idea of ‘human progress’. However, they were 
accompanied by processes that did not fit into that particular idea at all.6 Thus, 
for instance, the extension of democratic rights in Europe, as exemplified by the 
widening franchise granted to European (male) citizens in the nineteenth century, 
went together with an unprecedented extension of colonial empires and thus 
authoritarian rule in non-European parts of the world, particularly in Asia and 
Africa. Similarly, the emergence of industrial, largely wage labour based economies 
in the global ‘North’ in the early nineteenth century was tied in with, if not based 
upon, the rapid growth of agrarian, slave or indentured labour based economies in 
the global ‘South’.7 Moreover, ‘modernity’ in whatever form, disguise or definition 
is conceived not merely to have effected changes in economic and political structures 
or is concerned with the emergence of particular institutions, for instance in the 
field of education, but has also involved the transformation in modes of thought 
(e.g. spread of witchcraft) and sets of practices (e.g. forms of punishments, such as 
incarceration for lengthy periods of time).8

Given the variety of opinions and the complexity of defining what ‘modernity’ 
is or was, it is surprising to note that at least until the mid-twentieth century 
there was widespread agreement that Africa was somehow not part of that ‘Modern 
World’. The reason for taking such a perspective is deceptively simple. As many 
commentators have pointed out, perceiving Africa as Europe’s barbarian ‘other’ 
was predominantly self-congratulatory. It made Europeans feel good and arguably 
had often little to do with the continent itself.9 Imagining Africa as the ‘Heart of 
Darkness’ would not have mattered that much to most people living in Africa, if 
Europeans had stayed away from the interior of the continent beyond maintaining 
precarious trade relations with coastal communities. As far as Europe was concerned, 
even the transatlantic slave trade, vast as it was, only rarely involved more than 
gaining a tiny territorial foothold on the continent. After all, up to the early 1870s, 
except for the French possessions in North and West Africa (Algeria and part of 
the Senegal) and British possessions in Southern Africa (mainly the Cape Colony), 
the European presence in the continent was barely experienced. In many parts of 
West Africa, for instance, Europeans were largely perceived to be merely annoying 
outsiders who occasionally knocked on the doors of African power holders to ask 
for favours; they were not seen as posing a serious threat to African sovereignty. 
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However, the period between c.1870 and 1960 saw the unprecedented projection 
of European power into Africa, notably by establishing colonial rule. Thus, the 
history of the set of ideas that legitimized the ‘colonial project’ (of which the 
alleged absence of modernity in Africa was an important aspect) arguably merits 
closer scrutiny, since colonial practices were closely linked to them. This essay 
argues that the meaning of European modernity for Africa against the backdrop 
of its perceived absence in Africa itself underwent substantial change from the 
onset of the European scramble for Africa in the 1870s to African independence 
in the 1960s. In short, while it is not at all clear what at any given point in time 
European ‘modernity’ actually was, it might be fruitful to explore what the colonial 
authorities thought about Africa’s supposed deficiencies in this regard and what 
that peculiar designation meant for the areas concerned.10

‘Modernities’ à la carte

There appears to be three distinct periods which one might want to distinguish 
in the history of ‘modernity’ in Africa. Until the First World War, proponents 
of colonial expansion strongly contrasted European ‘modernity’ and its dynamism 
with supposedly stagnant African barbarism, arguing that ‘modernity’ and 
‘civilization’ had to be brought to Africa, if needed by forceful means. The idea of 
the ‘civilizing mission’ in one or the other variant dominated public discourse. After 
the First World War however, colonial enthusiasts no longer perceived European 
modernity to be unquestionably ‘progressive’ and ‘civilized’. On the contrary, 
they believed that ‘modernity’ constituted such a ‘threat’ to Africa that it urgently 
needed to be contained and only highly selectively implemented. Finally, after the 
Second World War a third, far more radical set of colonial ideas and corresponding 
practices swept through the continent. Now it was believed that Africa needed to 
be rapidly modernized by more direct and forceful European intervention, a belief 
that perhaps was only abandoned in the mid 1970s. In the following each of these 
‘echoes of modernity’ and their discrete histories will be briefly outlined.

Conquista Modernity

Until about the First World War, it was assumed that Africa was a continent that 
needed to be civilized by the spread of the Bible and the introduction of the plough. 
Even a cursory glance at well-informed nineteenth century explorers such as David 
Livingstone, Verney Cameron or Richard Burton shows that they depicted the 
interior of East Africa as a place filled with wily witch doctors, hungry cannibals 
and devious Muslim slave raiders, who were deemed to be responsible for the 
perceived general lack of Africa’s ‘economic and moral progress’. Whether or not 
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these groups really existed or what kind of influence they actually exerted might be 
an interesting question to explore, but for the purpose of this essay, it is sufficient 
to highlight that these writers thought that in order to civilize Africa, the activities 
of these groups had to be firmly suppressed, if necessary by violent means.11 Thus, 
for instance, in the 1880s and 1890s conquest period, one of the foremost reasons 
given for the establishment of colonial rule was the assumed barbaric nature of 
Africa, particularly the alleged widespread practice of slavery and slave raiding. 
It was a ‘dark continent’ not because Africans happened to be black but because 
they were believed to be subjected to oppression and exploitation, which European 
colonial rule, the development of Africa’s productive resources, and the ‘civilizing 
mission’ were promising to bring to an end – to ‘enlighten’, if one wants to extend 
the metaphor of the ‘dark continent’.

In reality however, colonial rule looked remarkably different from that vision. 
The importance of the fact that colonial rule was meant to cost little to European 
taxpayers cannot be overstated. Thus, the military and financial means available to 
colonial governments on the ground were strictly limited. Colonial governments 
at least until the First World War were run by and large ‘on a shoestring’ budget. 
In the case of slavery little was done to suppress actually the ‘evil institution’ 
except to deny it official legal recognition by the colonial authorities and even that 
was only enacted in parts of the British, French and Portuguese Empires but not 
at all in the German colonies in Africa.12 There was thus a curious gap between 
colonial aspirations – bringing ‘civilization’ and ‘modernity’ to Africa – and 
colonial practices that more or less openly condoned social conditions that were 
explicitly perceived to be modernity’s negation. The ‘moral high ground’ that had 
justified colonial conquest – for instance, the suppression of slavery in Africa – was 
remarkably easily sacrificed to the expediency of colonial rule.

Moreover, already by the turn of the century, the belief that in some ways 
European ‘modernity’ was by itself good for Africa came increasingly under pressure 
by European public opinion itself. In economic terms, the colonies proved to be 
more of a burden than a source of wealth. Metropolitan governments had invested 
considerable economic and political resources into the colonies, but with a few 
notable exceptions such as South Africa the returns were frequently meagre at best. 
Moreover, the conduct of the South African War, King Leopold’s Congo policies 
or German atrocities in South West Africa, let alone the persistence of large-scale 
African resistance to repressive forms of colonial rule and instances of ferocious 
economic exploitation (that had to be put down at great human and material cost), 
severely undermined the claims of colonial enthusiasts that all was well with the 
colonial project in Africa. There was increasing doubt both at the periphery and 
in the centre about the purpose of colonial rule, what it had achieved in the 1890s 
and 1900s and where it was actually heading for in the future. While the enemies of 
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empire often remained politically powerless and numerically small, they were vocal 
and their popular support was perceived to be rising after the turn of the century, 
especially in the early 1910s.

That not all was well in Africa was further strengthened when the disastrous 
effects of the First World War on Africa became more widely known. The forced 
recruitment of African soldiers in French West Africa to fight and die in the trenches 
in the Flanders, the incompetent and brutal conduct of war in East Africa that 
directly or indirectly cost up to a quarter of a million of East African civilians their 
lives, and the South African sub-imperialist land grabbing in South West Africa 
ran directly counter to the ideas associated with the European ‘civilizing mission’. 
Moreover, the First World War shook European beliefs in the ‘natural’ superiority 
of European culture, its economic rationality or political mastery. If large scale and 
hitherto unimaginable violent conflict between civilized nation states was part of 
the ‘modernity/civilizing mission’ package, the more perceptive observers were 
forced to conclude, Africa could do without it.13

Against mounting criticism and doubt both at the local and metropolitan level 
a new rationale for colonial rule thus had to be found. ‘Imperialism’ as a distinctive 
set of ideas had to be re-invented in order to construct a new moral high ground 
that ideally would provide both ethical purpose and political legitimacy to the 
enterprise and unite the critics of empire and its proponents. That is not to say 
that the notion of ‘civilizing mission’ was simply discarded, but that it took on 
a new and rather different meaning. Instead of transforming Africa wholesale 
according to some preconceived notions of supposedly universally accepted moral 
norms (that demanded the suppression of ‘traditional’ practices, deemed to be 
unacceptable to European sensibilities), protecting Africa from the ‘strenuous 
conditions of the modern world’14 came to be the leitmotif of the years following 
the First World War.

Paternalist Modernity

In the inter-war years ‘modernity’ and ‘European civilization’ came at least partially 
to be seen as a kind of contagious disease that seemed to threaten the moral well 
being of African societies and traditions. The spectre of the ‘de-tribalized’ African 
was haunting European imagination. In no other area can this be more clearly seen 
than in the political sphere. While still maintaining that Africa had to be developed 
economically – not least for government tax revenue purposes and for the benefit 
of European commercial companies – European administrations embarked all over 
Africa, but particularly pronounced in the British sphere, on a policy that aimed to 
preserve African political institutions, customs, and traditions and even to restore 
them in those areas in which they were believed to have been destroyed by European 
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rule. This approach is usually associated with the multi-purpose ‘Indirect Rule’ policy 
of the British colonial administration in the inter-war years and was most forcefully 
expressed in the widely cited, though perhaps not equally widely read, book The Dual 
Mandate in Tropical Africa (1921) by Frederick (later Lord) Lugard, former Governor 
General of Nigeria. In this book, Lugard emphatically insisted that the ‘cardinal 
principle of British policy in dealing with native races’ was to recognize that the 
political institutions and methods of ‘native administration’ had to be ‘deep-rooted 
in their traditions’. These traditions had to be preserved rather than radically altered 
or abolished.15 Consequently, African political institutions had to be incorporated in 
one form or the other into the structures of colonial rule and governance.

Lugard proposed that ‘Indirect Rule’ should not be seen as a predetermined 
administrative blueprint, but should be tailored to local circumstances. As a result, 
‘Indirect Rule’ covered an almost infinitely broad variety of circumstances and 
practices. Later commentators were thus inclined to argue that the idea of ‘Indirect 
Rule’ resembled more an abstract ‘philosophy’ or vague ‘sentiment’ than a discrete 
set of discernible policy recommendations. They also claimed that ‘Indirect Rule’ 
was primarily an expedient measure to carry on running colonial administrations 
‘on the cheap’ as the alternative, the replacement of African political power 
holders by local level European administrators, was not feasible, mainly for cost 
reasons.16 What these commentators arguably underestimated is that the ‘Indirect 
Rule’ philosophy gave the administration a new moral purpose. Preserving Africa 
from the onslaught of ‘modernity’ was perceived to be a noble idea that seemingly 
bridged the gap between the critics and proponents of the colonial project, both 
at the local and metropolitan level. By giving colonial rule a new powerful moral 
purpose, it arguably acquired a new lease of life. Thus at least in the early inter-
war years, with a few notable exceptions, popular criticism of the imperial project 
significantly declined. In the metropole, critics found it difficult to raise objections 
against the avowed goal of protecting Africans from outright repression and 
exploitation, while in Africa itself local power holders enjoyed the manifold fruits 
of their official recognition and by and large had little appetite for promoting, let 
alone leading, popular resistance to colonial rule.

Yet, the notion that administrative policy had to be rooted in local customs and 
traditions was invariably compromised when administrators found out that local 
political structures could not carry the weight of the colonial administration. The 
colonial state was meant to rest on hierarchically structured local institutions that 
in the inter-war years were called ‘Native Authorities’. Where centralized local 
political institutions had been present before the arrival of European administrators, 
the policy seems to have worked well, for instance in Northern Nigeria or in 
Uganda. However, in other parts of West and East Africa, notably in Southern 
Nigeria, Kenya, and Tanganyika, such hierarchical institutions frequently did not 
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exist. In such areas, rather than deep-rooting the administration in customs and 
traditions, the administration constructed ‘Native Authorities’ that fitted into the 
‘steel frame’ of the colonial administration. In the eyes of their local subjects, these 
‘Native Authorities’ and their agents – African chiefs – became mouthpieces of the 
colonial administration and it is thus not surprising that many of them lacked any 
kind of local political legitimacy, ‘traditional’ or otherwise.17

The African power holders’ peculiar lack of legitimacy would probably not have 
mattered to the colonial administration that much if the ‘Native Authorities’ had 
been proven useful to deal with the fall-out of the Great Depression. In the early 
1930s plunging export prices and steeply declining tax revenues led to a fiscal crisis 
of the colonial state. Colonial governments all over Africa reacted to this crisis with 
retrenchment, severely cutting services such as health, education and agricultural 
extension that were deemed not to be of vital importance to the functioning of 
colonial rule. They also tried to ameliorate the situation by encouraging export 
production, the idea being that the fiscal loss stemming from falling prices would be 
mitigated by rising export volumes. However, this policy failed as the institutions 
through which the government had hoped to achieve success – the ‘Native 
Authorities’ – proved to be spectacularly ineffective in this regard. By and large, 
the subjects of the ‘Native Authorities’ refused to take notice of the exhortation 
of their chiefs to increase production. Their ineffectiveness became even more 
apparent during the Second World War. With a few notable exceptions, such as 
Kenya and South Africa, the conflict in Europe shut off African colonial territories 
from their markets, leading to a severe decline in export prices and volumes and 
an acute shortage of imports. Again, colonial government tried to use the ‘Native 
Authorities’ to mitigate the ensuing crisis and again they failed miserably to achieve 
any significant success in this respect. Much more successful were the attempts to 
impose central government control over the import and export trade.

Moreover, the more pressure the colonial authorities put on African chiefs for 
administrative purposes, the more they undercut the power even of those chiefs who 
actually could command a degree of legitimacy and respect from their subjects.18 It 
is perhaps no coincidence that in the later 1930s early nationalist movements began 
to articulate popular discontent when the legitimacy of African chiefs was used up 
by demands from the colonial administration. The economic and political alignment 
between the colonial administration and African power holders opened a political 
space for nationalist movements, a space that was to widen during the Second World 
War and in the immediate post war years. After the First World War colonial economic 
change had hastened the twin processes of migration and urbanization. At the same 
time, the small mission-educated African elite became more vocal. Both, the urban 
labour migrants and the emerging elites did not fit at all into the colonial ‘Indirect 
Rule’ framework. For those groups, ‘modernity’ in whatever form was not a threat, 
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but a condition for their very existence. Their numbers were small, amounting to 
perhaps less than three percent of the population, but they were vocal, increasingly 
interested in politics, and started to get organized in various associations that turned 
out to be more often than not the predecessors of the political parties that came to 
dominate the political struggle for independence in the 1950s.

Thus, already by the late 1930s, the idea of ‘Indirect Rule’ was seen to be going 
nowhere.19 In addition, political pressures arising from the mobilization of colonial 
resources for the war effort at the local level as well opposition to the colonial 
project by the Allied Powers (both from the United States and the Soviet Union) 
made a continuation of the old ‘Indirect Rule’ policy untenable. The ‘Indirect Rule’ 
idea had lost its glamour as it seemingly no longer fitted the purpose for which 
it had been originally developed. Similar to what happened after the First World 
War, a new rationale for colonial rule had to be created that would take care of the 
mounting criticism and doubt expressed both at the local and metropolitan level. 
Ideally such a new policy would provide both moral purpose and political legitimacy 
to the enterprise and unite the critics of Empire and its proponents at home, abroad 
and in the colonies. Again the new paradigm had to be multi-purpose. In retrospect 
one can only marvel at how well the 1930s idea of ‘Colonial Development and 
Welfare’ fitted that bill in the turbulent years following the Second World War.

Authoritarian Modernity

The history of the origins of the ‘Colonial Development and Welfare’ policy and 
their expanding application after the Second World War has been told by many 
authors and does not need to be retold in this essay in greater detail.20 The main 
issue from the beginning was that ‘Colonial Development and Welfare’ like ‘Indirect 
Rule’ comprised an almost infinitely broad variety of policies and practices, ranging 
from small and low key primary education projects to large scale investment in 
mechanized agriculture. The supposed beneficiaries included African urban 
dwellers, rural producers, African colonial governments, the imperial exchequer 
as well as metropolitan consumers. It was perceived to be a ‘noble idea’, but the 
projects were implemented with little regard for the local population or indeed 
for the local administration. This is why some commentators characterize this 
period as a ‘Second Colonial Occupation’.21 The colonial state finally reached even 
the more remote rural areas and more broadly started to affect the livelihoods of 
increasing numbers of colonial peoples negatively. Moreover, the implementation 
of ‘Colonial Development and Welfare’ policies threw into stark relief the deeply 
authoritarian nature of the colonial state.

Importantly, apart from supposedly nurturing economic growth, the idea of 
‘Colonial Development and Welfare’ served a variety of political purposes: meeting 
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criticism from anti-colonial nationalist groups in various colonial territories, 
accusing Britain of having done too little for Africa in the inter-war years, as well as 
counter-balancing the moral disquiet about the purpose of colonial rule emerging 
in Britain, especially about policies grotesquely favouring white settlers in colonies 
such as Kenya or Southern Rhodesia. Finally, the new policy aimed at mitigating 
at least partially the critique of empire that had emerged in the US and the Soviet 
Union in the aftermath of the Second World War, in that ‘Colonial Development 
and Welfare’ could be dressed up as a means to prepare colonies in Africa for their 
eventual independence. Respecting ‘the right of nations to self-determination’ as 
the Atlantic Charter of 1941 had stated could thus be postponed for another day.22

For the purpose of this essay, it is perhaps sufficient to highlight that 
‘Development and Welfare’ surprisingly smoothly replaced the notions of ‘Indirect 
Rule’. Preserving traditions in Africa from the pernicious effects of ‘modernity’ was 
apparently no longer considered to be vital for the maintenance of colonial rule but 
rather the very opposite dominated the agenda. Africa was now perceived to be in 
need of rapid modernization, both politically and economically. In the years following 
the Second World War the immediate impact on Africa of these policies was initially 
limited by the shortage of manpower and material resources, but later substantially 
deepened. Moreover, one of the most pressing concerns at the time was the need 
to put the European war-time command economies on a viable post-war footing. 
This meant that whatever few resources were available at the time for development 
in Africa, they would be invested predominantly in large projects that promised 
to provide immediate benefits to metropolitan rather than African economies, like 
the disastrous Groundnut Scheme in colonial Tanganyika. Indeed, until the early 
1950s, especially African producers, peasants and workers alike, were squeezed hard 
to provide resources for the development and welfare of their European overlords 
rather than vice versa. Again, the moral high ground that seemed to give the colonial 
project a new purpose was remarkably easily sacrificed to expediency.

In the 1940s and 1950s, the political tension arising from implementing 
‘Development and Welfare’ policies brought about a great deal of political reform 
in colonial Africa, at least in so far as West Africa and parts of East Africa were 
concerned. In the British case, the local institutions of ‘Indirect Rule’ were 
surreptitiously reformed into local councils while a small number of Africans 
were invited to participate in the management of colonial government affairs at 
the central level by virtue of being first nominated, but then increasingly elected 
members of colonial legislative and executive councils. As far as the non-settler 
colonies in Africa were concerned, accelerating wider participation in government 
mapped out a remarkably fluid and peaceful path to independence.

Thus, during the war and in the immediate post war years a pattern emerged 
that was to dominate European attitudes towards Africa for a considerable time 
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to come. The ‘Development and Welfare’ paradigm reigned supreme well into the 
1970s, long after the immediate conditions that had given rise to the idea of colonial 
‘Development and Welfare’ had vanished. ‘Development and Welfare’ was eagerly 
adopted by post-independence governments not only because it was perceived to 
be inherently of merit – a ‘noble idea’ – but also because it gave credence to an 
almost infinitely broad range of policies and practices. Importantly, postcolonial 
‘Development and Welfare’ policies also took on board the authoritarian tradition 
of colonial administration.23 Development was understood as a technical rather 
than political problem and if those who were meant to benefit from these policies 
were dissatisfied with its result, so be it. There are numerous examples for the 
authoritarian nature of development policies in the immediate post-independence 
years, ranging from the exploitation of export commodity producers in West Africa 
by statutory marketing boards to forced resettlement policies initiated under the 
banner of ‘African Socialism’ in East Africa.

Conclusion

This essay has shown that discourses about the lack of modernity in Africa followed 
a clear sequence. Each of them built upon the central tenets of its predecessor, 
discarding some while retaining other elements of the previously dominant ideas. 
They were propelled forward when external factors and internal developments, 
both political and economic, coincided to create such a crisis of the ‘colonial project’ 
and its rationale to hold on to power that made the refashioning of the previously 
dominant discourse unavoidable. Moreover, it was argued that the discourses about 
African modernity say as much about the ‘West’ than they speak about ‘Africa’: in 
their crudest form, they were merely a heuristic device for self-gratification and not 
even remotely concerned with Africa’s past or present.

The last phase in the drama of ‘modernity in Africa’ opened with the 
disillusionment about the effects of the colonial ‘Development and Welfare’ 
policies in Africa in the 1970s, an attitude that further deepened during the 1980s 
and 1990s. Colonial ‘Development and Welfare’ policies seemed not to work as 
internal political turmoil such as the replacement of various democratically elected 
governments by military leaders and external economic shocks, like the oil crises 
of the mid-1970s, undercut the rationale and high expectations of even the better 
designed postcolonial ‘Development and Welfare’ plans. However, there is no great 
hope that the long-standing and by and large self-serving ‘modernity’ discourse in 
Europe about Africa has finally run its course.

One conclusion one could easily draw from the discussion above is that 
‘modernity’ – ill defined as it is – is a useless category of historical analysis. Yet, as 
much as this might be true in academic terms, the concept itself has still powerful 
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resonances in every-day life in Africa. Research on what it means for Africans to 
be ‘modern’ is unfortunately scant,24 but arguably would offer rich rewards to the 
researcher who is interested in the history of vernacular perceptions of ‘modernity’ 
that do not fit into the European model of constructing ‘others’.
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Fading Echoes:  
Legacy of Empire and Democracy in India

Sarmila Bose

In a strange irony, democracy in South Asia is usually perceived to be a gift of 
colonialism. It is seen as a legacy of the British Empire, even though colonial rule 
was anti-democratic by its very nature.1 This would seem a counter-intuitive 
outcome. It appears to rest on the fact that the British had allowed limited electoral 
participation in the last years of the Raj and presided over a ‘transfer of power’ in 
which the successor states adopted Westminster-style parliamentary democracy at 
the end of the British empire.

Of the newly created postcolonial nation-states, India is seen to have run most 
successfully with this paradoxical imperial bequest, while others have faltered, 
with civilian dictatorships or military rule disrupting their experience of electoral 
politics. The Indian experience demonstrated that widespread poverty and 
illiteracy was no bar to the establishment and consolidation of democratic political 
systems. With the exception of a two-year period of ‘Emergency’ from 1975 to 
1977, India conducted regular elections and power changed hands through the 
ballot box.

However, of late the problems of India’s democracy have started to trouble even 
its admirers. Elections are held regularly, but do not seem to deliver results in terms 
of addressing the needs of most of the electorate. Corruption and criminalization 
of politics is rife. Elected assemblies are boisterous, but not necessarily focused 
on legislative responsibilities, and policy-making too often seems reduced to 
periods of paralysis punctuated by bursts of pre-election populism. The optimistic 
view remains that while India’s democratic practice is flawed, there were similar 
problems in Western democracies in the past and it is still early days for a country 
that is just over sixty years old. Others wonder whether the excuse of ‘teething 
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problems’ is wearing thin after six decades, and if India is losing ground on its way 
to realizing the full potential of democracy.

This essay reflects upon two key aspects of the legacy of British colonialism and 
democracy in India: first, the inheritance of a powerful centre in a large, diverse and 
nominally federal state; and second, rule by elected representatives. It considers to 
what extent these were truly a legacy of colonialism, and in what ways they have 
changed over sixty years of independence. Do the political trends over the decades 
of freedom indicate continuity and consolidation of the colonial bequests or has the 
legacy waned or ruptured? If India is diverging from expected paths, what is the shape 
of its experience, and how does that relate to the legacy left at the end of empire?

It argues that the trajectory for both elements – the political primacy of the 
centre and the democratic content of India’s politics – indicate a waning of the 
colonial bequest.  Regarding the first, the driving forces of representative politics 
have devolved to regional levels over time, despite the continuing concentration 
of resources and constitutional powers at the federal level in India. The devolution 
of real political power to provincial or even village levels need not pose a threat to 
India as a polity; indeed it may strengthen Indian democracy and be a more effective 
way to govern a vast and diverse nation. It would move India in the direction of a 
genuinely federal union rather than being federal in name and unitary in practice. 
However, the regionalization of Indian politics is a significant structural shift of the 
key arena of competitive politics from a single powerful centre to multiple locations 
around the country.

Secondly, even observers celebrating India’s democracy cannot but comment 
on the ‘dynastic’ nature of India’s politics. Actually, India’s politics is not 
always ‘dynastic’, but frequently seems to be autocratic regardless of whether it 
is ‘dynastic’ or not. Party leaders of most major parties are not democratically 
elected, they remain in office indefinitely and run their parties and governments 
dictatorially. Autocracy would normally be assumed to be entirely incompatible 
with democracy. However, so far India’s autocrats continue to seek political power 
and legitimacy through the mechanism of the ballot box within the structure of 
parliamentary democracy – a political practice I termed elsewhere a ‘competitive 
autocracy’.2 But if key political players are autocratic, what is the future of 
parliamentary democracy in India in the hands of those who do not believe in its 
fundamental principles and to what extent is this ‘democratic deficit’ a failure of 
the legacy of empire?

The Regionalization of India’s Politics

When the British departed they left the illusion of a single state (or rather two 
nation-states – India and Pakistan). They themselves had governed through a 
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patchwork of direct rule over some of the territory that comprises India and 
indirect suzerainty over a large number of princely states and tribal areas. There 
was no standard form, but a variety of deals done over time with different parties 
or authority imposed by various means. What was in common was the ultimate 
supremacy of British authority, channeled through the imperial capital. It is this 
aspect that suggests that the state of India would not exist but for the British 
Empire. Indian nationalists liked to imagine a civilizational unity encompassing the 
whole of the subcontinent, but in political terms, while the Mughals at their zenith 
had controlled a large proportion of what is India today, it is the British-controlled 
area that forms the territorial basis of present-day India. The ‘transfer of power’ in 
Delhi in 1947 bequeathed these imperial possessions (minus the territories carved 
out to form Pakistan) to Indians.

The hegemony of the Indian National Congress party in India for nearly fifty 
years after independence, and its dominance at both federal and regional levels, 
helped prolong this monolithic image. Initial breaks in one-party rule proved 
short-lived. A non-Congress coalition ruled in Delhi from 1977 to 1980, following 
Indira Gandhi’s ‘Emergency’, but collapsed within a short period, with Mrs 
Gandhi returning as Prime Minister in 1980. Her assassination in 1984 brought 
her son and successor Rajiv Gandhi to power with a massive majority. Rajiv 
Gandhi was defeated in 1989 by another coalition, which again collapsed by 
1991. Following Rajiv Gandhi’s assassination that year, the Congress became 
the largest party in the parliament and formed a minority government under 
Narasimha Rao. This government lasted a full term of five years and acquired 
majority status during the term due to breakaway factions of opposition parties 
joining the government side.

It was 1996 before India arrived at the age of coalition politics at the federal level. 
Since then no single party has held a majority in the central parliament. However, 
in reality a long process of regionalization had been in motion over decades, in 
parallel with a gradual decline of the Congress party from the dominant position it 
occupied in the early years after independence. Tamil nationalism in southern India 
was one of the early challenges, but it seemed to have been contained by the 1960s 
with a linguistically defined state and the success of regional parties which held 
power at the provincial level in Tamil Nadu ever since. By the 1980s, regionally 
defined parties were well established across India, for instance Telugu Desam in 
Andhra Pradesh, Akali Dal in Punjab or Asom Gana Parishad in Assam. The first 
non-Congress coalition in West Bengal was formed in 1967, though it was short-
lived. Since 1977 a Left Front led by the Communist Party of India (Marxist) ruled 
West Bengal till 2011.

Even parties with universal or national ideologies, such as the Communists or 
Hindu nationalists, have found their political base restricted to particular regions. 
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The influence of the Communist parties was limited to the eastern state of West 
Bengal, the small former princely state of Tripura in India’s Northeast, and Kerala 
in the south. The Hindu nationalist Bharatiya Janata Party’s appeal seems limited 
primarily to north-central India, with a recent success in Karnataka a first foray 
into the South. Since the 1980s the northern plains have been the site of the rise of 
caste-based parties: Samajwadi Party (Uttar Pradesh), Rashtriya Janata Dal (Bihar), 
Bahujan Samaj Party (Uttar Pradesh and parts of Bihar and Madhya Pradesh). 
Several smaller players are also identity-based political formations – for instance, 
Jharkhand Mukti Morcha (based on a tribal identity) or Telengana Rashtriya 
Samiti, which seeks separate status for the Telengana region which was formerly in 
the princely state of Hyderabad and lies currently within Andhra Pradesh.

India’s choice of a socialist path for economic development until the 1990s 
also buttressed Delhi’s supremacy as the ultimate seat of political competition 
for several decades. The liberalization of India’s economic policy since 1991 has 
transformed its political economic relationships. With a loosening of a ‘command 
and control’ regime, the centre has been losing relevance in many activities in which 
it formerly monopolized patronage. India has followed a gradualist path of reform, 
but the post-liberalization period appears to have accentuated uneven regional 
development even if some of the inequalities have longer roots. This in turn has 
turned the spotlight more on state-level performance and inter-state comparisons.

Two features of the regionalization of India’s politics stand out as we consider its 
meaning for the legacy of empire. The first is the gradual nature of the regionalization. 
Despite many centrifugal pulls, India appears to have held together, in some areas 
by the use of coercive power and in others due to the success of accommodative 
politics, and the federal centre remains a significant political location. However, 
regional politics as a concept has been transformed from being seen as in inevitable 
conflict with the nation-state project (as in the Tamil case, the taming of which 
is frequently described as an example of the accommodative characteristic of the 
Indian state), to a reality presented as a celebration of the pluralism of the Indian 
political space.

The second feature is that even though many of the regional governments are 
led by powerful regional leaders whose principal interest is their own locality, they 
all continue to seek representation in Delhi. They send members of parliament 
to Delhi, jockey for places in the federal government coalitions and compete for 
resource distribution through the centre. Regional politics and being part of an 
‘emerging’ India at the federal level are not seen as incompatible. Delhi does not 
appear to perceive an existential threat due to the regionalization of India’s politics, 
as the regional powers largely work within the Union of India, retaining a stake in 
the federal government, which continues to be the repository of enormous financial 
resources and coercive power. The first signs of a different tune were heard at the 
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turn of the twenty-first century, when some state chief ministers voiced concern 
that the resource allocation formulas of the central finance commission appeared to 
penalize well-governed states while rewarding the non-performers. Interestingly, 
the protest cut across party lines. However, the tone was one of reform, not a 
radical break from the federal fiscal framework.

‘Surreptitious Withdrawal’: Regional Politics at the End 
of Empire

The gradual and accommodative regionalization of Indian politics, and the continued 
engagement by regional political players in the centre, would appear to indicate 
that the imperial legacy of a centralized territorial nation-state has survived for the 
long term. However, both the gradual process of regionalization and the continuing 
interest of powerful regional players in a stake at the federal centre are in keeping 
with what happened in India before European colonialism, when another imperial 
hegemony declined and regional power-bases emerged as prominent political actors 
in their own right. Writing about the disintegration of the Mughal empire in the 
eighteenth century, Muzaffar Alam observed, ‘…while there was chaos and anarchy 
in some regions, an emerging political order tended to be constituted in the form 
of virtually independent principalities, which nevertheless continued broadly with 
the Mughal institutional framework’.3

According to Barnett, ‘…the central development of the [18th] century, as 
indeed during most of South Asia’s history, was the growth and autonomy of 
distinct cultural and historical traditions possessing unique forms of economic and 
political organization.’4 Bayly analyzed the ‘receding tide’ of Mughal rule as itself a 
result of the creation of new wealth and social power in the provinces where it could 
not easily be controlled by a distant Delhi. The ‘decentralization’ of politics was 
anticipated by the very successes of Mughal expansion. Similarly, the devolution of 
power to the provinces in twentieth century India may be viewed as a success of the 
widening and deepening of its democratic politics. The accommodation of regional 
identities, for instance, resulted in political parties with local, rather than national 
aspirations and limited reach; the successful entry of previously marginalized groups 
such as backward or ‘untouchable’ castes into electoral politics has also fragmented 
the political field. In postcolonial India regional political leaders continue to gather 
in coalition at the centre and remain part of the centralized system of resource-
sharing – so far. In the fading days of the Mughal empire the areas that were most 
successful eventually either revolted openly or ‘surreptitiously withdrew’ from 
central control in the eighteenth century.5

The process of breaking free took a long time in the post-Mughal period: there 
was no sudden snapping of ties to the centre. Several autonomous states rose from 
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the ruins of imperial power in the eighteenth century: Awadh, Bengal, Hyderabad, 
Mysore, various Rajput principalities, and the Maratha confederacy – many of 
them roughly equivalent to the regional political spheres of influence today. Alam 
described how these virtually autonomous principalities voluntarily retained their 
links to the imperial centre for a long time. He surmised that the reasons for this 
could be because the centre played the role of an arbiter or legitimizer, or because of 
perceived material benefits or security through symbolic links to a super-structure. 
There was a ‘slow pull to provincial independence’, with an ‘emerging sense of 
regional identity which buttressed both political, and to a degree, economic 
decentralization’. In a parallel to powerful contemporary regional parties retaining 
positions of influence in weak coalition governments at the centre, such was the 
‘myth and influence of Delhi’ in the eighteenth century that ‘even after the total 
collapse of the central government, the governors of the virtually independent 
provinces continued to make serious efforts to obtain offices at the Mughal court’.6

Mughal rule, which was a complex hierarchy of authority, was not a 
‘centralized’ state in the postcolonial sense. During the Mughal period as in the 
period of European colonialism, a powerful minority ruled vast territories in 
complicated arrangements with sections of the local populace. Just as in the late 
twentieth century ‘backward’ castes and ‘untouchables’ in India began to form 
their own political parties and gain power, ‘The eighteenth century saw not so 
much the decline of the Mughal ruling elite, but its transformation and the ascent 
of inferior social groups to overt political power.’ During the ‘long metamorphosis’ 
from provincial government to autonomous kingdoms, the ultimate, if nominal, 
authority of the emperor in Delhi continued to be respected by almost all the 
autonomous rulers, for instance in Bengal, Awadh, Hyderabad, or Carnatic. Even 
the Marathas and Sikhs paid ceremonial homage. Only Tipu Sultan of Mysore 
called himself ‘emperor’, but he too was respectful towards the Mughal ruler.7 
However, that nominal respect could not ultimately conceal the altered power 
relations between Delhi and the regions. Some of the autonomous provinces later 
formed the basis of the next external imperial power, the British.

The political forms may be different today, but the nature of the relationship 
between the centre and the regions in terms of the diffusion of real political power, 
seems strikingly similar between the eighteenth century and contemporary India. 
Just because the process of realignment is gradual does not mean that the centre is 
secure. While regional satraps appear to remain interested in a stake in the central 
government, this may mask a modern round of ‘surreptitious withdrawal’. In the 
eighteenth century, the virtually autonomous rulers of Bengal started making 
their own appointments, became irregular in sending tributes to Delhi or stopped 
altogether.8 Autonomy was short-lived however, with one fading empire replaced 
by a new external colonizer, the British. No equivalent external replacement is 
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evident in the twenty-first century; nor have ideologies with pan-Indian potential, 
such as Communism or Hindu nationalism, succeeded in breaking out of a regional 
mould. As the arena of politics has nevertheless effectively moved to the regions, it 
is unclear what the future of Delhi might be, shorn of its imperial purpose.9

India’s Undemocratic Democracy

The idea of ‘democracy’ as the best possible political system is virtually 
unquestioned today in political discussions. Writing about democracy as a 
‘universal value’, Amartya Sen identified the rise of democracy as the pre-eminently 
acceptable form of governance as the most important development of the twentieth 
century.10 There is wide consensus across scholars, policy makers and public 
opinion about the desirability of democracy as a political system.11 India’s success 
in sustaining democracy – regular elections and changes of government through the 
means of elections – is seen as key to its political maturity, stability and progress 
towards broad-based economic prosperity and inclusive social development. In 
contrast, the failure to sustain democracy in other postcolonial states in South 
Asia or other former colonies is perceived as damaging to the prospect of political 
stability and socio-economic development, and in some sense the transformation of 
these societies to ‘modernity’.

A recent survey of South Asian states found a high level of support for 
democracy as a political system among Indians. Seventy percent of Indians 
surveyed agreed with the statement that democracy was preferable to any other 
form of government, bettered only by Sri Lankans, whose preference for democracy 
stood at 71%. Only 9% of those polled thought that sometimes dictatorship might 
be preferable. In reality however, Indians are faced with a pervasive lack of internal 
democracy in their political parties. In this context it is noteworthy that 21% of 
respondents in India – more than a fifth of the ‘world’s largest democracy’ – agreed 
with the following statement: ‘It doesn’t matter to people like me whether we 
have democratic or non-democratic governance.’ A more probing examination of 
the depth of support for democratic rule found a significant level of yearning for 
‘strong leaders’ in South Asia, including India, who would rule unconstrained by 
democratic checks.12

India is a particularly interesting case in this regard due to its long and largely 
uninterrupted record of electoral politics. The periods of democracy in Pakistan and 
Bangladesh disappointed their citizens and political analysts alike in terms of the 
quality of political discourse and governance. However, this is usually explained 
precisely as a result of not having enough democracy – the stunting of democratic 
political development due to the repeated interruptions. In the case of democracy, 
the argument seems to be as in so many other activities: practice makes perfect.
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India has had plenty of practice, but the quality of its democracy still disappoints. 
For a country supposedly following the Westminster model of parliamentary 
democracy, India is noted for its political ‘dynasties’. Despite the regular ritual 
of elections and changes of government via the ballot box, it has produced poor 
governance. India’s performance in key socio-economic indicators in health, 
education or sanitation has been disappointing, indicating that electoral politics is 
not adequately responsive to the needs of large sections of the electorate who are 
poor. It appears to have generated a diverse range of identity groups based religion, 
ethnicity or caste, rather than political or socio-economic interests (though in some 
cases, such as the Bahujan Samaj Party, these may largely coincide).13 Yogendra Yadav 
demonstrated the ‘deepening’ of India’s democracy through his empirical studies of 
Indian elections, but also spoke of India’s ‘democratic deficit’, asserting that ‘the 
existence of this democracy does not deliver what democracies are supposed to’ 
and that the key failures were ‘the growing distortion in the mechanism of political 
representation, the growing distance between the electors and the elected, the 
inability of the mechanism of competitive politics to serve as a means of exercising 
effective policy options’.14 Jayaprakash Narayan, head of Loksatta, the Hyderabad-
based civil society organization for democratic reforms probing electoral malpractice 
and poor governance, assessed India as a ‘dysfunctional democracy’.15

India’s admittedly flawed democracy still retains the confidence of ‘democracy 
optimists’. Most feel they need only compare its relative achievements to the 
conspicuous failures in the region, notably in Pakistan and Bangladesh, or the wider 
experience of postcolonial nation-states in Asia and Africa. Many point out that 
all of these are young states, and many of the flaws in their exercise of democracy 
could be found in earlier eras of European democracies, and may similarly diminish 
with time and experience. For some, India’s democracy is taken to have succeeded 
merely by its very survival in the inhospitable climate of poverty and conflict. 
It is celebrated for its institutionalization, despite the many shortcomings of its 
substantive achievements.16 For others, democracy’s success in India is that it has 
proved to be more than a superfluous structure. As Oldenburg argued, despite many 
problems, ‘Democracy in India is not a façade behind which one finds dominant 
classes or other societal institutions that exercise power.’17

The more disillusioned, however, wonder about the future of democracy in 
India, and a few even about the idea of democracy itself.18 The potential problems of 
trying to make parliamentary democracy work in postcolonial India was articulated 
by the chairman of India’s Constitution-writing committee, B. R. Ambedkar. 
Himself from the ‘untouchable’ castes, Ambedkar pointed out that a completely 
egalitarian idea – one person one vote – was being suddenly super-imposed upon 
a profoundly unequal society. He worried about how the former was supposed to 
succeed without addressing the latter.19
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Continuity and Change at the End of Empire

To what extent was electoral democracy in India truly a legacy of British colonialism? 
Indians were permitted limited electoral participation at local and provincial levels 
in the last years of British rule. There were several phases of constitutional reform 
in British India that preceded the adoption of Westminster-style parliamentary 
systems in both the successor states of India and Pakistan. Unlike Britain, upon 
achieving independence its former colonies opted for written Constitutions. 
Bangladesh, when it came into being in 1971, also initially adopted the same 
system. Sumit Sarkar noted that the theme of continuity between the colonial 
and postcolonial periods is accepted both by those who view this progression as 
a positive development and those who are critical of the postcolonial state as a 
structural continuation of colonial rule.20

One interpretation of the limited political participation granted to Indians is 
that the colonial masters saw it as a means by which ‘the natives could discuss 
their own ‘schools and drains’ without subverting the British Empire’.21 In this 
view such political reforms in colonized India were conceded so that ‘Indians could 
be given a safe play-pen in which, if they could harm anyone at all, they could 
only harm each other.’22 An alternative, more optimistic view finds some benefit – 
even if inadvertent – in the practical experience it gave Indian politicians in party-
building, electioneering and local government.23

Empirical studies of the effect of colonial rule on the establishment of democracy 
in postcolonial states seem to have produced mixed results. The contribution of 
the ‘British colonial model of tutelary democracy’ emerged as a significant factor in 
Myron Weiner’s study of the handful of low-income countries that had managed to 
retain democratic political systems even with occasional setbacks. Weiner identified 
two aspects of British colonial rule as crucial factors in successful ‘tutelage’: the 
establishment of institutions of governance such as a bureaucracy, judiciary, police 
and army, and the creation of representative institutions and periodic elections.24 
However, other large statistical studies on the survival of democracy in states have 
found no significant impact of past colonial history.25

Indeed, the adoption of universal democracy by India upon becoming 
independent may be viewed as a calculated break from British imperial legacy, 
as it ‘went far beyond anything evolved under the late colonial state and indeed 
represented policies deliberately conceived in opposition to its highly constraining 
influences. In many ways, the stroke of midnight on 15 August 1947 shattered 
the links between the colonial past and the national future.’26 India became 
independent in 1947 through a ‘transfer of power’: Indians did not really experience 
full democracy until 1952, when the first general elections were held under the 
constitution of independent India with universal adult franchise. If democracy was 
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a legacy of empire, it seemed to have been more of a parting gift, chosen by the 
recipient and bestowed hastily at the moment of departure.

However, while universal adult franchise may have been a break with the 
colonial legacy, other aspects of the limited political participation in colonial India 
endured and contributed to some of the problems of democratic practice in India 
today. A key measure introduced by the British was separate electorates on the 
basis of religion and caste. This was introduced through the Morley-Minto reforms 
in 1909 and consolidated and extended in the 1919 Montagu-Chelmsford package 
and the 1935 Government of India Act. There is consensus that this ‘legitimized 
the language of communal (i.e. religious) and interest group politics’ and ‘made it 
much harder, perhaps impossible, for even professedly secular Indian politicians 
not, at least tacitly, to do the same’.27 Washbrook points out that while this has 
been viewed as ‘a peculiarly colonial device constructed by the British for the 
purposes of “divide and rule’’ ’, it may also reflect ‘British ruling elite ideas about 
the nature of representation itself ’.28

The actual powers of the ‘play pen’ elected bodies were very limited. 
It delegated ‘petty functions’ and even then, ‘That the extension of these 
responsibilities should not involve any meaningful shift in power, however, 
was guaranteed by a complex system of controls…’29 As Zachariah put it, ‘This 
caricature of parliamentarianism was the highest form of institutional politics in 
colonial India: even in the last stages of so-called “training for self-government”, 
at the end of the 1930s, a legislature’s decisions could be overridden by the 
governor of a province or the viceroy of  India.’30

While British colonial rule – perhaps unsurprisingly – did not provide 
meaningful democracy, it is noteworthy that the principal opposition to British 
rule was also anti-democratic.31 The unquestioned leader of the Indian nationalist 
movement, Gandhi, neither sought nor held any political office. But those who 
did hold office did so at his pleasure. In the final years of India’s independence 
movement, the President of the Indian National Congress used to be effectively a 
nominee of Gandhi. In his choice of candidates Gandhi did not exclude those who 
held different political views from him on how to dislodge the British from India or 
what kind of society to build in independent India. On the contrary, he opted for 
co-option. Most of the time it worked smoothly: the Congress went through the 
motions of election of the chosen candidate, blessings were sought and received. In 
1939, though, it went spectacularly wrong.

In 1937 Gandhi had entrusted the Presidency to Jawaharlal Nehru, who held 
very different political ideas from him but accepted the status of disciple. The 
following year he chose the younger, more radical Subhas Chandra Bose. When 
Bose decided to stand again for the Presidency in 1939 it caused consternation. 
As the members of the Congress Working Committee led by Vallavbhai Patel put 
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it, without even a hint of irony: ‘The election, as befits the dignity of this high 
office, has always been unanimous.’32 Gandhi did not want Bose to be President 
again. Bose’s refusal to back down forced a real election on the Congress. When 
Bose was re-elected, defeating Gandhi’s anointed candidate Pattabhi Sitaramayya, 
Gandhi declared it a personal defeat. As it turned out, Bose won the election but 
lost the war. Gandhi refused to cooperate and as it was impossible to lead the 
Indian nationalist movement without his cooperation, the democratically elected 
President of the Congress was eventually forced to resign.

The lack of democracy in the Congress movement, however, did not necessarily 
affect the legitimacy of Gandhi’s leadership. While Gandhi’s power was extra-
constitutional, nobody could doubt his mass appeal. He did not seek formal 
office, but he did have immense popular support. Many have viewed this form of 
leadership as ‘saintly’, but it would be erroneous to elevate it so.33 Others who 
have followed the same strategy do not enjoy the moral status of the ‘Mahatma’. 
In contemporary India Bal Thackeray, leader of the Marathi chauvinistic-cum-
Hindu nationalist party Shiv Sena, wielded political authority for decades without 
holding official positions. Since 2004, though Manmohan Singh is formally Prime 
Minister, everyone knows that the real head of the Indian government is Sonia 
Gandhi. Sonia Gandhi is a legitimate representative of the people of India: she is 
an elected Member of Parliament and leader of her party. Her role in government 
appears to be accepted by the general public even though she eschews the official 
form of exercising her power. Power without office appears to have become 
routinized. Nor is it entirely unaccountable. When elections come around, it is 
she on whom the verdict is passed for the performance of her party, not Mr Singh.

India’s Experiment with Democracy

Even if India received no meaningful ‘tutelage’ in the practice of democracy before 
independence, it adopted parliamentary democracy and Nehru, India’s first Prime 
Minister, is usually described as a politician in the Westminster mould. His daughter, 
Indira Gandhi, was the only prime minister who attempted to rule directly as a 
dictator, during the ‘Emergency’ she declared from 1975 to 1977. However, the 
Nehru period was also not conducive to the development of democracy in many 
ways. The Congress enjoyed political dominance in the early decades of India’s 
independence at both federal and state levels. Within the Congress Nehru faced no 
real challenge to his leadership: he was the only front-ranking nationalist leader to 
survive to rule in independent India. Though nominally the leader of a democratic 
state, his was the status of a ‘raja’ among his people.

Many observers struggle to explain India’s actual experience with democracy, 
which seems at first glance to suggest that parliamentary democracy as a political 
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system has simultaneously succeeded and failed in postcolonial India. The rise of 
caste-based politics in India, for instance, is seen as a success in terms of empowering 
marginalized groups in Indian politics, but also as a failure in terms of entrenching 
caste identities, which India had hoped to abolish. An interesting recent argument 
predicts that the heightened sense of caste identity is actually less permanent than 
imagined, and that the cross-caste alliances that political leaders have been forced to 
adopt in a fragmented arena actually weakens the logic of caste politics in the long run.34

Discussions about ‘dynastic’ politics in South Asia sometimes assert that 
Western democracies also have ‘political dynasties’, such as the Kennedys or the 
Bushes in the United States. There is really no comparison between Western 
‘political dynasties’ and family rule in South Asian politics. In Western democracies 
children do not become Prime Minister by hereditary succession upon the death of 
a parent, as Rajiv Gandhi did for example upon Indira Gandhi’s assassination. Nor 
do political parties get handed down to a chosen child in personal wills like family 
heirlooms, as Benazir Bhutto appears to have done in Pakistan. This development 
is not a legacy of European colonialism, but a curious product of the interaction 
between that legacy and the development of India’s own peculiar political culture, 
in which undemocratic political groups compete for power through democracy.

Another feature often overlooked is that India’s political leaders are autocratic 
even when no family dynasty is involved. For instance, the new Chief Minister 
of the state of West Bengal, Mamata Banerjee, comes from a humble background 
and did not have any family connections in politics. She won her place in Indian 
politics on merit, by sheer perseverance and effort, after a long struggle to oust the 
Communists from power in her state. In the process she left the Congress party, 
which she felt was not truly committed to defeating the Communists, and formed 
a new party, Trinamool Congress, which she eventually led to electoral victory. 
Banerjee is unmarried and has no children, so it is unlikely that there would be a 
family succession. However, just like the dynastic leaders, she runs her party, and 
now her state government, in authoritarian style.

Some other notable leaders of political parties in India have secured their political 
position after defeating traditional family claimants. Jayalalitha, leader of the 
AIADMK party in the southern state of Tamil Nadu, saw off a claim from the wife 
of her political mentor, the film star turned Chief Minister M. G. Ramachandran. 
Like Banerjee, she is unmarried and has no children. In Andhra Pradesh, the son-
in-law of another movie star turned political leader, N. T. Rama Rao, won the 
contest to lead the his party after Rao’s death, extinguishing the hopes of his 
widow. Mayawati, who became the Chief Minister of India’s most populous state 
Uttar Pradesh, is a woman from an ‘untouchable’ caste. She gained the leadership 
of the Bahujan Samaj Party from her mentor, Kanshi Ram, the founder of the party. 
She too is unmarried and has no children. Like Sonia Gandhi and all the other 
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leaders who treat political parties as family fiefdoms, the leaders without spouses 
or children also run political parties as personal autocracies. All swear by India’s 
democracy, but none practices democracy.

If parliamentary democracy was a legacy of British colonialism, rampant 
autocracy in Indian politics would surely be the sign of a failed gift. Did it fail 
because limited local elections were merely disingenuous diversions by the colonial 
authorities? Was it because democracy was imposed suddenly on an unprepared 
society as the colonizers scrambled to depart before the empire collapsed around 
them? The supposed ‘tutelage’ of Britain may also be seen in a different light: 
perhaps what Indians really learned from the British Empire was not democracy 
but political hypocrisy, in which one could practice democracy at home while 
denying it to subjects around the world. Perhaps the art of indulging in the rhetoric 
of democracy while practicing something quite different is the true legacy of British 
colonialism in India.

However, trying to assess India’s democracy in terms of ‘success’ or ‘failure’ is 
an unproductive exercise. Such an assessment always implies a standard, often left 
unspoken and in any case hard to specify. After all, ‘success’ need not be achieved 
by becoming an exact replica of the British model, nor might the open suspension of 
democracy such as the declaration of Emergency in 1975 be the only possible way to 
‘fail’. Instead of thinking about India’s experiment with democracy in terms of the 
Western model or the ‘British tutelary’ legacy, it may be more useful to ask what 
form of democratic politics has developed in India in the six decades of its practice 
and in which direction it seems to be headed. How is its trajectory related to its 
colonial legacy, if at all?

What appears to have developed in India is the retention of the form of 
parliamentary democracy with the substance of personal autocracy and dynastic 
rule. The autocratic nature of India’s political parties is now widely established and 
does not appear to be a vote-loser. There have been mass protests in India against 
endemic corruption, but no organized movement against undemocratic political 
parties, which have become routine. Educated and Westernized politicians accept 
subordinate positions in ‘feudal’ family retainerships masquerading as political 
parties. However, while political parties are undemocratic, they continue to 
compete for power and legitimacy through the ballot box. Leaders who brook no 
dissent within their parties accept election losses as the verdict of the people. I have 
termed this form of political practice, which has developed over the last several 
decades in postcolonial India, ‘competitive autocracy’.35

The practice of democracy in India therefore appears to be developing its own 
particular form, which includes some profoundly undemocratic characteristics. 
Political parties may be undemocratic, but accept elections as the means to compete 
for political power and legitimacy. Most political leaders are autocrats, whether 
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representing a family dynasty or not, but may still enjoy genuine popular support and 
political legitimacy. In this respect India appears to be developing a political system 
that may be termed representative, if not wholly ‘democratic’ in terms of Western 
norms. It may be that this hybrid stage is merely a stepping stone to full-blown 
autocracy. Perhaps it is only a matter of time before India’s authoritarian politicians 
decide to dispense with elections as the means to power. However it is also possible 
that India’s partially democratic ‘competitive autocracy’ is a sustainable political 
practice for the longer term. It appears to marry the notion of ‘strong leadership’ 
seemingly valued by a significant section of the electorate with the choice and 
accountability offered by a democratic system of electing who governs.

Fading Echoes of the Legacy of Empire in India

The shift of the principal location of Indian politics to the regions, its striking 
parallels with the aftermath of the Mughal empire, and the widespread phenomenon 
of autocracy in Indian politics do not mean that India is simply reverting to its 
pre-colonial past. Rather, it shows how the echoes of European colonialism in the 
development of democracy in India interact with other societal forces to evolve a 
new politics which needs to be understood in its own terms.

In 1947 India inherited a centralized nation-state and adopted parliamentary 
democracy. But these were last-minute bequests, rather than a cultivated legacy 
or the culmination of organic developments in Indian society. The leaders of 
independent India did not tear down the colonial administrative structures. Nor 
did the mainstream nationalist movements cultivate democratic values. With 
the waning of the power of imperial Delhi under the Indian successors to the 
departed British, the principal arena of politics in India has moved, as in previous 
post-imperial periods, to the regions. This is similar to the political formations 
of the eighteenth century, at the end of a non-European imperial period. As at 
that time, the regionalization of politics in postcolonial India has been a gradual 
process, and resurgent regions have retained a link to the weakened centre. How 
long this relationship endures in the face of a faltering centre before covert or overt 
‘withdrawal’ of autonomous regions, or supersession by a new imperial project, 
remains to be seen.

Democratic governance in the Western mould was arguably never a true colonial 
bequest. The British did not practice it in India, and most of the Indian leadership 
in the nationalist movement did not embrace it either. The adoption of democracy 
can in fact be viewed as a break with British colonial legacy, while the problems of 
religion and caste based politics can be traced to colonial interventions. Over the 
decades of electoral politics India has developed its own political practice, which 
includes a host of autocratic political players who – at least until now – seek state 
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power through the ballot box. While not ‘democratic’, most of these autocratic 
leaders are ‘representative’ of their people in a way the colonial masters never were. 
They gain or lose power through elections. As the memory of European colonialism 
fades, the inclination to make polite nods towards the formal democratic structures 
of the former imperialist masters grows ever weaker, leaving India free to develop 
its own system of competitive autocrats where real power may be unconnected to 
formal office. This may be ‘undemocratic’ in the European sense, but nevertheless a 
‘representative’ form of politics which may endure for the foreseeable future.
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The Imperial Question in the History 
of Ibero-America:  

The Importance of the Long View1

Jean-Frédéric Schaub

Why the Long View?

In understanding Latin America as a theatre for the deployment of imperial 
structures, we have the opportunity to listen for the European-Atlantic echoes of 
a bygone imperial age: and yet doing so today brings us face to face with two still 
very current political realities. The first is the lasting effect of the two-centuries-old 
doctrine of United States President James Monroe (coined in 1823) concerning the 
former Spanish and Portuguese territories in South and Central America, and the 
United States’ play for the old Iberian colonial empires remains a permanent source 
of tension in the relationships between Latin American societies and their powerful 
neighbour to the north, with the Monroe Doctrine seen as little more than a veil 
for United States expansionism – a view which finds support in the United States’ 
territorial gains at the expense of Mexico and the entry of Louisiana, Florida, and 
Texas into the Union. These memories and suspicions are present in inter-American 
relations to this day, with the support given to the Castro brothers’ regime by the 
majority of Latin American heads of state – even the more conservative among them – 
being one of the more spectacular consequences of this historical mistrust. Against 
this background, even today, the ‘imperial’ question in Latin America can be too 
readily understood as an unequal struggle against United States imperialism, rather 
than as an investigation into the historical, endogenetic roots of the considerable 
inequalities in income and social status which lie at the heart of these societies.

The second political reality is that once the questions asked by historians of 
colonial empires start to attract a certain degree of interest, the result is often 
simply to reinforce the idea that the colonial structure of Latin American societies 
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disappeared along with the empires which imposed it for three centuries. In this 
interpretation, nation-states are considered incapable of engendering colonial 
structures, meaning that the extreme nature of some societal inequalities can then 
be ascribed to a hateful European heritage – a view which is not necessarily easy to 
defend almost two centuries after the collapse of the Iberian monarchies in America. 
Nevertheless, these societies remained essentially structured around slavery for 
several decades after they gained independence, with racial stratification becoming 
if anything more clearly defined within the framework of post-independence 
constitutions as, for the first time, the issue of whether to integrate or exclude 
the indigenous and African populations from civic society was decided on 
national scales. Indeed, put succinctly, the clear racism rooted in slavery which 
characterized these societies and persisted into the twentieth century did so under 
full national sovereignty without much connection at all to the former metropolises 
which had been, in reality, quite incapable of imposing any kind of measures at all 
on their former colonies since the early nineteenth century. The dominant social 
classes in Latin American countries and their political masters can hardly attribute 
the fundamental inequalities in their societies to the persistence of European 
colonialism – and even if they may in some small measure, imperial historiography 
must not be allowed to provide them with comfortable alibis.

Navigating between these two approaches relies on a real understanding of how 
Latin America has been shaped by the imperial structures imposed on it in the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries: what is at stake is neither the question of 
‘imperialism’ as defined by anti-imperialist rhetoric or the theory of dependency, 
nor the question of whether the old metropolises can be held permanently guilty for 
whatever becomes of Latin American societies. Rather, it is about seeing how three 
hundred years of colonial society developed under imperial institutions profoundly 
structured the societies which became independent in the 1820s on the continent 
and in 1898 on the islands of Cuba and Puerto Rico. In view of this fact, this chapter 
will aim to draw on a holistic analysis of the Iberian imperial institutions in the 
Americas over the whole period of their existence, opening up several perspectives 
from which to understand this part of imperial history in the context of several 
centuries of historical development proceeding from the European Middle Ages; in 
this way, this chapter stretches to its utmost limits the timeframe within which the 
‘echoes of empire’ of the volume at hand may be heard.

Within the overall history of European empires, the colonial activity of the 
states of the Iberian Peninsula is a special case, first of all due to its chronology: the 
Iberian imperial story predates the colonial endeavours of other European societies, 
beginning with the conquest of the Canaries, the establishment of the first trading 
posts in Africa, and the voyage of Christopher Columbus.2 As conquerors, the Iberian 
states were as precocious as they proved to be tenacious, being very much the last 
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European countries to accept, and very reluctantly, decolonization: while Portugal 
fought in Angola and Mozambique in 1974, its administration in Macao only ending 
in 1999, Spain maintains its presence in Ceuta and Melilla to this day. Secondly, 
the territorial aspect of Iberian colonialism sets it apart: up until the golden age 
of the British Empire, the Iberian territorial conquests in both America and Asia 
(Sri Lanka, Philippines), as well as their networks of outposts and ports, were the 
most influential in the world: any reflection on the imperial question in Spanish and 
Portuguese America can only take place within an awareness of this wider context.

Thus, the history of these empires is part of a very long history; yet 
intercontinental processes made the history of Latin American societies a 
dynamic, changing one. Not only is the development of the Iberian monarchies 
indissociable from the colonial structure of Latin America, but a range of other 
phenomena with broad repercussions shaped the course which Ibero-America 
was to follow, the most important of which was the immense transfer of African 
populations as a result of the Atlantic slave trade. It can be shown that Africans 
were present from the very start of Iberian conquest in the Caribbean and the 
Americas, and the scale of this phenomenon is hard to understate, with estimates 
that more than eight in ten of the thirteen million African slaves transported 
to the Americas were set to work in plantations, towns, and mines in Iberian 
dominions. Within this imperial framework, the uncertainty of frontiers should 
not be forgotten, with relations between Spain and Portugal being complicated 
by territorial disputes despite the Treaty of Tordesillas in 1494 and the presence 
of other colonial actors such as the Dutch, the English, the French, and the Danes, 
especially in the Caribbean.

This chapter takes into account the territorial imperative of expansion and the full 
length of the timescale on which this occurred, and while this requires a very general 
account of events, it sheds light on phenomena that the monographic approach has 
difficulty illuminating. It will begin by charting the imperial models formed in the 
Latin American sphere in fifteenth, sixteenth, and seventeenth centuries, and will 
then go on to focus on the exercise of empire in the territories colonized.

Competing Imperial Models

With the Treaty of Tordesillas (1494), the Spanish and Portuguese negotiating 
parties initiated nothing short of a real intellectual revolution.3 Under the aegis 
of the Holy See, the two monarchies divided up between them conquests which 
had yet to be identified for an undetermined period of time using mathematical 
coordinates, breaking with the empirical character of territorial negotiations up 
until that point in a fundamental way. The partition drew on two sources for 
its legitimacy: the pope and the rules of geometry. An inviting interpretation is 
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that these empires-under-construction were at once born of the medieval, papal 
tradition and yet also midwives of a modern, scientific one.

The problematics of imperial history lead to the initial question of whether the 
developing imperial character of the Spanish and Portuguese monarchies was the 
result of colonial expansion, or rather the cause behind it. At the time during which 
the first parts of the imperial construct were being set up in America, Spanish 
royalty was organizing itself within an already imperial structure: the crowns and 
principalities inherited by Charles of Ghent (born 1500, Charles I of Castile and 
Aragon from 1516 onwards, Holy Roman Emperor Charles V as of 1519) were part 
of a ‘composite monarchy’ as John H. Elliott calls it.4 Indeed, the term has become a 
classic, and can also be applied to the English monarchy during its expansion within 
the British Isles following Cuthbert Tunstall’s famous remark to Henry VIII that 
‘the Crown of England is an Empire of itself’.5 The comparison between these two 
developments, unnoticed for so long, has become a field of comparative studies with 
a very large historiographical range,6 and across Europe there has been more general 
reflection on the links between the composite character of the Hispanic monarchy 
and the power it attained going into the modern period.7

The composite monarchy model rests on several specific characteristics: the 
territories under it are assembled around a central power either by dynastic line 
(inheritance, marriage), by negotiation, or by conquest,8 and the way in which 
territories enter into the monarchical structure determine the nature of their 
relationship to the capital. Blood lines and negotiations allow the possibility of 
the territories in question remaining autonomous inasmuch as they may retain 
authority over their judiciary, as did Aragon in its relations with Castile or, later 
on, Scotland with England. Conquest, however, abolishes the right of the new 
dominion to rule over its own legal systems and maintain its customs, as happened 
to Ireland and very much to the territories conquered made in America.

The processes which lead to composite monarchy are tantamount to territorial 
growth, and the argumentations used to justify it usually make reference to divine 
providence.9 A royal house may be termed ‘the eldest child of the church’, as was 
the French, while in the case of the Iberian monarchies, religious justification came 
through the series of wars known as the Reconquista, which drew on the language used 
to legitimize crusades to impose a spiritual aura around the chivalrous enterprises of 
the Castilian, Aragonese, and Portuguese kings. The affiliation of the two kingdoms 
of Aragon and Castile following the marriage between Isabel and Ferdinand (1469) 
augured the unification of Iberia as Muslim presence on the Peninsula had dwindled 
to the small rump kingdom of Granada. To give just one example of the use of 
religious justification, the mythical foundations of the Portuguese dynasty are built 
on the victory of Prince Afonso Henrique over the Almoravid Moors at the Battle 
of Ourique; this confrontation between a Christian prince of Portugal and Muslim 
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troops in 1139 would, much later on, become an inexhaustible source with which 
to celebrate the legitimacy of Portugal as a nation founded during the crusades.10

The crusade is not the only element used. The notion of suzerainty gave the 
holder of the principal crowns of Europe the status of non superiorem recognoscens – 
i.e. recognizing no superior and being therefore emperors in their own lands. The 
King of France had himself designated as imperator in Imperio suo accordingly from 
the twelfth century onwards11 while Alfonso VII of Castille and Léon (1126–1157) 
carried the title of imperator totius Hispaniae.12 Meanwhile, the Kings of Aragon, 
with their naval exploits across the two Mediterranean basins, styled themselves 
as expansionist maritime monarchs battling against Islam and thereby also blessed 
with the grace of God,13 the manifest success of the prophetic verses attributed 
to the shoemaker Bandarra in the mid-sixteenth century shows the efficacy of 
such messianic presentations of political institutions within Iberian society.14 Put 
simply, the institutional and spiritual registers within a notion of empire born 
of Roman and Christian heritage fed the discourse of many a European monarch 
looking to legitimize his or her reign – well before any kind of colonial expansion 
had begun.

While the idea of a composite monarchy always seems applicable to the Hispanic 
monarchy, many historians underline that it is largely unsuited to Portugal, and 
indeed the metropolis of the Portuguese empire-under-construction was composed 
of one sole entity. This is why Portuguese and Brazilian historians today prefer 
to speak of the ‘multi-continental monarchy’ (Nuno Monteiro15). As Portuguese 
navigators landed in Brazil in 1500 under the leadership of Pedro Álvares Cabral, 
the royal declaration they carried with them was already worded to express the 
imperial character of their king, who was titled ‘King of Portugal and of the Algarve, 
of each side of the sea in Africa, Duke of Guinea, and of the conquest, navigation, 
and commerce of Ethiopia, Arabia, Persia, and India by the Grace of God’ – a title 
worthy of a king of kings, i.e. an emperor.16

In this way, the Spanish and Portuguese political authorities which conquered 
such immense territories in the Caribbean and the Americas from the end of the 
fifteenth century onwards were already empires of a sort; then again, there can be 
no doubt that the sheer size of their conquests in the western hemisphere confirmed 
and broadened the ideology of divine providence on which their monarchs had 
based their claims to be emperors. Indeed, while Philippe II of Spain did not inherit 
the crown of the Holy Roman Emperor from his father Charles V, the imperial 
and divine aspects of his authority remained unquestioned.17 In the meantime, 
the success in America and then the union with the Portuguese monarchy in 1581 
allowed the power of the Spanish empire ‘on which the sun never set’ to take root,18 
and the Holy Roman Empire lost its importance in the face of this king who was 
suspected across Europe of aspiring to head a Universal Monarchy.19
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Throughout the long history of Iberian societies, the processes of conquest 
acquired all of the complexity of imperial structures, with the territorial gains 
at the expense of the Islamic societies on the Iberian Peninsula taking on a whole 
range of forms as alliances between princes and emirs periodically punctuated the 
clash between the two worlds. All of the drama in the emblematic epic of Spanish 
Christianity, the Cantar de mio Cid, is drawn from this two-tiered reality, and this 
is an important point in understanding that the alliances concluded between the 
conquistadors and several Amerindian societies against others were nothing new in 
the sixteenth century. In medieval Spain and Portugal, juxtaposed societies would 
have coexisted (without any mixing) in often peaceful environments periodically 
blown apart by explosions of violence.20 Just as Muslim rulers had allowed 
communities of Christians and Jews to exist at their very centre, the territories 
conquered by the Castilian and Aragonese princes kept their Jewish and Muslim 
communities, albeit in separate quarters of towns and cities, until the collective 
expulsions at much later dates. It is quite admissible to see this coexistence as a 
kind of medieval blueprint for the later juxtaposition of European societies and 
repúblicas de indios so typical of colonial America. Furthermore, the conquests by the 
Christians from the Muslim societies on the Iberian Peninsula were followed by the 
expropriation of fertile lands in the favour of the new rulers and by strategies for 
repopulation. This was how the region around Valencia was transformed, as were 
the Balearics, once Muslim authority had been erased, and certain historians are 
quite willing to categorize these processes in the conquered territories as colonial 
situations.21

In this manner, even before the great expeditions of the fifteenth and sixteenth 
centuries allowed them to build colonial empires, the Spanish and Portuguese 
monarchies had formed their political and territorial structures as empires, and the 
social and institutional processes this entailed came out of the ‘imperial repertoires’ 
as defined by Jane Burbank and Frederick Cooper:22 internal pluralism; the use of 
intermediaries; an ambivalent approach to frontiers somewhere between closed and 
permeable; the complexity of ideological formulae hovering between pragmatism 
and dreams of world domination – all of these are present in the Iberian experience 
on the eve of the conquest of America.

Chronologically, the first steps towards the colonization of the Americas was 
preceded by the first Atlantic expansion of the Iberian monarchies, and indeed 
David Abulafia has referred to the expeditions to capture the Canary islands as 
the ‘Discovery of Mankind’;23 and if the ‘discoveries’ in the ‘New World’ are 
characterized as European contact with – and subsequent eradication of – peoples 
of whom they had previously known nothing, then they do indeed begin in the 
Canaries. The first expeditions in the fourteenth, the systematic conquest of the 
fifteenth, and the establishment of colonial society in the sixteenth century were 
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all the first steps in the cycle of the great European Atlantic expansion.24 With the 
exploitation of the Atlantic islands – the Azores, Madeira, Cap Verde – the slave 
traffic started to take on new dimensions and shows that the slave trading network 
did not need America to function between the Sahara, the Mediterranean, Europe’s 
Atlantic coast, and the ocean island groups. Merchants from Portugal, Genoa, and 
Aragon established trade routes for purchasing and selling slaves on a grand scale, 
constituting the basis for the great Atlantic triangle system of the sixteenth to 
nineteenth centuries.25

The last aspect of medieval heritage in the Ibero-American empires was 
religious intransigence.26 The conquest of Muslim territory and the navigation 
of the African coastline during the fifteenth century occurred concurrently with 
a series of profound transformations in relations between Christians, Jews, and 
Muslims on the Iberian Peninsula. The symbolic year of 1492, marked by the fall of 
the Granada, the expulsion of the Jews, and the voyage of Christopher Columbus, 
concluded a cycle of phenomena which had been interlocking throughout the 
fifteenth century.27 The conquistadors who landed in the Caribbean and on the 
American continent were of a political culture characterized by Christian society’s 
desire to purge other influences. The limpieza de sangre statutes regarding the ‘purity 
of blood’ and the techniques of the Inquisition shared the same objective, namely 
to marginalize and eliminate the groups formed by the descendants of those who 
had converted to Christianity,28 and it was with this model of social and cultural 
relations that the first conquerors in America approached indigenous societies. 
This is a fundamental point for those seeking to understand the whole range of 
phenomena which characterized the formation of the new societies in the Americas.

Imperial Practices

The two Iberian empires, the Spanish and the Portuguese, are often considered 
to be tangibly different, with the main opposition purported to come from the 
Castilian practice of continental conquest and the control of littoral territory on 
the one hand and the Portuguese thalassocracy on the other. This is, however, far 
too general a framework within which to analyse the way in which these empires 
were deployed, and at the very most it could be said that the territorial ambition 
of the Castilian conquistadors picks up where the Aztec and Inca empires left off 
and continues in their tradition. By the same token, the Portuguese model of a non-
contiguous empire can be seen to imitate the commercial, political, and religious 
networks which organized the great exchanges between East Africa and China.29

When it comes to the American possessions of the two monarchies, however, 
the grip of this classic theory loosens further. On the one hand, after a century 
of hesitation, Portuguese colonization takes on the aspect of territorial expansion, 
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whether in Bahia or Pernambuco during the sixteenth century, before the Paulists 
penetrated into the southern hinterland and Maranhão in the Amazon was 
conquered in the seventeenth or the Minas Gerais region administered in the 
eighteenth centuries.30 Conversely, it is important to recall that, for a long period, 
the Hispanic institutions remained incapable of exercising their rule over all of the 
territories to which they had nevertheless laid claim.31 This was the case not only 
regarding all of the territories to the north of the Valley of Mexico, but also of the 
Amazon and the Upper Paraná, meaning that the Spanish institutions too learned 
how to manage non-contiguous territorial belongings on the American continent.

With an unparalleled demographic disaster caused by genocidal violence and 
epidemics of disease, local societies were built on the custom of forced labour (la 
mita) and on extremely widespread slavery. Any historical approach to American 
societies which tries to ignore or detract from the extent and extremity of the 
phenomenon is doomed to misunderstand the nature of society, politics, and 
culture in the region.32 The Atlantic slave triangle and the enslavment of the native 
populations are the most important structural social phenomena on which to grasp 
the colonial and imperial process in Latin America. In demographic terms alone, the 
number of African people arriving in the colonies would have been larger by several 
orders than that of Europeans, and indeed Africans were present throughout the 
colonial period across the board – whether in towns, on plantations, on the estates 
of the Europeans, or on their farms and in their mines. Their presence was viewed 
both as the indispensable fuel of the colonial motor and as a permanent threat to 
the established order, and the dread of runaway slaves, for instance, was a colonial 
experience shared by the European subjects of both empires.

At the intersection of Inquisition jurisprudence, the limpieza de sangre rules, 
and the ideological need of a justification for considering children born to enslaved 
mothers as slaves, the American colonial societies developed systems of racial 
classification for the populations they administered.33 One of the examples most 
often cited is that of the pinturas de castas in Mexico, which find their reflection in the 
iconographic representations of Brazilian towns at the end of the eighteenth and the 
beginning of the nineteenth century.34 The society of colonists, administrators, and 
missionaries were premised on the systematic use of slave labour, and this aspect 
of the empires is far more concrete than any of the imperial institutions imposed 
by the Spanish and Portuguese monarchies. Indeed, slavery and the slave trade 
were not abolished as independence came in the liberal era: quite the opposite, 
and the great libertador Simón Bolivar remained – as did his counterparts George 
Washington and Thomas Jefferson – an owner of slaves, even if he in principle was 
an advocate of abolition as a way of preventing the war of the races he lived in fear 
of.35 In the Atlantic sphere, Brazil was, along with the Spanish colony of Cuba, the 
last to abolish slavery and the slave trade in 1888 and 1886 respectively.36
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Beyond these similarities, the institutional forms of the two empires merit 
analysis by themselves. In the course of the sixteenth, seventeenth, and eighteenth 
centuries, both Spain and Portugal put in place relatively comparable governmental 
systems based on a proliferation of specialized top-level councils, referred to as the 
‘polysynody’ of the Iberian monarchies. Right through until the middle of the 
eighteenth century, the administrative model was based on traditional jurisdictions 
and, as their name indicates, the councils’ role was to aid the monarch in taking 
decisions, while at the same time operating in the monarch’s name using their 
governing delegations. In terms of form, this mode of government is based on the 
royal authority’s judgement of matters submitted to it, and the members of the 
chambers are usually experts in law, ecclesiastical representatives, or members of 
the aristocracy. To simplify matters, both polysynods can be described as arches 
built up of chambers and tribunals, at the peak of which sits one council which 
guarantees the judicial coherency of all of the entities in each monarchy and functions 
as the highest chamber and place of last recourse (Consejo de Castilla, Desembargo do 
Paço). Below this, there is a series of councils specialized on matters such as foreign 
affairs and the cohesion of the empires (state council), finances (fiscal council), 
military matters (war council), religious issues (council of orders, the Holy Office 
of the Inquisition), overseas affairs (council for the Indies, overseas council) and in 
the case of the Spanish crown, councils charged with the home dominions (Aragon, 
Navarre, Italy, Flanders, and Portugal).

Therefore, from the end of the sixteenth century onwards, matters concerning 
the Castilian Indies and the Philippines were handled by a specialized council, the 
Real y Supremo Consejo de Indias,37 whose activities had two distinct sides. In one sense, 
as the extension of the jurisdiction of the Castilian crown, the council did not depart 
from the administrative routines and judicial reasoning of the other councils. The 
recent splitting of the old royal archives, which has isolated the correspondence of 
the Consejo de Indias at the Archivo General de Indias in Seville does not do justice to 
the depth to which this council was integrated into the Spanish polysynody. The 
meetings of the Council of the Indies were held on the same premises as those of the 
other high royal tribunals, such as at the Alcázar in Madrid, and the magistrates 
who sat on the council had often begun their cursus honorum in other jurisdictions, 
and could continue onto others, too, so any research into the American territories 
must pass through the administrative circuits of the Empire; in doing so, the depth 
to which domestic and overseas questions were intertwined becomes very clear.

Yet in another sense, the distances, delays in communication, and features of the 
American terrain make it impossible to confuse the ways in which Spanish domestic 
and overseas affairs were managed, starting with the long-distance administration 
of native populations and slaves shipped in from Africa. The differences had 
enough of an effect to call forth specific jurisprudence, termed Derecho Indio from 
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the seventeenth century onwards by the first to compile it under legislation, Juan 
Solórzano Pereira.38 From the first moments of the conquest, the grand tribunals of 
the American jurisdictions, or audiencias, (Santo Domingo – 1516, México – 1527, 
Panama – 1538, Guatemala – 1543, Lima – 1543, Guadalajara – 1548, Bogotá – 1548, 
Quito – 1563, Charcas – 1559, Chile – 1565, Caracas – 1786, Cuzco – 1787) began 
to forge this specific set of laws by the decisions they made.

The case of the Portuguese administration was tangibly different. Before the 
union of the crowns of Portugal and Spain (1581–1640), there was no high council 
equivalent to the Consejo de Indias and, in the Americas, no equivalent to the Spanish 
audencias. Under the union, there was a brief period in which an ‘Indian council’ was 
established (1604–1614),39 but it was only with the new regime installed by the 
Duke of Braganza under the authority of John IV of Portugal that a stable Conselho 
Ultramarino came into being in 1641.40 Born during the rebellion against Spanish rule 
and the Dutch occupation of the sugar-producing regions of north-eastern Brazil, 
this was both a governmental and military administration. Royal jurisdiction in the 
Portuguese Americas cannot really be compared to that of the Spanish territories, 
however, due to the length of time it took the Portuguese monarchy to set up high-
level structures to impose its jurisprudence over the western hemisphere in the 
same way as the Spanish audencias. Indeed, it was not until 1609 that the Relação at 
Bahia was created under Philipp III.41 By the same token, while the Inquisition had 
already set up tribunals in America (Mexico and Lima 1569, Cartagena de Indias 
1610), cases from Brazil were referred up to the Lisbon tribunal. The same is also 
true of universities with the purpose of training the theologians and lawmakers 
necessary to govern empires: while the Spanish monarchy supported the opening of 
around thirty universities throughout that colonial period, the first of which were at 
Santo Domingo (1538), Lima and Mexico (1551), and Bogotá (1580), Europeans in 
Brazil who wanted to study for a degree had to do so at the University of Coimbra. 
Similarly, the first printing press in Mexico was in operation in 1539, while it 
took until the Transfer of the Portuguese Court to Brazil in 1808 for there to be a 
functioning printing press in this part of the South American continent. This meant 
that the accoutrements of a working jurisdiction were only present in Brazil much 
later and in much lower density than in the Spanish Americas,42 with the result 
that the Portuguese monarchy did not produce jurisprudence for the Indies or the 
Americas that was specific or separate from common law in the metropolis.43

Nevertheless, the two Ibero-American empires shared a unique socio-political 
structure which can be categorized as a corporative society.44 This characteristic 
inherited from the Iberian medieval societies was not put in question by the 
formation of colonial societies in the Americas; and even if the encomienda and 
fazenda systems certainly developed beyond the old feudal model of fiefdoms in 
the same measure as the control of the labour forced replaced the domination of 
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territory,45 it remains the case that the corporative and hierarchical structure of the 
municipality and the diocese – and by extension that of the conventual assemblies 
under the generic term cabildo – was retained as the backbone of the socio-political 
system of the Iberian Americas through until the time of independence. The 
brotherhoods and friaries which shaped parish life, the hospitals for the ill and for 
the paupers, the colleges and universities there were: all of these were founded on 
the basis of hierarchy and the collegiate structure.46

The society of the Ibero-American empires was therefore designed as an 
aggregation or assembly of corporate entities, each one with its specific rights or 
privileges, even though there was no nobility in America as there was in Europe: the 
society of the European colonists in America and of their descendents, mixed-race to 
varying degrees, was organized into municipal and ecclesiastical corporations. The 
other major difference as against European society was that entire sections of the 
population, including indigenous Americans, large numbers of mixed-race people 
not integrated into civic life, and African slaves (both first generation and those 
born in America) were had no political role in society at all. Portuguese captains and 
Spanish viceroys created spaces both physical and social for ‘Indian republics’, both 
in towns and in the country, and village-scale structures led by missionaries,47 yet 
everyone living in the American colonies was required to recognize the supremacy 
of their monarchs and the unique, indisputable truth of the dogma of the catholic 
church. There were some European structures which were not entirely foreign to 
them: mainly the brotherhoods formed by the indigenous population and those 
composed of freed African slaves.48

A system of this nature offered the European colonists under the jurisdiction of 
the Spanish and Portuguese kings in America a considerable degree of autonomy. 
Not only was royal justice delegated to the magistrates of the audiencias and the town 
councils, most of who were born in America, but royal decrees and laws promulgated 
at court could also be negotiated and even indefinitely suspended in the colonies; 
the American authorities were quick to take shelter behind the old medieval judicial 
adage of ‘obedézcase pero no se cumpla’, or ‘let it be obeyed, but not enforced’.49 For this 
reason, one of the important discussions amongst specialists in Hispanic-American 
history in recent years has been the notion of ‘negotiated absolutism’, an oxymoron 
which captures the tension between the metropolis’ desire to rule and the power of 
the local societies.50 The contractual, collaborative aspect of most of the mechanisms 
used to rule and enforce in the ancient régime societies has now largely been recognized 
by historians, but what remains to be seen is whether the physical distance (and 
corresponding time delay) between the metropolises and the overseas territories 
accentuated the dependence of the court on local elites in the territories to which 
royal rule was intended to be applied. At this point in the discussions, and given 
the academic material available, it would appear that a strict mechanical correlation 
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between the distance from the court and the degree of autonomy accorded is not 
the most convincing of hypotheses. Overall, the system was predicated on very 
high degrees of inherent flexibility and of autonomy for the colonial societies vis-
à-vis the two metropolises, a degree of autonomy which varied over time; there is 
broad consensus amongst historians that the reforms introduced by the ministers of 
Charles III of Spain and by the Marquis of Pombal for the Portuguese king tightened 
the chains of command from Europe to the Americas.51

What is by no means the object of academic consensus is the analysis of the 
actual political efficacy of the imperial institutions, as shown by the lively nature of 
the historiographical debate in Brazil surrounding evaluations of the functionality 
of the ancien régime. The difference of opinions was provoked by the general 
framework for this analysis proposed by Fernando Novais: he termed it the ‘old 
Portuguese colonial system’,52 which accords the metropolis (and its ally, Great 
Britain) almost exclusive responsibility in running a colonial economy based on 
the predatory extraction of American natural resources and the use of African 
slave labour. In so doing, this theory presupposes that a colonial state had been 
forged during the period prior to independence; yet the subsequent generation 
of Brazilian historians has shown that the critique of the functionality of ancien 
régime monarchies practised in Europe could not remain without relevance for the 
interpretation of the processes at work in the American territories. They supported 
their arguments using, amongst others, the work of the Portuguese historian 
António Manuel Hespanha, who demonstrated the extent to which, through until 
the late eighteenth century, the Portuguese crown was deprived of modern means 
of taking action, both in terms of its will to do so and its administrative capacity: 
his approach to evaluating the royal institutions is can also applied to the imperial 
dimension of the Portuguese monarchy.53

This debate called for a re-examination of the development of the societies in 
the Portuguese Americas proceeding from the new premise that the metropolis was 
far less capable of giving impulses and implementing orders than had previously 
been supposed. This counter-model, which has become known as the ‘ancien régime 
below the tropics’,54 is built on the foundations of powerful research monographs 
(including examinations of Rio de Janeiro as a new colonial capital and the creole 
trading networks) and on critical discussion of most recent Portuguese and Spanish 
historiography. At present, the question at issue is whether societies marked 
so considerably by slavery can be analysed as ancien régime societies as European 
historians understand them,55 and whatever the answer, it is worth emphasizing 
that the question of how to analyse a colonial society like the Brazilian in its imperial 
form is, in today’s environment, liable to provoke vigorous debate, indicating that 
neither the gaping abyss of dependence theory nor the expertise in development 
studies has been able to grasp its problematics in all their entirety.
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What nevertheless remains is the question of what held these entities together 
for more than three centuries. As with many other imperial societies, the suppleness 
of the institutional structures goes quite some way to explaining the longevity of 
the entities under examination here. Under the ancien regime, the political reality was 
essentially founded on the investments made by stakeholders into the institutional 
structure: i.e. the imperial system ran as long as individuals, families, networks, 
and groups grasped the institutional framework offered and imposed themselves 
and their interests onto it. This is how the two Iberian empires in the western 
hemisphere attracted magistrates, clergymen, merchants, and soldiers between the 
sixteenth and eighteenth century whose pursuit of their own goals gave life to the 
imperial enterprise.

As works on the indipatae – requests for missions in faraway locations 
formulated by the fathers of the Society of Jesus – show, the cursus honorum of 
religious missionaries was predicated on lifelong comings and goings between 
the metropolises and the colonies.56 By the same token, the careers of Portuguese 
magistrates and military commanders remained intercontinental right through 
until the end of the colonial period.57 The trading networks were also based on 
webs of commercial and familial links between the American territories and the 
European ports.58 While the two empires, as already emphasized, did not have 
the same administrative profile, the fact that the Hispanic possessions in America 
had Inquisition tribunals which Brazil did not had no effect whatsoever on the 
efficacy of the Holy Office in hunting heretics with implacable zeal across the 
continent.59 On the eve of independence, the two empires were characterized by 
two apparently contradictory traits. On the one hand, the role of metropolitan 
ecclesiastical, judicial, military, and administrative personnel was as important as 
it had ever been, which could lead both to competition and to strategic alliances or 
intermarriage with leading American-born families; on the other, the local power 
of these American dynasties was becoming decidedly more and more autonomous. 
Without this latter development, the seizure of power by the ‘creoles’ as the series 
of independence declarations started would make little sense.

Yet the capacity of the American-born Europeans within the two empires to act 
independently and their political determination to do so was clearly evident well 
before the beginning of the nineteenth century, and this can be illustrated by two 
examples: the widespread misuse of the royal commercial monopoly by thousands 
of Río de la Plata merchants in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries;60 and 
the success of prominent Brazilians in fighting the Dutch occupation of the 
Pernambouc and of Angola in the mid-seventeenth century without support from 
the metropolitan armed forces.61 Throughout the colonial period, the autonomy 
of the ‘creole’ societies was also made clear by the general disregard for the 
territorial delineations between the Spanish and Portuguese empires. In the period 
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from the separation of Portugal from the Hispanic monarchy in 1640 through to 
the independences of the nineteenth century, the subjects of both kings were 
not supposed to dwell on the territory of the other; yet the Portuguese presence 
across Spanish territory from Buenos Aires via Lima and Quito through to Mexico 
remained significant,62 as did the Spanish-speaking community of São Paulo at all 
times. Even while the territorial disputes between the two monarchies were a topic 
of major import throughout the eighteenth century, the colonists and their families 
maintained complex identities and selected their places of residence regardless of 
their national origin. As enlightened as the reforms of the Bourbons and of Pombal 
may have been, they were not really effective in engendering an interiorization of 
the territorial demarcations amongst the subjects of the two crowns.

With reference to the overarching theme of this work, this chapter has looked 
to describe an inventory of the fundamental political processes at work within the 
Iberian imperial institutions in their American form. To finish, what cannot be 
stressed enough is the partly artificial nature of the regional division inherent in the 
term Latin America. The institutional system of empire rests on close, consistent 
interaction with the entities, authorities, and societies of the metropolis to such a 
degree that no study of ancien régime Latin America can be convincing unless it is 
carried out with reference to both America and Europe at the very least. Moreover, 
in examining the formation of Ibero-American societies, the absence of Africa as a 
factor – the failure to engage to the same depth with the history of the societies 
of West and Central Africa – is sure to condemn any study to complete academic 
failure; and there is no shortage of historians who have shown just to what extent 
it is indispensible when studying the Iberian empires to connect the American 
phenomena with the grand colonial and commercial enterprises of the European 
powers in Asia during the modern era.63

Beyond this, the citizens of the Latin American countries today will find in 
this long, multi-regional history some of the elements necessary to understand 
the historical heritage which continued to weigh on their countries after they 
became independent nations. Perhaps this is the right place to advance a highly 
probable hypothesis: these societies are capable of uniting a framework of liberal 
state institutions with the systematic domination of parts of their populations in 
ways as colonial as that of the bygone empires. For all the reservations which may 
arise from the perspective of political liberalism, the repeated electoral successes 
of Evo Morales in Bolivia and Hugo Chavez in Venezuela are the result not just of 
continuing, but of worsening racial discrimination against the native, mixed-race, 
and African-origin populations, and these developments represent a collision of 
various political concepts. As the charismatic leader in Caracas places himself in 
the traditions both of socialism and of ‘Bolivarism’, there are those who, despite 
understanding that the appeal to Bolivar symbolizes the anti-colonial struggle 
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against Spain, may be surprised that the memory of the republics born of the 
independence movement is being so celebrated given the status and needs of 
those at the lower end of the social scale: just as the racist Jim Crow Laws in the 
United States were a consequence of the emancipation of African-origin slaves, 
so did the constitutional recognition of a unique political body in each post-
Bolivarian republic in the early nineteenth century give rise to a racial ideology 
entirely more radical than that of the ancien régime which resulted in a de facto 
apartheid in some Hispano-American countries. While Las Casas has certainly 
documented the horrors committed by the first generations of conquistadors in 
the sixteenth century, the genocide of indigenous peoples in the Pampas by the 
armies of the Argentine Republic in the nineteenth and that committed by the 
elites of European origin in Guatemala in the twentieth century – to name but two 
examples – would seem to suggest that the Age of Empires was not the most brutal 
time with regard to native populations. Meanwhile, the Brazil of Presidents Lula 
da Silva and Rousseff has realized that the country’s republican claim to embody 
a kind of Luso-tropical vision of racially harmonious democracy was, in actual 
fact, standing in stark contrast to the breathtaking economic and thus social 
inequalities which had persisted after the belated abolition of slavery in 1888; 
the result has been a sharp increase in social initiatives based on quotas and the 
principles of affirmative action.

For this reason, viewed from the stance of the populations dominated, the 
end of the imperial political structure did not bring with it the end of colonial 
society. While the two phenomena were intrinsically linked under the ancien régime, 
accurate analysis of the societies in the twentieth century uncouples them in the 
contemporary era when taken beyond platitudes about the universal extension of 
political rights under republic regimes. In this context, colonial society is territory 
with populations marked by inequalities of status between social categories and 
a distribution structure for economic, political, and symbolic resources which 
invariably recalls the history and memory of conquest for some and subjugation 
for others. As seen at the beginning of the twenty-first century, these aspects have 
not disappeared with the institutions of the Iberian empires, and there is certainly 
something to the argument that the colonial dimension of social domination has 
actually increased in the post-imperial period. That, however, is another story.
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EPILOGUE

The History, Identity, Crisis, and Endemic 
Submission of the American Continent

Juan José Rossi

From which perspective should we try to hear the echoes of imperialism in 
today’s world? Which groups of humanity are usually considered the subjects of 
such an analysis – and who considers them as such? Why should the victims and 
consequences of imperialism be identified, and what is the agenda in so doing? 
Might the goal be to blur the picture and then consign it to the archives on a ‘global’ 
(and perhaps ingeniously utopian) level? Or might the implicit and unconscious 
aim be to decipher the failed mechanisms of colonialism in order to maintain some 
kind of hegemony enabling continued territorial, economic, cultural, and religious 
expansion, and upholding the dominion, the aberrant primacy of some over others 
and the extraction of resources to the detriment of the populations both directly 
and indirectly affected?

The classic European form of imperialism has been in existence for over 2,000 
years, changing and adapting through the centuries, starting in Africa with the 
beginning of history, continuing in America from 1492 onwards, and present at 
several points in other parts of the planet; and if the aim really were to investigate 
this form of imperialism, then the starting point would have to be an analysis of 
why ‘the West’ (which is, of course, the East in America and the South in Africa) 
has this almost congenital predisposition to invade land and gain influence over 
people over which is not incumbent, which are not even within its territorial 
boundaries, and which – for a whole range of reasons – may appear more fragile 
from a technological or military point of view, but which clearly have both the same 
rights and obligations as ‘the West’ and legitimate cultural differences worthy of 
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respect. Is it still necessary to stress that there are no superior or inferior cultures, 
no ‘first’ and ‘third’ worlds – just differences?

Why, despite perceiving itself as ‘intelligent’, could Europe not simply be 
satisfied with itself during its development? Why this compulsive colonialism, 
from the empires of its antiquity through to its actions today, driven by a subtle, 
deceitful political and economic methodology?

The strategic alibis and philosophical reasoning used to justify this kind of 
endemic illness – considered ‘natural’ as they are by Europeans – are objectively 
false and pretentious. Of course, the answer to why Europe (and now the United 
States, too) is the way it is in its relationship with the rest of the planet is so 
obvious as to slip by unnoticed: put bluntly, the small subcontinent that is Europe 
would quite simply disappear as an entity if it did not permanently try to expand. 
That is, at least, the way things appear seen from the supposed cultural and 
socio-political superiority of Europe itself, which fears that this unconsciously or 
subconsciously imagined ‘superiority’ will dissolve for want of the resources which 
sustain it, leaving Europe at the mercy of its ‘enemies’. These foes are classified as 
the young, virile, ambitious nations with unlimited resources – currently those of 
Asia and America – who in actual fact have no intention of invading anybody at all.

It is my considered opinion that, in the specific case of America, a victim of 
Europe’s historical disposition to dominate, the real key will not be analysing the 
‘echoes of (the form of European) imperialism’ which subjugated – and continues 
subjugating in a more underhand manner – the entire continent, even though it 
doubtless remains necessary to keep examining these aberrational situations and 
echoes as the present, collective work is trying to do. No, the real key will by 
looking at why, during their in many respects admirable historical and cultural 
development, Europe and the United States have shown – and continue showing – 
such a calling in and such skill at submitting other peoples to their will.

The echoes, or consequences, of imperialism on the American continent are 
obvious: they are everywhere for those who open their eyes to them in a range of 
forms which do not require statistics to prove their existence; these echoes become 
most audible when their fragility is recalled by the crises, interests, and humour of 
what calls itself ‘the first world’, on which these echoes depend for their existence.

The Echoes of Imperialism in that Misnomer,  ‘America’

The specific proposition of the chapter at hand may appear somewhat theoretical 
and distant in relation to a retrospective examination of the last five centuries of 
despicable dependency which America has experienced and the current situation 
this has led to. Yet looking at ‘why’ entails a radical criticism both of the socio-
political and cultural system which has subjugated the continent for five hundred 
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years and of the classic historiography, still in force today, which underpins and 
tries to justify this endemic urge to subjugate. It also aims to reinterpret our 
historical-cultural heritage over the centuries in such as way as the analysis and 
critical redefinition implied by asking ‘why’ have an impact both in the political 
and educational systems and in the everyday life of the individuals in the societies 
affected, who have been subtly but comprehensively deceived as to the structure 
and content of the historical and cultural processes which have led to their present 
situation.

I ought to clarify that I will not develop my hypothesis in direct, explicit relation 
to the political and economic subjugation of the continent, subtly sustained by an 
unscrupulous invader and appearing over the last few decades to be almost the 
most important issue facing both the continent and the world as a whole. The 
continent’s political problems concerning ‘democracy’ and personal freedom and 
the economic issues of uneven income distributions and corruption would appear to 
be the direct result of its historical subjugation, and yet whenever there is any hint 
of an attempt to shed light on this, it is immediately silenced by a thousand excuses 
and the complex strategies of that fictional construct, ‘the first world’, which has 
been feeling both superior to and proprietary of America since 1492.

Before we go any further, I shall try to explain the existential and epistemological 
stance from which my points of view originate, and the concrete circumstances 
which have allowed me to grasp the profound historical-cultural distortions and 
delays which have been at work without interruption to put us in the critical 
situation in which we find ourselves today: i.e. dissatisfied with the system in all 
its manifestations (political, economic, educational, etc.), insecure both in material 
and symbolic terms, and lacking perspectives either in the short or medium term – 
and angry. I would even go so far as to say that we are at war against ourselves, 
that different sections of society are fighting against each other in the misguided 
belief that we have no common identity. All of this has led us to what seems to be 
complete dissolution and dependency which get more severe with every passing 
day. Why is all of this happening despite the fact that the continent itself has a 
history going back 40,000 years, despite the fact that it is self-sufficient and full of 
resources both human and natural? What is the root of this situation and how can 
we begin to surmount it?

Around 1977, after having passed through the education system, in the course 
of my work and my research, I came into contact with the people of the enormous 
Gran Chaco plain, the ‘impenetrable’ part of Argentina. Until then, not actually 
having been to the region, I had imagined it to populated with criollos,1 cotton-
picking peasants, and livestock farmers on state-owned land; I expected them to be 
spread thinly, living in typical adobe huts, clothed in baggy trousers, neckerchiefs, 
and canvas sandals with a broad sombrero perched on their heads; the men would 
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spend their days on horseback, the women would slave away at the hearth, and 
so forth. What I certainly didn’t expect, despite all the facts I had in my head 
following my education (which is all most Americans have after school), was that 
I would find on this huge wooded plain a parallel society, clearly distinct from 
both that of the city dwellers and of the criollos. Along the courses of the mighty 
Pilcomayo and Bermejo Rivers, near to the inland lakes of the border region 
between Bolivia, Paraguay, and Argentina, I came across village after village, each 
with its own character. There were groups of houses in circles around a large patio 
space, a constant setting for work and meetings, for children’s games, or for village 
celebrations. It was a dynamic place, developing ways of dressing, speaking, and 
gesticulating which were completely new to me. There were people who identified 
themselves with strange names going back one, two, even three thousand years: 
Chané, Chiriguano, Wichí, Chorote, Chulupí, Kom’lek, Mok’oit, to name but a 
few.2 I came to know a broad, dense panorama, and as I did, it started to pose 
questions: I asked myself what meaning this reality held for us, for the politics and 
education; it was a reality that was solid once you knew it from the inside, and if 
it belonged to the country, to the continent, then what was the role of supposedly 
sacrosanct classical historiography?

I encountered a social spectrum which I could not decipher at that point and 
which motivated me even before I understood why; from then on in, I was able slowly 
to start to understand the significance and the historical-cultural dimensions of this 
reality and, with time, I lowered the highly structured defences that come from the 
kind of hermetic education I received and began to see beyond the sociologically-
generated categories of ‘primitive’ or ‘disadvantaged’. Despite the deceptive 
appearances of poverty, I was able to discern the identity of these communities 
based on thousands of years of historical process: I grasped their philosophy and 
their lifestyle, their understanding of the cosmos and their historical background, 
their art and their self-sufficiency in a symbiotic and respectful relationship 
with nature (Pacha in Quechua languages, Mapu in Mapudungún, the language 
of the Mapuche). I am talking about those who the education system, classical 
international historiography, government entities both official and unofficial, 
dictionaries, books, and documents call ‘Indians’ as if this were not a disqualifying 
noun which excludes or, at best, differentiates the people described from categories 
such as ‘men and women’ or ‘inhabitants’ much in the way the ‘English’ are not 
considered Europeans and the ‘Chinese’ not Asians.

During this first encounter (around 1976–77) with these societies, several 
weighty realities left their impact on me and have continued to do so: the tenacity 
and coherence of these societies over centuries in hostile surroundings; the languages 
of these peoples, one of the greatest and most admirable expressions of their culture; 
their solid life philosophy, completely unknown to the rest of us; their art, found on 
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their garments and objects of everyday use; their simply, functional architecture; 
their internal social structure and the roles used to moderate it; and, as I have 
mentioned, I was marked by their works, by their dwellings and their patios, each 
carrying the seal of their own art and technologies, built entirely naturally and 
freely expressing their designs. All of this was quite simply inexplicable without a 
very ancient historical heritage and the support of mature traditions.

The more I advanced into the west in the dry, woodland province of Formosa in 
northern Argentina, bordered by the Salta province, by Bolivia, and by Paraguay, 
the more I was astonished. As I discovered more and more parts both of my 
home country and of America, I started to get curious. I asked myself: who are 
these thousands of people in Argentina, these millions across the continent, who 
identify themselves as the protagonists in and inheritors of a history and culture 
stretching back millennia? Who are the Wichís, the Guaranís, the Mapuches, 
Sirionó, Quechuas, Mayas, Nahuatls, Navajos, Sioux, Inuits and the rest of them? 
Where did they come from? How can they have this widespread spatial presence 
and solid internal organization, parallel to that of the criollos and republics of the 
continent, and yet ignored by both the system and the collective consciousness? 
Why did we learn and acquire knowledge of English, French, or Italian, and yet 
know nothing of Quechua, Guaraní, or Wichí – languages which have been spoken 
in these lands for thousands of years? Why is this other system of villages, clearly 
defined societal roles, languages, and spectacular art surrounded by dust and 
largely unknown? How could all of this exist without me having heard anything 
more than the occasional derogatory, paternal, or oblique reference to it at school? 
These questions culminated in one: why does the educational system, as well as 
philosophy, history, and politics – including the American constitutions – dilute or 
ignore this enormous dimension to the extent that the Argentinean constitution of 
1994 explicitly affirms that ‘Senate recognises the pre-existence’ of the indigenous 
cultures: does the current European political system recognize the pre-existence 
of the Celts, the Greeks, and the Romans? How, I asked myself then and still ask 
myself now, can it be that these people have, in an act of inacceptable historical 
irresponsibility, been for the last five centuries systematically termed the ‘enemies 
of civilization’, completely resistant to supposedly universal philosophical, ethical, 
and moral truths? What is their history? Or is it simply that, because they aren’t 
human beings, they lack history and culture, much like animals do? Is this the 
justification for ignoring thousands of years of human development which is just as 
legitimate as what was happening on other continents?

Seeing these communities and being in constant contact with the people who 
populated them, with their philosophical approach and their works, I asked myself 
the same question many of you might have asked yourselves in the same situation: 
how can people termed ‘savages’ by European chronologers and intellectuals and 
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westernized Americans through the centuries produce and sustain a range of 
lifestyles, create and curate languages, political, scientific, and economic systems 
of greater or lesser complexity and keep resisting the world around them? How 
can these ‘savages’ create artistic wonders, functional marvels, and persist in using 
their languages, calendars, monuments without any historical-cultural support? Is 
not their creativity, symbolism, and capacity for abstract thought not necessarily 
the fruit of a long historical process?

On the basis of my knowledge of this complete, but largely hidden world – and 
not losing sight of the permanent absurdity of the continental crisis I see as endemic 
since the European invasions beginning in 1492 – I shall try to formulate some 
opinions and propositions shaped by three objectives which by no means exclude 
each other: firstly, to search for alternative paths which will allow us to grow, 
becoming conscious of the continental dependency; secondly, to find ourselves as 
peoples or nations; thirdly, to grasp and protect our own sovereignty and authentic 
identity. This identity is something that, it would seem, both the world at large 
and American society has barely looked at in any kind of detail, meaning that the 
reality does not emerge and does not enter into the American consciousness, for it 
has been systematically distorted and hidden from view.

In the last analysis, the most important thing will not be so much to weigh 
up ideological and historiographical positions, but rather to beat and trample 
pathways which are neither circumstantial nor opportunistic and which transcend 
ethnic, social, political, and ideological boundaries and short-term considerations to 
offer people a permanent route to reality. When they confront this reality with the 
necessary support, they will see how it is the root cause of what today is termed an 
‘acute crisis’; a crisis which, following my analysis, is not actually acute, but endemic 
at the very base both of the social-political and economic structures strategically 
imposed by the invader and of the mentality of the continental population – i.e. 
in our particular way of thinking, interpreting, and making judgements about the 
development of human societies on the continent.

Nevertheless, recognizing a crisis as endemic both in its historical form and 
present gravity, and deciding to try and overcome it in some way in order to grow 
as a free and sovereign people with a distinct history, does not mean simply waiting 
for some strange ‘magic formula’ from foreign or local visionaries.

Indeed, an objective look at the 500 years of our continental history (i.e. since 
the massive intervention of the system called ‘Western’) allows us to draw the 
conclusion that there will be no formula, neither from the ‘Western’ countries of 
the northern hemisphere, for whom there is no benefit to offering such a solution, 
neither from those who – despite actually being Americans – think, feel, and 
act like Europeans and share their historically invasive mentality. There will 
be no such formulae for America, however much the majority of the continent’s 
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inhabitants and their governments continue to abase themselves – either out of 
naivety or misconception – to beg, to plead poverty, disability, or orphanage and 
to demand their rights from a filicidal ‘mother Europe’ or from an evil ‘father First 
World’.

Issues to be Borne in Mind

In order to avoid semantic and philosophical confusion, I shall outline a few of 
the prerequisites on which the analysis is based and some pertinent criticisms, 
both of the real situation of this continent and of the work at hand. The first such 
prerequisite is strictly historical. Despite the reluctance of a considerable section 
of America to recognize it, the continent improperly referred to ‘America’ or ‘the 
New World’ (new only from the point of view of the invader) has a history that 
stretches back 40,000 years3 at the least; there are some remains which would 
seem to indicate a figure closer to 80,000 or more. This is a unique, long, and 
fascinating part of human history, starting with the first entrance of humankind 
from the Eurasian landmass (the exact location and date of which is irrelevant) in 
the remote regions of the past before recorded history begins. It is the beginning 
of a story which, for all the attempts that a strategically powerful system has 
made to destroy or hide it, remains an underlying, living element of the continent 
today.

Nevertheless, this historical process, initiated millennia previously in the mists 
of time and continuing to this very day, was shaken by a traumatic incident just 
over 500 years ago – an incident which, by contrast, has both a date and a name: 
1492, Europe. It was not quite the ‘discovery’ of the continent as it is termed in 
essays and texts, taught in schools, and celebrated as a national holiday (as if it 
were cause for rejoicing). No, it was the arrival by chance of foreign explorers on 
the continent (not the aim of their mission), followed by the compulsive imposition 
of socio-political-economic and cultural systems from the outside on a population 
of over 70 million at the time. The ‘collision’ of three European boats with the 
islands of the Caribbean – unknown to the Europeans, but of course not to the 
native inhabitants – marked the beginning of an unimaginably disastrous process 
of philosophical, political, economic, and religious de-structuring. As the sailors 
clambered down onto the Caribbean beaches, they had no idea of the thousands of 
years of human history that was beating strong at the up and down the continent 
from Alaska to Cape Horn – a beating that is still generally overheard today. 
Moreover, they also did not know about the processes by which the continent’s 
inhabitants had developed; and as soon as this became known, it was hidden. 
Indeed, how could this bunch of lost intruders have any inkling of the sheer variety 
of nations they had stumbled upon? Of the 200 linguistic families and more than 
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1,000 languages with their dialects, of the ways people on the continent lived their 
lives, practiced science, agriculture, or art – of the gold metalwork, of the ceramics, 
the pictures and monumental sculpture, their astronomic observatories, magnificent 
centres of government and worship intimately interwoven, of pyramids and cities 
of up to 200,000 inhabitants? Of the full range of lifestyles, from the Guaraní culture 
to the Aztec, from the Quechua to the Selk’nam?

Strangely enough, those European navigators only grasped what this chance 
encounter with another world meant for them: they stumbled across heaps of raw 
materials, species, and manufactured wealth, stepped into fertile lands and found 
free labour and ‘souls’ (i.e. people) to be converted to followers of a dogmatic and 
profoundly distorted religious credo which would have lethal consequences for the 
continent’s cultural and economic eco-system.

The second prerequisite is a point of historiographical methodology. Objectively, 
when viewed without the lenses of ideology, factors of political or religious power or 
of supposed biological ascendency on any given continent are all part of history: i.e. 
all human events or processes, no matter whom they effect and where they take place. 
It follows that the thoughts, feelings, and actions of the Charrúas (a native people 
of Argentina) as they defended themselves against the invaders is as much a part of 
history as what these invaders – Spanish, Portuguese, English, mercenaries, criollos – 
did and felt as they acted to dislodge the Charrúas and take over their lands. The 
same ought to be true of what occurred in Europe, e.g. in reference to the ‘barbarian’ 
invasion, or on any other continent. Both realities, both that of the invader and of 
the vanquished, are part of the process: those suffering invasion should be accorded 
more rights, even though they succumbed, as those invading are rewarded with 
more power (which is why they succeeded in the first place); yet both are part of 
the history of a given place. Now, it is entirely possible that, whatever the vagaries 
of the actual deeds centuries later – in general unreliably recounted by the victor – 
many of those born later in the place in question will, for ideological, religious, or 
emotional reasons identify more with the vanquished, or indeed with the invaders. 
Whatever the case, all of it is regional or continental history due to the fact that the 
process both before and after the fifteenth century, in some respects irreversible, 
was the result of human action – presupposing of course, in relation to the events in 
America in the fifteenth century, that both the invaders and the vanquished were 
and are still human beings, a point to which I shall return later.

The third prerequisite is a simple statement: for those of who were born on 
this continent, and disregarding the element of time for now (i.e. irrespective of 
how many years ago: 20, 50, 500, 1,000 or even 10,000), as well as dispensing for a 
moment with what we have ‘learned’ within the system imposed only five centuries 
ago, our authentic history is the story in which the protagonists are those who 
entered the continent around 40,000 years before the present day. Clearly, we 



The History, Identity, Crisis 87

cannot forget the circumstances of the coercive invasion from another continent 
by another culture, in this case Western culture which, incidentally, was never 
monolithic except in its religious aspect. I should point out that, in using the term 
‘invading system’, I am not only referring to the political and economic sphere, but 
to the whole of philosophical, artistic, religious life – indeed to the ‘cultural’ sphere 
understood as the summation of human strategies for living.

The fourth, and last, prerequisite is of a philosophical and political order. 
The substantial element in determining America’s fate from the fifteenth century 
through to the present has been the fact that the invader has always acted from 
an obsessively Eurocentric position: in elaborating strategies and achieving goals, 
using an artificial logic to underpin these goals, the European invaders have not 
deviated from the opinion that on the continent misnamed ‘America’ by none 
other than themselves, there are no real humans, and by extension no authentic 
culture. There can then be no legitimate philosophy, no valid system of beliefs, 
no ethics, languages, territorial boundaries, nations, or social structures worth 
conserving. The invaders concluded that the continent had no real protagonists, 
no real subjects of a part of human history worthy of respect: they used facts that 
suited them and absurd theories to deny the presence of humanity with the rights 
that fit this definition.

The Roots of the Crisis and the Mechanisms Which 
Perpetuate It

On our continent and, above all, in its Southern Cone and in Argentina – which 
is where I come from and the area I still know the best, despite having crossed 
the continent several times – we tend to be skilled at identifying the effects and 
symptoms of the crisis: we work with hundreds of hair-raising statistics regarding 
corruption, poverty, hunger, social exclusion, unemployment, illiteracy, and the 
obsequious dependence of our governments in deference to stronger forces (these 
used to be Europe and have now broadened to the fiscal ‘first world’). Without 
wishing to underestimate the importance of sociological examinations of the crisis 
and these shortcomings, there ought to be deeper, more serious investigation of the 
roots and mechanisms which generate these ills and which hold the societies of the 
continent back in paradoxical contrast to the extreme wealth of their territories in 
resources both human and natural.

Regarding the specific nature of the crisis referred to, it is not strictly a crisis 
of political or economic structures, as our analysts tend to claim; after all, any 
structure or system can be effective and legitimate if its objectives and strategies 
serve to protect and foster the community that operates them, producing equality 
of opportunity and general well-being across the whole population.
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The crisis is not cultural either, if by culture we understand the capacity 
to produce and encourage the usual expressions of it (art, literature, music, 
celebrations, sports, etc.); it is far more a crisis of attitudes, of mentalities, and of 
historical perspective which began with the system imposed by the invader in 1492, 
especially by Catholicism and its manipulations of conscience and of consciousness. 
All of this might be termed a crisis of identity.

It is an endemic crisis, innate to us and to our development after 1492, which 
has, to varying degrees but quite unswervingly, lead Americans to be completely 
lacking in autonomy, despite the fact that some groups have always felt ‘free’ 
at certain times for the simple and small-minded reason that they are not in 
material distress or by adapting to the expectation of Europe and/or the ‘first 
world’. The tangible result of this crisis is submission which is accepted at every 
level, leading to humiliation, poverty, and underestimation both individual and 
collective. This feeling is verbalized in oft-repeated set sentences such as ‘we 
don’t have an identity’, ‘we are young societies’, ‘we are destitute, corrupt, and 
we need help!’

There are all sorts of circumstances, both internal and external, which lead the 
continent’s own analysts to limit themselves to describing periodical symptoms of 
the crisis; these can generally be attributed to international economic conditions and 
to poor government – and there is certainly at least some truth to these arguments. 
For that reason, for as long as America has been theoretically free as a collection of 
sovereign republics, it has always imagined that the crisis and its symptoms could 
be overcome if only the people in America would lastingly adopt the democratic, 
Christian, capitalist Western political system; a hypothesis which has gone up a 
little further in smoke with the installation of each political administration on the 
continent. This is without wishing to detract from the occasional, sporadic display 
of acumen, such as the political leadership of Cuba and, currently, Bolivia – Bolivia 
especially, to my mind.

Given this widespread belief in salvation, several questions come to the fore. 
Just who is saving the continent? From what, to what end, and for whom? Those 
who governed during the colonial period, then those who took over after the 
political emancipation, and now those who claim to be running the continent: none 
of them were or are the stuff of legend or exotic aliens. Quite to the contrary in 
fact as, since the move towards conformity brought about by the intertwining of 
different global societies, all of them have issued from the same educational system 
built on the rigid structure of Western philosophical parameters. This means that 
throughout history, whenever, say, Argentineans or Columbians have taken on the 
responsibility of government, they have always ended up seeing things from the 
point of view of the invader, no matter where they went to school or what they 
claimed during their electoral campaigns. Eventually, they have always capitulated 
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in favour of foreign interests or those of local elites and forgotten the rights, 
expectations, and needs of society as it is. Of course there has been the odd (very 
temporary) worthy exception to this sad rule, but none was able to take apart the 
mechanisms of dependency, nor to change the philosophical perspective or correct 
the historical trajectory of the continent. The dependency culture has remained, 
with a feeling of frustration growing greater every time, while at the same time, the 
inhabitants of the continent have been skilfully led to consider themselves as part of 
the Western historical-cultural sphere and, by extension, to believe that they owe a 
debt of gratitude to the west; this is why there is still talk of ‘mother countries’ and 
‘father first world’, even after all of the repeated attempts at political, economic, 
religious, and cultural emancipation.

All of which could lead to the conclusion that there is some very deep conditioning 
at work, leading to a population which is of the mentality that, whatever may 
be done, the continent will remain submerged in its dependency, indeed will 
sink further into decadence in matters such as self-determination, dignity, social 
equality, and sovereignty. Discovering the reality behind this mental conditioning 
and its incidence both in individuals and societies at large – both unconscious of 
it – is the sine qua non of identifying and starting to overcome the causes of this crisis 
whether in the short, medium, or long term.

I have outlined two implicit statements that I would now like to underscore so 
that they do not slip out of view. One is that our crisis is not a new development, 
resulting from the recent forms of imperialism (even if it is quite possible that 
said crisis has not always taken on the same appearance and the same intensity of 
effect as it has today); the other that it is important to identify what makes this 
crisis specific and locate its roots if we are to escape it. To bring these two points 
together, this is a crisis which has remained the same since Europe successfully 
transplanted its entire socio-political and philosophical systems with the intent of 
securing the continent, its people, and its resources; this process was made worse 
by the fact that, conscious or it or not, forced or willingly, the inhabitants have 
always played along with this endemic malady. Why this passivity, especially 
among those who purport to be politicians and pedagogues?

Although many pretend not to be, no-one is unaware of the chance circumstance 
which brought the European irruption to this continent (at least according to the 
most widespread version of events), or of the objectives it generated and which 
goals the invading society settled upon when it found itself in front of the gift 
named ‘America’. All of the chronicles and documents of the invasion, starting with 
that of Columbus,4 express with frightening clarity the rapacious voracity with 
which the conquerors appropriated, subjugated, and exploited the continent – a 
voracity that, in a period of three centuries, they managed patiently, methodically, 
to write into the mentality of the emerging ‘new’ Americans as a matter of course, 
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a God-given normality. Even today, the Catholic Church, politicians, and the 
educational system explain matters in a manner almost verbatim.

It requires no exaggeration to show that Columbus’ letter from his first voyage, 
the eldest known authentic document of the European irruption, shows the 
complete disregard for the local peoples and, what is more, explicitly charts the 
course of invasion and the future relations between Europe and the continent it 
found by such serendipity.

‘For I know’, writes Columbus to the kings, ‘that it will please your majesties 
greatly to know of the great victory that our Lord has given me on this journey, 
and I am writing this to you so that you shall know how I arrived in the Indies 
and found many very inhabited islands’. It should be born in mind that the 
navigator had agreed with the monarchs that he would sail to India, not explore, 
make money from, and perhaps even take possession of territories outside of 
Christendom. ‘I took possession of them in the name of your Majesities’ (first 
comes misappropriation) ‘sending two men into the interior who walked for three 
days and found infinite petty populations of helpless, fearful people. Nevertheless, 
as soon as they feel secure and lose their fear, they show a complete absence 
of artifice and are liberal with their possessions to an extent which remains 
unbelievable even to those who have witnessed it. Whatever one asks them for, 
one receives it if they have it, for they are so generous and so loving that they 
would give their own hearts... This is not due to ignorance, for they have a very 
subtle ingenuity: they are men who navigate across all of these sees and it is 
marvellous to see how they recount everything...’ This praise for the admiral is 
put into relief by remembering how little the invaders still knew of the sciences, 
architecture, art, calendars, technologies, and languages of the people they had 
encountered. ‘These islands are to be desired and never to be left’, he continues, 
echoing a feeling which has remained latent in today’s global westernized society 
and is considered to be quite natural. ‘I have taken possession of everything in 
the name of your Majesties... In conclusion and referring to everything which has 
occurred during this voyage, your majesties will see that I shall give them all 
of the gold they could ever require’ (Colombus’ sole obsession) ‘spices, cotton, 
gum, linseed, and idolatrous slaves’ (read: slaves due to their idolatry) ‘as much of 
everything as your Majesties shall see fit to request’ (second, exploitation). ‘Thus 
did our Saviour accord this victory to our most illustrious king and queen, and 
all of Christendom should rejoice in great celebrations and give solemn prayers of 
thanks to our Lord that so many peoples shall now be turned to our sacred faith’ 
(third, conversion) ‘and for all of the worldly goods that not just Spain, but all 
Christian peoples shall obtain from this place. This, in brief, is all...’

This is the summary of what the navigator Christopher Columbus wrote to the 
kings from the Canary Islands on the 15th February 1493. It was a project in its 
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embryonic stages which implied three key concepts and attitudes: misappropriation 
of territory, exploitation of their resources, and, at the strategic vanguard, the 
pacification or compulsory conversion of their populations to a foreign political and 
symbolic system.

Once immersed in this process of securing territories and resources while 
civilizing and pacifying the population, neither the struggle between European 
powers themselves nor the reassignment of political power from Europe back to the 
continent, not even the emancipations of the eighteenth and nineteenth century, 
were enough to modify this initial will to misappropriate and subjugate absolutely. 
This has been imposed, is still imposed, in a fashion more or less obvious and veiled 
according to the circumstances, all of it subtly justified through the system of 
education to the point that not even the generations of civil servants which help it 
to function are aware of this highly efficient form of subjection.

The continent’s search, both for autonomy of a either political, economic, or 
cultural nature – this latter based on the continent’s original way of thinking 
(still extant but hidden) – and for a project that would permit its inhabitants 
to live in accordance with their ancient rights and their expectations (be they 
of indigenous, mixed, or immigrant extraction) was always conditioned by the 
presence, pressures, and parameters of foreign politics, religions, and philosophies – 
especially philosophies.

Despite the supposedly heroic colonial scenery on which the dramas since 1492 
have been played out by a succession of imperial actors (Columbus, the kings, the 
Consejo de Indias, the Casa de Contratación, the chroniclers, the religious hierarchy, 
the Inquisition, the missionaries, the auditors, governors, and viceroys) and the 
republican politicians who followed them, two recurrent realities are inescapable. 
As painful as the realization may be, both the predatory, psychologically abusive 
actions of the invading power and the confused connivance with and acceptance of 
the European philosophical status quo and all it entails by the inhabitants of the 
continent continue to this day as if this were normal, indeed beneficial for America.

What ought to be clear is that, from an objective point of view, for 500 to 
300 years now, the Americans have been the inaptly-named ‘Indians’ of the years 
previous; the self-proclaimed ‘first world’ wishes to keep them subordinated as a 
subject, productive, and pacified population (i.e. one which does not rebel against 
the interests of the conquerors). It is not that the population is not accepted, 
but it is accepted as a series of different categories which are cognates to those 
of European society (rich and poor, those with degrees and those without, large-
scale entrepreneurs and a working majority, those who govern and those who are 
governed) in a way which keeps it humble and marginalized, and by virtue of this 
manageable and cheap on the international market; Africa is the victim of a similar 
processes.
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Viewed historically, there has been no substantial change to this, only formal 
developments. The philosophical system and way of perceiving the universe, 
inculcated via public education, state religion, and legislation based on Roman 
law, as well as the political system, have remained largely constant. In this 
context, there is nothing surprising about the succession of republican governors 
who signed up to European philosophical propositions and mental conditioning, 
nor about the chronologically more recent prevalence of coups d’état perpetrated 
by messianic military or civilian personalities. These are, at most, symptomatic 
anecdotes, actions taken by actors reading from a ‘first world’ script; whatever 
the exact circumstances, the play is directed by political, economic, and religious 
interests from abroad with the atavistic conviction that they own the continent and 
are superior in every regard. Behind these phenomena, some of which are simply 
scandalous while others are quite extraordinary – and all of which should be born in 
mind as they form part of history – there are two underlying realities which, for all 
their impenetrability, are crucial to understanding what is happening in America 
and which should not be overlooked.

One of these realities is the continuing invasion which, due to its philosophical 
and strategic origin, has been at the basis of our historiography and the education 
system since the fifteenth century – indeed, I would say that it is even a part of 
our mentality and our way of being. The other underlying reality is the uncritical 
acceptance of the philosophical, political, religious, and education systems imposed; 
indeed, given that Americans have supposedly European blood, customs, and names 
and identify with the invader, how could it have been any different?

It would appear that neither yesterday’s nor today’s Americans are sure of who 
the invaders are and who is being invaded. Whether consciously or not, they have 
always assumed that it was only the ‘Indians’ who were considered to be second-
class citizens due to having lost in the first instance; it has not occurred to them that 
indigenous, mixed (criollo), and immigrant populations of all extractions (until the 
immigrants, that is, became natives too) are all in the same predicament by the very 
fact of  living on this continent which is considered to have been ‘made’ by Europe. This 
means that the majority of the population, both philosophically and in terms of its 
actions, can only see itself as being one of invaders while it is, in reality, one of the 
dependent natives in the same manner as the pre-colonial, colonial, and republican 
populations which preceded them. In the minds and intellects of the Americans, it 
seems to go entirely unnoticed that the economic and cultural transition initiated 
in the fifteenth century consisted of the undeniably undue appropriation not just of 
land, but of resources, goods, riches, and people. For the invaders, it was much like 
the traditional deals their descendants would later carry out when buying estates 
from each other with everything into the bargain – including the workers. This 
transition has, with a few short intervals, been more or less continuous, and the 
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most serious aspect of this sordid process is that the current inhabitants of the 
continent have not realized that they are the workers on the estate being sold.

In this context, what should not be forgotten is that the operational conquest 
of America, initiated in 1492, had and continues to have two dimensions which are 
profoundly intertwined and which remain present across the whole process through 
to the present day. There is the political and military dimension, shown in almost 
all documents of the early years and most clearly reflected in the Requerimiento real 
of 1513, written by the theologian Palacios Rubios to be read out to the populations 
encountered. Amongst the many barbarities of this document, the following 
sentence stands out: ‘I hereby entreat and require you to recognize the Church as 
your master and the greatest of the universe, and by extension the Holy Father the 
Pontiff, the King and the Queen… Should you not do so… I shall with the help of 
God employ force against you and shall fight a war on you wherever you may be 
and subject you to the yoke and the obedience of the Church and its fathers. I shall 
take your people and your women and your sons and shall make slaves of them and 
sell them as such. I shall take your possessions and will cause you all the damage 
which I am able to.’5 The strategic connection between the two powers to serve 
their objectives is plain to see. The other dimension is an ideological one, based 
in the dogmatic philosophical principles of both the Greeks and the Romans and 
taken far beyond their beginnings in medieval Christendom and in the imperial 
period. Starting from these principles, and in a way which was as diabolical as it 
was erroneous, the Europeans neutralized and devalued the local ways of seeing the 
universe and the philosophies of life they found.

Beyond these dimensions, important pillars of the invasion but by no means 
the only foundations on which it was predicated, there is a serious and subtle 
phenomenon which should be highlighted as an underlying driving force behind 
the endemic illness from which the continent is suffering. The invaders, both those 
arriving from Europe and then those settled in America, blinded by their impulses 
and interests – and many without realizing it – discontinued the thousands of years 
of indigenous history on the basis of a categorically false syllogism derived from 
the a fictitious logic and a supposed providential will on the part of their god. In 
this way, and despite the few European voices who spoke out against it (including 
Suárez, Vitoria, Las Casas, Pedro de Aragón, and Motolinía), the invaders distorted 
the historical and cultural axis of the continent, twisting it towards Europe in 
order to convince themselves that the continent was theirs by right because it 
was either empty of people or, at the very most, inhabited by ‘savages’ with no 
culture. In order to convince European society of this mistaken perspective, it 
became necessary to methodically destroy the autonomous philosophical, socio-
political, economic, and cultural systems of the continent and apply European ones 
at any cost. This was achieved using cruel military strategies, religious power, and 
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the compulsive implantation of European languages and hierarchical educational 
systems conceived from within the continent’s philosophical and methodological 
parameters. This is the reason why it is not a matter of chance, but one of 
cause-and-effect that Americans generally (with exceptions which are, however, 
increasing day by day) vaguely suppose that our continent never had real native 
languages or philosophies, systems of belief of sciences, technologies, arts, or real 
politics. All of this was obscured by a veil draped over the continent from Alaska 
down to Cape Horn, and it should suffice to recall the educational texts which were 
used to form both professors and pupils alike in which the reality of the historical-
cultural processes both before and after the invasion is barely mentioned, at best 
tangentially or in anecdotal form.

In the final analysis, people (and this includes intellectuals and historians) 
coming from a philosophical and educational system conceived in the Europe of 
the invaders, take it as given that there were no real protagonists of a history 
measured in millennia in America, only ‘Indians’ – savages, brutes, infidels. 
This is not to denigrate the cultural values generated by and for Europe in 
and of itself; and of course most of those who work on this hypothesis do so 
with no disingenuousness due to the simple fact that almost all of the American 
population is imbued with this weighty Western historiography, classical 
literature, and theoretical suppositions based on a skilfully structured sophism 
elaborated by obsessive theologians and philosophers of the Eurocentric medieval 
and Renaissance schools of thought.

It is important to grasp the structure and internal mechanisms of this underlying 
sophism which, in practice, has adopted and continues to adopt a range of strategic 
formulations according to whichever concrete goals are being pursued by the 
invader: i.e. whether it wants to appropriate, enslave, exploit, legislate, or convert. 
Even though readers will surely be able to detect several of their own accord, let us 
fix our attention on two key examples of the European approach.

‘When we Europeans appeared on this continent, there were no people here, 
only savages and infidels. As a consequence, they could have neither their own 
history nor culture, and that is how we brought humanity with us in 1492 and, for 
this reason, real history and culture begins in this year.’

Here is another version of this perverted, tenacious, and skilful syllogism, 
presented here in terms of the religious salvation of the indigenous societies and of 
those which have emerged since the invasion.

‘We Europeans came to an empty continent oblivious of the word of God: 
i.e. there was no owner, and since these lands belonged to no-one, the first to 
claim them owns them, as does the pope, the representative of God, the absolute 
owner of everything. All of which means that this continent is ours by natural and 
divine right.’
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This conviction, which pervaded European society from its head – the Pope 
and the kings – to its feet – the peasants and the likes of Pizarro – had several 
lamentable effects, one of which was the Inter caetera papal bull signed by the 
corrupt Alexander VI as a matter of urgency on 4 May 1493 to try (in vain) to 
pre-emptively sidestep a ferocious internal conflict of interests. It constituted the 
removal of the continent’s authority, and one of the series of barbarous provisions 
reads as follows: ‘We, praising your sacred proposition… and desiring that the 
name of our Lord and Saviour be introduced to these parts… hereby decide to 
pursue in completeness… such an expedition… you must induce the peoples (who 
live there) to receive the Catholic faith… By the mere fact of the liberal and full 
use of our power, all of the dry lands discovered and yet to be discovered shall… by 
the authority our omnipotent Lord has granted to us in Saint Peter and vicariously 
through his son Jesus Christ whom we represent on earth with all of the dominions 
that are his, with cities, fortresses, estates, buildings and all our other belongings… 
forever, in the same manner as we rule over these former, shall we make, assign, 
and dispatch our deputies to them’ (note this casual use of the word ‘them’ to 
apply to nothing less than the entire territories of America) ‘with full authority and 
jurisdiction in every respect.’

This type of reasoning is known as ‘sophism’ because at least one of its 
propositions or premises is entirely specious, meaning that the conclusion can 
only be false even if it is formally correct. In this case, the specious premise is that 
during (what the Europeans called) the fifteenth century, there were no humans 
with history, culture, ethics, and rights on the continent, i.e. no humanity. This 
assumed lack of genuine, self-contained historical processes lead to a whole range 
of arguments lacking in legitimation yet able to support the kind of aberration 
represented by European actions.

I have touched on the falseness or irresponsible nature of the classic sources 
(chronicles, political and religious documents, contemporary commentaries and 
essays) which uphold this sophism in traditional historiography and educational 
instruction. While I would not wish to claim that these sources do not contain 
truths or concrete facts of a more or less objective nature (at least, in the way 
those who produced these documents and chronicles saw things), I have a criticism 
which goes far beyond this level without disqualifying the information contained 
in these sources, which can of course be of (I stress the word) relative usefulness. 
Rather, my critical method aims to discredit the focus of these documents about the 
invasion, as well as that of most commentators who followed and their objectives 
and the historiographical method used in these writings; for the information 
presented and the focus used are always superficial, fallacious, and profoundly 
distorting. It is not so much a matter of the lies or over-imaginative inventions 
(of which there are more than enough), but of the fact that these sources are 
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rooted in the sophism outlined above, constructed with the messianic, economic 
zeal of Western Christian civilization. I grant that it is difficult to perceive all 
the implications or underlying aspects of the sources if they are read and studied 
in a manner substantiated with the mentality of those who wrote them; many 
Americans, too, fail to see them by adhering, voluntarily or involuntarily to the 
invaders, accepting these thousands of accounts as the truth without keeping the 
critical distance the mentality and objectives of those behind them would seem to 
call for, as would the fact that we are dealing with an overwhelming invasion of a 
pre-existing culture.

I will repeat that the first false premise is that the continent had neither true 
humans nor human history (while it, in reality, had both in a manner simply 
different to that of Europe) and no civilization either (while pre-Colombian 
civilization was as legitimate as the Western Greco-Latin-Christian one). Yet, 
based on this specious premise, contemporaries reached perverse conclusions which 
in turn led to the homogenous tone of the reports, essays, theories, and strategies 
dressed up as ‘age old’ philosophy or a theology of ‘redemption’ (from what?). Let 
us look at three examples, beginning with that of Thomas Ortiz, the archbishop of 
the Darien peninsula, and the theologian Juan Ginés de Sepúlveda in Europe who, 
around 1540, held against the few intellectuals who argued for the autonomy of the 
continent, arguing that ‘the Indians are natural servants; given their incapacity, 
their wickedness, and their ineptitude, it is the kinder way to tame, capture, and 
enslave them.’ More recently, in the nineteenth century, the Italian religious man 
Juan Bosco sent the following directives from Rome – with the full support of the 
Vatican and the Argentine government – to the congregation he had established 
in the south. ‘The honour of taming the ferociousness of these savages’, he says, 
referring here to the Ona, Tehuelche, and Mapuche, ‘is reserved to the Catholic 
church alone, and in order to achieve this noble end, I have agreed the following 
plan with the Pope Pius IX and the Archbishop of Argentina’, who was also Italian. 
He goes on to outline what would become the famous missions, before they 
disappeared after the Europeans and criollos had wiped out the three nations which 
were to be converted. ‘We shall found colleges and hospices in the main cities of 
these lands and surround the Patagonia with our fortresses into which oases of 
peace and charity we shall bring the indigenous young. We shall attract primarily 
the sons of the barbarians or semi-barbarians and instruct them in Christianity so 
that we may penetrate into these regions and open a fountain of true civilisation 
and progress.’ Around the same time, the Argentine parliament enacted law 947, 
which required the republic to ‘subjugate as soon as possible, whether by reason 
or by force, this bunch of savages which is destroying our natural wealth and 
preventing us from definitively occupying in the name of law and progress (…) 
the richest and most fertile lands of the Republic’.6 It goes without saying that 
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these three examples show how things are seen when corroborated by the system 
of the invader.

There were, however, reactions against this hypothesis, both in Europe at the 
time and in America, of course, which only go to reveal just how conscious the 
invading societies were of having stumbled upon an authentic part of humanity 
and of the overwhelming compulsion which led them to misappropriate foreign 
territory and commit genocide. The theologian Pedro de Aragón, for example, 
writing what had occurred in the nineteenth century, states that ‘no king and 
no emperor, nor the Roman church may, even under the pretext of preaching the 
gospel, occupy their lands or fight a war against them (…) This is why those who 
claimed to be spreading the Christian faith by the force of arms have committed a 
grave sin, and have not legitimately conquered any of these lands, and are obliged 
to withdraw from them like the unjust usurpers they are.’ This convincing piece 
of reasoning, however, went unnoticed, and not due to the inability of those at the 
time to understand it, because of their ‘mentality’: it went unnoticed for the simple 
reason that it was not convenient – and is still not convenient today. At the most, 
the usurpers say sorry, but these apologies are forgotten as soon as they are said or 
archived away, such as the one made by the Pope in 1992.

It is obvious that, faced with this level of blindness on such a powerful 
continent, it has never been and is still not easy to secure the level of autonomy 
and growth that we in America deserve: the spider’s web is not merely political, 
but also cultural, philosophical; and, in my opinion, there is no one cultural 
command or economic strike from on high in our arsenal which could neutralize 
the effects of Western pressure. What we as natives need to understand is that we 
must accept the thousands of years of history and cultural heritage with which 
our continent is imbued – in just the same way as the Europeans do on theirs. 
This is the starting point from which the population of America today (regardless 
of the origins of those which compose it) should formulate its objectives and its 
way out of the current situation. It means affirming its sovereignty in all areas and 
its cultural identity as proceeding from its own history; it means taking strong, 
passionate strides across our homeland and being ready to defend it with all of the 
risks this entails, understanding that the Western ingress onto the continent has 
always been and remains to this day a complex, disguised, and entirely self-serving 
invasion.

Having said that, affirming real sovereignty, our identity, and our authentic 
historical perspective requires us to first become familiar with the cultural content 
of the process and take on responsibility for correcting the curve of our historical 
trajectory on a practical, day-to-day level. This is a commitment which must be 
made by researchers, professors, students, and society at large; and it will not be 
easy, because it will shake the foundations of many deeply-entrenched points of 
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view. It will mean really feeling that life and history here are built on the base 
of our own process, a fecund historical-cultural background stretching back 
over thousands of years which actually comes from here, not from the northern 
hemisphere. At the same time, this commitment should not lead us to ignore or to 
denigrate the history of the other continents; quite to the contrary, for affirming 
one’s own identity sharpens the eye for others and otherness.

Proceeding from this change in consciousness and an increased sense of our 
own worth, I think it is entirely possible to look for and find ways towards 
self-determination, to internal equality, and to overcoming foreign imperialism, 
orientating ourselves by way of the values which are emerging from our 
thousands of years of history and philosophy. Alongside this personal and 
institutional commitment (as soon as it can usefully be made), we should not 
lose sight of the fact that the invader, using the sophism described and its 
unrivalled force, established here in America a balance of power and obsequious 
mentality which has persisted almost intact into the present day – especially 
through the education system, including instruction at university level – and 
that these structures must be broken down, as is our good right, if we really 
aspire to authentic autonomy.

We must also remember that, for the invader, ‘defending itself’ means declaring 
war on weak opponents, and with this in mind, it is useful to recall what Bartolomé 
de las Casas wrote from the Caribbean, although it remained unheeded faced with 
the steely obsession with power, domination, and exploitation: ‘All wars which are 
called conquest have always been and continue to be those of the most unjust sort, 
the wars of tyrants (…) All the kings and leaders of the Indians have been usurped 
(…) The natives of all of those lands we have entered into have acquired the right 
to fight the most just of wars against us and to wipe us from the face of the earth, 
a right which shall persist until the end of days.’ In the view of this priest (taken 
from Brevísima Relación), who bore witness to six decades of massacre and pillage, 
our right is still in force today.

I should like to draw my reflections to a close with two short texts, one by the 
Mexican Nobel prize laureate (1990) Octavio Paz in reference to an emblematic 
figure of the invasion, but which could also be applied to any other person who has 
abused America (each reader will know who to apply it to); the other is from the 
ethical tradition of the Yámana people of the Tierra del Fuego.

In 1986, Octavio Paz wrote: ‘As a figure, Hernándo Cortés has always 
provoked contradictory feelings and opinions… No one can escape a fascination 
with him which ranges from idolizing to loathing… The cruelty and treachery 
of some of his deeds, e.g. the Cholula Massacre, the execution of Cuauhtémoc, 
and the destruction of Tenochtitlán, recall the acts of the unscrupulous princes 
of the Renaissance, of Cesar Borgia or the Malatestas… The figure Cortés both 
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invites and offers grounds for the most divergent judgements and the most daring 
comparisons… Cortés is a Mexican myth, a negative one: firstly, he is almost 
incomprehensible to non-Mexicans; secondly, he appears to be an angry wound. 
Cortés’ (or, I would stress, any other like him) ‘is an emblem of the conquest: not 
as a historical phenomenon’ (and if only we could understand this point) ‘who, at 
the meeting of two worlds, united them; but as the image of a violent penetration 
and an astute, barbarous usurpation, achieved by conquest, i.e. greed, duplicity, 
cruelty, and the beginnings of oppression and injustice’ (Taken from La Nación 
newpaper, 16 March 1986).

For their part, the Yámana, gone today after almost 3,000 years in existence at 
the foot of the continent, used to teach the following to their adolescents from their 
work, Chiexaus.

Above everything else, we men and women must be good and useful to each 
other.

Each must be able to determine their own fate.
Get up early every morning and you will always be ready.
Show respect to your elders.
Don’t listen to what the others are saying; and don’t be curious about others 

either.
If somebody uses rude words or insults you, withdraw… later, speak alone to 

the person
who offended you when you are both calm.
Do not take what is not yours… if you need something, ask your neighbour.
Remember that other people have the same feelings as you.7

Notes
 1 Generally, the word criollo today is applied to those who inhabit rural areas and the Gran Chaco. 

Their origins are decidedly mixed, the result of a deep biological and cultural interaction between 
peoples from several parts of the world: native or aboriginal Americans, Europeans, Africans, and 
Asians. Historically, the word criollo was applied to those born in America of European parents, 
who are nowadays usually referred to as gringos or indeed often refer to themselves as such when 
they self-identify as descendants of a European bloodline more or less distant (immigrant parents, 
grandparents, great-grandparents, etc).

 2 Before the Europeans flooded onto the continent today misnamed ‘America’, it had more than 70 
million inhabitants between Alaska and the Cape Horn speaking around 1200 dialectal languages 
from 170 linguistic families (according to a meticulous study carried out by the eminent German 
ethnographer Walter Krickeberg, among others, in W. Krickeberg, Ethnology of  America (Mexico 
City, 1982).There were countless countries with their characteristics and many differences in 
their beliefs about the cosmos, their philosophy of life, their socio-political organisation, and 
their technological, industrial, and artistic style. While the majority of these nations was wiped 
out following the invasions beginning in 1492, many subsisted, maintaining the basics of their 
culture. In what today is called Argentina, more than one million people today consider themselves 



Echoes of Empire100

‘aboriginal’, i.e. rooted in the pre-Colombian biological and cultural stock, and divide into 20 
nations – each with its own name.

 3 On this point, it would be opportune to mention that, since the nineteenth century, and especially 
during the twentieth century, there has been a range of hypotheses about when human beings 
emerged and when they entered the continent. The most widely accepted in academic history, 
anthropology, archaeology, and other disciplines is that, with reference to remains found at multiple 
sites the length of the continent, human history here starts around 35,000, almost certainly more 
than 40,000 years ago, which is when humans arrived from Asia across what today are called the 
Bering Straits. Both personally and as a university professor, I support this latter hypothesis, based 
substantially on the arguments elucidated by renowned archaeologists and anthropologists in 
America: A. Bryan, General Historia General de America (Madrid, 1999), pp. 42–68 and in A. Bryan, 
New evidence for the Pleistocene Peopling of  the Americas (Orono, ME, 1986), pp. 203–213; D. Ibarra 
Grasso, Examen crítico sobre la antigüedad del hombre americano, (Rosario, 1989) and D. Ibarra Grasso, 
América en la Prehistoria Universal, (Buenos Aires, 1982); F. Kaufmann Doig, Historia General de los 
peruanos, (Lima, 1986); L. Lumbreras, Arqueología de la América Andina, (Lima, 1985); S. Osvaldo, 
Prehistoria de América, (Santiago, 1983), and many other authors. This hypothesis rests on find 
and analyses of a series of fossils dated at 40,000 years or more, including those of Taber Alberta, 
Canada, at 40,000 years; American Falls, USA, 43,000; Lewisville, USA, 41,000; Texas Street, over 
35,000; Tule Springs, USA, 28,000; Tlapacoya, Mexico, roughly 24,000, etc. These dates which 
incontrovertibly show human presence refer to the northern half of the continent, but there are 
abundant finds in the south, too, including at sites such as Los Toldos in Patagonia, carbon-dated to 
almost 12,000 years, which is extremely old if we consider that humans moved from the north to the 
south in a process which by its very nature took thousands of years. Due to space considerations, 
these references will suffice here, but there are plenty more, perhaps different sources, which 
readers can consult on their own account – some available online.

 4 A letter by Christopher Columbus, written during the return from his first voyage to Luis de 
Santángel for delivery to the kings, dated 15th February 1493, c.f. E. Rodríguez Monegal, Noticias 
secretas y públicas de América (Barcelona, 1984), p. 33, among other works.

 5 From the very beginning of the invasion, the Catholic church played a leading role in the territorial 
appropriation and expansion as an imperial ideology and justification of the actions of the 
Conquistadors in the name of their god. Indeed, the European view of divine providence (shared 
by Catholics and Protestants), taken to its greatest extent by the Castilians and their crusade 
mentality (for them, the Crusade lasted seven centuries), is shown most thoroughly in this, the 
most famous of the official documents, this perverse non-plus-ultra of Christianity, the Requirimiento 
of 1513, approved by the Spanish court as a way of rationalising its claims to sovereignty over the 
‘New World’. Surely there can be no European who does not know of its existence? And surely no 
academic, sitting as it does in every library on this continent? Unless they do not want to know of 
its existence, of course.

 6 From the Memorias of Juan Bosco, the cleric who founded the Salesians, after visiting Patagonia, 
quoted from A. Latashen, Marici Weu (Buenos Aires, 1994), p. 146.

 7 Text taken from M. Gusinde, Los indios de Tierra del Fuego (Buenos Aires, 1986).

Note from the editors: The author of this chapter prefers to avoid referencing conventions, which he sees 
as an expression of European-inspired scientific imperialism. Though we do not share this view, we 
believe that the chapter is an apt polemical epilogue to throw the themes of the book’s first section 
into relief.
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The Echoes of Rome  
in British and American Hegemonic Ideology

Ali Parchami

Rome has provided posterity with a rich and eclectic legacy: from architecture 
and engineering to the arts of government and warfare, its grandeur has invoked 
admiration and has been a source of emulation. For over a millennia the ancient 
polity has served as the template for European empires: Charlemagne, Napoleon 
and Mussolini – among a succession of European leaders – all claimed to be Rome’s 
heir. The echoes of Rome are particularly discernible in the hegemonic rhetoric and 
ideology of two of the greatest powers of the last two centuries: the British Empire 
and the United States. The British liked to boast that their Empire was the sole 
inheritor to Rome’s imperial mantle; but, in contrast, it is often America’s critics 
who pejoratively describe it as the ‘new Rome’. This chapter will examine two 
strands of Rome’s influence on Victorian and Edwardian imperial thought and on 
US hegemonic ideology. First, it will show that Rome’s echo transcends etymology 
and can also be seen in the legitimization process through which British imperialists 
and American hegemonists have sought to justify their respective imperiums.

The Romans may not have been the first imperialists in history, but they were 
the first hegemonic power in the Western world to adopt a sophisticated language 
that justified interventionist expansionism under a veneer of altruism and even 
humanitarianism. Second, the chapter will argue that the echoes of Rome can also be 
found in British and American hegemonic behaviour. During the first two centuries 

BC, the Romans frequently exercised informal imperialism: where possible, they 
refrained from direct rule and territorial annexation – preferring instead to use 
existing socio-political structures to control and exploit. While claiming that their 
own empire was morally and materially superior to Rome’s, Victorian imperialists 
acknowledged that British rule in the dependencies loosely mirrored the Roman 

smagness
AQ: In Contents, this reads 'Imperial'. Which is correct?



Echoes of Empire104

model. Conversely, present-day American political commentators tend to dismiss 
as ‘simplistic’ any comparison of Roman and US hegemony. Yet, in their effort 
to discredit the analogy, the rejectionists too often ignore the nuances of Roman 
imperialism and its echoes in US foreign policy.

Echoes of Roman Legitimization

The Roman contribution to the modern lexicon of imperialism has been widely 
acknowledged.1 Outside classical scholarship, however, little attention has been 
given to the intricacies of Roman imperialism and its echoes in modern hegemonic 
rhetoric and ideology. The extant writings of Graeco-Roman authors provide us 
with an invaluable, albeit fragmented, insight into an increasingly sophisticated 
legitimization process which sought to justify Roman expansionism in benign 
terms. Ancient apologists claimed that Rome’s rise to ‘world power’ was not by 
design but rather forced upon it by circumstances; and that Rome only engaged 
in warfare under the principle of iusta causa.2 They were especially keen to show 
that Rome had exhausted every avenue of diplomacy before resorting to arms.3 
Their insistence on the righteousness of the Roman cause, and their contention 
that Rome acquired its empire ‘inadvertently’, is all the more remarkable because 
it represents a departure from the rhetoric of previous empires. The Mesopotamian 
kingdoms of Babylon and Assyria had, after all, boasted about their conquests in 
the name of glory and with an eye on plunder. In the Melian Dialogue – one of 
the most quoted passages in the literature of modern International Relations – the 
Athenians had defended their imperialist tendencies on the grounds that might 
makes right.4 Philip of Macedonia had justified his invasion of Greece by presenting 
himself as the unifier of Hellenic peoples and their avenger against the Persians. 
His son, Alexander the Great, had expressed a desire to conquer the known world 
and, for good measure, may have also claimed personal divinity. However, Roman 
apologists preferred to cite self-defence, the protection of weaker allies, and the 
liberation of others as the legitimization for Rome’s singular drive to control the 
Mediterranean basin: ‘Our people have now gained power over the whole world by 
defending their allies’; and we have fought wars ‘in order to render it possible to 
live in peace without injustice’.5

The representation of imperialism in benign colours, and as primarily an 
altruistic endeavour, can be traced back to Rome’s conquest of the eastern 
Mediterranean in the second century BC. While in the West they had faced small 
communities of rural ‘barbarians’, in the Greek East the Romans had to adapt their 
strategy against a formidable cluster of Hellenistic states with relatively structured 
societies and urbanized populations. The vibrant and cultured civilization of 
the Hellenistic world had to be seduced before it could be furtively conquered. 
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Therefore, great energy was invested into depicting Rome in normative terms that 
the Hellenistic nations would find readily acceptable.6 Ostentatiously proclaiming 
themselves as Hellenophiles, the Romans initially projected themselves as 
arbitrators and the guardians of the lesser Greek states against the ‘oppressive’ 
policies of Philip V of Macedonia – the most powerful of the Hellenistic kingdoms. 
Spearheading a coalition of mid-ranking and smaller Greek states, Rome dealt a 
heavy blow to Philip in two successive wars (214–205 and 200–197 BC). The 
historian, Livy, records that the Senate of Rome and Titus Quinctius Flamininus, 
their general, decreed that the Greeks would henceforth be ‘free’ and ‘released 
from the payment of tribute’, and allowed ‘to live under their own laws’.7 In 196 BC 

Flamininus made a public appearance at the Ismithian Games in Corinth to formally 
announce the ‘liberty’ of the Greek states. Livy relates that when they realized the 
joyful news was true, the Greeks engaged in spontaneous celebration:

There is, people said, one nation which at its own cost, through its own exertions, at 
its own risk has gone to war on behalf of the liberty of others. It renders this service 
not to those across its frontiers, or to the peoples of neighbouring States or to those 
who dwell on the same mainland, but it crosses the seas in order that nowhere in the 
wide world may injustice and tyranny exist, but that right and equity and law may 
be everywhere supreme. By this single proclamation of the herald all the cities in 
Greece and Asia recover their liberty.8

The Greeks did not at first understand that the Roman use of the term ‘liberty’ 
only meant they were free to live under their own laws as client-states of Rome.9 
Even as they celebrated their libertas, the Romans were proceeding against the 
Seleucid Kingdom of Antiochus III of Syria – now the major Greek power in the 
East. In 191 BC Antiochus was deliberately provoked into a disastrous war after the 
Romans declared his subjects in Asia Minor to be ‘free’ of Seleucid rule. Antiochus 
was defeated and bound by a humiliating treaty. Unwilling at this stage to establish 
direct rule over the Greek East, the Romans reinforced the illusion of Greek ‘liberty’ 
by withdrawing most of their troops from the region. ‘The Roman people’, Livy 
declared, ‘brought not slavery to free peoples, but on the contrary, freedom for the 
enslaved.’10 Already the preponderant power in the Hellenistic sub-system, Rome 
saw to it that the flow of riches to Italy would continue with minimum expense. 
Accordingly, it relied on subversion when possible – turning Greek against Greek – 
and force only when necessary. Greek ‘allies’ were henceforth required to provide 
Rome with troops and to financially ‘contribute’ to maintaining the status quo. 
It soon became evident that any challenge to Roman power was construed as a 
threat to peace. Livy writes that some of the Greek leaders ‘mildly remonstrated 
against the change in the feelings of the Romans towards them since their victory; 
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others took a much stronger line and declared that without [their] aid … [the 
Macedonians and the Seleucids] could not have been vanquished, nor could the 
Romans ever have landed in Greece.’11

When in 171 BC Perseus, the young Macedonian king, took advantage of the 
growing disillusionment with Rome to gather allies, the Romans declared war. 
Perseus was captured in 168 BC and thousands of his subjects were enslaved. 
Within two decades any remaining pretence was set aside: between 150 and 148 

BC, Macedonia was turned into a province under a Roman governor. As for the 
other Greek states, those who failed to accept the new order were summarily 
punished, with little distinction being made between former foes and allies. In 146 

BC Corinth – the city wherein Flamininus had famously proclaimed the ‘liberty’ 
of the Greeks – was sacked: the Romans put its male inhabitants to the sword, 
enslaved its women and children, and looted its treasures. The ferocity suffered by 
the inhabitants of Corinth marked the symbolic shift from informal imperialism 
to outright conquest as one Mediterranean territory after another succumbed to 
Rome’s legions. As the Greek world was reorganized and brought under Roman 
provincial administration, resistance was crushed systematically and ruthlessly.12 
Attalus III of Pergamum was perhaps wise to bequeath his kingdom to the 
‘Roman people’ in 133 BC. Conversely, those who dared to show some measure of 
independence, were hunted down like fugitives.13 Within a century, Pontus and 
Syria became the latest Roman provinces; Julius Caesar vanquished Gaul; and 
his adopted son – known to history as the Emperor Augustus – completed the 
conquest of the Mediterranean by annexing Egypt and ending the insurgency of the 
tribes in the Iberian peninsula.14

Once established as the dominant power in the Mediterranean, Rome was 
hailed as the protector of the weak and the benefactor of humanity: instead of the 
old emphasis on self-defence and the protection of allies, apologists claimed Rome 
was ordained by the gods to undertake a civilizing mission; that the Romans were 
burdened with the responsibility of bringing order to a chaotic world; and that 
they were chosen by Providence to institute the habits of peace under the majesty 
of the Pax Romana. Although the Pax Romana was never formalized as a concept, it 
revolved around a sophisticated tapestry of ideas.15 Domestically, it referred to the 
end of civil war and the restoration of Rome’s institutions, traditions and mores.16 
Externally, it represented Rome’s desire to impose its will upon all others – a desire 
which was encapsulated by the phrase imperium sine fine: ‘empire without end’.17 
In his masterpiece, The Aeneid, the poet Virgil celebrated the imperialism of the 
early first century AD by giving it a humanitarian dimension. He had Jupiter decree: 
‘To rule the world shall be thy art Roman, to impose the habits of peace, and to 
spare the meek and tame the proud.’18 From its humble beginnings Rome had 
been elevated by Providence and tasked with the responsibility of acculturating 
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the world: spreading its political and military authority, its laws and institutions, 
and its customs and values to the far reaches of the earth. Roman imperialism 
of the Augustan age was unashamedly supremacist with universal pretensions.19 
Its ideology was built upon two central tenets which have echoed into modern 
imperialism: bestowing upon the conquered the blessings of pax and undertaking 
humanitas (civilizing mission).

Pax, often translated into English as ‘peace’, should more accurately be defined 
as pacification. The Pax Romana was predicated upon the belief that lasting 
peace could only be achieved when others submitted to Rome’s imperium. In the 
testament to his deeds Augustus – the architect of the Pax Romana – makes it very 
clear that peace could only be achieved through military victory.20 He also declares: 
‘I extended the boundaries of all the provinces which were bordered by races not 
yet subject to our empire … [and] reduced [them] to a state of peace.’21 During the 
first two centuries AD, Roman sources repeatedly depict acts of aggression against 
neighbouring tribes, or the quelling of rebellions by subject races, as unavoidable 
measures for the sake of maintaining the Pax Romana. The historian Tacitus provides 
a memorable representation of the Roman peace when he has the Roman general, 
Cerialis, address a group of Gallic rebels:

Gaul always had its petty kingdoms and intestine wars, till you submitted to our 
authority. We, though so often provoked, have used the right of conquest to burden 
you only with the cost of maintaining peace. For the tranquillity of nations cannot be 
preserved without armies; armies cannot exist without pay […] Should the Romans 
be driven out (which God forbid) what can result but wars […] Give therefore your 
love and respect to the cause of peace.22

Rome, in other words, is the agency of the divine and the very incarnation of peace; 
its rule is justified because it is exercised for the benefit of its subjects. The alternative 
to Rome is chaos, injustice, war and barbarism. Along with the Pax Romana, Roman 
poets, writers and historians of the imperial age frequently celebrated what the Elder 
Pliny proclaimed as Rome’s mission to ‘give civilisation to mankind’.23 The Roman 
Empire was regularly referred to as the orbis terrarum (the world); what lay outside 
it was insignificant – inhabited by ‘barbarians’.24 Ancient writers occasionally 
distinguished between the reality of Roman imperialism and the rhetoric of 
legitimization: ‘Scythia and India still remained unconquered, and in these cases 
they [the Romans] could have covered up their greed with the not inglorious title 
of a civilising mission.’25 But, for the most part, the legitimization process tended 
to claim that Rome had been entrusted by the gods with a mission to bestow upon 
mankind the gifts of peace and civilization. This feat could only be achieved once 
non-Romans were subdued, conquered and eventually assimilated into the imperium 
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Romanum. Roman wars of the imperial age were thus righteous as they were fought 
for the preservation of the Pax Romana and the propagation of civilization.

The Roman Empire eventually declined and gave way to a succession of 
European states. But its image persisted down through the ages – galvanizing 
medieval to late modern European polities.26 While recognizing that the Roman 
heritage was common to all Western European nations, many British imperialists 
came to view their own empire as the one true heir to Rome’s imperial mantle. 
The pre-eminence of classical education in public schools, and at Oxbridge, and 
the milieu of ‘new imperialism’ that prevailed in the late Victorian era, encouraged 
Britain’s governing elite to draw direct parallels between the Roman and British 
empires.27 Rome, a small city-state, had gained mastery over the Mediterranean 
world; and now Britain, a small island-nation, had been singled out by Providence 
to subdue a quarter of the world and to extend its rule to one fifth of the human race. 
The British imperial idea was saturated with the echoes of Rome – nowhere more 
so than in the adoption of the concept of Pax Britannica.28 In unmistakably Virgilian 
language, British imperialist literature frequently alluded to a civilizing mission; 
to the special destiny of the Anglo-Saxon race; to the responsibility of the British 
nation to impose the habits of peace; and to undertake the burden of elevating 
‘backward’ peoples to a higher plain of moral and material blessing.29 Victorian 
and Edwardian apologists justified British imperialism as an altruistic endeavour: 
the institutionalization of British rule was depicted in paternalistic terms and the 
colonialization of the non-European world was explained as a trusteeship for the 
benefit of the ruled: ‘Let anyone think of the general state of the ancient world 
before the conquest of Rome … [and] what Rome did for her subjects, or what 
England has done in India.’30 Echoing the speech Tacitus had given to Cerialis, 
Victorian and Edwardian commentators repeatedly warned that the end of British 
rule in Asia and Africa would be disastrous for the indigenous population, and 
would signal a return to injustice and warfare.31

Although the Roman analogy peppered Victorian and Edwardian imperialist 
literature, the three most important works written on the subject acknowledged 
that the parallels had many limitations.32 Sir Charles Lucas and Lords Cromer 
and Bryce – all influential figures at the epicentre of British political and imperial 
affairs – argued that there were lessons to be learned from Rome, but ultimately 
the British Empire was both very different and in almost every way superior to the 
ancient polity. They insisted that, unlike the Romans, the British did not conquer 
for the sake of booty and exploitation, but were driven by an exceptional sense of 
morality which bound them to do what they could for the less fortunate races. With 
its Christian character, and inculcated with a sense of fair play and tolerance, the 
raison d’être of the British Empire was to afford a better spiritual as well as material 
standard of life for the natives of territories under its control.33 The analogy was, 
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therefore, considered largely a useful device in the education of young imperial civil 
servants who would study, examine, and learn from its example in solving their 
own day-to-day administrative problems. By scrutinizing Rome’s frontier policy, 
its approach to uprisings and rebellions, and its dealing with provincial matters and 
the locals, the British could improve on what the ancients did right and avoid making 
the same mistakes. In addition, because Rome was viewed as the first successful 
empire of its kind in the world, its example could also be used to help inspire the 
young – the future leaders of the Empire.34 The Cambridge historian, J. R. Seeley, 
explained that Rome had represented ‘the empire of civilisation over barbarism’ 
in the same way that Britain’s empire outside Europe signified modernity over 
medievalism: ‘The light we bring is not less real, but it is probably less attractive 
and received with less gratitude.’35 Paradoxically, imperialists wished to project the 
British Empire as the ‘new Rome’; yet they were so perturbed by aspects of Roman 
hegemony that they also sought to distance Britain from what they regarded as the 
worst characteristics of Rome’s imperium: ‘The Roman Empire meant despotism, 
concentration, the absorption of all the parts in a single mass … The British Empire 
means freedom, decentralisation, and autonomy; it will live forever.’36 The echoes 
of Rome thus created a dilemma for proponents of Empire: how to draw inspiration 
from the Roman model without succumbing to its perceived physical brutality and 
moral depravity.37

By insisting that the British had morally transcended the Romans, analogists 
inadvertently provided a platform for the critics of Empire. J.M. Robertson was 
scathing in his condemnation of British behaviour in the colonies, and the obsession 
of the British governing elite in emulating the Romans and yet conceiting to be better 
than them.38 In what was to become a seminal work, J.A. Hobson also denounced 
the intrinsic hypocrisy of British imperialism.39 Noting the contrast between the 
veneer of altruism – with its lofty ideals and appealing language – and the actuality 
of British colonial practice, Hobson accused his countrymen of pursuing a ‘parasitic’ 
imperialism analogous to that of Rome.40 As far as the critics were concerned, in 
spite of the effort that went into stressing Britain’s higher morality, imperialists 
were relying on the same dubious rhetoric of legitimization as had the Romans: the 
Pax Britannica was an ‘empty phrase’ when warfare and military operations were 
a fact of life in many parts of the Empire.41 Robertson, Hobson and other radicals 
derided the logic of British imperialism, built, as it was, on the argument that the 
end justified the means: ‘You cannot have omelettes without breaking eggs; you 
cannot destroy the practices of barbarism, of slavery, of superstition … without the 
use of force.’42 Bloodshed, the loss of life among native populations, and pacification 
were the inevitable price of peace and civilization if backward peoples were to be 
brought into ‘some kind of disciplined order’.43 Such pronouncements, according 
to anti-imperialists, were no more than modern enunciations of Rome’s doctrines 
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of pax and humanitas.44 Even Seeley’s remark – that Britain’s conquest of ‘half the 
world’ was down to ‘a fit of absence of mind’45 – carried the resonance of Rome’s 
‘accidental empire’. If the parallels with Rome had been a useful device for late 
Victorian imperialists, in the aftermath of the Boer War, its echoes came back to 
haunt their Edwardian successors.

In the 1890s, across the Atlantic, the McKinley administration in Washington 
was also actively pursuing an imperialist agenda. It was no coincidence, then, that 
during this period the phrase Pax Americana was creeping into the language of US 
foreign policy.46 Partly a pejorative reference to British imperialism, the phrase was 
also derived from a long-held view that the US was a great republic in the mould of 
ancient Rome.47 It is ironic that, over the course of the next century, the more the 
US sought to distance itself from British (and European) imperialism, the more its 
language was to betray the echoes of Rome. Less than two decades after McKinley’s 
death, many Americans were already subscribing to the myth that the United 
States’ ‘dalliance’ with imperialism at the end of the nineteenth century had been 
uncharacteristic. Conveniently forgetting Washington’s policies towards native 
Americans and Mexico, they argued that the US had never been an imperialist 
power and that the 1890s had represented an aberration in what was otherwise an 
inherently altruistic streak in the American psyche. The US was projected instead 
as a benevolent Republic, a champion of self-determination and liberty.48 In the 
words of President Woodrow Wilson, the US had

no selfish ends to serve. We desire no conquest, no dominion. We seek no indemnities 
for ourselves, no material compensation for the sacrifices we shall freely make. We 
are but one of the champions of the rights of mankind. We shall be satisfied when 
these rights have been made as secure as the faith and the freedom of the nation can 
make them.49

As one of Wilson’s contemporaries saw it, in America alone existed ‘a broad sense of 
brotherhood, and a new scale of human values’. The US did not ‘care to dominate 
alien peoples’; it did ‘not aspire to be the Romans of tomorrow or the “masters of 
the world’’ ’. America’s ‘strain of pacifism’ demanded ‘abstinence from aggression 
and desire to be left alone to work out’ its own destiny.50

Just as the Romans had claimed leadership of the ‘free’ Hellenistic states in the 
second century BC, by the late 1940s the US was styling itself the ‘leader of the free 
world’. As with Rome’s efforts to check Macedonian power, America’s Cold War 
strategy was shaped largely by security fears and a desire to contain the Soviet 
Union; and, in the same way that the Greek city-states had initially sought Rome’s 
protective shield within the framework of a coalition, the US was to become primus 
inter pares within a new transatlantic security structure.51 Washington did not 
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have a premeditated plan for hegemony, but found itself gradually entangled in 
overseas commitments which, in turn, spurred it on to greater militarization and 
the deployments of additional troops in its global sphere of influence.52 Its post-war 
position, and its relationship with its allies, invoke some similarities with Rome 
imperium in the decades that followed the Second Punic War. However, the aim here 
is not to draw a direct parallel between the US and Rome because, beyond what 
has been said, the analogy would be superficial and unhelpful. Of greater interest to 
our discussion is the echoes of Rome in the language of post-war Washington. Since 
1945 the US has played upon the notion of a ‘reluctant’ superpower: an inward-
looking giant elevated to the status of the world’s ‘policeman’ by international 
circumstances rather than national desire. Not since Rome has such an influential 
power on the world stage justified one interventionist policy after another in the 
name of protecting the weak against oppression and defending its allies against 
aggression. An examination of Washington’s justifications for interventionist wars 
would reveal that they are framed either as self-defence, protecting America’s allies, 
or riding the world of tyranny in favour of self-determination and liberal-democratic 
norms.53 The controversial US involvement in Vietnam, for example, was first 
depicted as a mission to provide assistance to a client-regime and to prevent conflict 
escalation; and then, following the incident at the Gulf of Tonkin, as self-defence.

Admittedly, the international system today is very different from that of 
antiquity; and the use of force is prohibited under international law unless it is 
for self-defence or falls within the remit of a UN Security Council mandate. 
Nevertheless, critics of US foreign policy contend that Washington has exploited 
the principle of self-defence on numerous occasions to legitimize its self-serving 
interventionist policies.54 The 2003 invasion of Iraq is singled out as the latest 
egregious act of aggression veiled under the justification of self-defence.55 The 
initial case was built upon the assumption that Iraq possessed weapons of mass 
destruction and that it posed an imminent threat: it was argued that the Iraqis 
not only had the capability to launch these weapons within forty-five minutes but, 
that given the nature of Saddam Hussein’s regime, the intent was there. When the 
occupation of Iraq failed to produce the WMD evidence, or to tie Baghdad to the 
attacks of 9/11, Washington sought to legitimize its actions by essentially falling 
back on the twin Roman mantras of pax and humanitas: establishing peace under 
the auspices of Pax Americana, replacing the Iraqi political system with democratic 
institutions, and educating the natives in liberal-democratic norms.

Echoes of Hegemonic Behaviour

Having briefly discussed the echoes of legitimization in British and US hegemonic 
foreign policy, it warrants looking at the echoes of Roman imperialism in the 
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behaviour of these two powers. When thinking about the nature of Roman 
imperialism, a number of factors have to be considered. First, the language of 
Roman legitimization was so skilful that it misled some of the most distinguished 
classical scholars of the past two centuries. Second, due to the territorial size of her 
empire, Rome’s imperialism was variable and was adapted in response to different 
conditions, terrains, and the type of societies and peoples that were encountered. 
Third, Roman imperialism changed significantly during the later stages of the 
Republic, as well as in the formative years that saw the transformation of the 
republican state into an imperial system: the predominantly informal imperialism 
of the mid-republic was replaced with formal imperialism during the final decades 
of the republic, while the expansionism that had characterized the republican age 
was in turn largely abandoned for consolidation under the emperors.

There is considerable scholarly debate about the motivation and nature of 
Roman imperialism during the mid-republic (c. 264–146 BC) – the period which 
saw Rome’s conquest of most of the Mediterranean. One school of thought, which 
dates back to the Victorian era, largely accepts the justifications put forward by 
ancient apologists. Sometimes referred to as the Mommsen School,56 these scholars 
have essentially subscribed to the notion of ‘defensive imperialism’: the idea that 
Roman expansion was a reaction to real or perceived security threats. According to 
the theory, existential fears and entangling alliances compelled the Roman Senate 
to become involved in a succession of wars that ultimately resulted in empire.57 
Until the middle of the twentieth century ‘defensive imperialism’ represented the 
orthodoxy in Roman scholarship. However, beginning in the 1960s, a younger 
generation of classicists dismissed the thesis of an ‘accidental empire’ and drew 
attention to Rome’s uninterrupted military campaigns around the Mediterranean. 
The revisionists argued that Rome had, in fact, embarked upon its imperialist 
expansion in a far more ruthless and calculated way than ancient sources would 
have us believe.58 By questioning historical accounts that removed culpability 
from the Romans, the revisionists cast a shadow over the Mommsen school: taking 
its proponents to task for being ‘gulled’ by Roman propaganda and, as a result, 
interpreting even neutral sources in such a way as to obfuscate the insidiousness 
of Roman imperialism. A third group of historians, while endorsing the revisionist 
thesis, have postulated that Roman imperialism was far more complex than either 
the Mommsen school or some of their critics have been willing to recognize.59 These 
post-revisionists argue that the causes and characteristics of Roman imperialism 
varied from place to place; and, in particular, a distinction should be made between 
Roman imperialism in Western Europe and in the Hellenistic East.60

In the Iberian peninsula, where the inhabitants were designated as ‘barbarians’, 
no attempt was made to disguise Rome’s imperialist intentions nor to mollify the 
brutality unleashed by its legions. Roman campaigns, undertaken by glory hunters, 
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were largely motivated by economic greed and characterized by mass killings, large 
scale enslavement and plunder.61 But, as we have seen, in the Hellenistic East Roman 
imperialism was more nuanced, incremental and subversive. Initially, it relied upon 
divide and rule, a blend of diplomacy and force, and what we would today describe as 
‘informal’ imperialism. Over a course of two centuries, one by one, the major powers 
around the Mediterranean were either defeated or subverted. Some, like Carthage, 
were attacked and ruthlessly destroyed; others, such as Egypt, were allowed to 
retain a degree of autonomy and nominally remained sovereign. As early as 55 BC a 
Roman garrison had been dispatched to Alexandria, under the pretext of protecting 
the Egyptian royal family. But given Rome’s reliance on Egyptian grain, and with 
the Egyptian economy increasingly under the control of Roman financiers, the fate 
of the country was effectively sealed: the country was too rich and too strategically 
important for the Romans to allow it to retain perpetual independence. Less prized 
possessions, however, were accorded the right of autonomy as long as the local 
elite acknowledged Roman suzerainty and were mindful not to challenge Roman 
power. So even at the height of Augustan imperialism, client-kings, such as Herod 
the Great in Judea, flourished because they understood and adhered to their place 
in the Roman order.62

Roman imperialism during the imperial age did not confine itself to the territorial 
limits of the empire, but demanded the projection of Roman power far and wide. In 
the name of preserving the Pax Romana, expeditionary operations were routinely 
launched deep into ‘barbarian’ lands to kill, pillage and terrorise. In a chilling passage, 
the historian Tacitus gives us a view of Roman imperialism from the perspective of 
a Celtic chieftain in Britain in the second half of the first century AD:

Plunderers of the world they are ... If the enemy is rich, they are greedy; if the 
enemy is poor, they are power-hungry. Neither east nor west has been able to sate 
them. Alone of all men they covet rich nations and poor nations with equal passion. 
They rob, they slaughter, they plunder and they call it empire. Where they make a 
wasteland, they call it peace.63

Beneath its glossy surface, the Pax Romana was essentially a continuation of the 
strategy the Romans had employed against the Greek East over two centuries 
earlier: informal imperialism where possible and direct rule when necessary. 
Terrorization, bloodshed and conquest were justified in Roman imperialist 
ideology on the account that the world was distinctly divided into the civilized 
and the barbarian: the Romans had been destined by the gods to rule while other 
nations were bound to be subject peoples or slaves. The only way for non-Romans 
to elevate themselves and escape their natural predicament was to be accorded 
the gift of humanitas and Roman citizenship.64 Humanitas, roughly translated as 
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‘civilization’, meant acculturation through the dissemination of Roman customs 
and values. But in order to spread its humanitas, Rome first had to eliminate all 
resistance and assimilate the more pliant segments of the conquered populous. Of 
course war was not the only instrument used to promote Rome’s imperium. The 
provision of amenities in newly subdued territories formed part of the program of 
acculturation: temples were built, entertainment was provided, and the children 
of the local elite were educated in Latin and the Roman way. One only has to 
think of the Monty Python sketch in which a group of Jewish resistance fighters ask 
‘what have the Romans ever done for us’? Back comes the answer the aqueduct, 
sanitation, roads, irrigation, public baths, and peace.65 Tacitus outlines this process 
in his account of the campaigns of his father-in-law, Agricola, in Britain. He notes 
that Agricola first accustomed the natives to a life of peace and quiet which he 
made manifest in the built environment. Unknowingly, he adds, the natives were 
‘enslaved’ by Rome’s humanitas.66

The complexity of Roman imperialism was a significant element in its attraction 
to Victorian and Edwardian analogists. Influential figures, such as Lords Curzon 
and Cromer, saw direct parallels between the type of problems the Romans and 
the British faced – particularly when it came to frontier warfare and treatment 
of subject populations.67 There was recognition that British imperialism in India 
had followed a similar path: the East India Company had conquered much of the 
subcontinent through a policy of local alliances and by turnings rival indigenous 
princes against one another. ‘Divide and rule’ was, after all, a motto derived from 
the ancient Romans. As with Roman provincial administration under the Republic, 
British rule was initially bedevilled in Asia by corruption and mismanagement; but 
in the same way that Augustus had centralized and reformed Roman provincial rule, 
in the second half of the nineteenth century London had succeeded in drastically 
improving governance in the dependencies. Like the Romans, the British were 
plagued with unrest around their vast frontiers; and like the Romans, delivering a 
bloody noose to unruly tribes was a fact of life under their Empire.

Edwardian analogists were aware that differences between Roman and British 
imperialism outweighed similarities. Lord Cromer, for instance, noted that the 
Romans did not have to face the dilemma of assimilating races far removed from their 
own, because their empire had not extended beyond the Near East and North Africa.68 
Critics of Empire, however, saw many disturbing parallels between British and 
Roman imperialism. Echoing Tacitus, J.M. Robertson condemned what he viewed 
to be a policy of war, plunder and exploitation under the sobriquet of Pax Britannica:

Observe that the peace-making imperial life … without barbarian territory to steal 
and militant barbarian to shoot, the fabric of tinfoil glory passes away. Blessed 
are the powder-and-shot peacemakers … for they shall always go on inheriting 
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more earth … . Our sentimentalist, himself a barbarian, proclaims a Jehad against 
barbarism; but without barbarism to fight he is at a dead stand.69

The Victorians and the Edwardians did not universally subscribe to the Roman 
analogy. Nevertheless, Rome was an integral element of the British imperialist 
discourse. Proponents as well as critics of empire referred to Rome, and drew 
upon its positive and negative image, in putting forward their own arguments. To 
understand, and truly appreciate British imperialism, it is necessary to be aware 
that influential figures at the heart of Empire were at least interested in the idea 
that Britain was Rome’s successor state. We are told that one of Cecil Rhodes’ 
favourite quotations was ‘remember always that you are a Roman’.70 Lords Curzon 
and Cromer published works on Roman and British imperialism; and leading 
academics and politicians – from Seeley and James Froude to Arthur Balfour and 
Alfred Milner – drew upon the echoes of Rome.

The world of academia today is more sympathetic to the school that sees only 
superficial similarities between Roman and British imperialisms: separated by 
two thousand years of history, rustic Rome and industrial Britain operated under 
entirely different sets of conditions and within incomparable international systems. 
As with the study of any two ‘imperialisms’, there are analogous patterns and many 
particular differences. Nevertheless, classicists and historians of the British Empire 
have found comparative analyses of the two imperialisms a temptation too hard to 
resist.71 This is understandable when one considers that both groups of scholars are 
essentially dealing with the same type of questions: whether the flag followed trade 
or whether commercial interests entangled the Roman and British states into wider 
and deeper imperialist policies; the role of the central government versus that of the 
money-men in Rome and the City financiers in Britain; and distinctions between 
informal and formal imperialism and between interventionist policies aimed at 
enhancing security and pre-mediated acts of aggression.72 But ultimately Rome’s 
influence in the history of British imperialism should not be sought in the actuality 
of events on the ground but rather as a notion within the broader context of the 
British imperial idea. The fact that the latest academic studies of British imperialism 
continue to highlight the significance of the Roman conception in Victorian and 
Edwardian thinking is indicative of the ancient entity’s continuing resonance.73

While the Victorians and Edwardians were by and large receptive to the 
analogy with Rome, champions of US foreign policy tend to vociferously reject 
any such suggestions. The analogy has, in fact, become a device used primarily by 
Washington’s critics.74 The ‘American empire debate’ has produced a vast body of 
literature with frequent allusions to America’s Roman-like imperialist tendencies. 
The characterization of the US as a ‘new Rome’ reached its peak during the presidency 
of George W. Bush, whose administration was heavily criticized for ‘militarizing’ US 
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foreign policy. Negative depictions of America, as a ‘new Rome’, can be traced back all 
the way to the early twentieth century: in 1914 the Italian historian Guglielmo Ferrero 
drew parallels with Roman policy vis-à-vis the Greek East when expressing concern 
about US cultural imperialism in Europe.75 The German writer Ulrich Kahrstedt was 
even more explicit in the 1920s, warning that US intervention in Europe was akin 
to the Pax Romana and would result in the subjugation of Europe.76 During much of 
the twentieth century, parallels between Roman and US ‘imperialisms’ were an ever 
present, if peripheral, topic of foreign policy discussion. Yet it was the immediate 
post-Cold War period which drew greater attention to the subject as the US entered 
its so-called ‘unipolar moment’ of global domination – a development which some 
American commentators believed had not been seen since the heyday of the Roman 
Empire. The trajectory of US foreign policy after the events of 9/11 reinforced the 
analogy.77 Characterizing the ‘War on Terror’ as a conflict between ‘civilization’ and 
‘barbarianism’,78 Washington appeared determined to extend its Pax Americana across 
the far reaches of the globe by promoting its brand of democratization, liberalization 
and Americanization.79 As Rome had hunted down Juguratha, a former client-king, so 
now America was unleashing its wrath against former collaborators Saddam Hussein 
and Osama Bin Laden – provoking the latter to urge resistance to the ‘New Rome’.80 
The popularity of the analogy between the ‘old’ and ‘new’ Rome has even inspired 
Hollywood to produce new films depicting Rome’s frontier wars as an allegory for US 
operations in Iraq and Afghanistan.81

Advocates of US foreign policy contend that such comparisons are misguided 
and irrelevant: to draw parallels between the imperialism of an ancient empire and 
the foreign policy of a twenty-first century hyper-power would be analogous to 
comparing ants with elephants. They argue that the US is not an ‘empire’ nor does 
it have a desire to become one.82 The US does not conquer other nations, nor does 
it collect taxes, or ‘maintain garrisons in every foreign territory where its interests 
lie’. That US policymakers have a fundamentally different goal from the Roman 
emperors; and though American culture is pervasive, it is foreigners who adopt it so 
that they can participate in America’s extraordinary success.83 The Roman analogy 
is described as old and tired: confusing ‘hegemony’ with ‘imperialism’ and drawing 
misleading parallels between a territorial empire and America’s global influence.84

Although there is merit in these arguments, frequently the rejectionists are 
engaged with the wrong analogy: the Rome of the emperors rather than the 
Republic.85 They also start with the assumption that Roman imperialism was 
a static, monolithic phenomena underpinned by conquest, subjugation and the 
creation of the institutions of direct rule for the purpose of exacting taxation. 
This approach ignores the fact that the connotation of the word imperium 
(translated today as ‘empire’) changed significantly over the course of Rome’s 
history. Imperium in the Republican period was understood by the Romans in 
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terms of control exercised through power rather than of territorial annexation or 
territorial expansion: it ‘did not refer or even relate to annexation or colonisation 
of other states or nations, but to control of what others did, brought about 
by the exercise of Roman power and supported by Roman military might’.86 
Roman imperialism in the republican period should, in fact, be characterized as 
a series of power-based relationships, the forms of which varied, depending on 
the different circumstances of those involved.87 As such, it was not too different 
from ‘hegemony’ – the preferred word of American rejectionists. In addition, the 
rejectionists appear to confuse the possession of an empire with being an empire. 
Rome represented both: before 31 BC, the Romans had a territorial empire but 
were governed by a republican system; whereas in the last decades of the first 
century BC, the state was transformed into an imperial regime. In both periods 
the Romans were imperialistic – regardless of the type of government they had. 
So the claim that the United States is a liberal democracy does not in itself negate 
the case for American imperialism. Indeed, it is somewhat ironic that, in their 
effort to dismiss the analogy, most American rejectionists fail to see the echoes of 
Rome in their national footprints.

Conclusion

Imperialist powers often seek to justify their actions by drawing legitimacy from 
the principles of exceptionalism, altruism, paternalism and imposing peace in the 
framework of a civilizing mission. The Romans excelled in the rhetoric of imperialist 
legitimization, developing a language and ideology that was rich in its undertones 
of humanity, and one that was remarkably flexible in adjusting to the changing 
nature of their imperium. It is a tribute to Rome’s legacy that a succession of great 
powers, including the British Empire and the United States, have deliberately or 
unwittingly drawn from its example in the vocabulary they use to justify their 
foreign policies. Incremental subversion, and informal imperialism, were among 
other attributes of Rome’s exercise of hegemonic power which have echoed down 
through the ages. The Romans were one of the greatest conquerors in history, but 
it was their system of client-kings, and satellite states, which set them apart from 
other ancient and medieval polities and made them so relevant to our understanding 
of modern hegemonic behaviour. Of course differences between the Roman, British 
and American imperiums far outweigh any similarities between them. Yet despite 
the asymmetry of power, the echoes of Rome have been an ever present feature 
in British and American hegemonic thinking. The idea of Rome, as a precedent, 
has been used both positively and negatively by British imperialists as well as 
American hegemonists. Among both groups, some have endorsed the analogy while 
others have categorically rejected its relevance. Yet regardless of how the analogy 
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is received, its persistence as a point of reference in the imperialist/hegemonic 
discourse, is in itself indicative of Rome’s resonance.
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Towards Cosmopolitan Perspectives 
on Empires and their Echoes?

The Case for a European  
Framework

Berny Sèbe

In his plea in favour of British overseas expansion, the influential theoretician 
of empire J. R. Seeley pondered on ‘a gulf which seemed as unbridgeable as that 
moral gulf which separates an Englishman from a Frenchman’.1 Given the depth 
and longevity of mutual misgivings, it is hardly surprising that the two largest 
empires of the late modern era have so often been seen as opposite numbers. 
The benefits of free trade reaped by London, served by the industrial power and 
naval might of the pioneer of the industrial revolution, make an intellectually 
stimulating contrast with the protectionism of a continental state anxious to 
isolate potential markets from the nascent world economy for the convenience 
of its under-competitive manufacturers. The priorities of a society where trade, 
finance and geographical mobility were paramount offer a striking contrast with 
the agricultural preoccupations of a country reliant on land-based supremacy. 
The benevolence of British ‘indirect rule’ is, on the surface of things, countered 
by the story of oppressive Gallic ‘direct rule’. British willingness to engage in 
devolution came in opposition to French stubbornness that led the cockerel into 
costly and futile wars. The list of commonly accepted contrasts could go on for 
a long time.

Yet this framework risks over-simplifying a vast array of attitudes, beliefs 
and practices in two empires that covered every continent in the world at 
one time or another. The British and French empires were among the most 
resilient and extensive enterprises in modern history, and evolved in a variety 
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of guises in different times, places and circumstances. This chapter discusses 
the conditions for and benefits of an histoire croisée, or ‘entangled history’, of 
European imperialisms, using the British–French parallel as a case-study and 
a springboard towards the definition of ‘European colonial history’ as a valid 
object of study.2 It argues that a finer understanding of the Franco-British 
dynamics of imperial activity (based on attraction and repulsion at the same 
time) reveals the complex ways in which these ‘echoes of empires’ have played 
out since the signing of the Treaty of Rome. In particular, this ‘archaeological’ 
approach (in a Foucauldian sense) has the potential to reveal how these two 
imperial traditions combined to create the current ‘European’ echoes of empire 
which are at the core of the present volume. This transnational approach, 
I argue, would be a first step towards a ‘cosmopolitan’ history of European 
imperialisms and their echoes, which would improve our understanding of 
‘European’ echoes of empire.

Marc Bloch suggested a comparative approach to European societies as 
early as the 1930s;3 yet until recently comparatively few have considered the 
relevance of this research agenda to overseas possessions (an omission not 
unusual when it comes to colonial issues). For a long time, historiographies of 
imperialism4 have tended to be centred on national case-studies. Apart from 
a few early attempts to produce general overviews of European imperialisms,5 
some overtly comparative works,6 and a few projects driven by the geographical 
proximity of contiguous imperial territories calling for comparison,7 it is 
only in the last decade that we have seen highly convincing global histories 
of empire, such as the pioneering examples offered by John Darwin and Jane 
Burbank and Frederick Cooper.8 Though the end of empire has prompted the 
most significant comparative effort to date,9 it has not been extended to the 
postcolonial period, and to the re-ordering of the world which resulted from the 
end of European empires. Yet this paper argues that understanding European 
imperialisms in a comparative perspective can be useful not only to make sense 
of the past, but also to understand present patterns in socio-political discourses 
and international relations. Drawing on recent developments in the fields of 
global and world history, and inspired by the methodological perspectives 
opened by the theories of connected and shared history, the present chapter 
posits that a pan-European approach introduces a much-needed new scale of 
interpretation. The phenomenon that saw Europe take control of the rest of the 
world has consequences still far-reaching and potent enough to require such a 
holistic approach, to understand how they negotiate their own identities (and 
that of the supra-national ensemble to which they now belong), their national 
and collective projects, and their relationship with international partners – in 
the West and in the Third World.
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Comparisons Within and Beyond Europe: The Historical 
Perspective

In the first place, what can historians gain from comparing European empires, and 
particularly the British and French examples, more systematically? The imperial 
experience of these two countries covers the early- and late-modern periods 
more evenly than their Portuguese, Spanish or Dutch counterparts. France and 
Britain were among the first unified nation states of Europe, resulting from the 
gradual political and economic growth of a centre (England or the Kingdom of 
France) extending power over its immediate neighbours. This early pattern of 
nation-building, which gave them a competitive advantage and fuelled ambitions 
of domination, may be seen as a prelude to the overseas expansion witnessed in 
later centuries. Partly as a result of this early unification, obtained at the price 
of sometimes savage internal struggles, these countries developed the most 
administratively effective states, whilst at the same time a vast array of thinkers 
reflecting on the most effective forms of government produced sophisticated political 
philosophies. In addition, the faith in progress that swept the two countries from 
the Renaissance onwards led to the development of naval and military superiority 
based on technical invention. Britain and France also shared a strong belief in the 
universality of their ideas (though the French were, famously, more vocal about 
this idea than their British rivals).

However, these imperial edifices were never monolithic. They were criss-crossed 
by competing ideologies which were compatible at times but clashed repeatedly at 
others. The complexity inherent in any imperial episode makes a trans-national 
analysis of the practices and ideologies of empire all the more relevant in a pan-
European context. What were the competing or complementary ideals, principles 
and goals that drove overseas expansion? How did they relate to the overall 
national project when it took its modern shape in the nineteenth century? What 
were the driving forces of these two empires? Their Achilles’ heels? To what extent 
could they demonstrate agency in adverse conditions? The answers devised to such 
problems have left their imprint on today’s nation, and this is where trans-national 
approaches can illuminate present situations across Europe, at a time when national 
traditions are increasingly interacting and influencing each other.

Seen as dying disciplines in the aftermath of the waves of decolonization, the 
various national strands of imperial history in European postcolonial metropoles have 
regained strength in the last couple of decades and they offer precious insights into 
the ‘past of the present’ (to use a concept coined by Frederick Cooper).10 Whereas 
the two strands of ‘imperial history’ and histoire coloniale have managed to survive 
whilst remaining essentially based around their national environments, time has 
come to consider the horizontal questions that could be asked across European 
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countries, and and to explore the ‘in-between’, the manifold instances of reciprocal 
or unrequited influence that contributed to shaping these empires as much as 
internal forces (usually foregrounded because they fit into national frameworks of 
analysis). Such an approach has the potential to highlight some surprising instances of 
collaboration between empires: for instance, recent research demonstrates that there 
was more cooperation East of Suez between the British and the French than has been 
traditionally acknowledged.11 Such attitudes in an imperial context are all the more 
instructive as rivalry and cooperation are constantly at play on the European arena.

Revising the national(ist) undertones of the discipline of imperial history 
reflects the legitimate questions about the role of these historiographies in today’s 
globalized and postcolonial world. Is the study of ‘Greater Britain’ or ‘la plus 
grande France’ part of the national history of the two countries, or do they deserve 
a separate treatment? In terms of new historical territories to be explored, do we 
need to move towards the study of ‘European colonial history’? And what would it 
reveal in terms of similarities and differences between these two case-studies?

Shared Traits: Can We Find European Common 
Denominators in Imperial Matters?

The first evident similarity between the British and French forms of imperialism 
lies in their initial contingent development. In neither case do we find a unity 
of purpose giving systematic direction to the course of imperial expansion. The 
beginnings (or rebirth) of imperial expansion often appeared accidental. Merchants 
and privateers engaged in a race for riches brought their flags with them, and 
not always with the full backing of their rulers (contrary to their Portuguese 
and Spanish predecessors, the long-term structuring role of which is discussed 
by Jean-Frédéric Schaub in the present volume). Even when some form of initial 
official involvement was noted, grand designs were generally not on the agenda. 
In North America, the permanent settlement of Englishmen was not planned by 
King James I, and the growth of population of European stock at the time of the 
Crown also resulted from the initiative of dissenters. Similarly, fur trade, more 
than royal encouragement to export a community overseas, led to the founding of 
‘New France’. Later, the conquest of Algiers in 1830 stemmed more from French 
domestic politics than a genuine interest in expanding the French homeland on 
the southern shore of the Mediterranean: in the first two decades following the 
landing of Sidi-Fredj, this encumbering legacy of Charles X’s end of reign was 
hotly debated in the French chambers.12 What then werethe intentions behind 
territorial expansion, and the decision-making processes that presided over the 
destiny of empires on which, finally (and without any apparent grand design from 
the outset), the sun never set? The gradual addition of territories as opportunities 
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arose (or were stimulated by influential colonially-minded circles) explains why 
both empires look a bit ‘like the booty of an obsessive collector whose passions had 
come with a rush and then gone with the wind, to be replaced in their turn by still 
more transient interests’.13

The absence of clear grand designs for empire-building is not the only similarity 
between the British and French experiences. Their Phoenix-like resilience over 
centuries also singularizes them from other, more ephemeral imperial endeavours. 
Both originated in countries enjoying considerable maritime exposure (an island 
and one of the two European mainland countries with direct access to both the 
Atlantic and the Mediterranean). Their preponderance was based to a large extent 
on their maritime clout: it is no coincidence that the British and French navies were 
the largest in Europe until a unified Germany increased its sea power, leading the 
two old rivals to join forces against the newcomer. London and Paris reacted with 
equal concern to the rise of Berlin because both capital cities had global ambitions, 
at least partly translated in empire. Having started in the Caribbean (with the sugar 
islands) and in America, both empires came to span the five continents, through a 
process of expansion into south Asia, followed by Oceania, Africa in the second half 
of the nineteenth century and finally the Middle East. In this last case, once again, 
they had conflicting ambitions in spite of the political rapprochement engineered 
in 1904 and put to the test during the Great War. Anglo-French relations between 
the wars were notoriously strained – a sign that the two countries had competing 
imperial appetites which put them at odds with each other.

Regardless of any value judgement, the imperial experience has become over the 
centuries a constitutive part of the DNA of the two countries (and this has remained 
true in the postcolonial era, with the arrival in significant numbers of populations 
originating from former colonies). National construction, in both its early- and 
late-modern forms, took place against the backdrop of imperial activity: as David 
Armitage has demonstrated in the British case, state formation and empire building 
have been closely linked since the sixteenth century.14 The debate as to whether 
imperial activity was strengthening or weakening the metropole was as prevalent 
in Britain as it was in France. If the former saw a protracted conflict between ‘Little 
Englanders’ and ‘imperialists’,15 the latter had to face the anti-imperial feelings 
of liberal thinkers and also, between 1870 and the 1900s, of die-hard nationalists. 
In the early nineteenth century, the concept of ‘empire’ was unpalatable to many 
in Britain as it had Russian and Napoleonic undertones.16 Scorn towards colonial 
possessions was a recurring trend in France, from Voltaire’s famous lambasting of 
Canada in Candide17 to Gustave Flaubert’s ironical statement in his Dictionnaire des 
idées reçues18 and Paul Déroulède’s dismissal of colonies as an unsuitable substitute for 
Alsace-Lorraine.19 For both countries, the answer to all this questioning about the 
usefulness of empire culminated at the time of the two World Wars of the twentieth 
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century, when their weight in a changing world was put to the test and they clung 
to their colonies in an effort to counter-balance the threat of power loss.

On the banks of the Thames and the Seine, the journey to the development of 
major imperial ensembles was long and winding. Since empire was embedded in the 
long-term historical structures of the two countries, the meaning of imperialism 
(theoretically and practically), and its relationship to mercantilism, evolved over 
the ‘longue durée’. If the British empire, inspired by the liberal tradition, often 
seemed to promote free trade (for the benefit of British manufacturers, placed in 
the best position to sell their products on open foreign markets) in contrast with 
the French leaning towards protectionism (the most famous example being the 
régime de l’exclusif prevalent in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries), there were 
also notable exceptions: ‘Imperial Preference’ and obviously the Corn Laws were in 
clear breach of free-trading principles and, conversely, Napoleon III was a partisan 
of free trade. These similarly oscillating commercial strategies between empires and 
metropoles, and between different empires, reveal the roots of economic exchanges 
between European and non-European worlds.

On the ground, any inspection of the dynamics of imperial interaction reveals 
clear examples of hybridization and creolization in the British (at least until 1857) 
and French cases. The development of an Anglo-Indian community under the aegis 
of the East India Company echoes the birth of mestizo societies in the Caribbean 
(a reality for French, Spanish and British-dominated islands) and, later, elsewhere 
in the French empire. Late nineteenth-century British fears of ‘miscegenation’ 
anticipated colonial fears elsewhere, in particular because the more advanced systems 
of communication prevailing in the British empire allowed to bring European women 
to the colonies, making the mariage à la mode du pays less acceptable socially as colonial 
societies moved from an exclusively male environment to one trying to replicate the 
customs and atmosphere of the ‘mother country’. The ambiguous status of hybrid 
communities has given rise to studies along national lines,20 but a comparative 
approach of the administrative reactions and turning points in changing moral 
standards is needed to explain and contextualize European responses to alterity.

Far from making a comparative approach redundant, these similarities highlight 
the shared traits of the imperial experience (in its many hesitations as much as its 
resilience) as a European phenomenon, which has an undeniable echo on the shape 
and realities of the EU as a modern entity which has taken over part of the legacy 
of its member-states.

The Teachings of Difference

The extensive similarities between these two empires should not lead us to 
overlook equally significant differences, which have to be taken into account when 
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considering the echoes they have on today’s European project. Having been solidly 
established as a result of the Seven Years’ War between 1756 and 1763 (which meant 
quite the opposite for its defeated French rival), and reinforced by the outcome of 
the revolutionary wars, the British empire entered the nineteenth century in much 
more promising shape than its fledging Gallic counterpart.

Although both countries embarked upon sea-borne imperial expansion, the 
geographical realities of the two metropoles differed significantly: while France was 
regularly drawn to annexation of contiguous territories, Britain’s insularity from 
1558 onwards meant that overseas conquest was the only opportunity for territorial 
gain. The size of the national territory also influenced patterns of emigration 
and settlement. France had more space than the British Isles to accommodate 
demographic growth.

These differing geographical realities had major consequences when it came 
to imperial development. Whilst French governments faced constant shortages of 
candidates for emigration, sustained migratory flows facilitated the birth of ‘British 
worlds’ in Australia, New Zealand and, to a lesser extent, South Africa. Whereas 
Britain laid the ground for enduring dominions worldwide, modelled on the mother 
country, France repeatedly failed in her attempts to develop settler colonies (first in 
North America, then in North Africa). The only territory that could be compared 
to a ‘white dominion’, Algeria, ended with the almost complete repatriation of its 
inhabitants of European descent at independence and the complete loss of any form 
of political or symbolic allegiance (quite the opposite, in fact).

Naturally, because the template for imperial control was generally based on 
exclusive paramountcy (apart from a few exceptions such as Egypt for a time, the 
Anglo-French condominium of the New Hebrides and a few treaty ports), the maps 
of imperial possessions complemented each other. Areas of success interlocked 
like the pieces of a global jigsaw, especially in Africa and Asia. In the interwar 
years, the British and French empires taken together covered 49,550,000 sq km – 
approximately one third of the earth’s landmass – and ruled over around 550 
million inhabitants.21 Yet the French empire quite clearly lagged behind its British 
competitor, especially in size and economic profitability.

The economic balance sheet of empire is one of the areas where the most blatant 
discrepancies between the two cases appear. The role of London as an imperial hub 
explains why since the late nineteenth century the City of London outdistanced 
Paris as a major international hub for trade and finance – two driving forces of 
the British empire.22 While liberal thinkers such as Adam Smith in the eighteenth 
century had contested the economic advantages brought to the metropole by 
imperial possessions, throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries the 
benefits of the British ‘world-system’ for the national economy were undeniable.23 
By contrast, the metropolitan benefits of the French empire appear much more 
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fragmentary and limited to certain constituencies. Jacques Marseille, who posited 
as his working hypothesis the profitability of the empire, came to the exact opposite 
conclusion: he argued that, far from being an engine for growth, the French empire 
actually hindered the development of the metropole.24 The relative backwardness 
of French capitalism and industrial apparatus due to a late entry into the industrial 
revolution, the relative lateness of imperial expansion and some delay compared 
with Britain in finding and managing imperial resources may explain this significant 
difference.

Relations with the colonized were also an area of marked contrasts. Whereas 
the British, especially after 1857, were reluctant to embark on any large-scale 
Anglicization of their colonial subjects, the French by contrast boasted the wish to 
spread the universalist ideals of the Republic, which requested them to ‘Frenchify’ 
indigenous populations, fuelled by deeply-entrenched prejudices which were 
only strengthened by colonial practices which stemmed from, and perpetuated, a 
hierarchical vision of civilization. These practices contributed to shape present-day 
reactions to the development of multi-cultural societies, with the French colonial 
tradition of ‘assimilation’ making ‘multi-culturalism’, as practiced in Britain, much 
more difficult to envisage.

The Benefits of ‘European Colonial History’  
as an Object of Study

The comparison between the British and French empires is a first step towards a 
‘European colonial history’, which taps into several national historiographies to 
enrich our understanding of European imperialisms, as a national and as a pan-
European phenomenon. For instance, can we usefully adapt some pioneering 
concepts about the British empire to other colonial systems, in order to improve 
our understanding of their impact on the metropoles,25 their modus operandi, their 
practices, their effect on the colonized? Can the ‘invention of tradition’, stemming 
from a monarchical context, be usefully applied to Republican France?26 Some 
theories commonly used in British imperial history (some of which brought about 
Copernican revolutions in the field when they first appeared) could well do the 
same when applied (or at least tested) against the French case.

One of the most influential concepts of imperial history in the last half century, 
the distinction between formal and informal empire (the former implying direct 
military and administrative control; the latter describing the willingness to exert 
political, economic or strategic influence without seeking direct control) is not as 
Anglo-centric as its context of development seemed to limit it. Indeed, it can be 
applied to many empires which were willing to consider the vast range of options 
available to them to exert their influence. The famous assertion that ‘by informal 
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means if possible, or by formal annexations when necessary, British paramountcy 
was steadily upheld’27 can throw light on the reasoning behind the early French 
conquest of Cochinchina in the late 1850s (Napoleon III wanted primarily to sign 
a commercial treaty with the rulers of Hue) or in the Niger area, where the French 
were content with indirect influence in the Niger Bend, until the progress of George 
Goldie’s Royal Niger Company started to threaten their interests in the 1890s. 
Later, the extent to which French assets dominated foreign investment in Russia 
make it possible to interpret the Franco-British military support for the ‘white 
Russian’ generals Kornilov, Denikin or Alexiev as a shift from informal to formal 
intervention, in an attempt to preserve assets acquired during the Tsarist period 
and threatened by the breakdown of the Russian polity in 1917.

Other concepts which we owe to Ronald Robinson and Jack Gallagher could 
usefully see their range of application expanded. The ‘official mind’ of Africa and 
the Victorians is indeed a concept which depicts well the perceptions, intentions 
and ideas of imperial policy-makers, which are inherent in all modern colonial 
enterprise.28 The ‘collaborative bargains’29 negotiated in any colonial encounter and 
the role of the ‘man on the spot’ (the colonial official in charge of a specific area) 
are universal factors when looking at imperial situations. Sidney Kanya-Forstner 
produced an early account of the role of the ‘man on the spot’ (local French officers 
presenting ministers in Paris with faits accomplis) in the conquest of the French 
Sudan, and although the role of colonial administrators has been the object of many 
studies and testimonies,30 it remains under-theorized at a cross-imperial level. In 
spite of notable efforts, the history of local collaboration is far behind other areas in 
the history of empire (not least because of the dichotomy between colonizers and 
colonized that has been prevalent in postcolonial studies for a long time), although 
the establishment of client–patron relationships was a major feature of imperial 
systems. Looking at these questions in a comparative perspective allows us to reveal 
the extent to which the powers of local bureaucrats vis-à-vis the metropole in the 
two cases affected their means of manoeuvre on indigenous affairs. More broadly, it 
also shows how macro-models of colonization affect day-to-day political decisions.

The economic history of imperialism, which has seen major breakthroughs 
despite the unpopularity of economic history in recent decades,31 is another 
field where comparative approaches would enrich our understanding of a global 
phenomenon. Although Cain and Hopkins’ concept of ‘Gentlemanly capitalism’ 
(which posits that ‘New Imperialism’ stemmed from the interests of the City of 
London’s financiers and the British landed gentry) was shaped by a peculiarly 
British context, it ought to be tested on other leading financial centres in the 
nineteenth century – especially Paris and Berlin. Naturally, this would highlight 
national differences, but it would throw new light upon cases where France 
had significant economic interests at stake, for instance in Russia or in Egypt. 
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The link between financial interests and their imperial translation (either formally 
or informally) is applicable beyond the British case too. Neither Egypt nor Russia 
became a zone of formal influence, simply because informal paramountcy was long 
preferred and once formal control became the preferred option the moment had 
passed (or, in the case of Russia, the option was never really on the table). While in 
Britain there was palpable tension between partisans of a mercantilist theory and 
the ‘free-traders’, France was not immune to these doubts about the best way to 
safeguard its economic interests.

Economic questions would gain greatly from a broad-scale, international 
investigation: financial networks, which very often overcame national boundaries, 
are a clear instance of ‘colonial circulations’, where cross-fertilization, emulation, 
competition and transfers of experience shape imperial theories and practices.32 
They embody the prototype of today’s globalized world, as Jacques Frémeaux and 
Gabrielle Maas argue in the present volume.

Although it is generally assumed that the day-to-day running of the Empire was an 
area of blatant contrast between British and French traditions, greater consideration 
of the variety of situations prevalent in imperial contexts shows that direct and 
indirect rule took place in each case: Lyautey’s views on the preservation of local 
administrations echo Lugard’s theory of indirect rule, whilst the form of imperial 
government prevalent in some Crown colonies such as Basutoland or Singapore 
appears akin to direct rule. Jean-Loup Amselle has demonstrated that the traditional 
association of the French with direct rule and the British with indirect rule neglects 
many nuances on the spot: for instance, Governor-General Joost Van Vollenhoven used 
‘indirect rule’ in Senegal in 1917, when he decided to appoint African intermediaries 
to exert colonial rule and strengthened the powers of indigenous chieftaincies. 
Similarly, Felix Eboué implemented in 1942 in French Equatorial Africa the views he 
expressed in his book La nouvelle politique indigène pour l’Afrique équatoriale française, in 
which he argued for a greater use in the colonial administration of traditional chiefs.33 
A trans-national framework of interpretation of imperial governance reflects vividly 
the syncretism and plasticity of imperial practice, often shaped by local prevailing 
conditions as much as principles of government.

In the cultural realm, the reasons for adopting a European analytical framework 
are countless, from the intellectual networks between imperial capitals and colonies 
(think of London and Paris), to the training strategies of indigenous elites and the 
role of religion in both metropoles and colonies, among missionaries as well as 
settlers and local populations. Building on the ever-growing historiography on the 
London Missionary Society,34 the White Fathers of Cardinal Lavigerie and French 
missionaries in general,35 our understanding of the missionary phenomenon would 
gain from moving to a genuinely pan-European scale. Symbolical conceptions of 
imperial roles often had historical resonances that take on new meanings when they 
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are put in parallel: from the identification of Pax Britannica to Pax Romana (which 
Ali Parchami analyses in the present volume) to France’s projection of herself as 
the eldest daughter of the Church (with its associated duty to evangelize), and 
the Italian use of the Roman precedent to give sense to the conquest of Libya, the 
beliefs and symbols that sustained European imperial thrusts reveal a continent-
wide fever when they are compared and contrasted. But it is mainly in the field of 
‘popular imperialism’ that useful parallels can be drawn. The research questions 
posed by John MacKenzie about the British case36 have been usefully extended to 
other European countries that saw the development of print capitalism coincide 
with imperial activity, allowing for a better understanding of how European 
populations developed to varying degrees an ‘imperial mindset’.37 Clearly, more 
work needs to be done on the ways in which empires ‘struck back’ in Europe (to 
quote Andrew Thompson) or how they influenced metropolitan imaginations, 
drawing upon existing works in each European case, and distinguishing the 
common features of this craze for empire, whilst highlighting national differences.38 
In an epistemological effort, the discipline could also endeavour to analyse across 
several European nations the construction of academic knowledge as part of the 
colonial process, and their reciprocal influence.39 Following in-depth research on 
exploration and geographical societies at the national level,40 the parallel between 
the development of geographical science, missionary zeal and the rise of imperial 
feelings and annexations across European countries still needs to be undertaken. 
It would look at the connections between these concomitant processes, and would 
also reveal the multiple instances of connection, exchange and cross-fertilization 
which sustained this pan-European movement: it is instructive to analyse how 
the activities of David Livingstone and Charles Lavigerie, or the reports of Henri 
Duveyrier, Carl Peters and Henry Morton Stanley influenced the expansion of 
the French, German and Belgian empires respectively, making the most of the 
development of print-capitalism across these different countries.41

Lastly, this multi-lingual approach opens new avenues in the study of colonial 
and postcolonial societies beyond Europe, allowing to perceive better pre-colonial 
trends which have survived across several empires, and to re-contextualize 
imperial disruption across regions which ended up in different colonial spheres. 
The role of the colonized also needs to overcome linguistic boundaries inherited 
from the colonial empires, combining sources in various European languages and, 
as much as possible, testimonies consigned in indigenous languages (where a 
standard vernacular exists, or when oral testimonies were collected in due course). 
Anthony Asiwaju or Paul Nugent have shown through their work on colonial 
borders the benefits of a holistic approach which goes beyond the political and 
linguistic borders inherited from the colonial period.42 Focussing more specifically 
on areas of contact between empires across borders would bring into relief the 
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dense relations between colonized peoples from different empires, but also between 
European officers of various nationalities, and mutual administrative influences, 
cooperation and exchange of views across borders. Some wider phenomena, such as 
the ecological impact of European empires on indigenous peoples and territories, 
deserve to be considered globally rather than from the standpoint of individual 
empires – a perspective which had been opened by Alfred Crosby’s concept of 
‘neo-Europes’ in his seminal work on ecological imperialism.43 The combination of 
sources in a variety of languages, and the holistic approach it allows, enhances our 
understanding of European imperialisms as a set of global forces, and our appraisal 
of their worldwide consequences then and now.

Far from strengthening Euro-centrism, a ‘European colonial history’ is a 
powerful means of making the singularity of each European empire much more 
relative. Whilst usefully reflecting variants, it highlights the shared processes 
which have conditioned the relationship of Western European countries with the 
rest of the world, and as such provides a useful analytical grid to make sense of the 
decolonization period, the postcolonial era and the concomitant development of 
the EU project, which contains in its genes the shared colonial past of its founding 
members as well as the early joiners.

Towards a Cosmopolitan Approach of  ‘Echoes of Empires’?

Because it happened everywhere more or less as the same time, the decolonization 
period has so far attracted the most attempts to compare experiences across 
national borders.44 This approach allows us to consider the global context that 
prevailed after the Second World War, and to highlight the localized nature of 
responses to nationalist challenges, rather than the prevalence of any dogmatic and 
systematic approach. The ideological positioning of nationalist movements and 
their interaction with metropolitan circumstances at a given moment provide the 
basis for a supra-national analytical framework that will reveal many similarities 
across empires. Though the British devolution process was marked by negotiation 
in most cases,45 and therefore allowed the British empire to be remembered as 
more enlightened than its French counterpart, a closer analysis reveals that 
broad-brushed understandings of decolonization patterns on the basis of the 
colonial power which had to face the insurgency can be misleading. The French 
decolonization process in West Africa matches the best examples of devolution in 
the British Empire,46 whilst British reactions to ‘communist threats’, such as in 
the case of the Malaya insurgency, were not so dissimilar in nature from French 
reactions in Indochina. Bernard Porter argued that new developments in the study 
of the Mau Mau insurgency have demonstrated that ‘Kenya was Britain’s Algeria’.47 
At the end of 2012, newly-opened secret files relating to the assassination of Mau 
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Mau prisoners at Hola Camp have revealed the unlawful use of violence (torture 
and arbitrary executions) in cases which had been covered up: colonial counter-
insurgency practices were much more widely adopted across a variety of empires, 
than had been previously acknowledged.48 As is shown by these few examples, 
looking at the handling of demands for autonomy or independence from trans-
national frameworks based on categories of reaction (full integration, autonomy, 
popular consultation, political negotiation, military repression, or a mix of two or 
more of these) rather than national stereotypes, advances our understanding of this 
complex but exceptionally synchronic global chain of events.

But it is especially in the field of the ‘echoes of empire’ that a ‘European approach’ 
offers the most conclusive results. The legacy of European empires deserves to 
be considered globally rather than along national lines, especially because the 
postcolonial period has been so influenced by trans-national developments and the 
rise of international relations influenced by the shared legacies of cultural imperialism.

A comparison across periods and nations underlines that early modern 
imperialisms left deeper cultural and linguistic legacies (e.g. English, French and 
Spanish in North America and the Caribbean, Spanish and Portuguese in South 
America) than their late-modern counterparts, which were more prone to spare 
local idioms, customs and religions. Yet, late nineteenth-century ‘New Imperialism’ 
also left its imprint on postcolonial societies, giving rise in many cases to situations 
of bilingualism, which are one of the most vivid legacies of empire in many non-
European countries. Certainly, no European power was ever able to produce a 
successful equivalent to the Dominions, overseas replicas of the mother country 
which proudly claimed their filiation after independence. Elsewhere, the graft was 
less effective, and in some cases did not survive the decolonization period: Algeria 
was perhaps the closest equivalent, but the experiment came to an abrupt halt 
with independence in 1962. Though the ‘Anglo-World’ was probably unique in 
its geographical extent, resilience and size (and it largely explains the triumph of 
English as the global language), the Francophone, Lusophone and Hispanophone 
ensembles offer an interesting counterpoint to the British experience, highlighting 
a peculiarly European tradition of cultural imperialism – rarely equalled elsewhere, 
with the notable exception of religious languages such as Arabic.49

Indeed, the field of contemporary cultural diplomacy lends itself very well 
to a pan-European approach. A comparison of the dynamics and history of 
the Commonwealth, Francophonie and Comunidade dos Países de Língua Portuguesa 
organizations, their relationship to each other and with the imperial past of the 
former metropoles, reveals hitherto underplayed aspects of postcolonial European 
global influence akin to what Joseph Nye called ‘soft power’. Transfers of experience 
were also key in these processes: for instance, the British Council was modelled 
on the Alliance française, and the latecomer Instituto Cervantes was certainly inspired 
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by its two predecessors. Strategies to maintain a form of global power in spite of 
the loss of empire appears as a common denominator of postcolonial European 
countries; although there is clear competition between these various contenders, 
the diplomacy of language and culture appears as a key feature of the European 
relationship with non-European worlds in the postcolonial period.

At home, I argue that a proper understanding of the twenty-first-century 
‘echoes of empire’ cannot be circumscribed to a national context; they take all their 
significance when placed in comparative perspective across Europe. Many major 
former European powers cling to their ‘poussières d’empire’ (remnants of empire): 
when taken together, the British Overseas Territories (among them, the Falklands 
Islands), the Spanish enclaves of Ceuta and Melilla, the French Territoires d’Outre 
Mer or the Dutch island territories in the Caribbean seem to attest a clear European 
pattern of long-distance territorial control, which has been rarely so consistent and 
resilient. What do these territorial peculiarities tell us about the way these countries 
approach the postcolonial period? How do they compare with other EU members 
states (like Italy or Portugal) which lost all colonial territories between 1945 and 
1975, out of choice or necessity? The management of postcolonial memory/ies of 
the colonial past offers the most fertile ground for comparative work. Confronted 
with many unsolved issues resulting from their overseas ventures, almost all 
European countries have uneasily veered between amnesia, celebration and guilt 
when it came to acknowledge their colonial past. The ways in which the colonial 
past and decolonization have been discussed, taught at school and memorialized are 
best approached from a trans-national perspective, as many similar debates over 
the place of the colonial past, and its bearing on the present, have been tearing the 
European socio-political fabric over the last decades.50 The place of colonial history 
in the national school curriculum deserves a pan-European consideration, when we 
see some of the debates sparked by the French 23 February 2005 law resurface in 
Britain as Michael Gove unveils his plans for the new history curriculum to be 
implemented from 2014. The memories of traumatic events linked to the colonial 
past are also too often seen solely from the angle of a national narrative,51 which 
obscures the fact that, in many cases, it was a trans-European situation which 
reflected the fact that imperial metropoles faced comparable challenges against the 
common background of the Cold War.52

Such an approach has the potential to throw new light on the negotiation of 
the ‘after-Empire’ in the former metropoles, reflecting the common experience 
of international power loss, increased racial diversity and the corresponding 
renegotiation of national identities which these changes entailed.53 The European 
project itself is a direct echo of this ‘re-ordering’ of the world, in so far as it was 
welcomed as a convenient outlet for renewed global ambitions which were no 
longer sustainable at a national level.54
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Exploring essentially the potential for Franco-British dialogues about the two 
countries’ imperial past, the present chapter has argued in favour of a European 
approach to colonial history which would not only complement but also go 
beyond traditional frameworks of analysis based on national divides. In a short 
but insightful review, Tony Hopkins sensed that ‘preoccupation with the national 
interest remain[ed] typical of scholarship [in Britain and France]’, before adding 
that ‘overcoming it is one of the great challenges facing historians who live in a 
transnational as well as a postcolonial world’.55

Historiographical breakthroughs made in the last decades have provided 
the groundwork for useful parallels which can enhance our understanding of a 
phenomenon which, whilst driven by national and patriotic agendas, took place 
on a global scale and was made more potent and more resilient by its sheer size and 
appeal. The desired end result will not be to indulge in an exercise of navel-gazing 
(looking at the singularity of the European imperial experience from a vantage point 
unifying its various strands), but to reach a scale making it possible to explore the 
multiple genealogies of the ‘echoes of empire’ which have contributed to shape, and 
still influence, the modern project of a European union.

The chronological developments themselves and the voluminous secondary 
literature that has been produced in the last thirty years justify the methodological 
effort required for the implementation of an ‘histoire croisée’ (in the meaning 
that Michael Werner and Bénédicte Zimmermann have outlined) of European 
imperialisms, which would reflect croisements (cross-fertilization) at several levels: not 
only the many cases of reciprocal influences noted in the objects of study themselves, 
but also a cross-fertilization of the perspectives and the scale of observation.

Adopting a trans-European framework of analysis enriches analytical 
frameworks, and reveals, among other things, processes of mutual influences, 
transfers of experience, and many other aspects of imperial ‘in-betweens’ which 
have hitherto been neglected. Ultimately, this approach reflects a move towards the 
‘cosmopolitan history of imperialism’56 which is becoming inescapable to encompass 
and make sense of such a global phenomenon. Though significant progress has been 
made thanks to the agenda set out for global history, cosmopolitanism appears as 
a missing element in the history of empires. The study of empires, as well as their 
echoes, requires this notion if it is to reflect the lateral (between empires) and 
vertical (within empires) fluidity which characterized its object of study.
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Between Memory, History, 
and Historiography:

Contesting Ottoman Legacies in Turkey, 
1923–2012

Nora Fisher Onar

The Ottoman empire is increasingly salient in Turkey, from the use of Ottoman 
referents in domestic and foreign policy discourses, to the wildfire popularity of 
cultural commodities inspired by Ottoman motifs. This has not always been the 
case. The first decades of the Turkish republic, founded in 1923, were marked by a 
will to collective amnesia towards the empire on the part of nation-building elites 
who enacted a nationalist-secularist revolution that disdained the Ottoman-Islamic 
past. Only gradually, have the Ottomans been rehabilitated in the public imaginary. 
Yet today, ‘Ottomanism’, which I define as ‘invocation of Ottoman precedents or 
legacies, real or imagined, to shape current day trajectories’, figures prominently in 
debates over Turkey’s identity and place in the world.

In this chapter, I explore how rival visions of the Ottoman Empire and its 
legacies have shaped battles over national identity and the country’s trajectory 
since the inception of the Turkish republic. I begin by reflecting on the relevance of 
several challenges identified by the editors of this volume in the study of imperial 
legacies. These include the habit of naturalizing the experiences of the colonial, 
nation-states of western Europe as typical of all empire, and other, more diffuse 
Eurocentric reflexes. Such impulses obscure our readings of the Ottomans, not 
only because they distort Ottoman ‘realities’, but because they were internalized, 
challenged, and reproduced in complex ways by the founders of the Turkish 
Republic. The same is true for later challengers to republican historiography. On 
one hand, this presents an analytical challenge, because there is little consensus as 
to the nature of empire and its legacies. On the other, polysemy furnishes a site 
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for analysis, where contested readings of the Ottomans, and their significance for 
Turkey, can be mapped over and across time.

To this end, I turn to a leitmotif across Ottomanist debates, namely, whether 
there was greater continuity or rupture in the transition from Empire to Republic. 
I show that the question constitutes a lieu de mémoire, a site where memory, history, 
and historiography overlap in charged ways. This is because the transitional 
moment from empire to republic epitomizes the capture of collective memory by 
(republican) history and the rejection of an Ottoman role in the Turkish project.

This entailed denial of constitutive aspects of the Ottoman experience, above all, 
pluralism, public religiosity, and the will to rule far-flung peoples and territories. 
In its stead, the early republicans instantiated a secularist, nationalist project. The 
enterprise was based on European models, even as it affirmed Turkish independence 
vis-à-vis European powers – an ambivalent relationship with the West that amounts 
to an echo of empire in its own right. This rendering of history, in turn, piqued 
resistance from diverse quarters which sought to reinstate continuity with, and 
rehabilitate one or more features of the Ottoman period.

Understanding Empire and its Legacies:  The case 
of   ‘Ottomanism’

As Nicolaidis and Sèbe observe, the literature on empire and its legacies has long 
privileged the experiences of the nation-state colonial empires of the Atlantic and 
northwestern Europe, namely Britain, France, Holland, Spain and Portugal. The 
emphasis on national experiences, they note, comes ‘at the expense of a broader vision 
acknowledging the shared features of a phenomenon that swept through Europe at 
approximately the same time and against the same world historical backdrop’.

One such phenomenon is the emergence of the nation-state itself. For each of these 
entities underwent slow processes of state consolidation along national lines both 
prior to and in tandem with their colonial undertakings. This means that core national 
projects were relatively well-established at the time of disintegration of empire. 
Thus, the rise of anti-imperial nationalisms in the periphery – though disruptive – 
did not shatter core identity and institutions. One consequence was that echoes of 
empire – when irksome – could be brushed under the carpet. In the case of Britain, 
for example, ‘loss of an empire that covered one quarter of the globe’ might have been 
expected to leave more of a ‘political scar than it did [; yet, the…] country simply 
did not believe for a very long time – probably not until the 1970s – that the end of 
empire had fundamentally undermined its international position as a world power.1

By way of contrast, the Ottomans Empire was a ‘traditional’, geographically 
contiguous, multi-ethnic, multi-confessional entity predicated on dynastic 
authority. Though it collapsed mere decades prior to its ‘modern’ counterparts, a 
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drop in the sea of imperial time, it did so in the throes of a protracted struggle 
with nationalism in the core as well as periphery. This culminated in the categorical 
rejection of Ottoman pluralism, religious/dynastic sources of authority, and will to 
empire on the part of the founders of the unitary, secular, non-irredentist, Turkish 
nation-state. The break – at once cumulative given the previous century of Ottoman 
reform, and sudden in light of the dramatic changes wrought in a few short years2 – 
made a powerful imprint on the national project. This means that ‘echoes’ of empire 
have reverberated in rather more tumultuous ways in Turkey than in the former 
imperial nation-states of western Europe, where loss of empire was not as obviously 
constitutive of national identity and purpose. As such, it not possible to disaggregate 
the legacies of imperial collapse per se, from those associated with other aspects of 
Ottoman social and political life (e.g. its pluralism and religiosity).

A second and related limitation of extent prisms is their persistent Eurocentrism. 
After all, the Ottomans, like the Russians, Persians, and Chinese, long served as the 
Other of the European collective imagination. This shapes how they are viewed, from 
the trope of the ‘marauding horde from the East’ that still inflects populist perspectives 
in Europe, to the prevalence of concepts and theories in the social sciences that 
emanate from ‘the narrow experience of European states … in fictive opposition to 
the East’.3 Ever since the publication of Said’s seminal Orientalism in 1978, a growing 
body of scholarship has challenged constructions of Eastern empires as despotic, 
barbaric, and stagnant in contrast to the enlightened, civilized, and dynamic states of 
the West. Yet, Eurocentric frames of reference have proved resilient.

One reason for this, in Turkey at least, is because founding elites in ‘non-
European’ imperial successor states often turned to European – and Eurocentric – 
templates to impose revolutions from above. Paradoxically intended to enable the 
states in question to preserve their independence from European powers, the hope 
was that westernism despite the West would enable the recalibrated state to thrive 
under Europe-dominated international conditions. 

In Turkey, at least, this entailed a will to capitalism and secularism in a 
manifestly underdeveloped economy and religious society. This spurred critics, 
in turn, to respond in Marxist and Islamist idiom. Yet, constituted as they were 
in dialectic response to the foundational republican framework, such platforms 
displayed their own Eurocentric reflexes vis-à-vis the empire and its legacies. 
As with post-modernist and post-Islamist narratives today, this speaks to the 
imperative of teasing out the ways Eurocentrism inhibits, but is also constitutive, 
of the strands of debate, a challenge to which this chapter will seek to rise.

In short, commentary in and beyond contemporary Turkey on the echoes of 
empire must grapple with the challenge of what I call ‘epistemological nationalism’ 
and ‘epistemological Euocentrism’.4 These frames circumscribe the interventions 
of professional historians, politicians, and journalists, as well as engaged citizens 
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on wide-ranging substantive questions. Topics include but are not limited to 
definitions of empire and legacy, and assessments – often emotional – of the roles 
played by Ottoman-era personalities. They grapple with the evolution of Ottoman 
institutions and governance, the vicissitudes of centre-periphery relations, shifting 
balances of power vis-à-vis European actors, the rise of nationalism in the periphery 
and the core, and the transformations engendered by these phenomena. A leitmotif 
that emerges across these discussions is the question of continuity versus rupture. 
It is to this theme that I turn as a site for mapping the volatile relationship between 
memory, history, and historiography in Turkey today.

Lieux de Mémoire: Between Memory, History, 
and Historiography

Pierre Nora famously coined the term ‘sites of memory’ (lieux de mémoire) to describe 
places where history seeks to colonize memory. Nora understood memory to be the 
cyclical, communal consciousness, a ‘perpetually actual phenomenon, a bond tying 
us to the eternal present’. History, by way of contrast, is a ‘representation[s] of the 
past’ in which memory is captured, disciplined, and objectified by the archivist.5 In 
effect, Nora equated memory, both individual and collective, with consciousness/
identity, and history with attempts to monopolize consciousness/identity.6 Thus, 
the historian – specifically the national historian of the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries – sought to claim the consciousness/identity of the population for the 
national cause. This was achieved through the consecration of lieux de mémoire 
like official holidays, school curricula, museums, and monuments to symbolize 
national identity. This engendered resistance – the Bastille and Quatorze Julliet, for 
instance, were canonized only after protracted struggle with monarchist factions. 
Nevertheless, such readings came to constitute official History.7

In revolutionary contexts like France and the United States, but also Turkey, 
Russia, China (and to a lesser extent the Shah’s Iran), attempts to capture collective 
consciousness by rescripting history necessitated the identification of new sites of 
memory. For, to paraphrase Renan, a successful nation is one that remembers and 
forgets the same things to forge a common past as the basis for a common future. 
That past could not be the recently defunct ancien régimes, the memorialization of 
which would undermine the status of the nation as the only game in town (and 
the nation-builders as the only game-makers). The impulse to reject the recent 
past was also steeped in the forward-thinking telos of revolutionary programmes 
predicated on Enlightenment or late Enlightenment logics. Nationalist historians 
accordingly sought out ancient golden ages, ‘inventing tradition’,8 to give the 
present generation a sense of shared identity and purpose that circumvented, say, 
Bourbon/Catholic, Romanov/Orthodox or Ottoman/Islamic sources of solidarity.
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To be sure, the process of enshrining specific stories and the selection criteria 
for inclusion and exclusion were eminently political. But the national historian’s 
claim to possess the ‘truth’ was bolstered by the positivist belief – prevalent at the 
heyday of the nation-state – in the objectivity of recovered knowledge. Especially 
in contexts, like France and Turkey, where history played a ‘strong formative 
and didactic’ role, and/or where the apparatus for political repression was well-
instituted, revisionism was considered iconoclastic. For, as Nora9 notes, the 
moment one seeks to unpack a site where national consciousness was canonized, 
then one no longer identifies unquestioningly with that heritage.

The second half of the twentieth century, however, bore witness to the 
emergence of a historiographical impulse that has yielded a ‘history in multiple 
voices… [whose proponents are] less interested in causes than effects; less 
interested in ‘what actually happened’ than its perpetual re-use and misuses, its 
influence on successive presents’.10 This rise of ‘history in the second degree’ 
can be attributed to a confluence of factors: democratization, the rise of new 
social movements, and identity politics, of globalization, the proliferation of 
information technologies; it is also a function of the post-modern anti-project 
of challenging meta-narratives. As a result, the nation’s privileged position as 
the main mnemonic community has been challenged. Increasingly, actors that 
have been marginalized in national narratives are demanding a place therein, or 
constructing alternative histories.

As such, the capture of memory/consciousness by History has become a contest 
over memory/consciousness by rival historiographies. In this context, ‘sites of 
memory’ become contested ‘turning point[s] where consciousness of a break with 
the past is bound up with the sense that memory has been torn’.11 This compels 
commentators to search at the interstices of continuity and rupture for that which 
has been lost. The rise of Ottomanism in Turkey may be read through this prism, 
wherein memory of the empire was colonized by national history with a capital ‘H’ 
only to be challenged by alternative historiographies.

Continuity versus Rupture as Historiographical 
Battleground

The Single-Party Period

Like other late Enlightenment, revolutionary projects,12 the early republicans 
sought to make a clean break with the ancien régime. They rejected the heterogeneity 
of Ottoman society, and the religious, dynastic, and imperial dimensions of Ottoman 
governance. Yet, even as they adopted the nation-state model of social political 
organization emanating from Europe, they sought to affirm the fledgling republic’s 



Echoes of Empire144

sovereignty vis-à-vis European powers. This imprinted ‘epistemic nationalism’ and 
‘epistemic Eurocentrism’ onto the Turkish project, (albeit with a nativist twist 
wherein nationalism was deployed to subvert Eurocentrism). The upshot was that 
the Ottomans and their legacies were either ignored or demonized. A story of rupture 
was enshrined, and ‘echoes of empire’ were denied any relevance in the new polity.

In search of alternative sources of collective memory, nationalist scholars like 
Ziya Gökalp, the founder of Turkish sociology, flagged the Central Asian Turkic/
ish heritage as a source of egalitarian and ‘democratic’ principles.13 Others, like 
Atatürk adopted daughter Afet Inan, sought at the founding father’s behest to 
recover traditions that would mitigate persistent racism towards Turks on the part 
of Europeans. The results were the ‘sun-language’ and ‘Turkish history’ theses, 
which rewrote history with Turks at the centre as the progenitors of the world’s 
languages and peoples. Enshrined in textbooks and school curricula, a handful of 
historians like the Eurasianist Zeki Velidi Togan and Fuat Köprülü denounced the 
project – primarily on methodological grounds – piquing censure which would 
later inform oppositional politics.

A second if intertwined strand of republican historiography situated collective 
identity in pre-Islamic Anatolia. This was epitomized by the moving of the capital 
from Istanbul, the cosmopolitan seat of the Ottomans, to Ankara, the heart of the 
Anatolian plateau.14 Here, the Anatolian Civilizations Museum15 was founded. 
Exhibits sought to forge a direct link with the Hittites and other Anatolian 
civilizations, first in racialist terms, and later, through invocation of a ‘homogenized 
and territorially defined culture’; as Gür16 notes, this was part of the bid to construct 
a national identity that could claim historical connections with Europe (e.g. by 
labelling Neolithic sites as ‘Turkish’). At the same time, and like the aforementioned 
‘sun-language’ and ‘Turkish history’ theses, forays into ancient history sought to 
affirm authenticity and sovereignty in defiance of European prejudice. This attests 
to the complex ways Eurocentrism, its negation, and its reproduction were woven 
into the woof of the Turkish national project and its denial of empire.

By the late 1930s and 1940s, republican rejectionism of the Ottomans had 
become less strident (or less stridently enforced). This may have been a function of 
the life cycle of revolutions, which tend to lapse after an initial militant phase into 
a Thermidor period concerned with law and order. At this juncture, historians like 
Ömer Lütfi Barkan suggested that if the search was for a glorious past, the Ottoman 
Empire at its peak was more attractive and accessible than ancient Central Asian 
tribes and Anatolian empires.17 If this resonated with aspirations on the right to 
reinstate the Ottomans into the collective memory/consciousness, it spoke too, to 
the growing sense on the left that something was missing from the official history. 
As iconic – and iconoclastic – communist poet Nazim Hikmet wrote from prison: 
‘I want – from where, at where, towards where?’
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The Multi-Party Period

With the transition to multi-party politics such voices proliferated. A heated 
debate in leftist circles spoke to Hikmet’s question in ways that both negated 
and affirmed republican rejectionism. At one level, earlier, glowing assessments 
of the republican equation of modernism with westernism were unpacked. This 
amounted to a re-reading of the ambivalence towards the West that is a legacy of 
the collapse of empire and foundation of the republic. At another level, left-leaning 
commentary of this period defended the sovereigntist principles upon which the 
republican project was founded (thereby affirming epistemic nationalism). As 
Inalcik18 observes, this also tended to reduce Turkey’s underdevelopment to the 
legacy of a ‘backwards’ and ‘repressive’ Ottoman land tenure system (thereby 
affirming epistemic Eurocentrism). This reflected, nevertheless, a burgeoning 
sense of continuity with the past that was inflected with the conviction that 
continuity was assessed through the prism of a progressive telos.

On the right, resistance to republican amnesia was more pronounced, though it 
too reproduced aspects of the republican story. For instance, intellectuals affiliated 
with the Hearth of the Enlightened (Aydınlar Ocagı) endorsed nationalism, but sought 
to redeem religiosity and the public expression thereof that had been a feature of 
Ottoman life. This view was echoed in the words of the spiritual leader of the Islamist 
National View Movement (Milli Görüs Hareketi MGH), Mehmet Zahid Kotku:

The core identity … and character of this wounded nation is Islam. Your main 
heritage is Islam and as Muslims you can heal this wound by listening to what our 
Turkish Muslim people want … an Islamic sense of justice and the restoration of 
their Ottoman-Islamic identity.19

Here, as in many other permutations of rightist revisionist historiography, the 
nationalist component of the republican narrative was affirmed. However, Islamic 
religiosity – considered a core component of the Ottoman heritage – was flagged as 
constitutive of the nation (thereby affirming epistemic nationalism whilst resisting 
epistemic Eurocentrism). To be sure, this entailed, a claim to continuity over rupture.

Attempts to rehabilitate religiosity and a concomitant nostalgia for the Ottomans 
began to filter into the official narrative via the centre-right parties that dominated the 
political scene during the 1950–1980 period.20 They justified such policies by mixing 
liberal and religious rationales to dismantle aspects of the republican revolution 
considered repressive in a Muslim majority context.21 Religion was introduced to 
the curriculum alongside a religious school (imam hatip) track in secondary education. 
Definitively dropping the Turkish History thesis, they reintroduced into textbooks 
accounts of the Ottomans that cast the empire in a positive light.
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In the wake of the 1980 coup, however, it was not this liberal-religious synthesis 
but the nationalist-religious synthesis of the Hearth that rose to prominence. For, if 
the generals’ purpose was to crush clashes between the extreme right and left that 
destabilized the country during this period, they were particularly hostile towards 
the latter. The upshot was that the ‘Turkish-Islamic synthesis’ (TIS) was enshrined 
as a bulwark against the perceived communist threat. As such, a corporatist, ethno-
religious vision of collective identity was imprinted onto the post-coup constitution, 
harkening back to strands of Turkist/ish nationalism which pre-dated the secularist 
revolution and establish a certain continuity with the Ottoman era.

Reactions to the TIS crystallized at a time when identity politics were displacing 
right/left cleavages as the idiom in which the battle over memory, history, and 
historiography was waged. At this juncture, an echo of empire that had long been 
muted became salient, namely a hankering for pluralism. Advocates included former 
leftists who had felt the heavy hand of the state and embraced political liberalism. 
Many allied with the liberal-religious, centre-right to cite Ottoman heterogeneity 
as a source of tolerance in social and political life. This fuelled, furthermore, a sense 
of commonality and purpose vis-à-vis the post-Cold War, but also post-Ottoman, 
Balkans, Caucasus, and Middle East. Epitomized in the collaboration between pious 
politician Turgut Özal and lapsed leftist Cengiz Çandar – who coined the term 
‘neo-Ottomanism’, the fledging framework challenged the pillars of official history 
by claiming continuity with Ottoman heterogeneity, Ottoman religiosity, and 
Ottoman involvement in the broader region. It drew sustenance from the economic 
and political liberalization Turkey underwent in the ensuing decades.

Republican cadres responded with a concerted campaign to affirm the narrative 
of rupture by returning to the horrific/heroic moment of transition: World War I 
and the ‘War of Independence’. In such accounts, the last Ottoman sultan and his 
cabinet were vilified along with the occupying Allies. The 1920s and 1930s, on the 
other hand, were romanticized as an era when Turks became ‘civilized’.22 This went 
hand-in-hand with a renewal of the cult of personality surrounding Atatürk,23 and 
the codification by ‘republican nationalists’ (ulusalcı) of their reading of the legacies 
of early republicanism into ‘Atatürkism’, a coherent ideological programme.24

A third camp to enter the fray was the MGH with its emphasis on continuities 
with the Ottoman-Islamic heritage and vision of the Turkish-Muslim nation as the 
natural heir to Ottoman leadership in the broader region. In the 1990s, the MGH-
inspired Welfare Party (Refah Partisi RP) swept to power in municipal election 
across the county. Attesting to the attraction to the Ottomans, they promptly 
instated celebrations of Mehmet the Conqueror’s 1453 capture of Istanbul.

Later, upon coming to the helm of a national coalition government, the RP 
sought – or was perceived to seek – the reorientation of domestic and foreign 
policy from the republican pillars of secularism and westernism (despite the West), 
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towards the Muslim Middle East. This precipitated manoeuvres via which the RP 
was harassed from office by republican cadres. Dubbed the 28 February, ‘post-
modern’ coup, this in turn, piqued an appreciation, within the Islamist movement, 
for political pluralism which pundits were quick to rationalize through reference to 
Ottoman precedents.

In 2001, the moderate wing broke away to found the Justice and Development 
Party (Adalet ve Kalkınma Partisi AKP). Self-consciously seeking to situate the party 
within the liberal-religious, centre-right tradition, the AKP has governed Turkey 
since 2002. During its tenure, it has displaced the republican establishment, an 
endeavour for which it initially drew support from liberal-leftists. Today, however, 
these former allies worry that pro-religious forces are seeking to install their own 
hegemonic reading of the past and its relevance for Turkey’s present and future.

Historiographical Battlefields since the 2000s

In AKP-led Turkey, the ‘echoes of empire’ reverberate loudly. There are at least 
three approaches, heirs to historiographical narratives that emerged over the 
course of the twentieth century. I label these ‘republican’, ‘liberal-leftist’, and ‘pro-
religious’, though boundaries between camps are permeable.25 Each appropriates 
and/or challenges the early republican rendition of history to make its own claims 
to collective memory/consciousness.

Republicans continue to reject the relevance for Turkey today of the Ottoman 
era, including its heterogeneity, religious/dynastic sources of authority, will to 
empire, and perceived capitulation to European machinations. Echoing obfuscation 
of imperial legacies in the successor states of western Europe, if concessions are 
made to claims of continuity, they tend to be in the form of acknowledgment 
that the cadres who built the republic came of age in the late Ottoman period. 
This entails some recognition of the Young Turk era (1908–1922) as relevant to 
the nation’s history. Otherwise, the empire is refuted as a site of ‘darkness’ as 
opposed to the ‘enlightenment’ brought about by the republic revolution. Pro-
religious cohorts’ nostalgia for all things Ottoman is lambasted in a similarly 
Manichean fashion. Such frames are infused with epistemic Eurocentrism, albeit 
infused with a paradoxical will to align with Europe so as to repel Europe.

Likewise affirming epistemic nationalism, republicans castigate liberal-leftists 
as cronies of Western neo-imperialism for their endorsement of pluralism as an 
Ottoman legacy. Many within the republican camp worry that such demands 
threaten the unitary state, and its territorial integrity. These fears that have been 
dubbed the ‘Sèvres syndrome’, itself a charged lieu de mémoire in the battle over 
continuity and rupture. Viewed through the prism of Sèvres, demands from within 
or beyond Turkey for, say, enhancement of minority rights, are equated with 
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Great Power support for Ottoman minority secessionism, and the 1920 treaty (of 
Sèvres) which authorized the redistribution of Ottoman territories to Allied forces, 
Armenians, and Kurds.

A number of republican commentators are associated with Inkılap institutes at 
universities around the country which are devoted to the study of the republican 
revolution or ‘transformation’.26 A prominent spokesperson is historian, Sına Aksın, 
chair of the Atatürk Thought Foundation (Atatürk Düsünce Dernegi ADD) and author 
of From Empire to Revolutionary Republic (2007). Another looming figure is journalist, 
novelist, and popular historian Turgut Özakman whose best-selling tracts on Gallipoli 
and the Turkish-Greek war include Those Wild Turks, Resurrection – The Dardanelles 
1915, and Republic – The Turkish Miracle. Özakman is perhaps the gatekeeper par 
excellence of republican historiography. This was evident in his serialized critique of the 
biopic Mustafa directed by a younger republican journalist who sought to portray the 
nation’s founder in a more intimate and vulnerable light. For Özakman27 this attempt 
from within the republican fold to narrate an alternative history was inadmissible, for 
there is such thing as ‘your or my Mustafa’, just the ‘one and only Atatürk.’

Liberal-leftists, by way of contrast, are critical of republican rejection of the 
Ottomans. They are drawn, above all, to Ottoman pluralism. Such a stance entails 
a challenge to the epistemic nationalism that has long framed the Turkish project. 
Liberal-leftist engagement of Ottoman legacies emanates too from a broader 
intuition that both continuity and rupture must be acknowledged. Thus, liberal-
leftists also subvert the pro-religious tendency to eulogize the empire, and value 
features of the republican transition like the investment of sovereignty – at least, in 
principle – in the people. A case in point is historian Hakan Erdem’s work Ottoman 
slavery which corroborated neither a ‘black’ nor a ‘white’ vision of the past, earning 
him approbation from both republican and pro-religious quarters. For it destabilizes 
both Orientalism and Occidentalism. Erdem responded by lambasting studies of 
the Ottomans produced in Turkey for – inter alia – their ideological nature, in his 
book History the Lame (Tarih-Lenk 2008).28

Erdem, like many liberal-leftist historians, received at last part of his/her 
training abroad and subscribes to methods and a normative agenda that reflect post-
modernist trends in western historiography. A similar, deconstructionist project 
has been embraced by liberal-leftist, public intellectuals like Ahmet Altan, Etyen 
Mahçupyan, and Ece Temelkuran. Such figures became household names when, in 
2005, they organized a taboo-shattering conference on the Armenian question. This 
is one of the most dramatic issues at stake in the current debates over historical 
legacies, and a site of memory where official rejectionism has proved resilient.

The conference was part of an on-going attempt to foster domestic debate on the 
aftermath of the painful process of ‘unmixing of peoples’,29 i.e., of Ottoman Christians 
and Muslims during the last century of the empire, as well as the impact of the early 
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republican will to homogeneity on Muslim elements like the Kurds. This has yielded 
intensive civil society activism, and cultural and intellectual production, as well as 
several official initiatives. However, the assassination of Hrant Dink, an outspoken 
Turkish-Armenian journalist, and the recent acquittal of most of the defendants in 
his murder trial, speaks to the entrenchment of resistance to ‘confronting the past’ 
when it comes to pluralism in general and the Armenian tragedy in particular.

Finally, pro-religious invocation of echoes of Empire comes in at least two, 
intertwined strands.30 The first, heir to the liberal impulse in pro-religious 
historiography, emphasizes Ottoman tolerance, itself said to emanate from Ottoman 
Islam. In the hands of sophisticated commentators, this entails a concerted attempt 
to deconstruct the epistemic Eurocentrism that infused the republican project, 
rendering the Ottomans either invisible or barbaric. It is also a challenge to 
epistemic nationalism, or at least to understandings of the national project that 
are intolerant towards Other(s). In less able hands, however, it can yield readings 
which inverse but reproduce binary representations of East/West. For example, 
Ottoman tolerance is often favourably compared in an ahistorical fashion to 
twentieth-century Western multi-culturalism. In such renditions, the empire can 
be characterized, hyperbolically, as ‘the last island of humanity’, whilst Western 
instrumental reason is held accountable for all that is wrong with the world.31

A second strand of pro-religious Ottomanism draws on the nationalist-religious 
impulse of the Hearth and the TIS to extol the glories of Empire, often fusing 
Turkist and Islamist themes. A number of its proponents have roots in the ultra-
right Nationalist Action Party (Milliyetçi Hareket Partisi MHP) from which they 
migrated to the centre-right and eventually the AKP. A case in point is Minister of 
State Cemil Çiçek who has called for Turkey to create a Commonwealth composed 
of former Ottoman dominions. Such perspectives reflect a conviction that Turkish 
activism is welcome in the former Ottoman space, exemplified in the words of a 
commentator cited in the book, Searching for the Ottomans in Modern Times:

Who is making a Greek military attaché say: ‘The fault is yours because you abandoned 
us’? Why do the Anatolian Rum (Greeks) who went to Greece in the population 
exchange complain that they were ‘abandoned to the infidels’? The Hungarian historian 
cries at his nation’s fate in front of the tomb of Gül Baba [an Ottoman saint]. The 
Lebanese historian who says ‘There was Arab unity only at the time of the Turks’. The 
Yemeni says ‘Together with the Turks went peace and plenty’. The Baghdadi who 
elevates the Ottoman governors to the status of saints … What yearning is causing the 
Syrian to hang a Turkish flag on his home, declaring ‘The Turks are coming’?32

For all its aspirations to an heightened international role for Turkey, this sort of 
bombastic Ottomanism is mostly aimed at domestic audiences to bolster a sense 
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of pride and continuity with the Ottomans at their peak. It is evident too, in the 
penchant of the mass media for characterizing initiatives of Turkish Prime Minister 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan in effusive terms as befitting a sultan, an image he appears 
to enjoy and cultivate.

A number of public intellectuals in both veins have backgrounds in fields like 
theology or journalism. Particularly, amongst the younger generation, however, 
many have been trained at leading universities in North America and Europe, and/
or benefit from the considerable resources being channelled into newly founded 
institutions like Istanbul’s Sehir University whose Rector was recently appointed 
head of the Board of Higher Education. In tandem with the economic and political 
rise of the pro-religious constituency, this group is well-placed to shape the 
parameters of evolving debate. IT-savvy, they have generated intense discussion 
on manifold aspects of the Ottoman past in print and on-line fora.

A favourite topic, to be sure, is the vision of former professor, Foreign Minister 
Ahmet Davutoglu. In a nutshell, Davutoglu’s ouvre is an attempt to dismantle the 
epistemic Eurocentrism that, he argues, has blinded Turkish policy-makers to the 
country’s multi-regional potential. His approach also represents a challenge to 
epistemic nationalism in that he tends to think in civilizational terms. In this reading, 
Turkey is heir to Ottoman-Islamic civilization in both cultural and geopolitical 
terms. This is said to give it a unique ability to engage other actors in the former 
Ottoman space, as well as serve as bridge between the West and the Islamic world. 
The pathway to achieving this is through soft rather than hard power, which may 
be realized through tools like bi- and multi-lateral diplomacy, intensification of 
trade, and cultural exchanges. This amounts to an aspiration to reconstitute the Pax 
Ottomana in the Balkans, Caucasus, and, above all, the Muslim Middle East.

Yet, the project is infused with the tension between the two strands of pro-
religious Ottomanism. For, on one hand, invocation of Ottoman-Islamic sources of 
pluralism and tolerance is inclusive, in a paternalistic fashion, of non-Muslim and 
non-practicing Muslims in and beyond Turkey. On the other, the presumption 
of Ottoman-Islamic moral superiority is exclusionary vis-à-vis such groups. This 
tension has yet to be resolved in theory or practice. Davutoglu, however, is also a 
pragmatist. To date, he has sought to assuage anxiety piqued by his grand vision 
of continuity with the Ottoman Empire in quarters within and beyond Turkey 
by disavowing the term ‘neo-Ottomanism;’ he is also careful to avoid Ottoman 
referents when interlocutors are likely to be alienated (e.g. Serbs, Armenians).

Conclusion

In this chapter, I have shown that debates over continuity versus rupture vis-à-
vis the Ottoman past constitute lieux de mémoire, sites where memory, history, 
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and historiography intersect in charged ways. This is because the transitional 
moment epitomizes the capture, from above, of collective memory/consciousness 
by republican history, which rejected any role for the Ottomans in today’s Turkey. 
In so doing, it imprinted what I have called ‘epistemic nationalism’ and ‘epistemic 
Eurocentrism’ onto the Turkish project.

This spurred dissidents to develop alternative historiographies, evident today 
in the lively debates between ‘republican’, ‘liberal-leftist’, and ‘pro-religious’ 
constituencies. If republican historiography remains more or less true to the early 
nation-builders’ rejection of the Ottoman past, liberal-leftists tend to recognize 
elements of continuity from empire to republic whilst criticizing aspects of the 
imperial period. Finally, pro-religious actors, emphasize continuity over rupture, 
and enthusiastically engage with echoes of empire via pursuit of pluralism, 
religiosity, and a role for Turkey in the geopolitical space once controlled by the 
Ottomans. This has gone hand-in-hand with a rereading of Turkey’s ambivalent 
relationship with the West, itself an echo of Ottoman empire.
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The Russian Empire and the  
Soviet Union:  

Too Soon to Talk of Echoes?

Alexander Morrison

Russia is often considered to be an anomaly amongst the European empires, and 
its ambivalent status is further clouded by the seventy years of aggressively 
modernizing Soviet rule that preceded its collapse. Across all its former territories, 
elements of the Soviet and even the Tsarist legacy are still live political issues: 
tangled borders, new nationalities, patterns of migration, strategic imperatives and 
open warfare all function within the ghostly framework of the Russian Empire. 
This is so even though the destinies of its constituent parts over the last twenty 
years have been so divergent, ranging from EU membership for the Baltic States 
to a return to the personality cult in post-communist Turkmenistan. In part this 
is simply a function of the empire’s vastness, and accordingly any assessment, 
however brief and superficial (as this chapter inevitably will be), must take into a 
account the long process of Russian expansion, the different circumstances under 
which territories were incorporated into the empire, and their varied experiences 
of imperial or Soviet rule. As political circumstances within and outside the former 
USSR have changed, so, inevitably, have interpretations of Russian imperial 
history. Immediacy is what makes the Russian case truly distinctive: Russia’s 
relations with the former republics are far from postcolonial, and the Russian 
federation remains an imperial polity rather than a nation-state. Accordingly, we 
are not dealing with ‘echoes’ of imperialism here at all, but with a cacophony of 
urgent and immediate legacies.
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The Expansion of Russia

The course of Russian imperial expansion spanned almost five hundred years, 
and the process of conquest and incorporation exercises a decisive influence over 
the imperial legacy today. It is useful, if a little over-simplified, to think of the 
Russian empire in terms of a series of concentric circles of territory, each of which 
represents a different phase of expansion, and a process of more or less successful 
assimilation to the old Muscovite ‘core’. Russia herself had been under the 
suzerainty of the Turco-Mongol Golden Horde until the mid-fifteenth century, and 
the administrative and psychological legacy of the ‘Tatar yoke’ to the Russian state 
remains a matter of considerable debate amongst historians.1 The beginnings of 
Russian Imperialism are usually dated from the fall of Kazan to Ivan the Terrible in 
1552, which saw large numbers of Muslim Tatars, together with pagan Turkic and 
Finno-Ugric groups of the Volga Region, incorporated into what had been a largely 
Orthodox, Slavic polity.2 This was followed by the conquest of two other successor 
khanates of the Golden Horde, Astrakhan (in the Volga Delta) and Siberia. In the 
seventeenth century Russia would face a threat from the West, in the form of the 
Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, whilst the Crimean Khanate (under Ottoman 
suzerainty) on the state’s southern flank remained a powerful and largely hostile 
force. Meanwhile Cossack mercenaries and fur-trappers swiftly spread through 
Siberia, reaching the Pacific coast at Okhotsk by 1641. The indigenous peoples of 
Siberia soon found themselves swamped even by the limited number of Russian 
settlers who flowed into the region in this period, and were often decimated by the 
diseases and alcoholism which they brought in their wake. Russian expansion in 
the Far East received a check with the treaty of Nerchinsk (1657) which conceded 
China’s control of the Amur valley; nevertheless the empire had acquired a vast tract 
of territory which gradually attracted peasant settlers, many from the persecuted 
Old Believer minority.3 Stretching from Moscow to the Pacific, all these regions 
remain part of the Russian federation today, with Russians in an overall majority in 
all but a few parts of Northern Siberia. However this apparent political and ethnic 
unity disguises enormous cultural diversity, some of which is formally recognized 
through the existence of ‘autonomous regions’ such as Tatarstan, Bashkortostan 
and Yakutia, whilst some other minorities such as the Muslim Nogais of the 
Astrakhan region do not appear on maps of Russia at all.

The emergence of the militarized, bureaucratic Petrine state from the late 
1600s saw Russia consolidate and expand her position in the West, whilst also 
penetrating ever more deeply into Asia. Beginning with victory over the Swedes 
at the battle of Poltava in 1709, over the course of the eighteenth century Russia 
acquired a vast swathe of European territory stretching from Karelia almost to 
the Danube, taking in the lands of ancient Rus’ in Ukraine, the Baltic and most 
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of Poland along the way. These regions were to present the empire with some of 
its most intractable problems in the nineteenth century. This was partly because 
their populations tended to be more prosperous and better-educated than those 
in Russia proper, whilst their political traditions were at odds with the principle 
of autocracy: it was in this region that the Tsarist state first had to confront the 
challenge of romantic nationalism.4 With the annexation of what came to be known 
as the ‘Western borderlands’ (Zapadnye Okrainy) Russia also acquired its vast, and 
in official eyes contaminating, Jewish population, and struggled to keep it confined 
to this ‘Pale of Settlement’.5 On the other hand, the empire found some of its most 
loyal servants in the Baltic German aristocracy, who played a crucial role within 
the empire’s ruling elite until the Revolution.6 The Crimean khanate finally fell 
in the 1770s, opening up the European steppe north of the Black Sea to peasant 
colonization as the Ottoman Empire was rolled back, making this one of Russia’s 
earliest ‘oriental’ conquests.7 This region was renamed ‘New Russia’ or ‘Tauride’, 
the first name reflecting its status as a new colony of settlement, the second its 
classical heritage as the home of Pontic Greek colonies, and both part of a process 
which saw a conscious elimination of earlier names which were reminders of the 
region’s Turkic and nomadic past.8

Russian expansion in the Caucasus followed a slower and bloodier path. The 
black-earth and steppe areas between the lower Volga and the Caucasus mountains 
had begun to attract Russian peasant settlers from the early sixteenth century 
onwards, but until the late eighteenth century Tsarist power in the region was 
represented largely by semi-independent communities of Cossacks along the 
Terek river, whose relationship with the Chechen, Daghestani and Circassian 
mountaineers of the frontier was far from wholly hostile.9 Peter the Great’s capture 
of the Daghestani city of Derbent in 1722 proved short-lived, but in the early 1800s 
Georgia and Armenia were annexed, whilst Persia lost the northern part of the 
province of Azerbaijan at the treaty of Gulistan in 1813. The Caucasus Mountains 
lay athwart Russia’s communications with these newly-acquired territories to their 
South, but the subjugation of the mountaineers would occupy thousands of Russian 
troops for over fifty years. General Yermolov, in a series of brutal campaigns from 
1817–1827, espoused a scorched earth policy which drove an ever-deeper wedge 
between the Russians and the inhabitants of the Northern Caucasus, ‘contracting’ 
the middle ground of cultural and economic exchange which had existed before.10 
His cruelty provoked a general uprising in Chechnya in 1825, which produced the 
greatest hero of the anti-Russian struggle, Imam Shamil, who was not captured until 
1859. The war finally came to an end in 1864, when 300,000 Circassians chose exile 
in the Ottoman Empire rather than Russian rule. The legacy of the long conflict 
amongst the Russians was mixed: on the one hand it created a deep and long-
lasting distrust of Islam, and brought about a loss of faith in the tactic of absorbing 
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local aristocracies which had served Russia so well in the past, whilst the Muslims 
of the Caucasus were characterized as ‘Savages’ and ‘Brigands’, an attitude that 
persists to this day.11 On the other hand the Caucasus became a vital component 
of the Russian romantic imagination, inspiring Pushkin, Lermontov and Tolstoy, 
for whom the mountaineers symbolized a freedom which did not exist in Russian 
society.12 Overall, the European and Caucasian territories Russia acquired in the 
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries constitute a more liminal zone, where 
states that are now independent blur into regions that remain part of the Russian 
‘metropole’. Whilst those who identify as ethnic Russians are usually a minority 
in these regions, many Russians would still consider the Caucasus, Ukraine and in 
particular Crimea to be ‘ours’ (nash).13

Finally we come to the most ‘colonial’ of Russia’s territories in Central Asia, 
which were generally excluded from the civic structures of Imperial Russia and 
seen as particularly ‘backward’ in the Soviet period. With the possible exception of 
parts of Northern Kazakhstan, few Russians today would consider this region to be 
truly ‘Russian’. The Kazakhs of the Inner Horde came under Russian sovereignty 
with the submission of Abu’l-Khayr Khan to the Empress Anna in 1731,14 and after 
1734 the newly-created fortress-town of Orenburg became the centre of Russian 
influence on the Asian steppe. Despite resistance from part of the Kazakh Great 
Horde led by Kenesary Kasimov,15 by the late 1850s a series of campaigns on the 
Steppe, and the construction of a line of fortresses through Kazakh lands had 
brought most of this region under Russian control. After a brief check during the 
Crimean War, the process of conquest continued apace, with the fall of Tashkent 
in 1865 marking the beginning of Russian incursions into the settled oasis region of 
Central Asia. Subsequently the Emirate of Bukhara submitted to Russian suzerainty 
and became a protectorate, whilst Khiva also fell in 1873. 1878 saw the beginning 
of the exceptionally bloody conquest of Transcaspia, marked by the massacre of 
thousands of Turkmen by General Mikhail Skobelev at the fortress of Geok-Tepe 
in 1881.16 The empire’s southern boundary assumed the form it would retain until 
1991 with the annexation of the Kushka oasis in 1885, and of the Pamir region in 
the 1890s. From the mid 1890s the state encouraged peasant migration from the 
land-hungry regions of European Russia across the Urals to Siberia and south to 
the Asiatic steppes, and the numbers of Russian and Ukrainian settlers increased 
exponentially with the construction of the Transsiberian and Orenburg-Tashkent 
railways.17 By the last years of Tsarist rule there were ambitious plans to swamp 
the indigenous population of the Steppe and Turkestan with millions more settlers, 
accompanied by a vast extension of irrigated agriculture.18 While the demographic 
balance in the northern steppe was profoundly altered, there was no question that 
these territories remained alien – chuzhoi, and populated by inorodtsy – those of a 
‘different birth’.19 
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Simultaneously the Russian presence in the Far East was consolidated with the 
annexation of the Amur region and the founding of Vladivostok in the 1850s and 
1860s, continuing into the early twentieth century with the acquisition of a warm-
water naval base on the Pacific, Port Arthur, in 1897, the construction of the Chinese 
Eastern Railway to link Vladivostok and Port Arthur with European Russia via the 
Transsiberian railway, and the de facto annexation of Manchuria.20 Humiliating 
defeat in the Russo-Japanese war of 1904–1905 curbed Russian ambitions in the 
region, and in the long term would prove of enormous significance to the other 
European powers, whose colonial subjects elsewhere in Asia were widely encouraged 
by this defeat of Europeans by Asians.21 In this region, then, Russia had been forced 
to draw in her horns somewhat even before 1917, and today the Primorskii Krai or 
‘maritime region’ around Vladivostok remains, for demographic reasons, one of her 
more fragile possessions.

Understanding Russian Imperialism

The question of how to describe and categorize this enormous polity, spanning 
two continents, at least fifty languages and three major religions, has exercised 
historians at least since Nikolai Karamzin wrote his Memoir on Ancient & Modern 
Russia in the 1820s.22 Russia was a great, land-based empire, with its roots in the 
early-modern period, whose titular nationality was ill-defined and enjoyed no 
particular privileges, whose ruling elite was cosmopolitan, with a disproportionate 
role played by non-Russians, in particular Poles, Baltic Germans and Georgians. It 
was difficult, if not impossible, to identify a particular territory at the heart of the 
empire with the Russian ‘nation’, and at least until the late nineteenth century 
the core of Russian imperial ideologies was the ruling Romanov dynasty.23 With 
leading noble families such as the Stroganovs and Yusupovs descended from Muslim 
Tatars, with colonists in Siberia ‘going native’ rather than the natives becoming 
Russified, racial boundaries seem blurred.24 Class or soslovie (estate), not race, was 
what determined hierarchies in Russia. Above all, where was that vital distinction 
between metropole and colony, that barrier between the political, cultural and 
territorial ‘nation’ at the heart of Empire, and the colonies at the periphery, so 
characteristic of ‘western’ colonialism? Russia’s identity is said to be inseparable 
from Empire, her nationalism warped and weakened by it, her people even described 
as the chief victims of ‘their’ empire by some historians.25 Even today one cannot 
really isolate ‘Russia’ on a map: the rump of the Russian Federation which was left 
behind after the break-up of the USSR, with its Far Eastern and Siberian territories 
and its patchwork of ‘autonomous’ provinces for different nationalities, is very far 
from being a nation-state. All of this would suggest that if Russia belongs in any 
‘category’, it is that of the early-modern dynastic empires which survived into the 
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modern period, those of the Habsburgs and the Ottomans. Some influential cultural 
historians have argued that to equate Russian Imperialism with that of the British 
or French is problematic and inaccurate, but there are also some striking parallels.26

In the nineteenth century, views of the nature of Russian Imperialism varied 
widely both within and outside the empire. While G. N. Curzon could remark that 
the Russian conquest of Central Asia was ‘a conquest of Orientals by Orientals’, 
other observers such as Eugene Schuyler or Francis Skrine viewed Russian 
Imperialism as simply another (perhaps more backward) manifestation of the wider 
phenomenon of European expansion.27 Within Russia there was an ‘Asianist’ sub-
strand of Slavophile thought among some intellectuals and publicists in Moscow 
and St Petersburg which presented the Russians as occupying a unique position 
between Europe and Asia, giving them a greater affinity with Asiatic peoples and 
thus (or so it was argued) a greater right to rule over them. Slavophile Philosophers 
such as Nikolai Danilevsky and Konstantin Leontiev argued that Russia had an 
Imperial Sonderweg, qualitatively different from that of the other European powers 
and characterized by greater tolerance and assimilation to Russian culture among 
conquered peoples,28 whilst Fyodor Dostoyevsky famously saw Asiatic conquests 
as a means of escaping Russia’s ‘backwardness’: ‘In Europe we were hangers-on and 
slaves, whereas to Asia we shall go as masters.’29

However, the officials and army officers who actually administered Russia’s 
(largely Muslim) borderlands in the Caucasus and Central Asia generally saw 
themselves as Europeans on a civilizing mission, frequently finding parallels with 
the British experience in India or that of the French in Algeria, whilst peasant 
settlement in the Steppe and Siberia drew forth comparisons with the opening-
up of the American West.30 Accordingly, by and large, although the diversity and 
peculiarities of Russian Imperialism were widely acknowledged by Russians and 
outsiders alike before 1917, it was not considered entirely sui generis, and most 
Russian commentators were perfectly happy to see Russian expansion across Asia 
as part of the wider European colonizing and civilizing mission.31

It is probable that biological racism was less widespread and influential in the 
Russian empire than in the West, but it was by no means unknown, and in any 
case this was only one of many markers of the difference and inferiority of subject 
peoples, racial, religious and cultural, which the Russians and other Europeans 
employed.32 In the western borderlands, beginning in the early 1860s with 
draconian restrictions on publications in the ‘Little Russian’ (Ukrainian) language, 
the Tsarist state pursued a policy of what is usually known as ‘Russification’ in 
an attempt to create a larger ‘national’ core for the empire, although this policy of 
repression was never matched by any positive measures to encourage assimilation 
through schooling, of the kind that took place in France in the same period.33 Russia 
may not have had as clear a distinction between metropole and colony as a ‘classic’ 
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European maritime empire, but there was an idea of what constituted the ‘core’ 
or ‘European’ areas of the empire, and this was reflected administratively in the 
distinction between areas under civilian and under military rule, those in which the 
liberal reforms of the 1860s were applied, and those where they were withheld.34 
There was no single concept of Russian Imperial ‘citizenship’, any more than there 
was in the British empire, and all the evidence of the last years of Tsarism suggests 
that in Russia’s fledgling democratic culture the enjoyment of political rights and 
‘Europeanness’ (if not Russianness) were becoming increasingly closely aligned.35

Nation-building in the Soviet Period

The Russian Revolution of 1917 saw an avowedly anti-Imperial regime inherit 
(and in many cases reconquer) almost all the non-Russian territories that had been 
part of the late-Tsarist empire. To many it seemed as if the old empire had simply 
continued in another guise, and indeed that is how the Soviet Union was presented 
by many western commentators until its collapse in 1991, with Soviet ‘Nationalities 
policy’ seen as nothing more than window-dressing, a cunning disguise for the 
continuation of colonialism.36 However, the reality was more complex than this, 
both in practice and in representation. With the demise of the Baltic German 
aristocracy which had made up such an important part of the old Empire’s ruling 
elite, ethnic Russians certainly occupied if anything a more dominant place in 
the structures of Soviet power than they had in the Tsarist state: but this was 
true mainly at the centre. In the peripheries, where new ‘national’ republics were 
formed, non-Russians in the form of locally recruited party cadres wielded far 
more power than had usually been the case under the Tsarist regime. The early 
Soviet policy of korenizatsiya, ‘striking roots’ or nation-building, together with 
policies promoting mass literacy, industrialization and anti-religious campaigns 
were qualitatively different from anything undertaken in the Tsarist period, and 
are better compared with what was taking place simultaneously in Reza Shah’s 
Iran and Atatürk’s Turkey.37 In its Asian borderlands the Tsarist state had been 
content simply to maintain military security and collect taxes, whilst in Poland and 
Ukraine it had pursued aggressive policies of Russification. In its early years the 
Soviet state instead strove to overcome the legacy of ‘Great Russian Chauvinism’ 
and shepherd its more ‘backward’ peoples through the national stage which both 
Lenin and Stalin thought crucial to the development of Socialism.38 This was 
reflected in the historiography of the time, which presented Tsarist Imperialism 
as cruel, exploitative and negative, and sought to dissociate Soviet rule from it 
entirely.39 To begin with, this was undoubtedly more than just rhetorical window-
dressing: even in the traditionally rebellious North Caucasus many Chechens 
and Daghestanis were active participants in the early Soviet project.40 Modern 
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Ukrainian nationalism is arguably in large part a legacy of the korenizatsiya policies 
of the 1920s and 1930s, which for the first time saw 97% of Ukrainian schoolchildren 
making acquaintance with the literary form of their national language.41 After the 
Second World War, the Ukrainian-speaking regions of Poland were incorporated in 
the Union republic, whose borders also included large numbers of Russian-speakers 
in the Don region, the formerly nomadic steppes north of the Black Sea with their 
diverse settler population and cosmopolitan cities (most notably Odessa) and 
eventually, in 1954, the Crimean Peninsula, purged of its Tatar population during 
the Second World War and now almost entirely Russian-speaking. However, the 
vagaries of Soviet boundary-drawing ensured that, whilst Ukraine now had a larger 
‘national’ territory than any Ukrainian nationalist of the nineteenth century would 
have dreamed of, much of its population had never fully identified as Ukrainian in 
the first place, a legacy which continues to cause severe problems today.

Elsewhere in the USSR, the late 1930s and the outbreak of the Second World 
War also saw some significant changes: many elements of korenizatsiya were phased 
out, at least in the Western regions, although in most cases its nationalist legacy 
was far too potent to be entirely suppressed. The Russians were officially anointed 
as the ‘elder brothers’ of the Soviet family of nations, whilst among historians 
Tsarist Imperialism was rehabilitated as having had a ‘progressive significance’.42 
The post-war years saw increasingly large numbers of Russians being despatched 
to other Republics, though normally as urban workers or technical experts 
rather than as agricultural settlers, with the notable exception of Kazakhstan. 
In the post-Stalin era the autonomy enjoyed by local party structures was not 
entirely fictional (the ‘great cotton scandal’ in Uzbekistan in the 1970s was a clear 
enough instance of local independence, albeit in the form of corruption),43 and 
officially-sanctioned versions of ‘national culture’ continued to be promoted. The 
history of inter-ethnic relations in the USSR in large part remains to be written. 
Whilst there were occasional outbreaks of tension, such as the Pakhtakor football 
riots in Tashkent in 1969, and the Zheltoqsan protests against the appointment 
of a Russian general-secretary of the Kazakh communist party in Alma-ata in 
1986, in general there seem to have been fewer racial tensions than before 1917. 
Intermarriage between Russians and Muslim peoples (with the exception of the 
Tatars and Kazakhs) remained relatively rare,44 but close social relations were not 
uncommon: to give just one example, the otherwise ill-fated ‘Virgin Lands’ scheme 
in Northern Kazakhstan gave birth to a strikingly mixed society where Kazakhs, 
Russian peasant settlers, Caucasian deportees and enthusiastic young Soviet 
volunteers rubbed shoulders relatively harmoniously.45 That this co-existed with 
widespread racial prejudice among European Slavs towards Jews and Caucasian 
Muslims in particular is one of the many puzzles of Soviet history, although it 
seems that racist attitudes towards the minority peoples of the USSR were (and 
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remain) more common among those who lived in European Russia than amongst 
the Slavs who lived in the cosmopolitan cities of Baku, Tashkent or Almaty, where 
they mixed with ‘Asiatics’ on a daily basis.46

The Fall of Communism and After

The collapse of the USSR in 1991 saw a scramble by historians and political 
scientists to explain the demise of the beast they had studied so long, which in many 
cases led them to come to new conclusions about the nature of Soviet rule. Some 
espoused the ‘deep-freeze’ theory – namely that the ‘prison of peoples’ which was 
late-Tsarist Russia had remained in suspended animation throughout the seventy 
years of Soviet rule, before latent nationalist passions were finally unleashed by 
the crumbling of central authority.47 The conflicts which immediately emerged in 
Tajikistan and the Caucasus were certainly a result of the slackening of central 
control, although in most cases their roots lay in Soviet-era disputes over borders 
and access to state patronage rather than in events before 1917. In the absence 
of mediation from Moscow, war broke out between Azerbaijan and Armenia over 
the Nagorno-Karabagh enclave, whilst Georgia sought to establish full and direct 
control over the autonomous provinces of Abkhazia and South Ossetia which fell 
within its borders, with disastrous results. However, it soon became clear that 
whilst for the Warsaw pact countries and the Baltic states independence and 
freedom from Moscow’s control could not come soon enough,48 the other constituent 
republics of the USSR were much more ambivalent about leaving it, and thus losing 
the patronage and arbitration of Moscow. The Central Asian Republics voted in 
referenda to maintain the USSR, whilst their leaders almost without exception 
supported the hardline coup of 1991. Furthermore, many of the ‘nationalities’ in 
these regions had not even existed before 1917, and could hardly have ‘re-emerged’ 
in 1991: the ‘Uzbeks’ were clearly at least in part a creation of the Soviet era.49 If 
anything it was Russian nationalism which destroyed the USSR, as many Russians 
(not entirely wrongly) saw their Republic as subsidizing all the others. The Soviet 
Union collapsed when Boris Yeltsin succeeded in investing the hollow structures of 
the Russian Soviet Socialist Republic with real power.50

Since then, Russian nationalism has been exploited heavily by the Putin 
and Medvedev regimes, whilst racism towards migrants from the former Soviet 
republics of the Caucasus and Central Asia and paranoia regarding Russia’s 
neighbours are increasingly common.51 This is reflected in much contemporary 
Russian historiography, where Russia’s Imperial past is regarded with a mixture of 
nostalgia, self-righteousness and outright jingoism. A figure such as General Mikhail 
Dmitrievich Skobelev, who ordered the massacre of thousands Turkmen after the 
siege of Gök-Tepe in 1881 and was excoriated in Soviet historiography, can now 
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be rehabilitated as a ‘Hero of Empire’.52 Thinly disguised as ‘Sobolev’, the General 
has also figured prominently in two of the best-selling Boris Akunin novels, one of 
which has been turned into a film whose portrayal of the Ottomans is ripe with old-
fashioned ‘Orientalism’.53 A new statue of Skobelev has apparently been planned for 
Il’in square in Moscow, to replace the original equestrian statue erected on nearby 
Tverskaya Street in 1912 and destroyed by the Bolsheviks, although it is not clear 
if it will ever be built.54 New statues of General Yermolov, the ‘hammer of the 
Caucasus’ have appeared in the North Caucasian towns of Stavropol, Mineral’nye 
Vody and Pyatigorsk, whilst Orenburg also has a new monument to General V. A. 
Perovsky, who played a leading role in the conquest of Central Asia.55

Since 1991, the former constituent republics of the USSR have become nation-
states, but in most cases their ‘new’ identities rest firmly on Soviet foundations. 
This is particularly true in Central Asia, whose republics were carved out of the 
territories of Bukhara, Khiva and Russian Turkestan in the 1920s, in a complex 
process of negotiation between the Communist leadership in Moscow and local 
party cadres. This was not, as many Western commentators believed, the product 
of a deliberate Soviet policy of ‘divide and rule’ and creation of minorities. Instead 
it was partly the inevitable product of an attempt to apply ideas of the nation 
derived from nineteenth-century Europe to a region where this category made 
little sense, partly a consequence of relying on the categories used by late-Tsarist 
ethnographers and census-takers, and partly the result of local horse-trading.56 
Whilst the new republics had a territorial form (which continued to shift until 
the 1980s as boundaries were repeatedly tinkered with) their borders were fairly 
notional: it was the Soviet State which restricted (and ordered) the movement of 
labour and the patterns of growth and settlement, not the existence of borders. 
Since independence the hardening of the borders between the five republics 
has caused numerous problems, particularly in areas where they are closely 
intermeshed and pay scant attention to geographical features, most notably the 
Ferghana Valley.57 For instance, the region around the city of Khujand (Leninabad 
in the Soviet era), the northern ‘bump’ of Tajikistan, is cut off from the rest of 
the country by a range of mountains, and in the Soviet era was closely integrated 
both economically and socially with the surrounding regions of Uzbekistan and 
Kyrgyzstan. After independence Khujand found itself hemmed in on all sides by 
newly-impermeable borders, with the only outlet a dangerous mountain road to the 
south. Whilst communications with Dushanbe have now improved, continued bad 
relations with Uzbekistan ensure that the region remains cut off from its economic 
hinterland, whilst modern Tajik nationalist ideology, which emphasizes both the 
Persian language and ‘Aryan’ ethnicity, is particularly alien to this mixed, bilingual 
semi-enclave.58 Meanwhile, at the eastern end of the Ferghana valley, many Uzbek 
families are now divided by the frontier between Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan, 
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something revealed clearly when many of those who fled the 2010 pogroms in 
Osh found shelter with relatives on the Uzbek side of the frontier.59 In each case, 
these borders were of little or no importance in the Soviet era, and it was only 
accidentally that they came to define the limits of sovereignty after 1991. Over the 
coming years they promise to be one of empire’s more intractable ‘echoes’, as there 
are few signs that they will become more open or relaxed.

With the exception of Kyrgyzstan, and despite the civil war in Tajikistan, the 
forms of government of the Central Asian republics show considerable (though not 
complete) continuity with the Soviet period. The personnel are in some cases the 
same: Islam Karimov in Uzbekistan, Nursultan Nazarbayev in Kazakhstan and, 
until his death, Saparmurat Niyazov in Turkmenistan were all the first secretaries 
of their republics’ respective communist parties before 1991. However, all of 
these countries, except Turkmenistan, are much more open to outside influences 
than they were in the Soviet period, and the work of nation and state-building 
continues much more actively than before, often with brutally repressive results.60 
This mixture of change and continuity is reflected in historiography. Despite 
ritualistic denunciations of Russian colonialism in some new historical work, and 
Karimov’s oft-quoted opinion that ‘I do not consider the history written in the 
Soviet era to be history’,61 the national narratives of the new Republics are based 
largely on those created in the official histories of the Soviet period, complete with 
spurious theories of ethnogenesis, government-sanctioned ‘national heroes’, and 
certain canonical texts in which the culture of the nation is said to reside. The 
additions normally consist of more monarchical and militaristic characters who 
were frowned on in the Soviet period (such as Amir Timur in Uzbekistan), and a 
rehabilitation of the Muslim reformist movements which appeared in the region 
in the late nineteenth century (denounced as ‘bourgeois’ in the Soviet period). 
Nowhere is this truer than in Uzbekistan, where such few historical publications 
as do emerge follow Karimov’s injunction, invariably invoked in the introduction 
to modern Uzbek historical publications, that ‘Historical memory, the restoration 
of an objective and truthful history of the nation and its territory is given an 
extremely important place in the revival and growth of national self-consciousness 
and national pride’.62 In Uzbekistan history is relentlessly instrumentalized for 
the purpose of constructing a stronger ‘Uzbek’ identity: school textbooks portray 
the Khwarazmshahs, Tamerlane, Babur, Emir Sayyid Muzaffar of Bukhara, the 
Jadid reformers and the post-1917 Basmachi as an unbroken line of heroic ‘Uzbek’ 
nationalists, engaged in a struggle for ‘self-determination’.63 Access to the national 
archives has become steadily more restricted to those whose output the regime 
feels it can control, whilst archival documents are selectively employed to create a 
narrative of national martyrdom in the Tsarist and Soviet periods.64 Even academic 
writing normally echoes older Soviet scholarship on the ethnogenesis of the Uzbek 
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nation, glosses over the complexity of Central Asian society before the national 
demarcations of 1924, and the degree to which modern Central Asian national 
identities (particularly ‘Uzbek’), far from having been ‘suppressed’ in the Soviet 
period, are at least in part a product of early Soviet nation-building policies.65 
The dangers of taking a constructivist approach to the complex history of Uzbek 
identity were revealed clearly in the furore surrounding the publication of Alisher 
Ilkhamov’s Ethnic Atlas of  Uzbekistan in 2002, which was heavily criticized by 
historians close to the Uzbek Government and subsequently banned.66

Russian scholars working in Central Asia have responded with anger and 
bewilderment to suggestions in recent historiography from the region that the 
Tsarist or Soviet regimes could be considered ‘colonial’.67 In the Soviet period, 
‘colonialism’ and ‘imperialism’ were things only bourgeois powers were capable 
of: ergo the Soviet Union – and from the 1940s, by a curious process of extension, 
its Tsarist predecessor – could not be a ‘colonial’ power. This strand of thinking 
became entangled with older Slavophile ideas about the ‘natural’ and ‘organic’ 
nature of Russian expansion until for many historians there emerged a firm belief 
that the Russian people themselves are not capable of being ‘colonial’ or racist: a 
belief which co-exists with irrefutable evidence of racism and hate crimes against 
Caucasians and Central Asians in Russian cities.68

In the Ukraine, Azerbaijan and Georgia there is now a celebration of the brief 
periods of ‘national independence’ enjoyed by these regions between 1917 and 
ca.1920–1921; the Baltic republics meanwhile romanticize the authoritarian regimes 
which ruled them throughout most of the inter-war period, and have fierce ongoing 
disputes with Russia over the interpretation and memorialization of the Second 
World War, in which Soviet victory over the Nazis saw the re-annexation of Latvia, 
Lithuania and Estonia to the USSR after 1945.69 Resurgent Russian nationalism is 
perceived as a serious threat in this region, whilst Georgia has already discovered 
to its cost that despite post-Soviet military decline Russia remains a regional if not 
a global superpower, and that her leaders claim a special sphere of influence in the 
territories of the ‘near abroad’ – the former USSR.70

Imperial Legacies

The Baltic states aside, there are still numerous ties which bind the republics of 
the former USSR together, and these are more profound, and geographically closer, 
than those which link the countries of the British Commonwealth, which has its 
counterpart in the ‘Commonwealth of Independent States’ (of which, significantly, 
the Baltic Republics and Georgia are not members). After the collapse of the Soviet 
Union many Russians left the Central Asian republics (up to a third of the Russian 
population in Uzbekistan emigrated, mostly to Russia, between 1994 and 2004).71 
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Despite this, many post-Soviet countries still have large Russian minorities (in 
Kazakhstan they make up over 20% of the population, in Estonia almost a half), 
and Russian remains a lingua franca and a path to professional success in all the 
Central Asian Republics as well as Azerbaijan and Armenia. In Ukraine almost half 
the population is Russian-speaking. Only in Georgia and the Baltic Republics has 
there been a concerted effort to shed much of this historic and cultural baggage, and 
that has caused much conflict. Russia itself still contains numerous ‘Autonomous 
Republics’ such as Tatarstan, half of whose population is Muslim, and where there 
are occasional rumblings which reveal postcolonial tensions.72 Most obviously there 
is Chechnya, where Russia has fought several vicious wars of repression since the 
mid-1990s. The Far-Eastern territories and much of Siberia remain a sparsely-
populated settler colony, where Chinese commercial and demographic influence is 
likely to play a crucial role in years to come. Russia herself is suffering from a rapid 
decline in population, which combined with steady immigration from the Central 
Asian republics in particular is likely to alter profoundly the nature of Russian 
society by the end of this century: some Russian commentators make alarmist 
predictions that by 2050 ethnic Russians will be in a minority within the Russian 
Federation.73 This is, perhaps, one of the central paradoxes of the former USSR – 
that migration between its former constituent parts is far greater now than it was 
in Soviet times, when movement was strictly controlled by permits (something 
which is paralleled in the postcolonial migrations within the former French and 
British empires). One of the most profound Soviet legacies is a vast Russophone 
cultural and institutional sphere which even Central Asian labourers from remote 
rural backgrounds can navigate with relative ease, at least compared to migration to 
Western Europe, or even neighbouring regions with which they may have cultural 
ties such as Iran, Afghanistan and China. Although some Tajiks fled to Afghanistan 
during the civil war, the migration flows are overwhelmingly from Uzbekistan, 
Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan, all of which suffer from high unemployment, into 
Russia and Kazakhstan, which throughout most of the 2000s enjoyed an oil-driven 
construction boom that slowed only temporarily during the financial crisis.74 Even 
though much of the immigration is illegal, the Russian state largely winks at this 
as it needs cheap labour for its construction sites and to sweep its streets – whilst 
for the Central Asian Republics remittances from labour migrants represent up to 
30% of GDP, although local governments do little either to facilitate or encourage 
transfers and investment, and most of the money is spent on traditional forms of 
immediate consumption, in particular elaborate feasts (tuys) and the building of 
houses.75 As in Germany in the 1960s, the fiction is that these are all Gastarbeiter who 
will return to their homes once their work is done, but many stay.76 Xenophobia 
and hate crimes are a problem, especially in Moscow, and far-right groups and 
Russian skinheads often appear to target not just migrants, but all those obviously 
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of non-Russian ethnicity.77 Whilst the Putin-Medvedev regime continues at least to 
pay lip-service to the Soviet ideal of the ‘friendship of peoples’, it is doing too little 
to aid integration and acceptance. In some respects this resembles the intolerant 
reception which migrants from South Asia and the West Indies to Britain and from 
North Africa to France encountered in the 1950s and 1960s – as one journalist puts 
it: ‘Moscow today is France yesterday’.78 Conversely, across Uzbekistan, Tajikistan 
and Kyrgyzstan anything up to 50% of all families (the real proportion is uncertain) 
have a member working in Russia, and as these are overwhelmingly young men, who 
are usually married before they leave for work, this leaves hundreds of thousands 
of husbandless and fatherless families.79 Usually they return home for one or two 
months a year, in winter, but in some cases they start new families in Russia, and 
do not return.80 Thus the post-Soviet period has seen the creation of new social 
networks of knowledge, labour and kinship that span the territory of the former 
USSR, and which are denser and more intimate than the formal political ties and 
economic control which they have replaced.

Conclusion 

The Russian empire before 1917 had many points of resemblance and divergence 
with the other European Empires. In Central Asia and the Caucasus it looked 
rather like British India or French Algeria, and these were consciously identified 
as backward, colonial territories that were never fully assimilated to the Russian 
‘core’, even if the loss of the Caucasus remains highly contested. In Siberia it 
looked more like Canada or the American West – a successful settler colony which 
largely obliterated earlier peoples and cultures. In its western borderlands it looked 
more like the Habsburg or Ottoman Empires, and here Russia, like its multi-
ethnic neighbours, was undone by a gradually rising tide of romantic nationalism. 
Despite the territorial continuity between the Tsarist and Soviet Empires, and the 
dominant role that continued to be played by Russians, 1917 saw a genuine shift 
in the nature of Russian imperialism, as the Soviet state sought to transform the 
lives and identities of its subjects in ways never contemplated under Tsarist rule. 
Conversely the break-up of the Soviet Union seemed sudden, swift and decisive at 
the time, and in the case of the Warsaw Pact countries and the Baltic Republics this 
was perhaps true – although even here the imperial legacy continues to do more 
than merely echo. Economically, Russia and Kazakhstan in particular have seen 
staggering changes, though Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan still seem to be stuck in 
the Brezhnev era.81 In the political and cultural sphere, however, the continuities 
with the USSR are more striking than the changes. This is not simply because 
even the rump of the USSR which is Russia remains in many ways an imperial 
formation, or because Russia has recently shown that she is still willing and able 
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to be aggressive beyond these borders. It is because the demographic and cultural 
legacy of the Soviet period is extremely profound: the USSR was much more than a 
‘prison of peoples’, and many of its non-Russian inhabitants did not want to leave 
it and still regret its demise.
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State of Insecurity:  
Self-Defence and Self-Cultivation  

in the Genesis of Japanese Imperialism

Christopher Harding

Yamagata Aritomo was one of the leaders of Japan’s ‘Meiji Restoration’ in 1868, which 
saw the overthrow of the Tokugawa shogunate and the establishment in its place of a 
self-consciously modernizing regime. In 1890 Yamagata made a speech to the Japanese 
Diet warning that the current weakness of China and the atavistic interest taken in 
her by Western imperial powers represented a fundamental danger to Japan’s security. 
The focal point of this danger was the Korean peninsula, for centuries a protectorate of 
China and now, according to Yamagata, a ‘dagger aimed at the heart of Japan’.

The audience in the Diet chamber would have needed little persuading. The 
previous twenty years lay heavy upon even the most optimistic of Japan’s newly elected 
political class: having watched her centuries-old cultural mentor, China, succumb 
with terrifying speed to the force of Western imperialism, Japan herself was subjected 
to the virtual occupation of major ports around her coastline and the imposition of 
highly unequal treaties. Taken together with a long and largely inglorious history of 
skirmishing on the Korean peninsula with various Korean and Chinese dynasties and 
the attempted invasion of Japan by the Mongols via the same route, it is not hard to see 
why the issue of the peninsula focused minds and divided opinion in Japan.

Yet the Japanese debate on how to deal with Korea, brought to a brutal temporary 
settlement with the country’s annexation in 1910, was just a symptom of a broader 
unsettledness in Japan over how to cope with the fundamental insecurity into which 
the Meiji state had been born. Western military expansionism gave the situation its 
immediacy, but the depth of Japan’s insecurity derived from a dawning realization 
of the material and cultural achievements of countries like the US and Britain more 
generally (seen at first hand by a handful of Japanese in the 1860s and 1870s), the 
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manifest failure of Japan’s old leaders to develop the country to anything like a similar 
degree, and finally from a sense that Japan’s current inadequacy might stem from 
something deeper than poor leadership. The result was that the West represented a 
‘provocation’ to Japan in the broadest possible sense, catalysing often contradictory 
change in strategic, political, literary, religious and other spheres. This is apparent 
in the trial-and-error nature of early Meiji governance, fluctuating media opinion 
(including shifting representations of Western and Japanese culture), famous U-turns 
by major public intellectuals, and the coming together of seemingly diverse areas of life 
under the almost universally pursued theme of kuni no tame – ‘for the sake of the nation’.

With this background in mind, three initial claims can be made with regard to 
what we might call the ‘genesis’ of Japanese imperialism between 1868 and 1895, 
all of which will be pursued in this chapter and all of which tie in with themes 
of insecurity and provocation. Firstly, as Marius Jansen has pointed out, Japanese 
imperialism was situational rather than deliberate in origin. To this we might 
add that early Meiji Japanese imperialism was, at the strategic level, generally 
limited to defensive protection as understood in the late nineteenth-century 
international context. By the 1930s the ‘self-defence’ claim was odiously inaccurate 
and propagandist, but this was less because it had been dishonest at the outset 
than because a clear line never emerged in Japanese policy-making between ever-
changing concepts of self-defence and outright imperialistic expansion.1 Secondly, 
the relationship of Japanese imperialism to its Western counterparts and to the 
West in general operated at a number of levels, with a directly mimetic element in 
colonial rhetoric, administration, and ceremony ultimately secondary in importance 
to the far-reaching consequences of Western infiltration of Japanese life and culture.

Thirdly, as early Meiji newspapers, journals, political tracts, social groups, 
autobiographies and novels make clear, an educated Japanese minority experienced 
this period in terms of insecurities that ranged from the geopolitical right through 
to the deeply personal. A remarkably diverse cross section of quarrelling public 
intellectuals – from the writers Fukuzawa Yukichi and Natsume Soseki to the 
Christian leader Uchimura Kanzo and the Buddhist revivalist Inoue Enryo –  
explicitly related the situation and fate of the Japanese individual to that of the 
nation and its place in the world, in intensely practical and far-reaching ways. 
Fukuzawa’s work, for example, helped to promote the idea that China and Korea 
represented not just the strategic threat noted by Yamagata but also one of 
personal and cultural atrophy. Where Yamagata perceived a strategic dagger at 
Japan’s heart, Fukuzawa saw a continent and peninsula that were deeply sick and 
that threatened to infect Japan if it did not ‘escape’ in time.2

While by the 1920s and 1930s the personal and the political in Japan had settled 
into relatively separate spheres, allowing Japanese critics to attack her foreign policy 
and increasingly authoritarian domestic regime in unambiguously political terms, 
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the argument pursued here will be that the early Meiji period was characterized by 
the connectedness of the personal and political and the ongoing revision of both. 
In time, the result was a form of imperialism that appeared to be new, expansionist 
and predicated upon Western assumptions about a modern world order, but which 
in large part was an exercise in looking inward, drawing on the domestic past as 
well as the international present, and grounded in a quest to resolve a range of 
questions and insecurities rather broader than the purely military or political.

Security and Self-Defence

Marius Jansen’s contention that Japanese imperialism was less deliberate than 
situational in origin is borne out by the failure, despite the efforts of Japanese 
and Western historians from the 1920s onwards, to agree on a time frame for the 
emergence of Japanese imperialism. Instead, it seems that the core dynamics of 
Japanese imperialism had been in place from the very birth of the new state in 1868. 
Where the Tokugawa shogunate had failed to appreciate in time the harsh realities 
of international relations, the leaders of the Restoration moved directly from 
overthrowing the old regime to demonstrating their familiarity with the current 
global order’s most fundamental dictate: claim and secure your borders.

The first priority was the northern island of Ezochi (Ainu-land), since 
the remnants of the Tokugawa armies had fled in this direction and it was 
uncomfortably close to Russian north-east Asia. Trade had existed between 
mainland Japan and Ezochi for centuries, with relations growing steadily more 
uneven from the seventeenth century onwards as the Tokugawa and their allies 
sought to exert greater control. Now, after the birth of the new state, the island 
was to be definitively claimed for Japan, renamed ‘Hokkaido’. The question of 
whether or not this in itself was ‘imperialism’ places the concept under considerable 
pressure. To suggest that Hokkaido had always been part of Japan is arguably to 
accept imperialistic rhetoric, and it is certainly a claim that the inhabitants of the 
island, the Ainu, would contest. In various ways over the previous centuries, the 
leaders and traders of mainland Japan had gone out of their way to mark the Ainu 
out as separate and different from themselves. A combination of Confucian ideas, 
folk mythology and rhetorically exaggerated distaste at the physical appearance 
of the Ainu and at their way of life had contributed to an image of ‘barbaric’ and 
even demonic people (not unlike the characterization of the Dutch as ‘dogs’, who 
were said to wear heeled shoes because the heels of their dog-like feet did not 
touch the ground).3 After 1869, social Darwinist notions of ‘race’ imported from 
Europe served to invigorate and provide fresh conceptual backing for these ideas. 
A Western element was also in evidence in the administration of the island by a 
‘Hokkaido Colonization Office’. Japanese leaders spoke openly (and approvingly) 
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of takushoku (colonization)4 and encouraged former samurai families from the 
mainland to move to the island, both as cultivators and as potential defenders. 
They were given plots of land that had been confiscated on the basis that Ainu had 
hunted and fished there rather than settled the land for cultivation – colonial logic 
operating within colonial logic.

When it came to dealing with the Ainu, it could be argued that official oscillation 
between policies of differentiation and assimilation – a hangover from similar 
doubts under the Tokugawa – suggested not so much Japanese uncertainty about 
whether this was imperialism or not as a simple need to reinforce a political securing 
of borders with an equivalent cultural policy. To this end, Ainu were ordered to 
alter their hairstyles, stop tattooing themselves, take Japanese surnames, worship 
at Shinto shrines and allow their children to read Japanese textbooks at school. And 
yet Hokkaido was not incorporated into the prefectural system of Japan (set up in 
1871) until 1882, and even then it occurred only as a result of a financial scandal 
over the island’s government, with the sense of a ‘special status’ remaining strong. 
By 1899 the situation was compounded by the social plight of many Ainu, which 
forced the government to provide aid under the auspices of a ‘Protection Act’.5

Whether or not the case of Ezochi/Hokkaido comes under the heading of 
imperialism, it demonstrates what we might call the principle of ‘simultaneity’ in the 
genesis of Japanese imperialism. The emergence of imperial rhetoric, ceremony and 
mass public support from the time of the Sino-Japanese war of 1894–1895 might tempt 
us to periodize Japanese imperialism as following on from a formative stage at the feet 
of the West (Japan’s victory over China occurred at the same time as the successful 
revision of her unequal treaties with the West); in fact, however, the genesis of Japanese 
imperialism was part and parcel of Japan’s attempts to cope politically and culturally 
with her insecure state right from the Restoration in 1868.6 In ideological terms, this 
meant that Japanese concepts – for example, old Tokugawa stereotypes about Ainu – 
initially dominated and were only joined along the way, as it were, by Western ones. 
Where the concept of ‘race’ that eventually entered mainstream Japanese thought as 
‘common-sense’7 was concerned, the European biological and evolutionary element 
overlaid rather than displaced a Japanese-Confucian binary of civilized-barbarian, 
the kokugaku (school of Japanese nativist thought) contradistinction between moral 
purity and impurity, clear class divisions created and embedded in law by successive 
Tokugawa shoguns, and the concept of ancestry encapsulated in Shinto mythology. 
(The latter was influential in shifting ‘race’ in Japan from a purported biological 
phenomenon [jinshu] to one of cultural and ancestral community [minzoku].)8

Understanding early Japanese imperialism in these terms has the further 
advantage of allowing us to recognize the influence exerted upon its development by 
internal public order as well as external security concerns. Early Hokkaido policy 
evolved at a time when numerous uprisings were occurring across Japan against the 
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new leadership, including a large-scale rebellion of ex-samurai in 1877, countless 
smaller disturbances over taxes and other matters,9 and simmering disagreement as 
to precisely where sovereignty ought to lie in the new Japanese state. The resulting 
preoccupation of leaders such as Yamagata and Ito Hirobumi with welding together 
into a nation groups of Japanese with distinct and frequently conflicting regional 
and class interests rendered the notion of a racial or quasi-religious community all 
the more appealing. For all their wariness of Christian infiltration of Japan, many 
of these leaders envied Christianity its ability to facilitate social cohesion and 
control in the West. The desire to achieve something similar in Japan was evident 
in leaders’ deployment of the Emperor at the centre of a mythical family-state 
(kokutai) and the promulgation of an 1889 constitution (a ‘gift’ from the Emperor) 
that was geared towards united participation in building the new state and hedged 
any ‘rights’ for Japanese accordingly.10 Yamagata in particular was notable for his 
desire to insulate the military and the bureaucracy from politics and his extreme 
distaste of oppositional party politics as ‘morally wrong’.11

The securing of borders to the south as well as to the north was crucial to 
Japanese leaders’ stabilization of their new state and their own positions. Japan 
initially asserted her control of the Tsushima islands near Korea and then in 1876 
she emulated Western gunboat diplomacy to impose upon Korea a treaty of a 
similarly unequal nature to those under which Japan herself was still labouring – 
complete with treaty ports enjoying full extraterritoriality. Further south, in the 
Ryukyu islands, lack of legal clarity over territory once again equalled lack of 
effective security: the hitherto complex and shifting relationship between Japan 
and the Ryukyu Kingdom (traditionally claimed as a Chinese protectorate of sorts) 
was cleared up in 1879 with the forced abdication of the king and the assimilation 
of the area into Japan as ‘Okinawa’ prefecture.

As with Hokkaido, part of the reason why this is rarely considered ‘imperialism’ 
is that mainland Japan was at the time undergoing an administrative shift from 
domains to prefectures, intended to dilute regional loyalties and encourage people 
to see themselves first and foremost as ‘Japanese’.The addition into this system of 
Hokkaido in the north and Okinawa in the south could easily therefore be presented 
as centralization, clarification, or (a favourite of the period) modernization.

Simultaneity in early Japanese imperialism – of defence and expansion, of 
internal and external security concerns, and of Asian and Western cultural 
content – is apparent also in the case of the Japanese expedition to Taiwan in 1874. 
The expedition was publicly explained as the punishment of a group of Taiwanese 
for the murder of some Ryukyuans, but was privately intended to facilitate at 
the same time the establishment of colonies on the eastern part of the island. The 
latter part of the plan, formulated on the advice of a former American diplomat, 
Charles LeGendre, was abandoned under pressure from the US and Britain (fearing 
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disruption to regional trade). But public reaction to the expedition – in commercial 
sources such as newspapers, woodblock prints, and books – showed something 
rather interesting: the slogan of bunmei kaika (civilization and enlightenment), 
which had originally expressed a desire for Japan’s renewal through learning from 
the outside world, had come to be associated with imperialistic assertiveness.12 
While the Japanese government had drawn a relatively bland distinction between 
‘civilization’ and ‘savagery’ in justifying its Taiwan policy, the media in Japan 
went much further, accusing the Taiwanese of cannibalism and implying that the 
use of force against them was thereby justified. In one visual representation of the 
expedition, the depiction of the victorious Japanese soldiers is a clear hybrid of 
samurai valour (complete with swords rather than rifles) and a modern European 
style of dress, while the message of the piece is that the victory is one for samurai 
and for the Japanese empire.

One consequence of Japan’s precipitous foray into imperialism – political, racial, 
cultural – was her forfeiture of any credible claim to constructive leadership in 
Asia, since she ended up displaying a preference for a dichotomized civilized-savage 
understanding of the world over one where Japan could be an in-between nation, 
a mediator of sorts.13 The sense of happiness and pride expressed by India’s future 
prime minister Jawaharlal Nehru on the occasion of Japan’s victory over Russia (an 
Asian finally vanquishing a Western nation) suggested that as late as 1905 Japan 
was still looked upon in some quarters as a potential hero of colonized Asia. Yet 
Japanese imperialism was too inward-looking in nature, too bound up with Japan’s 
own process of civilization, to have anything more than rhetoric to offer where a 
mission civilisatrice to other nations was concerned. Of course, as the Saidian turn in 
the study of European imperialism has shown, Europe’s mission too was deeply self-
referential. But in the Japanese case the balance seems to have been different, with 
early Japanese imperialism never straying far enough from its basic security dynamic 
to allow any claim about ‘civilizing’ to be much more than secondary or cosmetic.

If Japan’s prospects as an ‘honest broker’ in Asia were damaged by the aftermath 
of the Taiwan Expedition (bearing in mind that Japanese print media had an 
international as well as a domestic readership), they were pretty much killed off 
by the conflict with China in 1894–1895. Relatively little need be said about that 
conflict here, such is its enduring appreciation in general histories as the ‘start’ of 
Japanese imperialism. Suffice it to underscore that here again defence and expansion 
went hand in hand, both before and after the conflict. At the very point when 
victory in war seemed to have brought security as well as a welcome swell of 
national pride thanks to the cession to Japan of Taiwan and the Liaotung peninsula, 
the success of Russian, French and German pressure in forcing Japan to return the 
Liaotung peninsula reminded Japan’s leaders that she remained under threat in East 
Asia and that the search for security was not yet at an end.14
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Japanese Imperialism and Self-Cultivation

Beyond strategic security and the accompanying efforts at racial and cultural ‘self-
defence’ evident in Japanese political and media treatment of Ainu, Taiwanese, and 
others, a long-standing but newly invigorated Japanese interest in self-cultivation made 
subtle early contributions to Japanese imperialism. In the late Tokugawa period the 
concept of self-cultivation had been so broadly conceived that it comfortably covered 
English-language concepts as diverse as religion, morality, health, and education.15 
Now in the Meiji period it expanded further with an influx of Western influences, the 
development of Western-Japanese hybrid ideas, and the addition of a new political 
dimension thanks to the realization amongst Meiji thinkers and leaders that national 
regeneration needed to encompass a step-change in the attitudes and lifestyles of the 
Japanese themselves. Some hoped that as with other areas of the Restoration, a top-
down governmental approach could be relied upon to work the necessary magic – 
through the reorganization of Japan’s local communities, education, and the issuing 
of hortatory messages from the emperor in the form of ‘Imperial Rescripts’.16 Others 
looked instead to individual self-cultivation fed by a blend of Western and Asian 
cultural resources, and the relation of the cultivated individual to the nation. Those 
who focused on the cultivation of the individual formed a broad continuum as opposed 
to sharing a single view of self-cultivation, and it is to two distinctive thinkers within 
this continuum – the Confucian scholar-turned-Christian Nakamura Keiu, and one of 
the founders of ‘New Buddhism’, Inoue Enryo – that we now turn.

‘Self-cultivation’, simply understood, can take two forms: a preparedness to 
relinquish self altogether to allow something entirely new to emerge, or the retention 
of an essential core – perhaps conscience or memory – that gives context and 
direction to the process of cultivation. Influential voices in 1870s Japan could be heard 
advocating something akin to the former model, with some going as far as to suggest 
that English should be the national language, Christianity the national religion, 
and intermarriage with Westerners the familial norm. From the mid- to late-1880s 
onwards this approach lost ground, partly because of anger at its excesses – evident in 
Japanese journalistic ridicule heaped upon their leaders’ absurd affectation of Western 
dress and manners at ballroom dances inside Tokyo’s purpose-built ‘Rokumeikan’. 
Instead, the slogan wakon-yosai (Japanese spirit, Western know-how) grew in 
popularity and came to be understood in terms of the need for any reorganization of 
Japanese life along Western lines – government, banking, military, education, and so 
on – to proceed in accordance with a ‘Japanese spirit’ (yamato-damashii).

By the 1920s and 1930s this ‘spirit’ had become a feature of much right-wing 
government and media propaganda, but in this earlier period it was an elusive and 
fluid concept. The novelist Natsume Soseki famously lampooned the idea: ‘Admiral 
Togo possesses the Japanese spirit, and the local fishmonger has it as well. Swindlers 
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and murderers also have the Japanese spirit. Since it is a spirit it is always blurry 
and fuzzy; there is no-one in Japan who hasn’t had it on the tip of his tongue, but 
there’s no-one who has actually seen it’.17 And yet the fuzzier the concept, the 
more dangerous it was: as media reaction to the Taiwan Expedition showed, the 
attempt to locate or demonstrate something as amorphous as ‘Japanese civilization’ 
tended to proceed along dialectical lines of comparison or competition with other 
cultures and nations. Academic discussions of Japan’s natural surroundings, 
language structure, history, and shared popular characteristics could easily – and 
did – spill over into aggressive newspaper rhetoric, including the forecasting of war 
and conquest involving Russia, Britain, or the United States.

In keeping with the focus of this chapter on the genesis of Japanese imperialism, 
rather than discuss the crescendo of Japanese imperialist rhetoric in the twentieth 
century the argument pursued here will be that in this earlier period a flexible, 
discursive concept of self-cultivation and ‘Japanese spirit’ started to emerge that 
was linked in complex ways with the broad Western ‘provocation’ discussed 
above. Adapting Harumi Befu’s concept of ‘passive nationalism’, we might term 
the result ‘passive imperialism’: ideas and sentiments not always immediately 
emotive, competitive, expansionist, or domineering, but represented nonetheless 
a mounting stockpile of fuel waiting for the crucial moment – an attack, a crisis, a 
euphemistic call to ‘defend the nation’ – to ignite it.18

For both Nakamura Keiu (1832–1891) and Inoue Enryo (1858–1919), the 
formation of programmes for self-cultivation involved weighing both the likely 
effectiveness and the original sources of particular ideas, the latter becoming a 
particularly pressing concern in the 1880s and 1890s. Here the two men were heirs 
to a long tradition: ever since the import of philosophical, religious, literary and 
technical ideas from China and Korea had begun on a large scale in the sixth century, 
Japan had experienced flashpoints when the desire to distinguish ‘Japanese’ from 
‘foreign’ ideas had arisen. These ranged from sixth-century arguments about the 
proper status of Buddhism in Japan (vis-à-vis what we now know as Shinto) to a 
reference in the eleventh-century Japanese text the Tale of  Genji to yamato damashii 
and, a few centuries later, the appearance of the slogan wakon-kansai (Japanese spirit, 
Chinese know-how).19 By the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, 
kokugakusha (scholars of ‘national learning’) were increasingly strident in their 
advocacy of self-cultivation along the lines of the distinctly Japanese morality, 
aesthetic, and closeness to nature that they believed they had found in ancient 
Japanese texts such as the eighth-century Kojiki [Record of Ancient Matters]:

The Kojiki [contains] the most reliable information on how the Japanese behaved 
before being infected with Chinese ideas … I suggest that one first cleanse oneself 
of any defiled notions one may have acquired from reading Chinese texts and then, 
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holding fast to one’s pristine Japanese heart, study our ancient texts well. If one 
does this, one will automatically learn about the Way that should be adopted and 
practiced. To know these things is to adopt and practice the Way of the Gods.20

In the advocacy of Japanese self-cultivation for which he became well known in 
the 1870s, Nakamura Keiu treated the origins of ideas pragmatically rather than 
ideologically. He defended the unpopular cause of China and Chinese learning on 
the basis of its practical utility in Japanese self-cultivation: Chinese ethics could be 
an important source for individual transformation,21 while the relative conceptual 
closeness of Chinese and English – particularly where ideas such as ‘God’, ‘heaven’, 
‘spirit’, and ‘conscience’ were concerned22 – provided a counterweight to the popular 
Meiji juxtaposition of a scientific West with a superstitious China that threatened 
to turn young Japanese away from religion, despite its importance in the building 
of character. Nakamura was influenced profoundly by his first-hand observation of 
English society, on the basis of which he decided to publish a Japanese version of 
Samuel Smiles’s Self-Help. A copy was soon in many a Meiji pocket (an estimated one 
million were initially sold), encouraging a generation of young urban men to believe 
that with earnest individual application all things were possible.23 Less popular was the 
further stage to which Nakamura thought self-cultivation should proceed: Japanese 
conversion to Christianity, with an example to be set by the Emperor himself.24

Inoue Enryo’s blending of Japanese and Asian ideas in the 1880s and 1890s 
reflected a shifting mood amongst intellectuals in Japan and a rather more 
pressurized set of personal circumstances bound up with the precarious state 
of Inoue’s beloved Japanese Buddhism. The religion had been derided by the 
influential kokugakusha Hirata Atsutane (1776–1843) as a product of the ‘inferior 
Indian mind’, and elsewhere in late Tokugawa and early Meiji Japan it was viewed 
as a degraded establishment, hoovering up the meagre earnings of ordinary, decent 
Japanese and representing a passive and other-worldly stumbling block on Japan’s 
path to modern scientific and political progress.25 Having witnessed the extent of 
this anger in the descent of a government initiative to separate out Buddhism from 
Shinto into physical attacks on temples, monks, and nuns, Inoue set out to launder 
the reputation of Japanese Buddhism by agreeing with much of the criticism 
and declaring the situation a chance for a much-needed purification.26 This was 
to include the replacement of an elite priesthood with a modern sangha (religious 
community) comprising truth-seeking Japanese laypeople. Inoue led the way, 
giving up his own Buddhist priestly robes, reinventing himself as a philosopher on 
the basis of his university study of Western philosophy, and jettisoning ritual and 
monasticism to portray Buddhism as a ‘religion based on philosophy’. Crucially, 
Inoue was working in a period in which the precise meanings of the neologisms 
shukyo (religion) and tetsugaku (philosophy) had yet to establish themselves in 
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Japanese minds,27 and in which Western rationalism retained sufficient kudos for 
Inoue to be able to claim it as the ‘impartial’ means by which the truths of various 
religious and philosophical systems could be assessed. Indeed, Inoue claimed to 
have had his first glimpse of truth while reading Western philosophy, only then 
seeing that it was there in Buddhism too.28

Both men come across as rather hard-headed pragmatists, not overly concerned 
with the Japanese past: Nakamura was relatively untroubled by the cultural loss 
of self implied in his advocacy of China and particularly the West, while Inoue was 
prepared to turn intellectual somersaults and butcher Japan’s Buddhist heritage in 
the interests of salvaging what he regarded as the serviceable modern basics. And 
yet both were deeply concerned about Japan’s future, and were therefore at pains 
to demonstrate the role that self-cultivation could play in building the nation29 – a 
nation that Nakamura envisaged becoming the ‘Europe of Asia’ in relatively short 
order. Writing in the Preface to his version of Self-Help Nakamura noted Smiles’s 
comment that ‘national progress is the sum of individual industry, energy, and 
uprightness, as national decay is of individual idleness, selfishness, and vice’.30 
Smiles’s actual meaning here was a warning against state intrusion into the market, 
but whether Nakamura mistook or deliberately altered Smiles’s meaning (both 
were common features of Meiji translations of Western writing)31 Nakamura’s 
repeated invocation of ‘the country’ or ‘our country’ where the original discussed 
‘the world’ or ‘civilization’ is perfectly clear in its intent. Similarly, in a Japanese 
version that Nakamura published of Mill’s ‘On Liberty’, the ‘nation’ received a 
great deal more attention than the ‘individual’, relative to Mill’s original.

Specifically, although Nakamura envisaged a pro-active, patrician role for 
government in his translation of ‘On Liberty’ – often choosing words for ‘society’ 
that rendered it more or less synonymous with a ruling elite32 – in common with the 
likes of M. K. Gandhi in India a generation later he was dubious about the prospects 
of any nation whose raw material, its people, remained untransformed. In particular, 
Nakamura thought, the Japanese tended towards subservience, ignorance, and 
general lack of virtue,33 and this was where Christian conversion and Chinese ethics 
could come in. Crucially, both systems placed limits on the notion of ‘freedom’, 
which Nakamura presented in his translation of ‘On Liberty’ as bounded by the needs 
of others, to whom each individual is linked by duty and love. ‘Individualism’ itself 
was rendered, pace Smiles and in accordance with samurai and Confucian emphases 
on personal effort and achievement,34 in terms primarily of initiative and self-
reliance rather than differentiation, independence, or eccentricity. And an explicit 
connection was made between freedom of individual conscience and religious liberty, 
with the suggestion that the latter was valuable in the cultivation of the former. 
This was a significant departure from Mill’s own concerns about the potential power 
of religion to compromise individual freedom.35 Nakamura’s deployment of Western 
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concepts associated with liberalism had little to do with that brand of political and 
social thought, and everything to do with purpose, construction, and the sort of 
communitarian values that were later to become meshed with the kokugaku-inspired 
Emperor ideology and the related theory of kokutai (the body of the nation).

Inoue’s treatment of self and nation was rather more rhetorical, and extended 
more explicitly to the development and dissemination of Japanese influence in the 
world. His favourite slogan, gokoku airi (‘defend the nation and love the truth’), 
encapsulated both his personal quest and his vision for the transformation of his 
fellow Japanese. Inoue set out to elucidate – ‘for the glory of the whole nation’36 – 
an ‘Asian’ philosophy based on Japanese Buddhism that could deal with intangible 
truth where its Western counterpart was limited to ‘concrete objects’. He hoped 
that the Japanese would study and live according to this philosophy, forming in the 
process a revitalized sangha37 (a religious rendering of Nakamura’s community ideal) 
that would be capable of defending Japan against Christian encroachment. Inoue 
viewed Japanese converts to Christianity as running away from an as yet imperfect 
community rather than fulfilling their duty to participate in its improvement, and in 
1904–1905 he went as far as to support the Russo-Japanese war as a crusade against 
Christianity.38 Despite conceding that Christianity and Buddhism were alike in 
their pursuit of the truth, Inoue insisted that ‘the West has a nature peculiar to the 
West’,39 and that the failure to appreciate this – a reference to the dominant thinking 
of the 1870s – placed Japan’s cultural and international political status in doubt:

If we have the slightest desire to maintain our civilization and promote our 
independence, we must concentrate on a revival of Buddhism. This fine product 
of ours [Japanese Buddhism] excels those of other countries; the fact that its good 
strain died out in India and China may be considered an unexpected blessing for our 
country. If we continue to nurture it in Japan and disseminate it some day in foreign 
countries we will not only add to the honour of our nation but will also infuse the 
spirit of our land into the hearts and minds of foreigners. I am convinced that the 
consequences will be considerable.40

Conclusion

Inoue and Nakamura were essentially universalists. For Nakamura, this meant that 
what might look to some like cultural self-abandonment or kowtowing to China or to 
the West was in fact nothing of the sort: it was simply a better, more productive way 
to live, and was essential both for Japanese and for Japan – kuni no tame. For Inoue, the 
‘truth’ implied in gokoku airi was absolute. Though his protestations about Japanese 
Buddhism representing the apex of human insight across the world and across time 
were surely composed with an eye to his peers’ preoccupation with kokusuishugi 
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(Japanese-ness),41 Inoue’s genuine interest in ‘the truth’ – a glimpse of which he 
claimed had brought him safely through a nervous breakdown – and his belief in the 
fitness of Japanese Buddhism for helping people towards it is beyond doubt.

In this, Inoue and Nakamura exemplified a common trope in Asian cultural 
nationalism in their time: the claim that there is a shared truth or goal to which 
human beings have always aspired, and that the West’s current vanguard role is 
compromised by moral hypocrisy, excessive materialism, and ignorance of the 
remarkable insights contributed to this quest by Asia – including Indian and 
Japanese religion, philosophy, and psychology. The Indian religious leader Swami 
Vivekananda owed his fame partly to his ability to present this argument to Western 
audiences, while in a slightly later period pioneering psychoanalysts in both Japan 
and India regularly cross-checked and modified Freudian ideas according to the 
insights of Japanese Buddhism or Hinduism.42

How directly the relatively soft, often latent cultural nationalism of Inoue and 
Nakamura contributed to Japanese ultra-nationalism, or that of Vivekananda to 
Hindutva and inter-communal bloodshed in the 1920s and 1930s, is the subject 
of ongoing debate, and is beyond our scope here.43 What is clear is that by the 
mid-1890s in Japan a combination of Western provocation perceived in military, 
political, and cultural terms and a sense of fundamental insecurity at the loss of the 
old order and the challenges of the new had given rise to early imperialistic forays of 
a defensive nature and had begun to generate a passive imperialism centred around 
the cultivation of an increasingly competitive Japanese sense of duty, community, 
and the good of the nation. The state of play at the close of this period of ‘genesis’ 
for Japanese imperialism was apparent in the language of the Imperial Rescript 
on Education of 1890, a document often seen by historians of Japan as a crucial 
marker on the way to Japan’s twentieth-century ‘dark valley’ of authoritarianism, 
expansionism, and disaster.44 Addressing the Japanese people, the Rescript stressed 
continuity with the Japanese past (the ‘best traditions of your forefathers’) and 
forms of self-cultivation that would promote ‘intellectual faculties’, ‘perfect moral 
powers’, and finally a ‘common good’ which, it was foreseen, might one day have to 
extend to a willingness to ‘offer yourselves courageously to the State’.45
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EPILOGUE

Analysing ‘Echoes of Empire’  
in Contemporary Context:

The Personal Odyssey of an Imperial 
Historian (1970s–Present)

John M. MacKenzie

This essay constitutes a reflection on forty years of writing aspects of African and 
British imperial history through the twists and turns of the historiography of the 
period, at a time when the ‘echoes of empire’ which are the subject of this book not 
only took shape, but also proved loci of ideological confrontation.* Looking back, 
historians often realize that in the writing of history, we sometimes stumble over new 
concepts that seem to represent some of the things they have been trying to do all 
along. Two examples that are going to be highlighted in this chapter are glocalization, 
sometimes known as glocalism and microhistory. These represent the kind of history 
that I have always found agreeable, and they are profoundly contemporary in their 
application. Glocalization or glocalism is a concept that has emerged in the past 
twenty years or so out of business studies and sociology.1 It concerns the manner in 
which local markets are integrated into a world economy, the ways that transnational 
forms operate at the local level and, one hopes, are in turn influenced by the process. 
Microhistory emerged from Italian writings of the 1970s, particularly promoted by 
Giovanni Levi and Carlo Ginzburg.2 It is related to forms of historical anthropology, 
to notions such as Clifford Geertz’s ‘thick description’, even to history from below. 

* This chapter is a revised version of a public lecture given in the University of Birmingham in 2011. This 
explains its use of the first person and its slightly colloquial style. This has been left to give the flavour 
of the original. Others have of course worked in these fields and I owe a debt of gratitude to all of them.
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It seeks to analyse a single event, the history of a community or village, of a family 
or an individual or perhaps of a single institution in one particular place. It has been 
suggested that it seeks answers to large questions in small places, but that is not quite 
right, for the places can also be very large, as I shall seek to demonstrate: it is just that 
we concentrate on individuals and their specific contexts, avoiding mega impersonal 
quantitative studies or the histories of great men – and as we all know ever since 
Carlyle it has too often been men – or of big political processes viewed from above. By 
contrast, empires of all sorts, despite being global phenomena (particularly in modern 
times) can surely be best understood from the specific experiences ‘on the ground’ of 
both dominant and subordinate peoples. Their ‘echoes’ can best be picked up in the 
caves, as it were, of local contexts.

But when I started studying imperial history in the 1960s, it always seemed to be 
about exactly those major political processes, about meta-narratives, great figures, 
and global quantitative analyses. I remember never feeling entirely comfortable 
with all of that, even although I had to go through the mill of Hobson, Lenin, 
Schumpeter, Harlow, Coupland, the greatly innovative Robinson and Gallagher, 
Fieldhouse and all the rest of them. Official minds were always more important 
than private passions or personal agonies, individual psychologies or popular 
responses. Looking back now, I am convinced that individual historians are formed 
out of their genes, out of their personal experiences, or put at its most basic, out of 
their gut reactions – even if we do seek to introduce professional modes of distance 
or supposed objectivity or dispassionate appraisal. How we balance the heart 
and the mind, the hot and the cool, the gut and the intellect will always remain a 
prime concern of all of us. In the 1960s, after undergraduate work in Scotland and 
postgraduate in Canada, my historical apprenticeship was spent in what is now 
Zimbabwe, then Rhodesia, conducting research, on and off, between 1967 and 
1976. There I encountered the work of a historian who led me to new forms of 
history. I did not encounter him personally at that time because he was already a 
prohibited immigrant in that country and had moved on to Tanzania.

This was T. O. or Terry Ranger. Ranger is a perfect example of writing history 
in contemporary context, of pursuing forms of glocalization and micro-history 
even although – of course – he had no idea at the time that that he was doing 
so. Let me explain why he had a considerable influence on me. When he first 
went to Southern Rhodesia/Zimbabwe in the late 1950s, the writings about the 
indigenous response to imperial rule had been minimal to non-existent. His first 
book Revolt in Southern Rhodesia 1896–7 came out in 1967 and was a revelation.3 It 
revealed what could be written about African resistance from European sources 
and it also demonstrated that such history could be both exciting and inspirational. 
Its contention was that African history should be written from below, not from 
above despite the nature of the sources. It should be about Africans, not about 
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Europeans in Africa. And history could indeed act as a great rallying cry for modern 
resistance. It unquestionably reflected Ranger’s own political commitments as well 
as his historian’s professionalism and was none the worse for that.

It did however also reveal the dangers of writing from a contemporary focus for a 
modern audience. It tended to the romantic. It replaced the heroic imperial narrative 
with the equally heroic narrative of resistance. It stressed the importance of major 
ethnic groups and it suggested that, if they found a single mighty cause and a uniting 
factor (for Ranger it was indigenous religious forms), they could work together against 
a common enemy. But the book emphasized resisters to the detriment of collaborators 
whose objectives were also interesting and worthy of study. It focused on apparently 
meritocratic leadership – priests and spirit mediums – over that of traditional rulers. 
And it concentrated upon the big ethnicities rather than marginal peoples. Ranger did 
not use oral evidence which was about to be one of the basic tools in the Africanist’s 
trade, although he did do so in some significant subsequent works. As soon as some 
colleagues, sometimes accompanied by myself, established the primacy of field work, we 
began to see the flaws in Revolt. It became a good book to bounce off and there’s nothing 
wrong with that. Moreover, his work created a powerful myth of nationalism which 
was naturally and inevitably seized upon by nationalist leaders but, sadly, it did not 
presage either the united leadership or the moral, people-centred politics that Ranger 
had hoped for. None of that is to detract from the importance of the book or of the 
many that followed from him. It merely illustrates the manner in which contemporary 
events and a present-day focus can inspire the writing of truly innovative historical 
scholarship which can in turn influence current events. It may be suggested that this 
was a precursor of later modes of doing this, particularly in multi-disciplinary forms, 
all helping to illuminate the ways in which twenty-first century Europe relates to the 
rest of the world (or indeed the other way round).

As it happens, I first arrived in Central Africa in the very year of the publication 
of that book, 1967. My interest was in African labour migration, in the manner in 
which Africans from Zambia, Malawi and what was to become Zimbabwe were 
sucked into migrating to the diamond and gold mines of South Africa as well as 
to the gold mines and urban employment of white-run Rhodesia. Why did they 
do it? Was it a purely coercive process, the essentially determinist result of the 
breaking-up of African societies through warfare, taxation and, above all, through 
the dispossession of their land? Europeans were determined upon the destruction 
of what they saw as the backward-looking communal and, from their point of view, 
ultimately unproductive African traditional economies. Africans had to be forced 
out into modern industrial society and play their role in allegedly developmental 
processes which marked the supposed ‘gift’ of imperial rulers in their globalizing 
imperial thrust. But Europeans were of course obsessed with the age-old dichotomy 
between opulence and security, between wealth and safety. If Africans were to offer 
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their essential labour to mining, infrastructural developments and urbanization, it 
had to be on European terms. And those terms had an ineluctable logic about them. 
A huge urban black population would be highly dangerous, in all sorts of ways, in 
respect of unionization, the politics of resistance, the supposed protection of white 
health, and above all wage levels. Seasonal migratory male labour was the answer: 
males would be moved into the modernist white economy on a temporary basis, say 
for a period of nine or ten months. They could be kept there under tight controls. 
Women, children and the old would remain in the traditional economy, supposedly 
fed upon the land and not by younger men’s wages. Only whites would be involved 
in the political process. The income gap between the races would of course be 
enormous. Now all of this is familiar to us from the full development of the whole 
scheme under Apartheid, but the fundamental outlines were framed in the British 
imperial period and formed in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, 
starting from the era of the ‘mineral revolution’ in the Cape and the Transvaal in 
the period 1870s–1890s. Moreover, it was highly significant because it was in some 
respects a system that was replicated in other parts of the imperial world.

But while my focus was on Central rather than South Africa and while I was 
interested in all the conventional concerns of migratory patterns, that is numbers, 
recruitment systems, controls and so forth, I was also interested in indigenous 
motivations. Were the coercive forces always in white hands? Could migration ever be 
elective? It was well known that African rulers in southern Africa had sent their young 
men out to work for whites in order ‘to earn a gun’, often in the period preceding the 
imposition of direct imperial controls. In other words labour migration was also seen 
as potentially a means of enhancing the security of indigenous societies. But what 
about during a later period? Could we establish anything about motivations from 
living people? With this in mind, I went out into the field and asked large numbers 
of elderly informants about when they had first migrated into the white economy, 
why they had done so, and what effects this migration might have had. Of course the 
results of such a project were inevitably limited, limited to highly specific regions, 
limited to a particular generation, and limited to such conditions as proximity to 
employment opportunities, land availability, marketing opportunities, and much 
else. Such conditions were inevitably going to change over time, not least as the grip 
of white rule tightened and as political processes controlled by Europeans repeatedly 
biased the terms of trade of entry into a market economy in favour of European farmers 
and white employers generally. But still the results I secured in my interviews were 
interesting. A high proportion of my informants talked about their opportunities to 
buy ploughs, industrially produced tools, or means of conveyance like the so-called 
scotch cart (a small two-wheeled cart, often pulled by a donkey) or the bicycle. 
Another significant cohort alluded to more personal matters. Through most of the 
societies of the region, the principle of bride price had been significant in pre-colonial 
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times. The existence of this custom ensured that the marriage practices of young 
men were securely in the hands of a senior generation. Many of the men I interviewed 
(women came into my evidence-collecting later) indicated that migrating for pay 
enabled them to build up the cash required to take control of their own marriage 
arrangements. Migration – and I stress in some places and at some times – had enabled 
them to diminish the power of a gerontocracy. Of course I faced two problems: one 
was the extent to which my ‘informants’ were telling me what I wanted to hear. 
The other was the extent to which the economic screws tightened, as it were, more 
considerably later on. Circumstantial detail was such that the first seemed unlikely, 
but progressive land and labour legislation, securely in the hands of white settlers 
after 1923 in the then Southern Rhodesia, made the second a possibility.4 Even with 
such caveats, such a mixed approach got me into deep trouble with the dominant 
Marxist historiography of the time, a historiography that was much more interested 
in metanarratives.5 Being out of step became a familiar condition for me.

Intoxicated by the possibilities of oral evidence collecting, I later turned to a 
wholly new, but related, interest. In my visits to so many African villages in the 
so-called tribal trust lands of what was then still white-ruled Rhodesia, I had been 
shown ploughs, carts, implements of one sort or another. Sometimes an African 
informant would show me an item such as a pre-colonial iron hoe and contrast it 
with an industrially produced one. It must be remembered that at this point I was 
fortunate enough to be collecting oral evidence in the late 60s and early 70s of the 
twentieth century. I was talking to elderly people in their 80s, 90s and occasionally 
over 100. I was therefore immensely privileged to be speaking to a generation born 
in the 1870s, 1880s and 1890s. Their life-times had crossed the watershed from 
pre-colonial to colonial times (the region having been pulled into the imperial 
orbit in the years after 1890). They had seen the world transformed economically, 
socially and politically. Most of them were all too aware of this and were alert to 
the significance of the historical changes through which they had lived. They were 
also intrigued by my unusual questions, for most previous oral researchers had been 
interested in genealogies, in politics and traditional leadership, in social structures 
and forms. To be asked about economic and technological change was something 
new. In the course of this research I became aware of fascinating paradoxes. Why 
was it that archaeologists had demonstrated that pre-colonial iron working seemed 
to be found in almost all villages in the area while geologists had suggested that 
really useful deposits of iron ore were only to be found in restricted locations? How 
were these two to be reconciled? And what would pre-colonial iron working tell us 
about trading patterns and that all-important cusp between the traditional and the 
industrial economy? I embarked on an oral research project to try to find out.

The first step was to consult geologists about iron deposits. The second was to 
talk to archaeologists and anthropologists about peoples notable for pre-colonial 



Echoes of Empire192

iron working. And the third, of course, was to look at the written sources 
particularly those produced by pre-colonial white travellers in Africa. I selected 
three or four areas of Zimbabwe where oral research might be conducted and duly 
embarked upon the project. To summarize, I soon discovered that the pre-colonial 
iron industry could only be understood once it had been divided into sectors. 
Mining and smelting did indeed take place in restricted areas where good sources 
of workable iron could be found. But once iron bars had been produced and turned 
into hoes, knives, axes and other implements, trade was then conducted over 
extraordinarily long distances. Iron implements were distributed throughout the 
region. But the story did not end there. Iron was expensive. Hoes became worn out. 
Every village needed its blacksmith to effect repairs or to cut a larger but damaged 
implement down to a smaller one. The paradox could be resolved. Smelting was 
restricted in its incidence; the re-working of iron was universal. And it was of 
course the very effort and labour intensity of all these sectors that ensured that the 
modern industrially produced item, like the ubiquitous hoe, would sweep all before 
it. The price differential was massive. All of the people who had worked in these 
sectors, with the possible exception of a few local blacksmiths were denied their 
pre-colonial occupations and became available for the white labour market.

In all of this, I was enormously helped by the fact that these questions were 
genuinely new. The sources were not contaminated – that is damaged by the stories 
provided by schoolchildren from what they learned at school, fed back to their elders 
as another form of ‘reverse’ oral evidence. They had also not been contaminated 
by earlier oral researchers, who always destroy both the contexts and contents of 
memory by the very process of asking questions. Moreover, the people I interviewed, 
proud of their pasts and the dignity of their previous labours with the mystical iron, 
were genuinely fascinated by my research. It was at this stage that I interviewed 
some very elderly women who, though generally excluded by the gender restrictions 
traditionally placed on iron-working processes, were still knowledgeable about 
aspects of the iron trade and the use and frailties of iron. One such lady presented me 
with a pre-colonial hoe (no sign of rust) and an industrially produced one (heavily 
rusted). On another occasion, I well remember a wonderful moment, in an interview 
with a very old man, probably over 100, when he turned to the people listening in 
and said ‘How does this murungu [white man] know so much?’

This research was published in some obscure journals and has only been noticed 
by specialists.6 But of course it was important to me, not just in providing some 
of the times of my life, albeit in highly fraught political and occasionally violent 
circumstances, but also in convincing me of the importance of taking on new and 
unfashionable projects. And as you can now see I was of course dealing in glocalization 
and micro-history, the history of individuals caught up in global processes in 
local contexts. For me, both of these studies constituted some of the essence of 
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imperialism, operating where it matters, on the ground. What I discovered in the 
wonderful Wedza district of Mashonaland, to use just one example, had all sorts of 
resonances for people in other parts of the world.

From that day to this, I have never been so excited by what has traditionally been 
the very meat and drink of imperial history – the high politics, the strategy, and 
the military activities that constituted imperial processes when viewed from above, 
from the standpoint of the imperial metropolis. Perhaps that is why I turned to the 
research for which I am better known. Despite my immersion in the big figures of 
imperial history, I knew I wanted to branch out on something completely new. I no 
longer wished to do research in southern Africa, partly because of Apartheid, partly 
because of the continuing intransigence of Ian Smith, partly because the logistics 
were becoming increasingly unfavourable. Then I was struck by another paradox. 
Readings in British history, by such historians as Henry Pelling and A. J. P. Taylor 
had told me that the British public had no interest in the empire, that concerns 
about it were the preserve of an elite, that imperialism in a sense was a characteristic 
of what came to be known, after Jürgen Habermas, as the bourgeois public sphere. 
Following Schumpeter, it seemed that empire was a matter for the upper social 
classes, a system of distant outdoor relief for aristocratic and bourgeois younger 
sons, for the officials who made it their administrative preserve and consequently 
their fortune. Although ordinary people migrated in large numbers, they supposedly 
went principally to the United States, not the British Empire – not strictly true 
and certainly not in the twentieth century – and the context of a British ideology of 
empire was in many respects irrelevant. The history of the British Empire and the 
history of Britain were taught in two separate compartments. The British were the 
absent-minded imperialists well before Bernard Porter had thought of his Seeley-
inspired title.7 Yet none of this seemed to ring true in terms of the contemporary 
world in which I lived. Largely brought up in Glasgow, that quintessentially 
imperial city, as I was later to write, empire had seemed all about me.8 In the 1940s 
and 1950s, the Church of Scotland, and the other Scottish churches, though by then 
often radical in terms of decolonization, seemed to have empire deeply embedded 
in their history – the history of missions, of missionary publications, of heroes, of 
lectures and lantern slides by missionaries on furlough.9 Such matters seemed to form 
a major source of moral exemplification in sermons, Sunday school teaching and the 
like. Empire still floated about in school textbooks and literally floated in the ships 
of the great imperial shipping lines to be seen on the Clyde. My favourite boyhood 
walk was to Yorkhill Quay to see the Anchor liners – no locked gates or health 
and safety regulations then – that plied between Glasgow and Bombay. Glasgow 
architecture and statuary, the contents of its museums, and the notable, if rapacious, 
personalities of its industrial, commercial and shipbuilding past were all essentially 
imperial. People still vividly remembered the Glasgow Empire exhibition of 1938. 
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As a child I had gone to the Saturday morning cinema club and had watched endless 
exciting serials of imperial ‘derring do’. My reading matter, borrowed from the local 
library, also invariably had empire as the context for the adventures and heroics of 
its protagonists. Then there was that map, certainly on my school walls, with all the 
red that was supposed to make all true patriots swell with pride.

It is true (and my sparring partner Bernard Porter would find this significant)10 
that my family, notably on my father’s side, had migrated to Canada and Australia, 
that my father had worked in Kenya and in Central Africa in the inter-war years and 
the years after the Second World War, but that seemed to be the experience of many 
ordinary working-class Scots. We were certainly not connected with those upper 
social classes who apparently benefited from, and were interested in, empire. We 
lived in a tenement and were firmly in the category of the respectable aristocracy of 
labour. It is also true that some of my impressionable years in the mid-1950s were 
spent in Northern Rhodesia, Zambia, where my father was then working in the 
Public Works Department. But even as I mulled over these connections, I noted 
the renewed popularity of films and television series about empire in the 1970s and 
1980s. At any rate, when I read the transcript of a radio talk by the distinguished 
sociologist A. H. Halsey, published in The Listener, about the manner in which his 
village classroom of the 1920s had been steeped in nationalism and empire, and that 
the culture of empire had been all around him at that time, it all seemed to make 
sense even for my later generation.11 Once I started researching the incidence of 
propaganda about the British Empire and of the imperial content of popular culture, 
it seemed to me to be everywhere in the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries. My 
boyhood had not been anomalous. My world of the 1950s represented an essential 
continuity from late nineteenth century concerns despite the onset of decolonization. 
I was already well into researching and writing my book Propaganda and Empire when 
a remarkable event occurred. That was the Falklands War in 1982. Suddenly I found 
myself hearing powerful echoes of the nineteenth century. Jingoism was everywhere, 
not only in the headlines of the Sun, but also on radio and television, in the speeches 
of Thatcher, in the content of politics – after all even Michael Foot was sucked 
into the general excitement and the national anxiety not to appease the aggressor. 
I was re-living the world of J. A. Hobson and the Psychology of  Jingoism.12 All this 
was represented by crowds on the quaysides watching the return of naval vessels 
and of troop-carrying cruise liners, in victory marches, and in many publications. 
A modern British public was so swept into this new imperial war that the economic 
and employment disasters wrought by the Geoffrey Howe budget of 1981 could be 
forgotten. Thus was Thatcher rescued from the nadir of her popularity and put back 
into power with an increased majority in the election of 1983. These highly visible 
events constituted an extraordinary echo of similar moments in the nineteenth 
century. Moreover, they were followed, as then, by a wave of memoirs and other 
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publications relating to that distant war, even if modern media had made it much 
more immediate for British peoples in their living rooms. They also seemed to prove 
that it was possible for historically-influenced patterns of thinking to be given 
renewed lease of life in contemporary times (and in different ways that may also have 
been true of the Iraq and Afghanistan wars). They also illustrated the ways in which 
these things really mattered and had important political consequences. I finished 
the book that year and it was published in 1984, to some howls of disapproval by 
conventional imperial and British historians.

The point about that book was that I was suggesting that we should get away 
from the official mind of imperialism and examine the popular psychology. And to 
do this, we had to get out of the archive. The popular psychology was not to be 
found in documents in Kew; it was to be found in many other sources, in ephemera, 
in cultural forms like the theatre, exhibitions, film, the press, visual evidence, 
school text books, the everyday material that people read and looked at, in the 
displays they saw in their streets. Historical phenomena could be reconstructed 
from many other sources than the purely official. I have to confess that I gave 
inadequate attention to two important areas, one surprisingly was the church and 
the other was the press. These have since been repaired and in each case seem to me 
to demonstrate the importance of the view from outside the official documents.13 
Non-official documents of all sorts seemed to open up fresh vistas that are often 
more about the lives of ordinary people than the administrators and politicians 
who were the framers of the policy. And maybe those policy-makers did have an 
eye over their shoulders at what sort of views and ideas were being promulgated or 
ought to be promoted among the electors. As John Darwin has recently suggested, 
those electors seemed to accept that the empire was an important source of 
foodstuffs, as well as of migratory opportunities. Thus, empire and social reform 
did not seem to be necessarily incompatible, however different it may seem to us 
in retrospect. Early in his magnificent book, The Empire Project, Darwin seems to 
be convinced by Bernard Porter’s contentious work, which he had clearly recently 
read. Yet towards its end he poses the question why was it that the British accepted 
the existence of empire.14 I would stick by my now thirty-year-old conviction that 
this phenomenon cannot be divorced from the fact that, for many members of the 
populace as well as Halsey, it was built into the very fabric of their lives. As I have 
written recently, I stand by that interpretation framed in the late 1970s and early 
1980s. Now new work has appeared, or will shortly appear, which has supported 
my thirty-year conviction, particularly in respect of the theatre and of education.15

The publication of Propaganda and Empire in 1984 led to three consequences. The 
first was that it did me no favours at all with the historical establishment, for whom 
it became almost a heretical work.16 But second, it brought me into contact with large 
numbers of scholars working in similar fields, often on a cross-disciplinary basis. It 
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was this discovery which led to the foundation of the ‘Studies in Imperialism’ series 
of Manchester University Press later in 1984, with the first publications appearing in 
1986. It is a source of some pride that it has now (at the end of 2012) passed the hundred 
volume mark, a magnificent tribute to the fine work being pursued by younger – and 
occasionally not so young – scholars across the globe.17 The third consequence was 
the appearance of the two edited books Imperialism and Popular Culture and Popular 
Imperialism and the Military respectively in 1986 and 1992.18 Many colleagues emerged 
who were already working in these fields and they enthusiastically endorsed the whole 
idea of a series on the social and cultural dimensions of imperialism, a development 
which, it should be said, well pre-dated the emergence of the postcolonial school and 
Edward Said’s book Culture and Imperialism.19

Casting around for a new field in the mid–1980s, I sought a return to forms of 
African history, perhaps in the new field of environmental history. The catalyst 
was a request from a colleague that I should contribute to a book called Sport in 
Africa. At that point I did not have much interest in the history of sport, a word 
I interpreted in its modern meaning. I briefly toyed with the thought of writing 
something about missionaries’ dissemination of football and other sports, but I was 
not enthused. Then I remembered the older meaning of sport – the shooting of 
animals. I also remembered that whenever I had read books of exploration in Africa 
I had always tripped over long passages about the killing of elephants and other 
African fauna. I had invariably skipped these, partly because I found them repetitive 
and boring and partly because they offended my modern susceptibilities. Should I 
return to those missed passages, resurrect them, and write something about that 
form of sport? I duly did so and soon became enthralled.20 Here was the subject for 
a book. Notions of shooting for ‘sport’ soon opened up into much grander concerns. 
It became apparent to me that it was possible to construct a thesis that Europeans 
had conquered Africa partly on the strength of the phenomenal richness of its faunal 
resource. All travellers in Africa, without exception, hunted. They hunted elephants 
for ivory to finance their exploits. They hunted game, particularly antelope, to 
feed themselves. The presence of the tsetse fly ensured that the horse could not be 
used in much of the area embraced by the tropics. Hence travellers had to employ 
large numbers of porters to carry their possessions, trade goods and ivory. Porters 
required to be fed and the obvious means was through the shooting of large animals. 
Missionaries used the great protein resources of Africa for similar purposes. In 
the next phase, the arrival of settlers, administrators, railway engineers and the 
like, animals continued to be important. Administrators shot for sport, to protect 
their African neighbours from depredations to their crops or livestock, and to feed 
employees. Engineers shot to feed their workers. So did settlers, who invariably 
started off the process of taking over land by asset-stripping the animals from it. As 
well as ivory, animals also produced horns, skins and other saleable products. The 
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conquest of Africa would surely have been much more difficult without its animals. 
It is now apparent that this subject was also glocal.

But the thesis soon spread out in other directions. Most Africans had been 
great hunters, to protect crops and livestock and provide meat, skins, horns, 
and ivory. All sorts of techniques, hierarchical customs and sumptuary laws had 
arisen to surround these activities, much as in medieval Europe. Animals had been 
important in forming international trade links at one end of the economic process 
while at the other, they had been significant in staving off famine in time of dearth. 
I recollected that when I had asked my Zimbabwean informants about changes in 
their environment, they had invariably mentioned the disappearance of animals.

The study had spread out to such an extent that my ambition knew no bounds. 
I also wanted to contrast Africa with the practice of indigenous and imperial hunting 
in India. There it had been one of the most conspicuous ways in which the British 
took over the symbolic dominance of the environment from the Mughals and other 
indigenous rulers. Next I noticed the developing concerns of a white elite with 
the massive reduction in African animals in the late nineteenth century, concerns 
that led to the framing of game laws and the drafting of international conventions 
on animal conservation, conventions that led directly to the formation of game 
reserves and national parks. These were developments that had a tremendous 
modern resonance, but they were also double-edged swords in the African context. 
It soon became apparent that European imperial elite hunters and the law makers 
who stood behind them were concerned to protect animals for restricted forms of 
white hunting while banning African access to game. The self-same criteria about 
permissible hunting and the creation of such categories as poachers and vermin 
that had exercised the medieval and early modern mind could be found working 
themselves out in Africa, India and other parts of Asia. Moreover, anxiety to create 
game reserves often seemed to render the interests of animals – or at least the 
interests of elite hunters and tourist game viewers – more important than those 
of Africans who were excluded from lands they had previously occupied. And it 
should be noted that I was back in the realm of the interplay of pre-colonial and 
industrial forms, the contrasting technologies of spears, arrows, and guns (both 
old-fashioned and modern in the latter case), including the dissemination of the 
latter throughout the African continent through the agency of Africans as well as 
Europeans. The whole business of hunting and its aftermath also demonstrated the 
ways in which Europeans have always sought to impose upon Africa perceptions 
derived from Europe. Few things change. We still see this in aspects of aid giving, 
in the negotiation of rights to oil and other resources, and in such areas as the 
diplomatic activity relating to fishing rights off the African coast.

This was a vast and sprawling subject that tempted me too far precisely because 
it had hardly received any attention in the past. The resulting book, The Empire of  
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Nature, was published in 1988 and somewhat to my surprise suddenly transformed me 
into a pioneer of the environmental history movement – at least that was how I found 
myself being introduced at conferences.21 Once more I had avoided the high points 
of imperial history, while interacting with them through the actions of governors, 
imperial administrators and international conventions. I had set out into unfashionable 
and at that time little explored territory, albeit territory which chimed with a 
contemporary set of conservationist ideas which were interpolated within many of the 
racial and cultural norms of imperialism. A new network of inter-disciplinary scholars 
opened itself up and I was fortunate enough to edit Imperialism and the Natural World in 
1990.22 It is of course not without significance that the whole environmental history 
movement took off at precisely the moment when issues of the environment, which 
had been circulating since at least Rachel Carson published her Silent Spring in 1962, 
had come centre-stage in modern politics. As anxieties about the environment became 
increasingly fraught, so did historians, geographers, anthropologists, archaeologists 
and others become progressively more interested in environmental pasts. Work on 
hunting and game reserves soon became highly sophisticated.23

The next part of my twisting Odyssey got me into really serious trouble. 
When Edward Said’s Orientalism was published in 1978, I read it and, like most of 
the academy, was greatly impressed.24 The notable exception was Ernest Gellner 
who described it in his fiercely negative article in the Times Literary Supplement as an 
amusing, but insignificant work.25 There the matter might have rested had I not 
attended a conference at which Said gave a keynote. In this he turned to one of his 
great loves, western classical music. Using both images and musical examples, he set 
out to analyse Verdi’s opera Aida in terms of the new Opera House in Cairo for which 
it was written, the opening of the Suez Canal which it was supposed to celebrate, and 
the reorientation of Egypt into western modernism from its former role as an Ottoman 
province. For Said, Aida represented a classic Orientalist construct, a western re-
invocation of the ancient East, in this case Pharaonic Egypt, for western ends.26 Here 
was a typical instance of representation by mis-representation, of the fabrication 
of the East in order to be manipulated and dominated by the West. I listened to 
this with mounting anxiety. It became clear to me that Said did not really know 
or understand Aida, an opera which, as it happened, I knew well. In the question 
time, I rose and offered my critique, though it was turned aside by the chairman, who 
gave Said no chance to reply. Aida, it has always seemed to me, is about resistance, 
not dominance.27 The Ethiopians, not the Egyptians, get the best tunes. Said made 
no mention of the libretto of the opera, the high point of which is Aida’s moving 
invocation of the environment of her homeland in ‘Oh patria mia’. The second act 
triumph scene is consciously rebarbative, even if productions normally treat it merely 
as spectacle. Aida and her father, the Ethiopian king Amonasro, are the real heroes of 
the piece and the immolation of the Egyptian general Radames, together with Aida, 
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rather than the dead end that Said saw it as, represents a common nineteenth-century 
trope in which the virtuous ones find their triumph and union in death. Verdi himself 
hated imperialism. He was opposed to the Italian involvement in the scramble for 
Africa and rejoiced when the Italian army was defeated by the Ethiopians in the battle 
of Adua in 1896. He was also highly critical of the British in India. We should never 
forget that almost all his works are sympathetic to underdogs. However, I should be 
clear that I base my interpretation on the opera itself rather than on productions of 
it, which have indeed often been Orientalist. At any rate, I was so surprised by Said’s 
complete misreading of the opera that I went back to Orientalism and re-read it. This 
time I spotted all the flaws – including the total absence of social class or economic 
forces like the market. I was impelled to write a critique in which I would use a variety 
of arts to demonstrate that the alleged Manichean binaries between West and East do 
not always work, to show the manner in which many creative individuals in the West, 
like artists, composers, architects, writers and others turned to the East in order to 
find new inspiration, to find ways of escaping from the dead ends in which so many 
aspects of the western arts had found themselves in the nineteenth century.28 I was 
convinced that we should be finding instances of rapprochement rather than a never-
ending catalogue of an exploitative failure of understanding. This book fitted with 
many of my own cultural enthusiasms, including my own fascination with Eastern 
forms, and it seemed to me to be about ways in which we should see imperialism as 
being about exchanges as well as dominance. But I discovered that he who criticizes 
a modern saint runs grave risks. Abuse was duly heaped and I found myself ‘othered’ 
as some kind of right-wing reactionary, although I felt that I came to this problem 
from the left. Moreover, I had always made it clear that I had the most profound 
respect for Said the Palestinian, Said the man and committed scholar, that I was only 
critical of some of what I saw as the problematic aspects of his Orientalism thesis. 
The debate became extensive and now, years after Said’s untimely death, I feel more 
at ease with the works of scholarship in this field, by writers such as Avril Powell and 
Robert Irwin.29 Said’s macro approach can indeed be critiqued from glocal and micro 
perspectives.

It is with some relief that I return to the more normal highways of the historical 
process and its interaction with contemporary events. This leads me back to what 
may be considered the oldest truism of historical writing. Freeman suggested 
that ‘history is past politics and politics present history’. It has often seemed 
to me that this formulation can actually be reversed. History seems so often to 
be about present politics. Geoffrey of Monmouth wrote propaganda for the 
Normans in appropriating the story of King Arthur. Shakespeare’s history plays 
famously constituted propaganda for the Tudors. The Tudors and their Stuart 
successors were of course much concerned with the power relationships among the 
various constituent parts of what I prefer to call the British and Hibernian Isles. 
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The extension of English power through this Atlantic archipelago, was one of the 
principal features of what we can now see as imperial history between the sixteenth 
and twentieth centuries.30 It constituted crucial background to Seeley’s vision 
of the expansion of England in the nineteenth century and the work of Reginald 
Coupland in the twentieth.31 Ireland was always an imperial problem; Scotland and 
Wales were in many ways imperial opportunities. Yet the British Empire never, 
in a sense, succeeded in becoming British, despite all the propaganda. In many 
respects, it remained four empires, those of the English, Irish, Scots and Welsh 
and modern migration studies, notably in their cultural and ethnic dimensions, 
now recognize that fact.32 The British Empire, far from submerging those different 
ethnic identities actually succeeded in facilitating their survival. English, Irish, 
Scots and Welsh all took on global significance and came to frame aspects of their 
ethnic integrity in terms of their world-wide connections.33

Thus, a true understanding of much of the cultural, intellectual, educational, 
religious, and other characteristics of the British Empire lay in that fundamental 
need to reflect on the composition of the British and Hibernian Isles themselves. 
When we examine, for example, the political, legal, religious, intellectual and 
educational institutions of Canada, South Africa, Australia, and New Zealand, even 
of India and parts of what were formerly known as the territories of the ‘dependent 
empire’, we find that they have to be understood in terms of their Irish, Scots, 
Welsh or English rather than supposedly synthetic British roots. We are only now 
arriving at a full appreciation of these essential facts. Even relationships with the 
environment and with indigenous peoples seem to draw upon the diversity of the 
so-called British and their variety of experiences at home as well as overseas. Niall 
Ferguson’s coinage of ‘Anglobalization’ actually only refers to language.

Thus, knowledge of the constituent ethnicities of the British Isles constitutes 
a set of essential insights for a modern imperial historiography. The history of the 
Empire must be seen as a complex of interactive influences as between centre and 
periphery, periphery and centre. This is even more true now that Britain has itself 
become a location for settlement for so many Commonwealth migrants. This is 
why there is an increasing need to understand the complexities of what I call the 
four empires, the power of their reciprocal effects upon the very construction of the 
British state, and the ways in which they influenced Irish independence, Northern 
Irish adherence to Union, and the modern devolutionary processes. We now have 
an extraordinarily complex and asymmetrical state, in terms of its distribution of 
powers and legislative authority, and modern imperial history has to embrace these 
complexities. We are indeed back with the glocal and micro, yet always connected 
with the macro. This was what seemed to be the important balance in my recent 
studies of the Scots in South Africa or of the dispersal of the museum idea right 
across the British Empire into many local contexts.34
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This personal odyssey through these twisting paths of imperial history indicates 
that we must always understand what we research and write both in terms of 
our obvious contemporary perspectives and also in the context of our personal 
relationships with the never-ending debate in which all historians are involved. 
Some schools of historians have imagined that it is possible to buck this trend. We 
need only think of the alleged scientific history of the nineteenth century, writing 
supposedly about how it really was, or the modern postcolonialists who sometimes 
imply that their highly moralizing approach to the British Empire represents some 
new kind of end to history writing. (This is not to deny the undoubted insights 
of this school which has taken issue with some of the very orthodoxies that I have 
attacked.) We must also guard against some of the right-wing revisionism that 
seems to be all around us. Television history reflects this trend. David Starkey junks 
social and economic history, history from below, to return to kings and queens. 
Niall Ferguson has sought to reinstate imperialism as a necessary force on the way 
to globalization. In an interview with The Guardian in July 2010, Ferguson suggested 
that school pupils have to be galvanized into an interest in history through war, 
war games, and the conflicts of big states.35 Recently the classicist Richard Miles 
has talked (in a television series) of civilization as though it were the preserve of 
the Mediterranean and Middle Eastern worlds, and essentially urban, not rural, a 
matter of state construction rooted in class formation, war and conflict. Thus we 
must be alert to the fact that echoes of empire are still prevalent and still influence 
the thinking of both scholars and politicians in the twenty-first century. Many other 
examples reflect the ways in which television producers imagine that only this type 
of history can grip the public, although occasionally we do get something else, as 
in Michael Wood’s series about the history of people in a Leicestershire village, 
Kibworth, which was a hugely refreshing representation of the glocal and the micro.

Despite the influence of television, books do indeed matter and can sometimes 
be revelatory. For example, I remember the occasion when I read the anthropologist 
Marshall Sahlins’ highly revisionist book about hunting and gathering peoples, 
with its defiant sub-title ‘the first affluent society’.36 It refreshingly threw out 
the stadial evolutionary progressivism of the Enlightenment. That is the kind of 
vision of the past that continues to enthral and which can surely be made exciting 
for a wider audience of schoolchildren and the general public. The developments 
in imperial history in my lifetime indicate the manner in which the best history is 
about understanding the big events through the local study, grand narratives and 
patterns explained by a focus on what happens to real people, men and women 
of all ethnicities, upon the ground. And it seems to me that all of that needs to 
be set into environmental and climatic contexts, for neither the environment 
nor the global climates that condition it are respecters of political boundaries. 
However grand states or individual rulers or warlords may be, they cannot buck 
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those all-important conditions in which the lives of all people are rooted. Ranger 
and many other Africanists came to realize all that in concentrating on specific 
localities. As I have wandered from my African migrant workers, iron smelters 
and traders, with their rich memories, to human impacts upon animal populations 
and other aspects of the environment, to the manner in which empires have 
seduced people through the propaganda of popular culture, to the ways in which 
peoples interact culturally – not least between East and West – to an interest in 
the constituent parts of these islands in their global contexts, through all of that, 
the merging of micro- and macro-narratives has always seemed absolutely vital.37 
Ambitious as it is, it also seems to me that imperial history requires to absorb so 
many of our key modern developments. We need to integrate women’s history and 
the history of science, environmental history and intellectual history before we 
can arrive at a fully satisfying approach, while still maintaining a glocal and micro 
focus in order more fully to understand the macro. We also require more insights 
derived from comparative and parallel narratives, as I have recently discovered in 
my interaction with Berny Sèbe and other colleagues in the Netherlands, Belgium, 
Germany, Italy and beyond.38 British historians, not least of the imperial variety, 
have been much too introverted for far too long. They have also too often had their 
noses firmly stuck in the official records and their eyes on the grand processes and 
meta-narratives of imperial history. Such history, in missing the local and the 
apparently micro, has missed the vital insights that can be secured from a greater 
range of documents and techniques, as well as a focus upon real people facing their 
own problems, dilemmas and sometimes opportunities in specific locations. This 
volume, in examining echoes of empire in a number of different empires across the 
globe helps to facilitate this. Echoes of empire can also be heard in glocal and micro 
locations: hearing and interpreting those echoes is surely important for the wider 
understanding of the grander processes of imperialism itself.
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From the interwar period until the late 1950s practically all of the visions, 
movements and concrete institutional arrangements working towards European 
integration made Africa’s incorporation into the European enterprise a central 
objective. As witnessed by several scholarly, political and journalistic accounts of 
the time, European integration was inextricably bound up with a Eurafrican project. 
At the Hague Congress of Europe in 1948, for instance, it was proclaimed that ‘The 
European Union must, of course, include in its orbit the extensions, dependencies 
and associated territories of the European Powers in Africa and elsewhere, and 
must preserve the existing constitutional ties which unite them.’1 Nine years later, 
upon the conclusion of the negotiations for the Treaty of Rome which established 
the European Economic Community (EEC), French socialist premier Guy Mollet 
stated as follows at a press conference in Washington DC:

I would like to insist upon the unity of Europe: it is now a fact. A few days ago we 
jumped over the last hurdles that were on its way, and now an even broader unity 
is being born: EURAFRICA, a close association in which we will work together to 
promote progress, happiness and democracy in Africa.2

Subsequently, in an article for Chicago Daily Tribune (9 October, 1960), drawn3 
from the English translation of his book Immuable et changeante, French sociologist 
Raymond Aron4 would lend his support to this blueprint, arguing that the 
‘development’ of  ‘Eurafrica’ could not be accomplished by France alone, but was ‘a 
common European responsibility’. In his magnum opus Europe: A History, historian 
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Norman Davies is thus as dead wrong as he is archetypal of today’s prevailing 
attitude when he claims that ‘[d]ecolonization was a necessary precondition for 
the emergence of a new European Community of equal, democratic partners’. 
In fact, it was exactly the other way around, or as Irwin Wall5 puts it: ‘Neither 
the construction of Europe nor the building of a French nuclear deterrent was 
conceived of or understood in Paris as a substitute for a moribund colonialism, 
as several historians have argued. On the contrary, both were meant to provide 
the means of maintaining France’s Eurafrican hegemony.’ In this sense, France’s 
motifs for European integration did not constitute a break with its colonial past 
but should be seen as a phase in the adaptation of its empire, beginning with the 
Brazzaville Conference in 1944, continuing with the refoundation of the French 
Union in 1946, the Loi Cadre in 1956 (which provided the colonies with autonomy 
in select areas) and the establishment of the French Community in 1958, replacing 
the French Union.

Mainstream EU studies have yet to cast off a Whiggish approach to the history 
of European integration6 that imbues it with a benevolent historical purpose, 
just as nationalist intellectuals in earlier periods had often refused to scrutinize 
critically the historical origins of national projects. In keeping with this volume’s 
overall theme, our charting of the Eurafrican history of European integration 
intends to sketch the contours of what we propose as a new framework for the 
study of European integration history. According to our framework, the history of 
European integration deserves a new periodization: 1920–1960. It also demands to 
be cast in a narrative in which the hegemonic Cold War paradigm is decentred in 
favour of the geopolitical context through which its contemporaries saw it unravel. 
As we will argue, the Eurafrican project attains central importance once this shift of 
focus is accomplished. We will demonstrate that there is strong evidence to support 
that Eurafrica and hence the perpetuation of colonialism was instrumental in the 
actual, diplomatic and political constitution not just of the European Economic 
Community. It also influenced most other efforts and institutional arrangements 
that promoted European integration from the 1920s and onwards. For reasons of 
space we focus below on the periods before and after the Second World War. This 
is certainly not to imply that Eurafrica laid dormant during the war itself; on the 
contrary, and as can be seen in press reports, it was a guiding idea in the geopolitical 
visions of the Axis powers, as shown during the German-Italian campaigns in North 
Africa. According to a report in The New York Times in October 1941, for instance, 
the German view of ‘the future of Europe’ included Africa since ‘the two continents 
themselves [were seen as] inseparable, as indicated by the joint designation now in 
vogue: “Eurafrica” ’. This Eurafrican scheme was to be built in close collaboration 
with the French Vichy Republic and was thus also a crucial ingredient in the Vichy 
administration’s colonial outlook.
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Configurations of Eurafrica in the Interwar Period

In 1923, Richard Coudenhove-Kalergi7 published his pamphlet Paneuropa, which also 
launched his Pan-European Union movement that was to gather both sizeable and 
influential intellectual and political support from the best and the brightest of his 
generation, including the brothers Heinrich and Thomas Mann, as well as statesmen 
like Winston Churchill, Konrad Adenauer and Aristide Briand, the latter serving for 
a long time as chairman of the Pan-European Union. According to Walter Lipgens8 
Paneuropa was by far the most important among the many proposals for European 
collaboration of the 1920s, and largely mirrored the world view of internationalists 
and liberal progressives of the era. A united Europe appeared paramount for political 
reasons, or simply to prevent a repetition of the First World War. This was the 
argument for peace. A united Europe was desirable also for cultural reasons, as 
history seemed to indicate that Europe displayed a spiritual and intellectual unity 
with a specific Weltanschauung. This was the argument for civilization. In addition, 
the 1920s added a third, economic argument: as Europeans compared their own 
states to the rapidly growing economies of the United States and the Soviet Union, 
they concluded that both of these foreign powers enjoyed the advantage of being able 
to organize their economies on a continental scale whereas Europe was politically 
divided and suffered economically from numerous trade barriers. This economic 
perspective then gradually turned into a geopolitical one, which touched on the 
sensitive issue of whether Europe would be able to regain its place on a par with other 
world powers. From this perspective, Africa was seen as a natural or necessary part 
of Europe’s geopolitical sphere, a part that needed to be more strongly connected to 
Europe, and to be exploited by united European forces in order to turn its resources 
to full advantage: ‘Europe is Eurafrica’s head, Africa its body.’9

Africa was seen primarily as a reservoir of natural resources and agricultural 
produce, but also as a source of hydroelectric power. Africa was often also seen 
as the solution to Europe’s demographic problems: it was widely agreed that 
Europe was overpopulated, an imbalance that could be resolved by the emigration 
and resettlement of surplus population in the ‘empty’ territory south of the 
Mediterranean. Coudenhove-Kalergi10 certainly spoke for the majority of Europe’s 
political and intellectual elite as he stated: ‘Africa could provide Europe with raw 
materials for its industry, nutrition for its population, land for its overpopulation, 
labour for its unemployed, and markets for its products.’11

What is important is that all of these arguments for assimilating Africa formed 
yet another strong argument for the unification of Europe. In interwar thinking, 
the common or synergetic exploitation of Africa was so unquestionably attractive 
and beneficial that it constituted in itself a reason for European states to make 
common cause. A geopolitical calculation based on two symbiotic benefits 
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emerged: the new geopolitical sphere of a united Europe would be sustainable and 
prosperous thanks to its incorporation of Africa; and correspondingly, the bonds 
between once antagonistic European states would be consolidated by the shared 
goal of developing Africa. The unification of Europe and a unified European effort 
to colonize Africa were two processes that presupposed one another. The idea was 
succinctly expressed by former French premier Joseph Cailloux, a major supporter 
of Eurafrica throughout the interwar years: ‘Europe supported by Africa. Europe 
reconciliated by Africa.’12

This argument won particular support in Germany, which stood to regain 
access to the colonial territories that it had lost in the First World War if the 
plan materialized. Africa for Europe (Afrika für Europa) became a political slogan 
and formula for the German Colonial Society, coined after a pamphlet written by 
its president Heinrich Schnee.13 Interwar politicians and intellectuals also gave 
a name to the new great power that would put the European star back in the 
ascendant. The geopolitical bloc was called Eurafrica, a notion so prevalent at the 
time that it is difficult if not impossible to find out who actually coined it, although 
it has been suggested that it was first introduced by Italian anthropologist 
Giuseppe Sergi.14 In short, and contrary to a common understanding or standard 
historiography of the roots of today’s European Union – in which Coudenhove-
Kalergi is sometimes seen as the father figure of the founding fathers – pan-Europe 
was a project not limited to Europe alone but included Africa except for its British 
possessions. A related geopolitical blueprint was drawn up by Munich architect 
and urban planner Hermann Sörgel (1932). All European nations, he suggested, 
should unify in the common task of actually damming the entire Mediterranean 
Sea, thus attaching Africa to Europe, providing the depressed European economy 
with vital resources and the white race with indispensable Lebensraum. Sörgel 
was among the first ones to propose large-scale technological projects that 
would enable the extraction of Africa’s natural wealth while at the same time 
facilitate communication – railways, roads, telephony and electricity – between 
the continents. Such infrastructural designs were to remain a vital concern for 
Eurafrican planning up until the early 1960s. Sörgel’s plan was thus echoed in 
a prestigious engineering venture, under the supervision of French Euratom 
president Louis Armand, that proposed, in 1958, to build a channel tunnel 
between Britain and continental Europe, which ‘also eventually would link up 
with a tunnel under the Straights of Gibraltar and form the great Eurafrica route 
connecting Europe with Africa’.15

Another influential exponent of this geopolitical theory was Eugène Guernier,16 
the French author of numerous works on colonialism including L’Afrique – Champ 
d’expansion de l’Europe (1932), published in the wake of the great Colonial Exposition 
in Vincennes in 1931. All colonial powers were invited to the exposition to display 



Reviving Colonialism through European Integration, 1920–60 211

their colonial possessions, including native inhabitants (Britain declined the 
invitation, and Spain and Japan were also absent). Top-ranking French politicians 
such as Paul Reynaud, minister of colonies, and Hubert Lyautey, former governor 
general of Morocco and the exposition’s Commissaire général, argued that European 
collaboration at the exposition must now be followed by a European collaboration 
in the world. As Reynaud explained, ‘the colonial reality calls for a European 
collaboration for which France stands prepared’.17 Lyautey, for his part, argued for 
a ‘union of all the colonizing nations in a policy of association for the greater moral 
and material profit of all’.18

We could continue the list of other works and plans that advanced similar 
arguments. It is noteworthy that none of these suggests that there should be any 
symmetry between the two halves, much less any equality. Coudenhove-Kalergi, 
known as a pacifist, internationalist and anti-Nazi, comes across as a fully-fledged 
biological racist when he speaks about Africa, claiming that there are inherent 
differences between the black and white races. ‘As long as the black race is unable 
to develop and civilize its part of the earth, the white race must do it.’ At the same 
time, he states that Europe must at all costs avoid the danger ‘that great numbers 
of black workers and soldiers [might] immigrate to Europe’.19

This is where we can locate the underlying structure of the interwar discourse 
on Eurafrica. It is a racist discourse that allows the rejection of African presence in 
Europe as an absurdity with the same ease as the affirmation of European presence 
in Africa as a necessity, without the slightest consideration of the possibility that 
this position might be self-contradictory.

Postwar Institutionalizations of Eurafrica

Although the interwar plans for Eurafrica was either practically unfeasible or 
politically defeated, it emerged into the postwar era as a concept ready for revival. 
After the Second World War Eurafrica was developed and institutionalized as a 
primary aim for many European politicians, institutions, intellectuals and organized 
interests. Immediately after the end of the war, British foreign secretary Ernest 
Bevin (Labour) launched his bid to establish a ‘Third World Power’, working 
to integrate the African colonies and their vast natural resources into a Western 
European power sphere able to withstand a world order dictated by the US and 
the Soviet Union. Built on close colonial cooperation between Britain and France,20 
such a scheme, Bevin believed, ‘could have the US dependent on us and eating out 
of our hands in four or five years … [the] US is barren of essential material and 
in Africa we have them all’21 As Ann Deighton22 aptly elucidates, Bevin’s Third 
World Power enterprise was firmly rooted in the Eurafrican current of ideas of the 
interwar period.
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For all the instances of ideational continuity, however, the postwar period 
distinguishes itself first and foremost through its institutionalization – and thus 
operationalization – of the Eurafrica conception. Arguably, the first instance of 
this took place in the framework of the Organisation for European Economic Co-
operation (OEEC, subsequently the OECD), formed in 1948 for the purpose of 
administering the US Marshall Plan – or the European Recovery Program. While 
portions of its funds were used to assist individual recipient states in consolidating 
financial stability in their respective colonial empires,23 the OEEC immediately 
decided to form an Overseas Territories Working Group in order to promote 
European cooperation in colonial – and particularly African – affairs. In its extensive 
report from 1951 the OEEC stated that the necessary public and private investment 
in overseas territories should by no means be limited to Europe’s colonial powers, 
but that all members should be encouraged to contribute: ‘It is in the interest of 
the whole free world that the [colonial] territories, which form part of it, should 
endeavour to speed up and increase the production of scarce materials.’24 Although 
formulated in less grandiose and utopian terms, the report echoes the interwar 
period’s plans for Eurafrica in its focus on large-scale infrastructural projects, water 
control, agriculture and ‘constructional work, on a heavier scale’; the report states, 
for instance, that ‘vast stretches of mosquito-infested swamp must be drained’.25 
What is more, the report is totally void of indications that colonialism in Africa 
might some day come to an end. Eurafrican planning is unreservedly described as ‘a 
long-term task’ in an African terrain characterized by ‘political security’.26

Whereas NATO, founded in 1949, would contain a minor Eurafrican outfit 
through its incorporation of France’s Algerian départements, at the ultimative 
request of Paris and against US aspirations, it was the Council of Europe (CE), also 
established in 1949, that would take the Eurafrican scheme to the next level. The 
CE grew out of the European Movement and its Congress of Europe held in The 
Hague in 1948. As indicated above, most of the Congress’ participant groupings 
adhered to the Eurafrican tenet of the imperative necessity of developing African 
colonies for the collective benefit of a war-torn Western Europe striving to emerge 
as a ‘third force’ in world politics.27 ‘If we wish to rebuild’, said Hendrik Brugmans 
of the European Union of Federalists (EUF), ‘we urgently need “living space” – if 
you will forgive the expression – on a bigger scale than that of the old, so-called 
autonomous nations’.28 In its ‘Draft of a Federal Pact’, the EUF went on to proclaim 
the demise of the era of national ownership of colonial territories: ‘From now 
onwards a common European policy of development for certain regions of Africa 
should be taken in hand.’29

While the Council of Europe (CE) failed entirely to embody the federal 
principles advocated by most parties at the Congress of Europe, it immediately 
succeeded in turning Eurafrica into one of the organization’s defining priorities,30 
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a fact largely forgotten today. The unanimous adoption of the ‘Strasbourg Plan’ 
by the CE’s Consultative Assembly in 1952 provides ample testimony to the 
Eurafrican momentum during the 1950s. Built on an extensive expert report by the 
Consultative Assembly’s Secretariat-General as well as the work of the OEEC, the 
Plan set out to resolve one of Western Europe’s most pressing problems at the time: 
its chronic and paralysing dollar deficit, which the (by now discontinued) Marshall 
aid had done little to settle. The answer? Africa! As German representative Johannes 
Semler, heading the CE’s Committee on Economic Relations with Overseas 
Territories, pleaded for the Plan before the Assembly, he quoted from a speech 
made a week earlier by former French prime minister Paul Reynaud (now chairman 
of the CE’s Committee on Economic Questions):

We must also, if free Europe is to be made viable, jointly exploit the riches of the 
African continent, and try to find there those raw materials which we are getting 
from the dollar area, and for which we are unable to pay.31

In short, why spend precious dollars elsewhere when the same materials could be 
obtained under Europe’s own steam in Africa? Such ‘exploitation’ would facilitate 
Western Europe’s transition into ‘a third economic group standing mid-way 
between the Communist and the dollar areas’.32 However, since the large-scale 
investments required could not be shouldered by the colonial powers alone, the 
Plan was adamant in stressing that the contribution of all Council members (by now 
14 countries) was essential. As pointed out by the UK representative Lord Layton, 
‘it is clear that we have to think of these overseas territories not as the possessions 
of any one country […]; they have to be integrated with all the countries of Europe 
and all the overseas territories’.33 This idea found favour with practically all of the 
representatives. For instance, Denmark’s Hermond Lannung asserted that Europe 
had just lost the ‘battle of Asia’, and that its nations now needed to unite in order to 
avoid losing ‘the battle of Africa’ as well. ‘Here we have before us a great concrete 
and practical task which calls for the utmost collaboration of us all.’34

For this project to become viable, West German, but also Scandinavian capital 
and industrial potential was greatly sought after.35 According to the expert 
report, all parties stood to gain from such a collaborative approach: ‘If European 
countries without colonial responsibilities contribute to the development of 
overseas territories it will then be possible to open these overseas markets to 
them.’36 With limited access to its traditional markets in the East – now within 
the Soviet orbit of control – the report argued, such a scenario should provide 
West Germany in particular with an important incentive to look to Africa as an 
outlet for its ‘tractors, cranes, bridges, dredges, machine tools, etc.’37 As in the 
interwar Eurafrica debate, the topic of European emigration to Africa also figured 
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prominently in the Strasbourg Plan since ‘over-population’ was still seen as ‘one of 
Europe’s most critical human and social problems’.38

On 9 May, 1950, almost exactly a year after the establishment of the Council of 
Europe, French foreign minister Robert Schuman presented what was to become 
known as the Schuman Declaration or Schuman Plan, announcing the Franco-
German project for the joint regulation of extraction and production of coal and 
steel. The Schuman Plan gave birth to the European Coal and Steel Community 
(ECSC) in the Treaty of Paris a year later, to which France, West Germany, Italy 
and the Benelux countries were the founding signatories. The ECSC not only 
created a common market for coal and steel between the six members, but most 
significantly and symbolically also placed control over production in the hands 
of a supranational High Authority. With coal and steel constituting the basis for 
arms production, this arrangement was designed primarily to tie France and West 
Germany together, or as the Schuman Plan stated: ‘The solidarity in production 
thus established will make it plain that any war between France and Germany 
becomes not merely unthinkable, but materially impossible.’39

As for Eurafrican institutionalization, the ECSC offered little on paper in the 
ratified treaty itself, but the Schuman Declaration itself spoke in more assertive 
terms: ‘With increased resources Europe will be able to pursue the achievement 
of one of its essential tasks, namely, the development of the African continent.’40 
The immediate mastermind behind this formulation was no less than the ‘Father 
of Europe’ himself, Jean Monnet, also the chief architect of the ECSC and a keen 
Eurafricanist.41 Apparently, Schuman had picked up on Monnet’s suggestion that 
France could give Africa as a ‘dowry to Europe’.42 As such, the Eurafrican passage of 
the Schuman Declaration follows from the historical pattern sketched above. Since 
the 1920s, the community and collaboration of Europe’s states had presupposed their 
collaboration in Africa as well. Now, as both the Council of Europe and the ECSC 
were established, their protagonists obviously felt it important to signal that these 
institutions of European integration enabled the more far-reaching collaboration that 
had for long occupied debates on foreign policy and geopolitics. Initial steps toward 
this were also taken in June 1950 through the ‘Monnet Plan for Africa’ (‘Plan Monnet 
pour l’Afrique’). Although not implemented as such at the time, it envisaged an 
administrative High Authority for colonial management (modelled on the ECSC’s 
institutional structure) and a European investment fund for Africa.43 The initiative 
found support among many intellectuals, among them the influential German writer 
on foreign policy, Anton Zischka. In his view, the Franco-German coal and steel 
agreement was but the first step in a process leading to a common exploitation of 
Africa’s resources. Africa, argued Zischka44 in the title of his book, was ‘Europas 
Gemeinschaftsaufgabe Nr. 1’ (‘Europe’s number one common priority’). However, 
up until 1956, with the commencement of the Rome Treaty negotiations, divisions 
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within the French political leadership disabled any concrete proposals to open up 
its colonial possessions to other European states. During this period (1950–1954) 
the six members of the ECSC were bogged down in arduous negotiations on the 
abortive European Defence Community, in which Paris played Washington and used 
its European clout to achieve its imperial objectives in Indochina.45

As we enter the period of the Treaty of Rome negotiations (1955–1957) and 
their culmination in the establishment of the European Economic Community 
(EEC), Eurafrica emerges as the issue upon which the final stages of the negotiations 
would hinge.46 Indeed, it seems safe to say that there would not have been an 
EEC/EU, at least not at this juncture, had it not been for the German and Dutch 
governments’ decision to yield to the French ultimatum (supported by Belgium 
and, eventually, Italy) that demanded the incorporation into the EEC not only 
of France’s départements in Algeria but also of all the member states’ colonial 
possessions: French West and Equatorial Africa, Belgian Congo and Ruanda-
Urundi, Italian Somaliland and the Netherlands’ New Guinea. As spelled out in the 
Rome Treaty, the purpose of colonial association was ‘to promote the economic and 
social [and cultural] development of the countries and territories and to establish 
close economic relations between them and the Community as a whole’.47 As part of 
this, a European Development Fund was established (still in place today) to which 
all members contributed – West Germany and France being the largest providers – 
but from which, of course, French colonies benefited by far the most. It deserves 
mention that, on the whole, the Treaty of Rome’s colonial scheme was established 
without any prior consideration of the opinions in the territories themselves about 
their subjection to incorporation or association.48

This arrangement whereby the other community members, in particular West 
Germany, collectively helped finance investments in France’s African colonies in 
exchange for access to colonial markets was, from the perspective of Paris, nothing 
less than a sine qua non for the preservation of its imperial enterprise in Africa, the 
Union française (French Union), which became the French Community in 1960.49

If the Dutch government was the most clearly opposed to the EEC’s association 
scheme – fearing high costs and divergent views on trade policy, and wary of getting 
involved in France and Belgium’s colonial projects and problems50 – sentiments 
in West Germany were less clear.51 Some important figures in Adenauer’s cabinet 
(among them the minister of economy, Ludwig Erhard) were vehemently opposed 
to the scheme, as was the social democratic opposition.52 Nevertheless, Adenauer’s 
political force and determination not to spoil an unprecedented opportunity for 
closer European integration won out – and he had the majority of his cabinet firmly 
on his side. Arguing for ‘der Vision von Eurafrika’ before his cabinet on February 
21, 1957, Adenauer admitted that no grand geopolitical blueprint for the world is 
without risk. But, he added, ‘the free Europe must be prepared to confront this 
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risk, in order not to be crushed, in the foreseeable future, between the peoples of 
Asia and Africa should these peoples assume a hostile attitude against Europe’.53 
A week prior to this he had defended his firm belief before his cabinet that France 
was the country in Europe with the best economic prospects thanks to its latent 
natural resource wealth in Africa, and that this made Eurafrica a more beneficial 
choice for West Germany than a simple free trade agreement with Britain.54 What 
Adenauer was referring to more specifically was probably France’s discovery in 
1956 of huge oil and gas reserves in the Algerian Sahara. In an article published the 
very same month in the German Journal Die politische Meinung, Waldemar Lentz 
analyzed the Eurafrican enterprise as basically boiling down to the French colonial 
resources in general and Algerian oil in particular. Indeed, as Lentz asserted, ‘the 
Sahara stands at the center of the Eurafrican problematic’.55

Adenauer’s personal outlook was thus much in line with the general perspective 
from which Paris and other actors derived their plans for Eurafrican integration. 
Adenauer’s motivation for European integration was primarily political and 
geopolitical; and it was a geopolitics to no little extent inspired by Coudenhove-
Kalergi’s interwar Pan-European movement.56 Adenauer not only believed in the 
‘superiority of Western civilization’; he was equally convinced of the inherent racial 
inferiority of black Africa. It was, therefore, inconceivable, as Adenauer phrased 
it, ‘that Africa, as a black continent, could be independent alongside the other 
continents’.57 He also firmly believed that ‘[t]he domination of the Mediterranean 
basin by the Soviet Russians would simply be the end for Europe’.58

During the Suez crisis, Adenauer’s European conviction would be further 
reinforced. As the unfolding world events challenged Europe’s influence in global 
affairs, it had become all the more important for Europe to stake out its common 
geopolitical interests in a more independent fashion. ‘Then, just as Coudenhove-
Kalergi had said in his time’, Hans-Peter Schwartz59 notes, ‘Adenauer spoke of the 
“appearance of non-white peoples on the political stage of world events” ’. Adenauer 
found this ‘appearance’, and its potential effects on the future constitution of the 
UN, deeply disturbing.60

Adenauer’s conviction of the need for a strong European power, built on a solid 
Franco-German partnership and more independent from the US, thus happened to 
chime with France’s decision to make the realization of the EEC hinge on Eurafrica. 
The utterly humiliating conclusion of the Suez crisis – when the US and the Soviet 
Union flexed their superior power and forced Britain and France to withdraw from 
Egypt, thus dealing a heavy blow to French and British interests and international 
prestige – would only add further impetus to both France’s61 and Adenauer’s 
objectives. The discomforting end of the Suez campaign coincided with a high-
level Franco-German meeting in Paris to resolve some key obstacles to the EEC 
negotiations. As Mollet ended a phonecall with the British premier Anthony Eden 
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having failed to persuade him to defy US pressure and prolong the Suez operation 
for a little longer, Adenauer – a wholehearted supporter of the Suez war – decided 
to comfort Mollet, telling him:

France and England will never be powers comparable to the United States and the 
Soviet Union. Nor Germany either. There remains to them only one way of playing 
a decisive role in the world; that is to unite to make Europe. England is not ripe for it 
but the affair of Suez will help to prepare her spirits for it. We have no time to waste: 
Europe will be your revenge.62

As The Economist (1957)63 wrote in January 1957, two months prior to the signing of 
the Rome Treaty: ‘since the Suez adventure, [European] integration schemes, far 
from being suspected as “American plots”, have a third force halo’. At its meeting in 
Stresa, Italy, in September 1956, the Liberal International rallied around a ‘United 
Europe’, seeing it as the only potent antidote to figures such as President Nasser of 
Egypt.64 ‘The efforts of Arab-Asian nationalists to oust Europeans’, The New York 
Times reported, ‘are seen by many liberals as the newest and most challenging reason 
for accelerating West European unity’.65 If Europe had been united, the president 
of the Liberal International Roger Motz rhetorically asked, ‘would Colonel Nasser 
have dared nationalize the Suez Canal, would the Algerian rebels have thought of 
gaining something by taking up arms?’66 Given these strong sentiments, it should 
come as no surprise that Louis Armand – who was also a close aid to Monnet – 
went as far as to suggest (in jest) during the ceremony following the signing of the 
Treaty of Rome on March 25, 1957 that ‘We ought to erect a statue to Nasser: To 
the federator of Europe.’67

As should be clear from our account so far, Eurafrica cannot be reduced 
to a simple auxiliary to the Cold War and the efforts to contain the spread of 
Communism in Africa. To a significant extent, of course, it was part of that too. 
But to apply Matthew Connelly’s (2000; 2002) astute idea of ‘taking off the Cold 
war lens’, Eurafrica must also be construed as a strategy of colonial reinforcement 
in its own right, targeting various anti-colonial and anti-Western movements that 
were growing in the Southern hemisphere and were not by any means reducible to 
Moscow puppets: pan-Africanism, pan-Arabism and pan-Islamism, as well as the 
various strands of indigenous nationalisms.

The political actors, intellectuals and institutions who shaped the content and 
direction of European integration saw it as deeply entrenched in a North-South 
struggle, and thus as a response to an allegedly deepening conflict between Christian 
and Muslim civilizations, between universal values and jihad and between the 
white European race, on one side, and the ‘hordes’ of brown, black and yellow races 
on the other.68
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But European integrationists’ approach to Africa was often also marked by 
strong reformist, progressive and accommodating currents, particularly from the 
mid-1950s onwards. Economic development and Eurafrican ‘interdependence’, 
rather than exploitation and colonialism, were keywords here. As seen above 
in the discussion of Dutch and German hesitations over the incorporation of 
colonial possessions in the EEC structure, this reflected a growing concern 
in Western Europe to be branded not as reactionary colonialists but rather 
as pioneers of African development and modernization. In the complex, 
contradictory and undecided terrain of the late 1950s, this was thus yet another 
strategy of responding to the ‘appearance of non-white peoples on the political 
stage of world events’, to the changing mood in the UN, to the spirit of the Afro-
Asian Bandung Conference (held in 1955) and the non-aligned movement. In 
this context, the EEC’s Eurafrican system of colonial association becomes – from 
a European perspective – the solution to the problem of accepting increasing 
autonomy or self-government in the colonies, while at the same time continuing 
to gain from them economically and strategically. Thus EEC association is 
articulated as an offer of a modern and mutually beneficial partnership to African 
colonies.

It may be argued that the Eurafrican momentum depended on its dual valence 
and its ambiguous appeal. On the one hand, Eurafrica represented the continuation 
of European colonial hegemony. On the other, it enabled a rearticulation of 
colonial hegemony as ‘interdependence’. In this context independence was framed as 
outmoded and harmful for the African territories. As Mollet explained, ‘Isolated 
nations can no longer keep pace with the world. What would Algeria amount 
to by itself? On the other hand, what future might it not have, as one of the 
foundations of the Eurafrican community now taking shape.’ Instead of moribund 
independence and national sovereignty, Mollet concluded, ‘interdependence 
among nations is becoming the rule’.69 In the case of Morocco, the same French 
policy was offered as ‘independence within interdependence’ (l’indépendance dans 
l’interdépendance).70

In this context, too, the Eurafrican offer of EEC association may be interpreted as 
a divide and rule strategy, whereby the alleged African benefits of EEC association 
would thwart the Pan-African movement (Martin, 1982), attracting and rewarding 
its moderates while isolating its radical and most committed leaders, foremost 
among them Ghana’s Kwame Nkrumah and Guinea’s Sékou Touré.71 As Nkrumah 
had it, the Treaty of Rome and the EEC marked ‘the advent of neo-colonialism 
in Africa’72 whereby the EEC’s Eurafrican association scheme represented a new-
fangled arrangement for ‘collective colonialism’ – ‘stronger and more dangerous 
than the old evils we are striving to liquidate’.73 More specifically, leaders such as 
Nkrumah and Touré saw the EEC’s Eurafrican design not only as a strategy to foil 
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national independence in Africa per se; more importantly perhaps, they also saw 
it as a deliberate attempt to frustrate the formation of any types of independently 
organized African integration and regionalization projects, which, in fact, had been 
brewing since the interwar period.

Given the high stakes involved in the EEC’s and France’s Eurafrican bid, 
combined with the mixed African reception, there was much work to be done on 
the international scene in order to persuade and reassure the world of the great 
boons of Eurafrican integration. This is borne out by the rich international media 
coverage that Eurafrica received during the latter part of the 1950s. Straight after 
the conclusion of an agreement on the EEC’s Eurafrican integration (in February 
1957), Guy Mollet went on a state visit to the US which would amount to a veritable 
Eurafrican promotion tour: the premier seemingly never missed an opportunity to 
emphasize that integration was as much Eurafrican as European. As Mollet affirmed 
before the US Senate, Europe’s ‘economic development will bring a better standard 
of living to the European as well as to the African peoples freely [sic!] associated to 
her. This is not a hazy dream. I am firmly convinced that EURAFRICA will be the 
reality of tomorrow.’74

Two weeks before the sealing of the EEC’s Eurafrican agreement, the French 
foreign minister Christian Pineau laid out the plans for Eurafrica to the UN 
General Assembly’s Political Committee. ‘Europe in its entirety’, he argued, 
‘bringing to Africa its capital and its techniques, should enable the immense 
African continent to become an essential factor in world politics.’ Linking 
Eurafrica to the Algerian crisis, Pineau cautioned that an estranged Algeria 
would ‘be pledged to fanaticism and by its very poverty, open to communism’. 
By contrast, he went on, ‘its participation in Eurafrica would mean for Algeria 
comfort, riches – in other words, the true condition of independence’.75 Pineau’s 
address chimed appositely with the outlook of The New York Times, whose 
subsequent editorial of 6 February did its utmost to convince the world of the 
merits of Eurafrica:

‘Eurafrica’ […] can only be a dream today, but it is the sort of dream that other 
Frenchmen, like Jean Monnet, have envisaged for Europe herself and have done 
much to foster. It is the sort of dream that can become reality and that, perhaps, 
must become reality if the world is to avoid another and greater holocaust.76

Conclusion

On 2 June, 1960, the German daily Die Welt carried the headline ‘Is Africa running 
away from the EEC?’ The article asserted that at the time when the Treaty of Rome 
was drafted, ‘the fact that Europe would be faced by independent States in Africa 
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within only a few years could scarcely have been anticipated.’ Such independence, 
the author warned, risked upsetting the EEC’s entire edifice of African association. 
Unless a new EEC strategy towards Africa was promptly launched, the article 
concluded, the situation could soon prove ‘dangerous for Europe and hence for the 
West in its entirety’.77 When in 1963 eighteen independent African states decided 
to retain multilateral EEC association under the Yaoundé Convention, any such 
fears were, of course, put to rest; by the mid-1970s most African states had opted 
for EEC association through Yaoundé’s successor, the Lomé Convention (today 
replaced by the Cotonou Agreement).

More plausible, though, is Die Welt’s judgement that the Rome Treaty was 
negotiated under the assumption that most African territories would remain 
European dependencies or colonies for the foreseeable future. If proven to be true – 
yet more research is needed here – this hypothesis may explain partly why the 
1950s’ confident Eurafrican project would peter out in the 1960s – although it 
never disappeared. While neo-colonial dependency and clientelism, which were 
to characterize post-independence relations between the EEC and many African 
states,78 certainly harmonized with some of the Eurafrican objectives, such relations 
nonetheless fell far short of sustaining the Eurafrican zeal of the 1950s. The reason 
for this may be precisely that the conception of Eurafrica always presupposed 
a Europe more or less in full control of the African scene. To put it differently, 
since Eurafrica depended conceptually on an idea of civilizational hierarchy and 
politically on barring Africa from being represented by Africans, it proved ill-
equipped even for modest forms of African agency and sovereignty offered under 
neo-colonial relations. With independence facilitating Africa’s full conversion 
into a battleground of the Cold War, this also eclipsed any real prospects of 
having Western Europe evolve into a relatively independent third force in global 
geopolitics. Provided that Eurafrica was in so many ways tantamount to ‘third 
force Europe’, such cold-war capture might also explain the rather sudden decline 
of Eurafrica during the 1960s.

In many ways, then, the study of the rise and decline of Eurafrica in the 
postwar period becomes a study of the rise of Cold War logic and ideology 
to dominate international geopolitics. However, and in line with Connelly’s 
argument above, the only way to conceive of this transformation is precisely by 
decentring the Cold War as the dominant analytical framework. Otherwise the 
rich material pointing to alternative driving forces behind European integration 
is incomprehensible. Also, the radically different geopolitical designs for the 
postwar world order that was encoded in the idea of Eurafrica otherwise remain 
at best a peculiar historical anecdote, unworthy of further consideration. 
As we have shown, Eurafrica was far more than that: a decisive factor in the 
constitution of an integrated Europe.
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If our thesis is true, the origins of the EU cannot be separated from the perceived 
necessity of preserving, prolonging and perhaps even renovating the colonial 
system. But our hypothesis also has additional theoretical implications. Unlike 
other accounts of EU history, which are written predominantly from a Eurocentric 
perspective, and also unlike other analyses of the relation between Europe and 
Africa which are marked by ‘continental’ thinking, the category of Eurafrica allows 
us to discover possibilities for new theoretical departures in both these areas. As 
we have seen, it sheds new light on the process of European integration, African 
decolonization and the current relationship of Europe and Africa. As such, Eurafrica 
also reveals that the EU–African relationship cannot be construed as the sum total 
of Europe’s national colonial histories; secondly, it implies that Europe and Africa, 
at least in this context, cannot be studied as separate continental units. Rather, it 
compels us to broach a third theoretical option, in which we go beyond ‘continental 
thinking’ and seek to use a larger geopolitical and historical unit as our primary 
frame of analysis and point of departure.79

We all know that the inequality that still exists today between Europe and 
Africa has a history; but few have explored the role that the EU – and European 
integration more generally – has played in it. And the essentials remain as they 
were at the time when Eurafrica was being discussed, at least on the political 
level. Just as it is self-evident that today’s EU does as it pleases to prevent African 
migrants from entering Europe, it is clear that the EU still feels that it has the 
right to change the course of history in Africa. Let us finish, then, with a more 
contemporary echo of colonialism. Speaking in Dakar in 2007, French President 
Nicholas Sarkozy demonstrated that Eurafrica still remains, in the visions of the 
highest ranking European politicians, the manifest destiny of two continents: 
‘What France wants with Africa is co-development, shared development ... What 
France wants with Africa is to prepare the advent of  “Eurafrica”, a great common 
destiny which awaits Europe and Africa.’ If Africa re-emerged as a key sphere in the 
geopolitics of Eurafrica and the Cold War in the 1950s, it is now re-emerging as a 
key space of interest in the geopolitics of globalization, with the EU, China, the US 
and others scrambling for control over Africa’s vast natural resources and emerging 
markets. This being the case, one could wonder whether the echoes of Eurafrica 
give the EU an edge over its rivals or, on the contrary, contribute to emasculating 
its current power games?
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Echoes of Colonialism in Trade Negotiations 
between the European Union and African, 

Caribbean and Pacific Countries

Emily Jones and Clara Weinhardt

Trade relations between the countries that make today’s European Union (EU) and 
African, Caribbean and Pacific (ACP) countries have a very long history that dates 
back hundreds of years. In this chapter we argue that ‘echoes’ of past relations, 
particularly those of the colonial era, can be found in the most recent set of trade 
negotiations between the EU and ACP countries.

The most recent trade negotiations stem from the mid-1990s, when the EU 
proposed a radical restructuring of its trade relations with ACP countries. The 
EU sought to replace the unilateral trade preferences that had existed since the 
1970s, with a series of regional free trade agreements called ‘Economic Partnership 
Agreements’ (EPAs). Under these EPAs, ACP countries would commit to opening 
up their economies more extensively to imports from the EU in return for continued 
access to the EU market. The EU also proposed the liberalization of trade in 
services, and the negotiation of rules in trade-related areas such as intellectual 
property, competition and government procurement, issues which have long been 
controversial among developing countries.

Despite reservations, in 2000, ACP countries committed to negotiating EPAs 
by the end of 2007, when the EU was scheduled to withdraw the unilateral trade 
preferences. The negotiations quickly ran into trouble. While the Caribbean region 
and the European Union concluded an agreement as planned, negotiations with the 
five African and Pacific regions were acrimonious and agreement could not be reached 
on fundamental issues including the scope and depth of the agreements.1 A series of 
‘interim’ agreements were hastily constructed between 2007 and early 2008 between 
the EU and twenty-one African and Pacific countries. These were designed to act as 
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bridging agreements to maintain access to the European market after the withdrawal 
of unilateral preferences, while negotiations continued at the regional level. Although 
talks resumed, deep divergences remained. In late 2010, an African Union study 
noted ‘the divergences between the EU and Africa seem to be intractable and not 
resolvable’.2 As at January 2014, only the West African negotiating region came close 
to concluding an EPA agreement. There was no sign of imminent agreement between 
the EU and any of the remaining four African and Pacific regions.

In this paper we explore whether, and to what extent, ‘echoes of colonialism’ 
can be found in the recent EPA negotiations. At the rhetorical level, we find 
that opponents and proponents of the EPA frequently refer to the colonial era 
in framing their arguments, suggesting the legacies of the past live on in the 
minds of actors, shaping the way they approach negotiations. We then probe 
deeper, comparing and contrasting aspects of the recent EPA negotiations with 
the trade relations that have existed between European and ACP countries since 
the colonial era, in order to establish the nature and depth of these ‘echoes of 
colonialism’. We focus on three characteristics of trade relations in the two eras: 
the substantive content of the trade rules; the way in which power asymmetries 
were manifest; and the more subtle ‘echoes’ in patterns of paternalistic behaviour 
on the European side.

We find evidence of ‘echoes’ of the colonial legacy in all three aspects of the 
recent EPA negotiations. While it would be absurd to claim that EU-ACP trade 
relations at the start of the twenty-first century are no different to the shocking 
levels of brutality and exploitation that characterized trade relations during the 
colonial era, we argue that it is also equally fallacious to claim, as some have sought 
to, that EU-ACP trade relations have somehow left history behind.

The Historical Roots of Trade Rules: Back to the Future?

During the EPA negotiations, the EU tabled a series of detailed proposals. Proponents 
of these proposals argued that the EPAs were an embodiment of modernity that 
would enable the ACP countries to break definitively with the colonial relations of 
the past. The European Commission, which led negotiations for the EU, argued that 
EPAs were ‘the way to help create a modern, 21st century business environment, 
attract foreign direct investment, to grow markets and trade in order to reduce 
poverty’.3 Moreover, the Commission argued that, with EPAs, the historical 
legacy that had overshadowed previous trade relations could finally be left behind: 
‘The colonial and post-colonial period are behind us and a more politically open 
international environment enables us to lay down the responsibilities of each 
partner less ambiguously.’4 Similarly, in defending his country’s decision to enter 
an EPA, Jamaica’s Prime Minister justified the EPAs on the basis that the system of 



Echoes of Colonialism in Trade Negotiations 227

unilateral preferences under which ACP countries were exporting to the EU was ‘a 
kind of mendicancy that we need to purge ourselves of’.5

Core elements of the EU’s proposals were strongly opposed by many, although 
not all, ACP countries. Opponents argued that the EPAs were economically 
exploitative and would threaten the development of ACP countries, often referring 
to the colonial era to frame their arguments. As might be expected, many of the 
strongest allegations came from civil society actors, some of whom argued they 
were an attempt at the ‘re-colonisation of Africa’.6 Senior ACP leaders also issued 
public statements reflecting their concerns about the substance of the EPAs, with 
the most strident critics framing their arguments with reference to the colonial 
era. For instance, in light of divergences caused within the South African Customs 
Union as a result of EPA negotiations, South Africa’s President called on regional 
leaders to examine ‘how to eliminate all vestiges of colonial systems of domination 
and dependency’.7 While in a hard-hitting opinion piece, Nigeria’s former Central 
Bank Governor and adviser to the World Bank, called the EPA negotiations the 
‘modern day equivalent of the Berlin Conference’, arguing that ‘From the time of 
slavery to the Berlin conference, Africa has either been a source of free labour and 
profit or source of raw materials and market. Only the dynamics change but the 
substance has remained [emphasis added].’8

An examination of the EU’s EPA proposals in light of the rules that have 
governed trade relations between Europe and ACP countries since the colonial era 
reveals that some of the most controversial aspects of the EU’s proposals have deep 
historical roots. Moreover, it reveals that many of the arguments levelled against 
European trade policies in the colonial and independence era resonate strongly with 
the arguments voiced by opponents to the EPAs. Four issues are examined here: 
reciprocity, industrialization, investment, and trade with third parties.

Reciprocal Preferences

The first area where there is a striking continuity between the past and present 
is in the structure of the trade relations. At its core, the EPA proposal entailed 
a shift from unilateral to reciprocal trade preferences. Under the Lomé system 
of preferences, which governed trade relations between the European and ACP 
countries from 1975 onwards, ACP countries had duty-free access into the European 
market for 95 per cent of their exports (although complex rules of origin made it 
hard for ACP countries to fully utilize these preferences). Lomé preferences were 
unilateral: there was no obligation for ACP countries to reciprocate; so European 
exporters did not have preferential access to ACP markets.

Under the EPA, the EU proposed a move to reciprocity, albeit with some degree 
of asymmetry towards ACP countries. The EU proposed that it would expand the 
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preferential access it provided from 95 per cent to 100 per cent of imports from ACP 
countries. Crucially, in return, and for the first time since 1975, ACP countries 
would have to provide preferential treatment towards EU by eliminating tariffs on 
80 per cent of imports from the EU within ten to fifteen years.9

Although the EPA proposal retains some asymmetry in favour of the ACP 
countries, due to the vast differences in the relative size of trade flows and the 
relative importance of tariffs for both revenue and industrial policy, the burden of 
adjustment under an EPA would be much higher for ACP countries than the EU. 
EU adjustment costs were low because trade with ACP countries represented only 
2 per cent of the EU’s total trade in the mid 2000s, so increasing access for ACP 
imports from 95 per cent under Lomé to 100 per cent under the EPA would have no 
significant impact on the EU. In contrast, many ACP countries faced substantial 
adjustment costs, When the EPA negotiations started, the EU was a major trading 
partner for most ACP countries: 30 per cent of total ACP exports were destined 
for the EU, and the EU was the source of 28 per cent of total ACP imports.10 
At the same time, ACP countries maintained an average tariff rate on imports 
from the EU of 14 per cent, with significantly higher tariffs on value-added import 
competing industrial products.11 For many ACP countries, opening markets up to 
80 per cent of imports from the EU entailed substantial tariff cuts and significant 
losses of government revenue, particularly in the poorest ACP countries.12

The EU advocated this shift from unilateral Lomé preferences to reciprocal 
preferences under the EPA on the grounds that this would be a more modern way 
to structure trade relations. However a review of the historical evidence suggests 
otherwise. A move from unilateral to reciprocal preferences has strong ‘echoes of 
colonialism’.

Reciprocity was a core feature of French colonial trade relations with ACP 
countries. France incorporated its colonies into an empire-wide free trade area, 
under which trade within the empire was fully liberalized and France set a common 
external tariff. ‘Full reciprocity’ was a key feature of the French system, and it 
privileged the interests of French manufacturers, enabling them to maximize their 
exports to protected colonial markets. The colonies provided an important market 
for the most dynamic sectors of the French economy, such as oil-refining, cotton 
and soap manufacturing, and sugar refinery, as the domestic market was too limited 
to provide economies of scale, and protected European markets were too difficult 
for France to enter.13

When the European Economic Community was formed in 1957, France lobbied 
to extend the system of reciprocity that it had with its colonies to the other five 
founding members. Germany and Luxemburg opposed this move, as they had no 
colonies and significant economic ties with Latin American countries, which would 
be adversely affected under the French proposal. However France won the argument 
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and under the final Treaty of Rome (1957) all the colonies of France, Belgium, Italy 
and the Netherlands were associated to the EEC under a system of full reciprocity.14

When they won independence in the 1960s, the French, Italian and Belgian 
colonies formally negotiated their trade relations with the EEC for the first time. 
However their extreme dependency on trade and financial ties with the EEC, and 
France in particular, meant the former colonies had minimal bargaining power. 
As a result, there was minimal change, and the French system of reciprocity was 
retained under the Yaoundé I Agreement (1963).15

The British colonial system differed markedly from the French. During the early 
twentieth century, Britain adopted a system of ‘imperial preferences’ that demanded 
what we might term ‘less than full reciprocity’ from the ACP countries it colonized. 
Colonies were provided with preferential access into Britain, and while they had 
to provide some preferences for imports of British manufactured goods, they 
were allowed to retain some tariffs on British imports. There were repeated calls 
from British manufacturing sector to move to a system of full reciprocity like the 
French, but they were successfully opposed, most notably by the financial services 
sector. The City of London supported a system of ‘less than full reciprocity’ as it 
would ensure that colonies would be left with sterling to pay their debts, instead 
of spending all the sterling they earned from exports to purchase British imports.16

When they gained independence, some of the former British colonies sought 
to negotiate trade agreements with the EEC, in a bid to gain access to the vast 
EEC market. However they were highly critical of the ‘full reciprocity’ that 
characterized relations with the former French colonies. The most ardent critics 
argued, inter alia, that reciprocity had hindered industrialization by denying 
colonies the right to protect infant industries; structurally disadvantaged them by 
bringing cheap raw materials to Europe in exchange for expensive manufactured 
items; and hindered intra-African trade.17 It is striking that the criticism levelled 
against the EEC system of reciprocal preferences in the 1960s is so similar to that 
levelled by critics of the EPA today.

In 1972, Britain sought entry into the EEC and this generated a fresh debate in 
Europe and among ACP countries about whether trade with the former colonies 
would be based on the French or the British system. An alliance of leading Caribbean 
and Anglophone African states convinced Francophone African countries to fight 
against reciprocal preferences. The resulting Lomé I Agreement (1975) was a 
significant ‘win’ for ACP countries as it resulted in the creation of an EEC-wide 
system of unilateral preferences under which all ACP states had significant access to 
European markets, without having to provide any margin of preference to Europe.18 
This system was retained from 1975 until 2007.19

Seen in light of this history, the EU’s proposed shift from unilateral preferences 
to reciprocity under EPAs appears to be a case of ‘back to the future’ rather than an 
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entirely new way of structuring EU-ACP trade relations. Moreover, the creation of 
the Lomé system of unilateral preferences in the 1970s was applauded as a new model 
of solidarity for North-South relations, which reflected the need for proportional 
treatment between vastly unequal partners. It is rather ironic that the EU and some 
ACP leaders have chosen to criticize the Lomé system of unilateral preferences for 
fostering dependency and advocate a return to the system of reciprocity, originally 
introduced by France into the EEC in the colonial era, on the grounds that this 
reflects equality between EU and ACP states.

Industrial Development of ACP Countries

A second debate that has echoes from the colonial era to the present day is the 
concern that the nature of trade relations with Europe hinders the industrial 
development of ACP countries.

During the colonial era, trade rules were structured to the advantage of European 
states. Industrialization in most ACP countries was actively discouraged, lest it 
compete with industries in Europe. In East Africa for instance, there is evidence that 
requests by wealthy Asian traders to establish textiles factories were repeatedly 
turned down. In one instance, such punitive export taxes were imposed by Britain 
on sisal twine exports from a factory in Tanganyika that it went out of business.20 
While in Senegal, quotas were imposed on the export of processed groundnuts in 
order to keep the processing business in France, and Africans who showed interest 
in establishing manufacturing businesses were denied access to bank credit.21

After independence, ACP states sought to use trade relations with Europe to 
promote economic diversification and industrialization, but with little effect. As noted 
above, in the immediate aftermath of independence, there was deep disquiet about 
the adverse affects of reciprocal tariff liberalization on the ability of Francophone ACP 
countries to foster industrial development. Under the Lomé I Agreement, Francophone 
ACP countries regained control over tariff policy, but, as a number of studies have 
shown, for the main, they were unable to use these to stimulate successfully economic 
development. In addition, complex and onerous rules of origin imposed by Europe 
impeded the export of manufactured products by ACP countries.22

Current negotiations echo some of these concerns. A key objective of ACP 
states in the EPA negotiations was to establish trade rules that would foster 
economic diversification. Many ACP governments have argued, just as Anglophone 
ACP states did in the 1960s and 1970s, that reciprocal liberalization would greatly 
hinder their capacity to stimulate industrial development.23 While the EU has 
offered to make some improvement to its rules of origin, many experts argue that 
they remain overly stringent, and continue to impede the export of manufactured 
products from ACP countries.24 In addition, many ACP states have argued that the 
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EU’s proposal to prohibit export taxes on raw materials would remove an important 
policy mechanism for stimulating value-addition.25

Where EPAs have been signed, many ACP countries have insisted on safeguard 
clauses and tariff exemptions that allow them to make limited use of tariffs for 
revenue and industrialization purposes, like the Treaty of Rome and Yaoundé 
Agreements before them. In a similar vein to the Lomé I Agreement, the Caribbean 
EPA includes provisions on innovation and technology transfer that aim to 
stimulate economic diversification. However, as with the Lomé I Agreement, the 
EU’s commitments are non-binding, raising questions as to whether they will be 
implemented.26

Given the rapid rise of trade with China, are concerns about trade relations with 
the EU undermining industrialization now a mute point? Indeed, while economic 
cooperation with China has brought some important achievements, there is growing 
concern among African leaders and in international policy circles that imports of 
Chinese manufactured goods are contributing to deindustrialization in some ACP 
countries.27 However our key argument remains valid: since the colonial era, trade 
relations with European countries could have been structured differently in order 
to better support the upgrading of exports from ACP countries and to facilitate 
industrialization. The EPA proposals are no exception.

Investment by European Companies

Investment by European companies is a third area where echoes of the past resonate. 
In the EPA negotiations, the EU has sought significant guarantees for the rights of 
establishment of its companies as well as guarantees for the free flow of capital. 
While many assume that these are new demands from the EU in the wake of stalled 
negotiations on investment at the multilateral level, scrutiny of past trade relations 
shows that investment has long been a contentious issue between European and 
ACP countries.

During the colonial era, European trading companies played a crucial role and 
were in many ways the vanguards of colonialism.28 Britain’s colonial expansion into 
tropical Africa for instance was in part the result of lobbying by British firms.29 By 
the end of the colonial era, European trading companies had consolidated their hold. 
In West Africa, trade was exceptionally concentrated, and a few large European 
companies wielded a high level of market power. Data from Nigeria shows that in 
1949 the six leading European firms imported 70 per cent of goods, while African 
firms only imported 5 per cent of goods.30

Under the Treaty of Rome (1957), which was modelled on the French colonial 
trading system, members of the EEC states insisted that their companies be given 
rights of establishment in the colonies, including national treatment. As a result, 
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the Treaty had a section on investment that provided all EEC companies and 
nationals with equal rights to establish subsidiaries in the colonies as those enjoyed 
by the colonial powers.31 Similar clauses were retained in the Yaoundé Agreements. 
However when ACP states started to reassert control over trade relations during 
the Lomé I negotiations in the 1970s, they successfully lobbied for the removal of 
obligations that granted national treatment to European companies guaranteeing 
the free flow of capital.32

Once again, the debate has come full circle with the EPA negotiations, with the 
EU requesting national treatment for its companies and provisions guaranteeing 
the free flow of capital. While advocates argue that such guarantees can stimulate 
foreign direct investment as they provide greater certainty and flexibility to 
investors, the reaction of ACP governments has been mixed. The Caribbean region 
concluded services and investment chapters in their EPA with the EU, but African 
and Pacific countries have, to date, refused to pursue negotiations in these areas. 
This is largely out of concern that the EU’s proposals would restrict their ability to 
maximize the benefits of foreign investment and impede initiatives to support local 
enterprises.33 Indeed, many argue that premature market opening could undermine 
economic growth in developing countries.34

Controlling Trade with Third Parties

The final area where there are obvious ‘echoes’ of the past is in the recent debates 
over whether the EPAs are a bid by European states to maintain a privileged 
relationship with ACP states and to reduce the influence of third-party countries.

During the colonial era, the French, and later the EEC, model of ‘full reciprocity’ 
diverted trade away from third parties in favour of the European states, and was 
heavily criticized by the United States in particular. In addition, European states 
took explicit measures to maintain colonies as protected markets for their exports 
by controlling imports from third parties. For instance, in 1932, when British 
exports were suffering from Japanese competition, imports of Japanese goods were 
banned in the Gold Coast and Nigeria. Similarly, to boost the export of French 
manufactured products, the French imposed a quota on British imports into French 
West Africa in the 1930s.35

In the recent EPA debates, concerns have arisen that Europe might be trying to 
reassert itself as a privileged partner for ACP states. One model of the trade effects 
of EPAs highlighted significant trade diversion in favour of the EU, prompting 
concerns of a ‘huge market grab’ through EPAs.36 Similar charges have been levelled 
in response to the EU’s insistence on the inclusion of a ‘most-favoured nation’ clause 
between ACP countries and the EU. This clause states that any market access 
commitments that ACP states give third party ‘major trading nations’ in future 
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need to be passed on to the EU if they allow for better treatment than under EPAs. 
It poses a threat to growing South-South trade because it reduces the incentives 
for emerging economies to negotiate bilateral free trade agreements with ACP 
countries.37 This demand has unsurprisingly been fiercely criticized by ACP states 
and major emerging countries. Brazil raised a formal objection to this clause at the 
WTO General Council and was supported by other emerging countries, including 
China and India.38

Asymmetries of Power:  Who Decides?

In addition to the substantive content of the EPA, concerns that the EU was using 
coercive tactics during the EPA negotiations generated frequent references to the 
colonial era. For instance, Tanzania’s former President accused the EU of ‘using 
quite blatantly and openly a divide and rule strategy’.39 Namibia’s Trade Minister 
called on Europe to resolve the outstanding issues in EPA negotiations without 
using ‘bully tactics or old colonial arrogance’.40 While Guyana’s President asserted 
that the EPA is ‘another instance of the European Union using its trade might and 
economic might bullying a developing country into an agreement’.41

Such concerns sit in clear opposition to the EU’s argument that the principle 
of ‘partnership’ was central to the EPA negotiating process. If power is absent, 
or present in equal measure on both sides, then a relationship might be said to 
be a ‘partnership’ characterized by ‘free will, equal weight in terms of influence 
and ability to shape negotiations and outcomes’.42 Such a situation of partnership 
can be contrasted to the profound power asymmetry that was a defining feature of 
colonial relations. This is implicit in the argument of Nicolaidis and Kleinfeld, who 
contend that ‘perhaps the most fundamental measure of a non-colonial relationship 
is that of voluntary engagement, usually entailing at least some degree of equality or 
symmetry rather than a hierarchical relationship’.43

A brief exploration of power and resistance in the history of trade relations 
between Europe and ACP countries shows that power asymmetries continue to 
persist in the EPA negotiations. While power asymmetries take different forms and 
have far less effect compared with the colonial era they nonetheless ‘echo’ the past. 
Attempts by Europeans to exploit their favourable power position have continued 
to be a defining feature of trade relations, as has resistance on the part of ACP 
countries.

Power Asymmetries in the Colonial Era

The highly exploitative trade relations between Europe and ACP countries during 
the colonial era were ultimately made possible by asymmetries in hard power in 
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the form of military capabilities and the ‘gunboat diplomacy’ it gave rise to. For 
instance, towards the end of the nineteenth century, a series of ‘unequal treaties’ 
were extracted from African leaders under the threat of military invasion. In the 
Niger delta, more than two hundred treaties were obtained between 1884–6 alone, 
ostensibly showing that local rulers had not only relinquished sovereignty to the 
British, but that they had granted a British company the right to exclude foreigners 
and monopolize trade.44 Military coercion enabled the appropriation of vast tracts 
of agricultural land and forestry for European settlers or plantations, and many 
colonial rulers claimed rights over mineral resources.

Once colonial rule had been established, colonial powers took steps to reorient 
trade relations with ACP countries to serve their interests, including through 
various systems of preferences explored above. In the domestic economy, control 
over the administrative structures of state enabled the colonial state to levy 
oppressive levels of taxes and to manage heavily markets through licenses and 
price controls.45 Millions of people were forced to labour in slave-like conditions in 
plantations and mines, including in the notoriously oppressive compulsory rubber 
production systems in the Belgian Congo.46

Resistance to this oppression continued throughout. People in Africa, the 
Caribbean, and Pacific fought to reclaim their autonomy and sovereignty, including 
through the disruption of economic relations. In Nigeria for instance, female palm oil 
traders rose up in protest at new taxes and low prices, beating up colonial officials and 
local chiefs that were allied with the colonial state, destroying the stores of foreign 
traders and setting fire to native administration offices. Colonial troops responded by 
shooting and killing fifty women. In the Gold Coast there were waves of ‘hold-ups’ by 
cocoa farmers who refused to sell their produce at the extremely low prices demanded 
by companies and boycotted British imports.47 Elsewhere, trade was disrupted by 
waves of labour strikes and protests on the railways and in the ports.

Despite the profound power asymmetries that characterized the colonial era, this 
resistance from below limited the room for manoeuvre of colonial rulers. Europeans 
depended on indigenous collaboration – such as in the case of the Buganda Kingdom 
in Uganda from 1886 to 1900 – to avert or hold down resistance to be able to impose 
their system of rules on their empires.48

Power Asymmetries in the Independence Era

Rising protests and resistance among the people in ACP countries eventually 
contributed to the end of colonial rule.49 With independence, ACP leaders regained 
sovereignty and formal control over trade policy. This shifted the balance of 
European and ACP power substantially as ACP states were recognized as sovereign 
entities, which limited the European’s recourse to exercise power by military means.
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Despite this, the balance of power was still tipped towards Europe as a result of 
the deep economic dependence of ACP states on the former colonial powers.50 During 
the Yaoundé I negotiations, Francophone African countries were able to participate 
in negotiations as sovereign states for the first time, but their extreme dependency 
on trade and financial ties with the EEC, and France in particular, meant they had 
minimal bargaining power. Many Francophone African countries were unhappy 
with the outcome but the depth of their economic dependence meant that they had 
no alternatives and when Mali threatened to walk out, this was not taken seriously.51

In the 1970s, the balance of power shifted more firmly towards ACP countries. 
The 1973 oil crisis sparked fears in Europe that developing countries would exert 
market power in other key commodities, and this led the Europeans to show some 
degree of flexibility in the Lomé I negotiations.52 Together with the formation of 
a strong coalition across the ACP group, and the use of astute negotiating tactics, 
this enabled the ACP countries to secure significant concessions, including the 
creation of the Lomé system of unilateral trade preferences discussed above.53

During the 1980s, economic crisis and heavy dependence on aid finance from 
Europe tipped the balance of power back towards Europe. Although ACP countries 
managed to hang onto the core concessions of the Lomé I agreement, these were 
gradually watered down. ACP influence over trade relations ebbed further in the 
1990s when it became clear that Europe’s interest in a close relationship with ACP 
countries had waned. Europe had refocused external relations on Eastern Europe 
after the end of the Cold War, and sought deeper trade ties with the expanding 
markets of Latin America and Asia.

Following challenges raised at the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade 
(GATT) and later the World Trade Organization (WTO) on the compatibility 
of Lomé preferences with multilateral trade rules on non-discrimination, the 
Commission started to openly advocate a move to reciprocal trade preference 
agreements, paving the way for the EPA negotiations.54

Power Asymmetries in the EPA Negotiations

At the start of the EPA negotiations, the balance of power looked as if it squarely 
favoured Europe. In the face of significant opposition from the majority of ACP 
countries, the EU used a series of common negotiating tactics to try to take 
advantage of its relative power position and compel ACP countries into agreement 
on its terms. As in previous decades, the EU’s tactical moves met with a series 
of counter-moves from ACP countries, and in the EPA negotiations they severely 
limited the EU’s room for manoeuvre.

As elaborated below, the form and intensity of coercive power tactics employed 
by the EU during the EPA negotiations was vastly different to the colonial era, not 
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least because they relied on economic rather than military might. Given this, it is 
reasonable to ask whether power asymmetries and the reliance of the EU on coercive 
power tactics are really indicative of an ‘echo of colonialism’. Indeed, we should expect 
a larger country to seek to exploit its relative power position when negotiating with 
a smaller country, irrespective of whether these countries have a colonial past, and 
we should equally expect the smaller country to respond with counter-moves.55 This 
is a valid point. Our argument here is that power asymmetries and the strategic 
interactions they give rise to are not in themselves evidence of an ‘echo of colonialism’. 
However just as power asymmetry was a necessary condition for colonial rule, it is also 
a necessary condition for the persistence of its ‘echoes’. Without power asymmetries 
of some form, such ‘echoes’ would rapidly fade into oblivion.

During the EPA negotiations, the main source of coercive power was the EU’s 
decision not to apply for a renewal of the WTO waiver that would have enabled the 
Lomé trade regime to continue after December 2007. The threat of losing unilateral 
trade preferences meant that ACP states had to agree to an EPA if they wished to 
maintain the same degree of preferential access into the European market as before. 
While the EU presented this decision as the only option that was available due 
to a World Trade Organization ruling several studies show that alternatives were 
available that the EU decided not to pursue.56

Public statements emanating from the EPA negotiations show that ACP countries 
felt that they were on the receiving end of significant coercive pressure. Two 
incidents are illustrative. In December 2007, just before unilateral preferences were 
due to be withdrawn, ACP Trade Ministers issued a joint statement that ‘Ministers 
deplore the enormous pressure that has been brought to bear on the ACP States by the 
European Commission to initial the interim trade arrangement’ [emphasis added].57 
One incident from the Pacific, disputed by the EU, suggests that threats were 
made to reduce aid if EPAs were not agreed. In 2007, the European Commission 
sent an email just ahead of a meeting of Pacific trade ministers stating that financial 
assistance would have to be ‘reprogrammed’ if agreement was not reached.58 The 
European Commission strongly resisted the allegation that this was tantamount 
to a threat, and in a rather curt response, one Pacific Minister argued that he was 
educated enough to spot a veiled threat when he was on the receiving end of one.59

Power asymmetries were present in other ways too. ACP states had vastly lower 
levels of negotiating capacity.60 European development agencies recognized that 
asymmetry in negotiating capacity undermined the prospects for partnership and 
made significant efforts to address the imbalance. However this led to the perverse 
situation where the EU became a major source of information, expertise and 
training for ACP negotiators. This generated concerns that assistance was biased, 
serving to sell the EU’s interests to ACP states. In the words of a Brussels-based 
ACP representative, EU support ‘is not advice, it is negotiating on both sides.’61 
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A trade official from Malawi noted with concern that ‘most consultants were not 
fully availing themselves to the clear implications of EPAs, since most of them had 
an attachment to the EU.’62

As in earlier decades, the EU’s attempts to exploit its relative power position met 
with counter-moves from ACP states. These took different forms. The Caribbean 
region adopted a broadly cooperative strategy, agreeing to the EU’s general 
approach to the EPA and investing in deploying technical and legal expertise to 
negotiate concessions in the margins of the EPA text. African and Pacific countries 
started by tabling counter-proposals, seeking to positively influence the EPA 
texts, but when the EU proved intransigent, the majority opted for a strategy of 
resistance. On the whole, African and Pacific countries that derived few benefits 
from unilateral trade preferences opted to exit from the EPA negotiations. Others, 
for whom unilateral preferences were of substantial benefit, successfully blocked 
many of the proposals tabled by the EU, whittling the agreements down to their 
core ‘trade in goods’ elements. Resistance continued after negotiations were 
formally concluded, with many African and Pacific countries evading the signature, 
ratification and implementation.63

Thus, contrary to the EU claims of partnership, the EPA negotiations were 
infused with power asymmetries. As in the past, the EU deployed a series of coercive 
pressure tactics and it met with a series of countermoves from ACP countries. As 
in the colonial era, resistance limited the room for manoeuvre of the EU, and in 
this case, the results were substantial. As at early 2014, only the Caribbean region 
had agreed to an EPA of the scope that the EU sought, and rather than the result 
of coercive tactics, this appeared to be due to a consensus among its negotiators 
that the EPA model was appropriate for the region’s development, and the region 
succeeded in securing concessions in the fine-print of the text.64 While twenty-one 
of the sixty-one African and Pacific states concluded EPAs of partial scope, many 
proceeded to evade signature, ratification and implementation. Moreover, the EU’s 
attempts to revive negotiations with African and Pacific countries at the regional 
level were of limited success and soon entered a protracted stalemate, with neither 
side willing to make substantive concessions to the other.65

This shift in the balance of power towards ACP countries appears, in part, to 
reflect the global shift in the balance of economic power. As the EPA negotiations 
progressed, ACP countries, particularly those in Africa, saw a rapid intensification 
of their trade relations with China and other emerging markets. Statements from 
ACP leaders during the EPA negotiations suggest that they were very aware of 
the potential leverage this afforded them. During the Africa-Europe Summit in 
Lisbon in December 2007 for instance, Senegal’s President argued that the EPAs 
risked causing a ‘seismic rupture’ between the two continents at a time when China 
was wooing African countries with loans, infrastructure projects and cheap goods: 
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‘Europe has nearly lost the battle of competition in Africa.’66 While this shift has 
not been sufficient for African and Pacific states to see their interests realized, it 
helped provide a substantial counter-weight to the EU’s power.

Paternalism vs.  Autonomy:  Who Knows Best?

Patterns of paternalistic behaviour are the final, and maybe most subtle, aspect of 
‘echoes of colonialism’ that this chapter explores. At the rhetorical level, concerns 
of paternalism were reflected in the statements of those who opposed the EU’s EPA 
proposals. For instance, Senegal’s President refused to sign an EPA, advocating 
instead a ‘partnership deprived of paternalism and without prejudice’.67 Barbados’ 
Minister of Foreign Affairs and chairperson of the ACP Ministerial Trade Committee 
noted cynically that ‘the EC’s insistence on trying to determine what is best for 
the ACP and how we should configure our economic space seems more than a 
little disingenuous’.68 Similarly a leading Caribbean academic argued that the EPA 
negotiations were constrained by ‘Europe’s seemingly unchallenged conviction … 
that Europe knows best what [the Caribbean region’s] development priorities, 
needs, and capacities are’.69

We argue that deep-seated paternalism on the part of many European officials, 
and determination among ACP government representatives to preserve and 
strengthen their autonomy and control, have been a feature of trade relations from 
the colonial era to the present day. Regardless of whether or not the free trade 
models propagated by the EU represented the most effective model for development 
as such a subtler form of ‘echoes of colonialism’ was found in the implicit negation 
of ACP voices in the approaches adopted by the EU.

Paternalism and Autonomy in the Colonial Era

Most historians argue that paternalism on the part of Europeans was a core feature of 
colonial relations, which stemmed from deep-seated racism. Paternalism was reflected 
in patterns of thought and action among Europeans that differentiating between ‘self’ 
and ‘other’ (ACP peoples) along the lines of benefactor/recipient or superior/inferior. 
Faced with colonial occupation, and stripped of the powers of state, the rights of 
citizenship and in many instances of their assets, people in ACP countries fought to 
reclaim autonomy and control over their lives, including in the area of trade.

Advocates of colonial expansion, including chartered companies and government 
officials, continually justified their actions to the European public in light of the 
purported interests of ACP peoples. Motivated by genuine belief or political 
pragmatism, government officials rarely admitted European economic and political 
interests, justifying colonial occupation in moral terms, citing the aims of ending the 
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slave trade and bringing ‘civilization’. In the words of the British colonial minister 
Joseph Chamberlain ‘we develop new territory as Trustees for Civilisation, for the 
Commerce of the World’.70 Even leading merchant traders saw themselves as far 
more than businessmen, driven by a sense of empire and patriotism, as well as a firm 
belief in the superiority of the white race. As Rhodes famously noted, ‘I contend 
that we are the finest race in the world and that the more of the world we inhabit, 
the better it is for the human race’.71

Underpinning the mission civilisatrice were a set of ideas that, in the words of 
Thandika Mkandawire aimed to ‘dehumanise the enslaved and the colonised by 
denying their history and denigrating their achievements and their capabilities’ while 
the colonialists made ‘claims to universalism for their cultures and values’.72 Despite 
the fact that African countries had been integrated into international trading routes 
for millennia, Africa was portrayed as having ‘no history’, in the words of Lord Lugard, 
a leading British adventurer and explorer and later colonial administrator. Europeans 
were attributed with ‘discovering’ the continent and tasked with a ‘dual mandate’ of 
bringing trade and ‘civilization’ to a population portrayed as economically isolated 
and backward.73 Under a system that was advocated by colonial governments as 
‘drawing Africans into the money economy’ and ‘teaching natives the value of work’ 
people were forcibly removed from their land and farms and often a high level of 
coercion was involved in making them work for European firms.74

A popular humanitarian movement emerged in Europe at the end of the 
nineteenth century to oppose the brutality of colonial occupation, yet it too was 
deeply infused with paternalism. Far from opposing colonial occupation per se, their 
mission was to ensure that ‘trusteeship be genuine rather than a rationalisation for 
exploitation and enslavement’.75 The movement saw ACP countries as areas to be 
‘civilized’ by Europeans and colonial expansion as a means for furthering European 
ideals of the enlightenment, including free trade.76

On the ACP side, colonial occupation frequently galvanized strong resistance 
movements. In addition to fighting economic exploitation, these different pro-
independence movements sought autonomy and sovereignty. The underlying 
argument of these movements was that once formal political control was regained, 
economic and social development could be pursued. As Kwame Nkrumah, Ghana’s 
independence leader, famously said ‘Seek ye first the political kingdom and all 
things will be added unto you’.77

Paternalism and Autonomy in the Independence Era

After independence, ACP states formally regained control over trade policy but 
in practice their autonomy was severely constrained as a result of their continued 
economic dependence on European powers. It is striking that, in addition to 



Echoes of Empire240

opposing the reciprocal liberalization under the Yaoundé Agreement on economic 
grounds, Anglophone African countries opposed it on political grounds. They 
argued that reciprocity denied African countries any real control over trade policy 
and was thus a form of ‘indirect rule’.78 Indeed, a major justification for the switch 
to unilateral preferences in the 1975 Lomé I Agreement was that it would provide 
ACP countries with a greater degree of autonomy.

Much of the autonomy afforded by the Lomé I Agreement was lost in the wake 
of economic crisis in the 1980s and high levels of dependence on European aid. 
With aid dependence came a deep entanglement between aid donors, with donors 
largely determining ACP economic and trade policies. Once again, paternalism was 
a core feature of these relations. The adverse international economic context was 
frequently overlooked by European officials and there was general consensus among 
them that economic crisis was exclusively the result of domestic mismanagement 
by ACP governments.79 Donor agencies stepped in to ‘educate’ ACP countries as to 
the optimal trade policies that they thought they should follow and in many cases 
took advantage of aid dependence to push through trade reforms.

The shift in power and paternalism was reflected in formal trade negotiations 
between the European and ACP countries. The negotiations towards Lomé II in the 
early 1980s were ‘extended’ and ‘abrasive’ and for a significant period characterized 
by stalemate. European negotiators were perceived by ACP countries as ‘rude and 
aggressive’ and as treating ACP representatives as ‘very junior and very troublesome 
partners’.80 During negotiations in the mid and late 1980s, the Europeans tabled a 
series of demands that they perceived as being necessary for ACP development 
and which the ACP strongly resisted as they were perceived as an erosion of their 
autonomy and sovereignty. These included commitments to enter into ‘policy 
dialogue’ with Europe, adhere to human rights and labour standards, agree to 
restrictions on the use of financial assistance, and grant protection to European 
investors. The ACP argued these implied ‘too great a measure of involvement 
by the EEC in their domestic policies’ and were ‘not consistent with agreements 
between sovereign states’.81 On their part, the Europeans failed to understand 
the concerns of ACP states: ‘What passions were aroused, what anxiety and what 
misunderstandings caused by this idea, which the Community had put forward for 
the sole purpose of  making aid more effective’ [emphasis added].82

Paternalism and Autonomy in the EPA Negotiations

It was against this backdrop that EPA negotiations started in 2002. The need 
to give due recognition to the autonomy and voice of ACP countries in the EPA 
negotiations was agreed by the EU and ACP alike. They formally agreed that the 
EPA negotiations would ‘aim at fostering the smooth and gradual integration of 
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the ACP States into the world economy, with due regard for their political choices and 
development priorities [emphasis added].’83 During the EPA negotiations, the EU often 
noted the importance of negotiating as equals, with, for instance, the EU Trade 
Commissioner asserting that ‘the ACP and EU working together can make policy 
and build partnerships as equals’.84

In practice, many EU officials adopted an approach that undermined these 
aspirations. Instead of negotiating as equals, the European side clearly expected 
itself to be in a better position to judge what an economically sound EPA would 
look like.85 This led to the implicit delegitimization of many ACP negotiating 
positions, which were understood to ‘ignore economics’.86 As a consequence, EU 
negotiators were widely perceived by ACP states as condescending and as showing 
scant regard for the perspectives of their negotiators.87 One ACP negotiator noted 
that the way in which the Trade Commissioner participated in negotiations was 
‘disrespectful’ and ‘very rigid.’88 In the EU-Pacific EPA negotiations, the Trade 
Commissioner allegedly refused to continue negotiations until, as he furiously 
shouted, ‘incompetent’ technical advisors of the Pacific team left the room.89 
Another ACP negotiator noted that ‘they [the EU negotiators] always try to 
portray us as being unreasonable and behind’.90

However it would be a mistake to imply that all European negotiators were 
perceived as being paternalistic. Some ACP negotiators object to the EU being 
labelled as paternalistic, arguing that their approach is a normal part of the cut and 
thrust of negotiating. It was argued for instance that ‘[the] negotiating style and 
strategy were agreed to by both parties so if it’s flawed I wouldn’t want to put the 
blame on the EU’.91

When the EU switched Trade Commissioners in 2008, this led to a significant 
change in the tone of interactions and a more positive mood among negotiators.92 
There appears to have been some acknowledgement by the EU that the negotiating 
style of the previous Commissioner had been infused with paternalism, as the 
new Commissioner said she would introduce a ‘different character’ in the EPA 
negotiations, ‘listen[ing] to the concerns of each region and replac[ing] controversy 
over interim agreements with a positive debate on full EPAs’.93 She explicitly 
stated that the agreements should be ‘based on a genuine partnership rather than 
paternalism’.94

Yet, as one ACP negotiator noted, Ashton’s much more diplomatic stance did not 
necessarily mean that there was a substantive shift in the EU’s position.95 After her 
appointment, the EU still refused to concede ground on the numerous ‘contentious 
clauses’ in the interim EPA texts. Thus it is far from clear that the reduction in 
overtly paternalistic attitudes resulted in ACP countries having greater autonomy 
and voice. The EU Trade Commissioner was changed again in February 2010, and 
the EU returned to a less conciliatory and more assertive tone.
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In another move reminiscent of colonial times, the EU went to considerable 
pains to argue that it was negotiating for the interests of ACP states, rather than 
its own.96 A constant refrain of the European Commission was that Europe had no 
interests at stake and that the development of ACP countries was the EU’s only 
objective. In the words of the Commission ‘DG Trade does not approach these 
negotiations in the usual way, where we seek to gain economic advantage from 
each other. …Our objective with you is to build on our privileged relationship and 
to secure and improve your market access into the EU, in order to serve a wider 
development goal.’97 Similarly, the first Trade Commissioner often reiterated that 
his driving mission was ‘to ensure [that] the needs of the poorest are at all times at 
the forefront of our European policy’.98

It is of course possible that this was merely a cynical tactic by European 
negotiators to ‘window-dress’ the EU’s materially driven motivations. Indeed one 
ACP ambassador in Brussels argued that ‘They tell you lies... The development 
thing is rhetoric.’99 Yet in interactions with EU negotiators one cannot avoid the 
sense that many were driven, at least in part, by a sense of moral duty to reduce 
poverty in ACP countries. Nonetheless, what might have been a positive force for 
solidarity and justice was often undermined by deep paternalism on the part of 
many EU negotiators, reflected in conviction that their understanding about how 
trade policy could be used to foster development was vastly superior to that of ACP 
negotiators.

On the ACP side, many government officials, interest groups and civil society 
actors criticized the EPAs as an initiative that would further remove ACP control 
over trade policy. They were perceived as a means of locking-in the policy reforms 
that were imposed during the 1980s and 1990s, committing ACP states to a 
raft of trade and industrial policies that, many argue, are poorly suited to their 
development needs.100

Crucially, rather than take the concerns raised by ACP countries on board, and 
reconsider their own beliefs, EU negotiators became more convinced than ever 
that the problem was ignorance among ACP negotiators. As one EC Development 
Commissioner shouted furiously in 2008, ‘if you want to remain poor, just be 
against the EPAs.’101 When the EPA negotiations with Africa and the Pacific stalled, 
EU Commissioners referred to the need ‘to develop a shared discourse that trade is 
a primary lever of economic prosperity’.102

Conclusion

It is often said that the past casts a long shadow over the present, and the EPA 
negotiations are testimony to this; ‘echoes of colonialism’ resonate throughout 
this story.
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In this chapter we have shown that far from being entirely ‘modern’, many 
aspects of the contemporary EPA negotiations have clear historical roots. Key 
aspects of the trade rules proposed by the EU during the EPA negotiations as 
well as the debates over their likely impact on the development of ACP countries 
resonate strongly with those that took place in the colonial and independence eras. 
Legacies of paternalism on the part of Europeans, which profoundly shaped colonial 
trade relations, live on. Equally, in ACP countries, colonial occupation generated 
a strong determination to defend autonomy and control over economic policies 
and this continues to shape the way that ACP countries respond to the EU’s trade 
proposals. Colonial trade relations were made possible by highly and profoundly 
asymmetrical distribution of power and the persistence of power asymmetries helps 
account for the strong ‘echoes of colonialism’ we see today.

While resistance by ACP countries to coercion and domination by European 
countries has been present since the colonial era (and indeed before) the new-found 
engagement of China in Africa and the growing alternative of South-South trade, 
coupled with the ‘Eurozone crisis’, represent important cracks in the foundations 
of Europe’s economic dominance over ACP counties. As a parting thought, it is 
worth pondering whether these changes might enable EU and ACP states to move 
to a truly ‘postcolonial’ relationship, completely devoid of the relics of economic 
exploitation and paternalism that characterized the colonial era. On one level any 
attempt to leave history behind is a deeply flawed project. As this chapter has shown, 
economic and political structures are heavily shaped by the past, and actors are 
influenced by values and patterns of behaviour that are passed from one generation 
to the next. To deny this history, to wish it away because it raises uncomfortable 
questions, and to cover it with innocuous sounding words like ‘partnership’ are all 
ways of perpetuating the inequalities of power that are its legacy.

Yet while history exerts an influence, it is not a binding force. The truly 
postcolonial project entails staring history in the face, seeing where and how it 
lives on, and being prepared to change our actions accordingly. Exploring and 
acknowledging these ‘echoes of colonialism’ is a step towards the EU being able to 
eventually embark on a truly postcolonial path with ACP countries.103
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From the Soviet Bloc to the New Middle Age:
East-Central Europe’s Three Imperial 

Moments

Dimitar Bechev

Europe’s presence and actions in the wider world are hard to grasp without a 
reflection about the continent’s own diversity. Writing from his perspective as a 
historian of Europe, Norman Davies draws a sharp distinction between the West 
and Europe, two notions often viewed as genetically entwined. In a subversive 
mode, he observes the European patchwork of dissonant national histories, 
fragmented memories, regional cultural cleavages is nothing else but the antipode 
of the monolith West enshrined in the Plato-to-NATO textbooks familiar to US 
undergraduates taking classes in ‘Western Civ’.1 As a Briton of Welsh heritage and 
an authority on Poland and Central Europe, Davies knows all too well that it is 
next to impossible to conjure up a single seamless narrative of European history.2 
When one looks at empire exposes some deep-running gulfs parceling continental 
political geography and perspective on times gone-by become strikingly obvious. 
If anything, Wales and Poland have been on the receiving end of empire-building 
unlike England or France.

If the memory of imperial rule and colonialism is commonly used to distinguish 
‘Europe’ from ‘non-Europe’, how make sense of Europe’s inherent polyphony and 
multiplicity, of variable national experiences and historical trajectories? The EU 
now includes member states like Malta and Cyprus which were British colonial 
possessions as recently as the early 1960s, while the Soviet empire in Eastern Europe 
was a fact of life not so long again. We are not even facing an East-West divergence 
within the EU, insofar as one can think of ‘western’ countries such as Ireland have 
had their own experience with foreign domination or even colonization, in the 
most direct meaning of the term. Finally, former empires differ immensely: think 
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of postcolonial Britain, France, Belgium, Netherlands, Italy, Spain and Portugal, 
on the one hand, and erstwhile cores of land-based empires such as Austria (and 
Hungary), Turkey and, with all qualifications, Germany.

Diversity and complexity aside, the trope of ‘echoes of empire’, at the centre 
of this volume, may be misconstrued as implying a rather uniform picture 
of European history. This might be to do with outside perceptions marred 
by residual ‘occidentalism’. From China to India to Latin America, EU-rope 
is seen as little more than the sum of its big member states, incidentally the 
same Great Powers which controlled sizeable swathes of Asia and nearly the 
whole of Africa up until the mid-twentieth century. Viewed from outside, 
it is Paris or London that personify the Union, much less Brussels, let alone 
obscure national capitals in the newly added eastern marches. External observers 
should not be faulted for failing to appreciate the mosaic-like character of 
today’s EU. On the whole, the new, post-communist member states are small, 
preoccupied with their internal politics following two decades of complex and 
painful socio-economic and institutional transformation, and, no doubt, more 
parochial in their foreign policy outreach compared to many (though not all!) 
within ‘Old Europe’.

Yet, the theme of empire is crucial for grasping East-Central Europe’s 
history and its imprint on the present. From Szczecin to Edirne and from Tirana 
to Tallinn, the ‘lands between’ still carry the seal of the continent’s not-too-
distant imperial past and host the relics of empires: Soviet, Habsburg, Ottoman, 
Romanov, Holy Roman, Byzantine, Venetian and so on. The region has also 
been the graveyard of the imperial idea as the original target of the Wilsonian 
principle of self-determination – the very principle which is so influential in the 
emergence of Third World independence movements challenging the dominance 
of European colonial powers. But how these multicoloured legacies and memories 
in the eastern parts play out in the politics of the present? How do they affect the 
EU itself, seen by some as a sui generis imperial polity? Do they bear, in an indirect 
fashion, on the Union’s rapport with a globalizing, but growingly non-European, 
world?

The chapter zooms in on three particular imperial episodes, moments or 
flashbacks within the politics of East-Central Europe over the past 30 years 
or so. Firstly, the Soviet dominance in the decades following the Second World 
War, its end and consequences. Second comes the rediscovery of more distant, 
pre-1918 imperial past towards the end of the twentieth century, and its use by a 
motley set of agents, ranging from utopian dissident intellectuals to cynical ethnic 
entrepreneurs. Thirdly, the chapter discusses the impact of the EU, described by 
some as a post-modern or a neo-medieval empire, its transformative influence on 
East-Central Europe but some aspects of continuity.
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The West of the East:  The Decay and End of the Soviet 
Empire

There has been a fascinating debate, now somewhat forgotten, amongst cold war 
historians and former Sovietologists on Moscow’s rule over the East European satellites 
(known as ‘the outer empire’) and its evolution.3 While the Soviet grip was particularly 
harsh under Stalinism (1944/5–1953) by the time Mikhail Gorbachev assumed the 
leadership of CPSU in 1985, local rulers in the satellites had a considerable margin of 
action. Romania, to point out an extreme example, pursued an independent foreign 
course coupled with repressive, neo-Stalinist policies at home that were inconceivable 
for Moscow`s staunchest allies in Prague, Sofia or Berlin. Soviet leaders had refrained 
from direct intervention during the Polish ‘events’ in 1980–81, a departure from the 
brutal suppression of the revolt in Hungary in October 1956 or the Warsaw Pact 
invasion that ended the Prague Spring in 1968. As shown by Valerie Bunce and others, 
Eastern European clients were increasingly becoming a liability for the Soviet hegemon, 
rather than a useful geopolitical buffer as was the case in the immediate aftermath 
of the war.4 Subsidizing the inefficient state-owned economies, the product of rapid 
industralization in the 1950s and 60s, placed an unbearable burden on the USSR right 
at the time when Gorbachev aimed to carry out an ambitious reform programme and 
revitalize domestic economy. For their part, vassal regimes were heavily dependent 
on access to Western credit and trade to maintain living standards and whatever 
legitimacy they had preserved in the eyes of the population.

Mark Kramer observed that the Soviet empire was gradually transitioning 
to more relaxed forms of control over the satellites, which could be described as 
‘hegemony’ or even ‘primacy’.5 Reluctance to resort to military force coupled with 
Gorbachev’s naïve belief in the soft power of socialism purified from its totalitarian 
residue encouraged in the late 1980s reform-minded communists in Eastern Europe 
to open the political arena for competition while treading very carefully in order not 
to overstep red linesand let a repetition of 1968 happen. By the time the Berlin Wall 
fell in November 1989, Solidarity had won in a landslide the first semi-free elections 
in Poland while the round-table talks with the opposition groups in Budapest, 
ending the Hungarian Socialist Workers’ Party (MSZMP) monopoly on power, had 
been concluded. Soviet imperial control did not collapse but rather decayed over an 
extended period of time, though the end of Communist rule in the annus mirabilis of 
1989 came to most observers, including in the academic community, as a surprise. 
The empire faced its final curtain with the independence of the Baltic States in 
1990–1 and the ultimate disintegration of the Soviet Union. With the abolition of 
the Warsaw Pact and COMECON, the military and economic arm of the bloc, East 
Europeans could turn their backs on Moscow and advance further on their long and 
winding journey to the West.



Echoes of Empire252

The legacies of the communist period and subordination to an outside centre are 
manifold and cannot be all explored here. It is tempting to conclude that elites in the 
new democracies kept a satellite mentality, affecting relations with new patrons, 
be it Washington or Brussels. This was a line popular with the critics of the New 
Europeans’ support of the war in Iraq and, generally, the neo-imperial policies of 
the Bush administration in the wake of 9/11. This point of view underestimates 
the fact that Americanophilia was driven not by blind ideological allegiance but by 
the apprehension of assertive Russia under the authoritarian-minded presidency 
of Vladimir Putin after 1999, which has been interpreted, rightly or wrongly, as 
an attempt to bring the Soviet times back. In addition, it overlooks the point that 
local governments, e.g. the Polish administration led by Civic Platform that came 
to power in 2007 drove a hard bargain, linking military cooperation with important 
US concessions, suggesting that Realpolitik rather than imperial habits is at play. 
Finally, an important segment of public opinion in a number of countries, e.g. the 
Czech Republic and several of the post-Yugoslav republics, shares anti-American 
attitudes comparable to those in Western Europe.6

One interesting, yet often overlooked, legacy of the cold war and Soviet 
imperialism is the exposure of Eastern Europe to the global political arena. 
Ironically, communist rule had a dual effect: it isolated the citizenry from the 
emergent globalization but also broadened its geographical horizons. With the 
notable exception of Yugoslavia, which exited the Soviet bloc in 1948, East-Central 
Europe was sealed off from the West, especially prior to the détente of the 1970s. 
In addition, the Second World War had swept whatever indigenous traditions of 
(post-)imperial cosmopolitanism and hybridity that remained: the Holocaust and 
the post-1945 exchanges of population annihilated much of the ethnic diversity in 
Central Europe (but not in the Balkans). Ideological uniformity was accompanied 
by homogeneity of communal attachments.

At the same time, the insertion into the Soviet imperium coupled with 
urbanization, mass education and the growth of popular culture and media raised 
public awareness of a global world. The Cold War period was the first time when 
political elites in East-Central Europe cultivated relations with more distant regions 
and countries aligned with the USSR in the planetary ideological competition. The 
effort to inculcate a worldwide perspective, in tune with the articles of faith of 
Marxism-Leninism, is attested by the officially promoted socialist solidarity with 
Third World leftist self-determination movements, from Indochina in the 1950s to 
Nicaragua in the 1980s, direct involvement in regional crises (e.g. the Czechoslovak 
shipment of arms to Israel in 1947–8 and then to Egypt in 1955), foreign students 
and workers coming to Prague, Warsaw or Belgrade. Tens of thousands of East 
European professionals found employment across Africa and the Middle East. In the 
mid-1980s, there were nearly 30,000 Bulgarians employed in Libya alone.7
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Communism’s globalizing role had to do with Soviet imperial tutelage, ideology 
but also other contingent factors such as Chinese influence, in the case of Albania, 
and the megalomaniac aspirations of local strongmen such as Josip Broz Tito in 
Yugoslavia or Romania’s Nicolae Ceausescu who fraternized with the likes of Kim 
Il-sung of North Korea. It was Tito who became, alongside Jawaharlal Nehru, Gamal 
Abdul Nasser, Sukarno and Kwame Nkrumah, the emblematic figure in Non-Aligned 
Movement launched in 1961 as decolonization was gathering momentum in Africa.

The collapse of communist rule, and especially the dramatic political and 
economic changes and upheavals that ensued, signaled a turnaround severing many 
links and networks between the former Eastern bloc and the Third World. There 
is no better illustration that the fate of 180,000 strong Vietnamese guest-workers, 
who came to a number of countries in the Soviet camp in the 1970s and 1980s. 
Part of those immigrants headed back to Southeast Asia while those who chose to 
remain behind were consigned to the status of a marginalized minority in erstwhile 
East Germany, the Czech Republic and elsewhere. After 1989, acceptance in the 
privileged clubs of the West, primarily the EU and NATO, became the main focus of 
foreign policy in East-Central Europe. Socialist solidarity, eroded ever prior to the 
1990s by certain regimes’ flirtation with nationalism while lip-servicing proletarian 
internationalism, was replaced by a mix of introspection and Western-centricism.

The Use and Abuse of Imperial Past after Communism

The decay and demise of the Soviet Empire ushered in a full-blown return of the 
nation, evident in the primacy of domestic democratic choices over foreign dominance 
but also the growth of nationalist sentiments. The disappearance of external 
constraints coupled with the opening of the public sphere rekindled memories of 
the times preceding the installation of communist regimes. The region’s pre-1945, 
and even pre-1918, history became a paramount point of reference in all debates 
that sprang up in the wake of 1989: the choice of political institutions, the path 
towards economic development and market-building, relations with neighbours, 
the treatment of minorities when present. The memory of Austria-Hungary and 
especially the Ottoman Empire became politicized (on this latter question, see also 
Nora Fisher Onar’s chapter in the present book) as ethnic problems re-emerged in 
a number of hotspots. Democratization facilitated the political mobilization across 
ethno-national lines in countries such as Yugoslavia, which had largely avoided the 
ethnic cleansing of the 1940s.8 Minorities sought support by their ‘kin-states’ across 
contested boundaries demarcated after the collapse of the great land-based empires 
of Eastern Europe. Multinational socialist federations disintegrated into their ethnic 
and territorial components: in Yugoslavia the break-up happened through a bloody 
conflict that killed more than 100,000 in Bosnia-Herzegovina alone.
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The renewed salience of identity, religion and culture in international affairs 
stressed the pervasive power of historical legacies. ‘Back to Europe’ voiced by 
the dissidents-turned-politicians threatened to morph into ‘Back to the Future’, 
the phrase security experts such as John Mearsheimer used to warn of impending 
conflicts animated by past grievances, also part of Europe’s historical heritage.9 
Similar to the demise of the Ottoman and Austro-Hungarian empires, the end of 
Soviet hegemony risked to unleash the ghosts of ethno-national strife across former 
imperial borderlands such as, for instance, the former Habsburg Militärgrenze 
(Military Frontier) in Slavonia and Krajina where Croats clashed with local Serb 
rebels supported by the Yugoslav People’s Army in 1991.

The end of the Cold War and the conflicts coming in its wake gave credence to 
Samuel Huntington’s notion of civilizational faultlines as zones of age-old hatreds 
and violence spurred by culture and identity.10 To Huntington, former imperial 
attachments and territorial delimitations structured the politics of the present day. 
In his view, Transylvania (through curiously, not Banat) differed from the rest of 
Romania as did western Ukraine, formerly part of the Austro-Hungarian monarchy, 
from the eastern provinces exposed to Russification (that is, Byzantinization). 
According to this civilizational worldview, ‘[i]n the Balkans, this line, of course, 
coincides with the historic boundary between the Hapsburg and Ottoman empires’.11 
This mapping, again, excluded from the western sphere former territories of the 
Dual Crown such as Vojvodina and Bosnia, all lumped as part of the Orthodox 
civilization. The Huntingtonian vision therefore gave exceptional prominence to the 
echoes of the pre-First World War Austro-Hungarian and Ottoman empires, in spite 
of the Communist experience that the whole region went through.

The legitimating power of memories and mental maps was well understood by 
political leaders. Croatia’s leader Franjo Tudjman, a historian turned father of the 
nation, supported Huntington’s theory from very early. If this theory was given 
credit, violence was not a matter of leaders’ choice, and therefore responsibility, 
but resulted from tectonic upheavals and in that sense was historically inevitable. 
Furthermore, the cultural argument justified the partition of Bosnia across ethno-
communal lines. That Bosnia, as a single borderland entity, had been consecutively 
part of both Ottoman and the Habsburg Empire failed to impress latter-day 
adherents of cultural pigeon-holing who ignored the ambiguity in-built in the 
notion of imperial legacy. While the hallmark of imperial history was the mixing 
and hybridization of cultures and ethnic groups, civilizations were supposedly 
monolith, fixed and internally cohesive.

‘Civilizational’ affinities and memories of imperial belonging underscored the 
transnational context within which nationalist mobilization was taking place. 
Slovenia and Croatia discovered connections with Mitteleuropa as an exit route 
from the Yugoslav federation. Crowds in Zagreb chanted ‘Danke Deutschland’ 
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after newly unified Germany granted its recognition of the country’s independence 
on 23 December 1991. In response, Slobodan Miloševic’s propaganda machine in 
Belgrade, run in part by Mihalj Kertes (Mihály Kertész), a Vojvodinian Magyar, 
trumpeted allegations that Serbdom was (once more) attacked by a kabbalah 
concocted and run jointly by Bonn, the Vatican, and other treacherous enemies. 
Meanwhile, Tudjman and his entourage disseminated their own version of history 
portraying Croatia as the past victim of injustices and captive of an alien, Oriental-
Byzantine domination commencing in 1918 and reaffirmed in 1945. Historical 
revisionists conveniently downplayed the crucial part played by Croat politicians, 
from Ante Trumbic to Tito himself, in the various reincarnations of the Yugoslav 
state.

In the post-communist beauty contest, ‘nesting orientalisms’, to quote Milica 
Bakic Hayden, became the norm across Central Europe where one’s claim to 
Westernness went hand-in-hand with the portrayal of neighbours as backward, 
culturally inferior and therefore less European.12 Nowhere was this phenomenon 
as pronounced as in ex-Yugoslavia where it fed into violence. While Slovenes and 
Croats sought freedom from neo-Byzantine tyrants in Belgrade, Serbian nationalist 
discourse painted the nation as the protector of Western civilization against Islamic 
barbarism, both in the glorious time of the 1389 Battle of Kosovo and in the 1990s. 
The support by Muslim volunteers and jihadis from around the globe for the Bosniak-
dominated government in Sarajevo was brought up as a prime piece of evidence 
testifying to the civilizational origins and dynamics of the conflict. This depiction, 
discredited by the humanitarian tragedy that it tried to mask, was fully dispelled 
only with the US/NATO intervention in 1994–5 that brought an end to the policy of 
inaction, procrastination, and indecisiveness in Bosnia and elsewhere in the Balkans.

The wars of Bosnia and later Kosovo catapulted of the conversation on imperial 
legacy to the centre of academic and political debates, and a number of important 
studies were published on the Ottoman past of South East Europe. The rediscovery 
affected other countries in the vicinity, notably Turkey where it amplified the 
echoes of a past preceding the institution of the Kemalist republic in the 1920s. The 
transnational solidarities animated by the conflict raised difficult questions about 
the country’s own traumatic experience with nation-building, ethnic cleansing and 
destruction of imperial legacies throughout the twentieth century.13

Apart from a repository of historical traumas for the benefit of political 
manipulators, the imperial past promised to provide a script for the smooth overhaul 
of the socialist system and a return to the West. The prospect of joining exclusive 
clubs such as NATO and the EU led to the vexing question of who was eligible 
and who was to be excluded. As the territories of the former Habsburg Monarchy 
straddled the Iron Curtain, its memory emerged as an umbilical chord linking a 
supposedly ‘kidnapped’ Central Europe with its western self, lost but now regained. 
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The empire, the pet hatred of nationalists and radicals in 1848, reemerged on the 
intellectual radar in its fin de siècle sophisticated appeal. As ever, memory was selective. 
Habsburg nostalgia led back to Robert Musil and Sigmund Freud, rather than 
Prince Metternich or Kálmán Tisza, the pioneer of assimilationist Magyarization. In 
marked contrast to both Russia/USSR and the Ottoman Empire, the monarchy was 
a European polity embodying, particularly after the constitutional reform of 1867, 
the enlightenment ideal of a Rechtsstaat, even if falling short of the liberal standard. 
Unlike the Balkans or Russia, Central Europe had its own model of toleration, 
multiculturalism and, with all due provisos, constitutionalism. The nostalgic 
rediscovery appealed equally to liberals and conservative nationalists. To the 
former, the Rechtsstaat tradition was a convenient precedent as painful institutional 
reforms were fulfilled for the countries to ‘return to Europe’. The economic success 
and prosperity of Austria, symbolizing in neighbouring Hungary and Slovakia 
and elsewhere the essence of Western Europeanness, fed into this portrayal. To 
the latter, Catholic religion was the basis, in a mechanistic, quasi-Weberian way, 
of civilization, civic virtue and social development embedded in tradition. This 
analysis predicating success in transition to democracy and market economy, based 
on a clearly identified imperial legacy and religious creed was so deterministic that it 
neglected, as noted by Jacques Rupnik, the authoritarian retrenchment in majority 
Catholic and post-Habsburg Slovakia and Croatia in the 1990s.14

In the former Soviet bloc, the new Mitteleuropa was purged of its Pan-Germanic 
connotations, a marked contrast with the Yugoslav context. The new image was 
close to the vision articulated in the interwar period by Tomáš Garrigue Masaryk, 
the eminent historian who became Czechoslovakia’s first president. Going back to 
the early 1980s, the exchanges between dissident intellectuals in Czechoslovakia, 
Hungary and Poland, as well as in emigration, conjured up a regional identity that 
rejected both Soviet dominance of the present and, more significantly, the heavy 
baggage of Third Reich’s geopolitics. This was a critical node in Milan Kundera’s 
1984 piece ‘The Tragedy of Central Europe’, which started off the conversation 
on the pages of the New York Review of  Books, four years after the appearance of 
Solidarity.15 Humanists were in the business of reinventing history, not unlike 
nationalist ideologues. Timothy Garton Ash noted at the time that the celebrated 
Hungarian dissident György Konrád had identified as Central Europe’s essence 
a certain rationalist, sceptical disposition – a bridge, no less, to Anglo-Saxon 
empiricism and away from the inhuman utopias of Fascism and Communism holding 
the area in their mortifying embrace for the most of the twentieth century.16 The 
new Central Europe bore little resemblance with the gloomy imagery in the books of 
Franz Kafka, a quintessentially Mitteleuropean author, and reflected the aspirations 
of utopian intellectuals for freedom of expression, life in truth, and return to the 
European home after the dark valley of twentieth century totalitarianisms.
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Following 1989, the imperial nostalgia of the dissidents proved a robust 
transnational thread running over the former Iron Curtain as well as within post-
communist Central Europe. It was taken aboard by budding regional diplomatic fora 
such as the Alpe-Adria scheme, later the Central European Initiative. Once in office, 
former dissidents such as Václav Havel, now president of Czechoslovakia, added 
political and institutional flesh to the ideas once floated in samizdat pamphlets and 
the Western media. Visegrád Group (1991) and the Central European Free Trade 
Agreement (CEFTA), established a year later, aimed at deepening regionalism and 
embedding it into economic exchanges and societal interdependence. The politics 
of Habsburg nostalgia were clearly at play, not least because they were a symbolic 
bridge to geographies on the ‘right’ side of the Iron Curtain: notably Austria but also 
northern Italy (nostalgia is an established genre in writings about Trieste and its 
region), Slovenia and Croatia. Central European revivalism, however, proved very 
difficult because of multiple impediments: the outstanding frictions amongst the 
four Central European countries (e.g. between Hungary and Slovakia), economic 
incompatibility, the inability to liberalize sensitive sectors such as agriculture 
but, first and foremost, owing to the attraction of the EU whose allure made the 
individual race towards membership the preferred course of action. It was only after 
accession to the EU that the idea, which never had enormous traction in Poland 
anyhow, got a new lease of life both diplomatically and in terms of economic links.

Empire by Invitation: The EU’s Enlargement to the East

The eastward expansion of the EU marks the most recent, and perhaps most 
significant, imperial moment in East-Central Europe. This third episode differs 
from the preceding two. First of all, the ‘post-modern’ imperialism carried out 
by Brussels is not rooted in past experience nor does it come along, in most cases, 
with a repertoire of historical myths but seeks to transcend it by projecting a 
new political vision based on pooling of sovereignty and delegating power to a 
supranational tier of institutions. Secondly, unlike the Soviet Union, the EU has 
been acting, in both ‘Central and Eastern Europe’ and ‘the Western Balkans’, as an 
‘empire by invitation’, to paraphrase historian Geir Lundestad.17 The expansion 
came in response to repeated appeals by the post-communist countries in the 
East. Moreover, it relied on the magnetic pulls of trade and investment as well 
as on the appeal of Western Europe’s prosperity and peacefulness (the famed ‘soft 
power’), rather than on coercion and military might. The EU model contrasted 
sharply with the imperial imagery, nurtured by reminiscences of past glories 
or injustice, employed by nationalists in the 1990s. It stressed integration, the 
pooling of sovereignty, transnational linkages in the form of the four freedoms 
(goods, services, capital and people), in opposition to the notion of clear-cut 
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and ‘natural’ boundaries dear to the believers in the nation. Secondly, for all 
grandiose rhetoric legitimated by and anchored in historical flashbacks, the EU 
was a pragmatic, future-oriented project based on the logic of market efficiency, 
regulatory convergence and co-operation in bread-and-butter policy-areas which 
at times sat odd with the philosopher-kings’ musings about the spiritual roots of 
Europe and their nation’s destiny.

As noted by Jan Zielonka and others, the decision to enlarge the EU to the east 
in the 1990s bore some resemblance with classical imperial policies of projecting 
order. Key steps were decided at the very moment eastern parts of Europe witnessed 
upheavals such as the failed putsch against Gorbachev in August 1991, the conflict 
between President Yeltsin and the Russian Parliament in 1993, the deepening of 
the Bosnian conflict, NATO’s war in Kosovo in 1999. Enlargement and the now 
sacralized Copenhagen Criteria proved the best way to make post-Communist 
Europe more politically stable and peaceful, immune of the ethnic tensions that had 
led to the turmoil in Yugoslavia and parts of the Soviet Union.18 To Zielonka, the 
end effect has been a more diffuse European Union, at variance with the centralizing 
instincts of the 1980s federalists, where national and supranational jurisdictions 
intersect and overlap while power is devolved away from both member states’ 
capitals and Brussels.19 The direct antecedent of the post-enlargement EU therefore 
is neither federal states such as the US nor the colonial empires of the nineteenth 
century but fuzzy medieval polities such as the Holy Roman Empire, part and 
parcel of Central Europe’s history.20

The inclusion of East-Central Europe into the (quasi-)imperial structure, neo-
medieval or not, that is the EU of the 2000s raises a number of questions. First of all, 
what have been the transformative effects on the implicated countries? The liaison 
with Brussels did take away sovereignty at the time when it was being regained 
after decades of Soviet dominance. The shift was particularly sudden in places such 
as the Baltic States, Slovakia and Slovenia, which all (re)appeared on Europe’s map 
in the early 1990s, while Poland and the Czech Republic have more recently held 
up high the flag of national sovereignty. At the same time, one could argue that, 
on the contrary, accession empowered East Europeans as it gave them voice in EU 
institutions. It would have been inconceivable prior to 2004 that Lithuania should 
be able to affect the course of EU-Russian relations. Furthermore, membership in 
the Union has actually bolstered the governance capacity of the states in question 
in many regulatory fields, thus making them, in practical terms, more sovereign. 
The fact that most of the East-Central Europeans, with the exception of Estonia 
and Slovakia, are not part of the Eurozone has shielded them from the experience 
of Southern Europe during the crisis. There has been no backlash against austerity 
imposed by Germany and the rest of Northern Europe leading to growing levels of 
euroscepticism. That is true even of countries like Hungary where the government 
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of Viktor Orban (2010–) has run a populist campaign scapegoating foreign investors 
in the name of reclaiming power for common Hungarians and passing the burden of 
the economic crisis on EU capitalists rather than local taxpayers.21

More significantly, the EU – in concert with other international bodies such as 
NATO, the Council of Europe, and OSCE – pressured East Europeans to implement 
political reforms related to the empowerment of minorities and solve outstanding 
territorial disputes with neighbours, such as the bilateral treaty concluded by 
Romania and Hungary in 1996. Can we therefore claim that the entry into the 
supranational setup is a catalyst for coming to terms with the post-imperial traumas of 
the twentieth century as well as reconsidering one’s foundational myths in the name 
of ‘Europeanization’? This question is particularly critical for the so-called Western 
Balkans (former Yugoslavia plus Albania minus Slovenia), which is now knocking on 
the Union’s door and is required to confront the experience of ethnic war in the 1990s.

On the one hand, the consolidation of democracy, catalysed by the EU entry 
prospect, has advanced the accommodation of minority groups in nearly all countries 
of the region, the Roma being the single most notable exception. Minority parties 
are now a key player in the politics of Slovakia, Romania, Bulgaria, Macedonia and, 
to some degree, Croatia (again the contrast between the Balkans and monoethnic 
Central European countries is visible). In addition, the 2004 enlargement re-
established past links once swept away with the collapse of the Habsburg Empire. 
Now one can easily reach Vienna by hopping on a low-cost flight to Bratislava, the 
former satellite town Pressburg (known to Hungarians as Pozsony) thriving at the 
times of Maria Theresa. Slovakia and Hungary have become part of a single space, 
a development facilitated by the 2008 enlargement of the Schengen Area. The 
enlarged EU brings back facets of the cosmopolitan life in the empires of older days 
old, with commercial and cultural links criss-crossing the continental landmass and 
also spilling over to countries that are still outside the Union: former Yugoslav 
republics, Moldova, Ukraine (whose western regions have been cultivating their 
very own brand of Habsburg nostalgia). Timothy Snider has drawn the comparison 
between the EU and the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth (rzeczpospolita, literally 
‘republic’); a comparison which is rather ambiguous on second reading, given the 
commonwealth’s ultimate fate in the late eighteenth century.22

On the other hand, the EU’s empire-like expansion has done little to shake up 
the fundamentals of the nation-state, even if it goes a long way in managing tensions 
inherited from the past. Several relatively recent episodes including the Hungarian 
Status Law according special rights to ethnic kin in surrounding countries or the 
rift between the Czech Republic and Slovakia, on one side, and Germany, Austria 
and Hungary, on the other, over the so-called Beneš Decrees of 1945, should bring 
it home to observers that the shadow of history is still hanging over East-Central 
Europe. Indeed Europeanization and the nation have long existed in harmony. 
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Emerging one by one from the rubble of collapsing empires in the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries, East European nations strove, each in its own way, to emulate 
and catch up with the model societies of the West (primarily France and Germany, 
less so Great Britain) by adopting their institutions and norms. The gap, whether 
perceived or ‘real’, varied from one context to the other: society in Prague differed 
fundamentally from Bucharest or Belgrade. What was invariable, however, was 
Herder’s romantic doctrine marrying state authority to the presumed spiritual and 
linguistic identity coded in a given Kulturnation’s primordial past. The aspiration to 
modernity has been tightly linked to the nation-state and its claim to homogeneity 
resting upon historical ‘authenticity’.

Peaking with the rise of authoritarianism and right-wing radicalism in the 
1930s, such ideas still remain significant in the political and social life in East-
Central Europe. Andre Liebich observes that, in contrast to the old EU member 
states, the newcomers `have displayed extreme reluctance to countenance state-
wide multilingualism, federalist arrangements, or, indeed, any form of territorial 
autonomy for historic minorities`. To Liebich, there still exists a East-West divide 
related to the ‘[the East’s] absence of an overseas imperial legacy’ and the fact that 
‘these countries’ sense of national identity has not yet been challenged by the need 
to position themselves vis-à-vis non-Europeans’.23 While one can legitimately ask 
questions about how far tolerance of cultural difference goes in certain Western 
European societies, the contrast invites us to think, yet again, about the boundaries 
that continue to run across Europe and how ‘echoes of Empire’ actually refer to a 
variety of situations which sometimes have little to do with each other, apart from 
stemming from the Latin imperium.

The divide also illuminates the new member states’ peripheral position in the 
fledgling European empire. Ivan Berend, a US economic historian of Hungarian 
origin, sums up the region’s experience under communism and beyond as a ‘detour 
from the periphery to the periphery’.24 In a more recent book, Berend quotes Leopold 
von Ranke’s judgment that the peoples of East-Central Europe ‘never exercised any 
independent influence, they only appear either subservient or antagonistic; they 
receive [...] only the ebb of the tide of the general movements.’25 He is not alone as 
there is a tradition highlighting the long-term divergences between the Western 
and Eastern parts of Europe also upheld by local historians and social scientists, 
for instance Jenö Szucz.26 This distinction need not be perennial and unchangeable: 
Larry Wolff’s Inventing Eastern Europe has supplied ample evidence that, in the minds 
of the western intellectuals, the distinction with the ‘other’ East replaced the older 
South-North cleavage only in the eighteenth century.27 However, while discursive 
constructs or political affiliations shift, material structures are resilient. Anyone 
travelling on land from Vienna to Istanbul or Kyiv would, no doubt, testify how 
the socio-economic landscape and physical infrastructure gradually deteriorates, 
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though it there the pattern is certainly not linear and the East-West or North-
South divides are far from absolute. Thus, ‘non-European’ Turkey, particularly the 
western provinces, enjoys higher levels of economic development and infrastructure 
that is superior to that of ‘Western’ neighbours in the post-communist Balkans.

Transition from communism strengthened the peripheral position of Eastern 
Europe. Firstly, it revealed its economic under-development, particularly 
pronounced in the early 1990s when the post-communist countries experienced a 
period of negative growth. Secondly, there was a political asymmetry as the purpose 
of the political and economic reforms was to converge with the standards projected 
by an external centre and enacted through membership conditionality. Across 
East-Central Europe, political party competition shifted away from ideological 
issues concerning redistribution and towards claims of technocratic competence. 
Over time, this eroded the legitimacy of political elites and gave ammunition to 
populist parties claiming to speak in the name of the marginalized little person and 
against the corrupt ways of the politicians and the new business class. Occasionally 
militating against the EU, populism in some cases actually added to Brussels’ 
legitimacy, at the expense of national authorities. In countries where liberalization 
processes have been particularly difficult and good governance remains a scarce 
commodity, like Bulgaria and Romania, sociological data indicates, time and again, 
that the European Commission’s tight control over member states’ governments, in 
the form of post-accession monitoring on judicial reform and anti-corruption policy, 
enjoys high rates of popularity.28 What could for some be imperial encroachment is 
for others a welcome supranational safeguard.

The legitimacy of the empire by invitation has not dwindled post-enlargement, 
even in Poland or the Czech Republic of Václav Klaus. The temporary exclusion 
from certain policies and institutions such as the Eurozone (apart from Slovenia 
and Slovakia) and the free movement of labour (the transition arrangement for 
Germany and Austria was in force until 2011 for the 2004 entrants) does not change 
the equation. Larger and/or richer countries in the area, such as Poland, the Czech 
Republic or Slovenia, have asserted an independent role in the Union’s institutions 
and turning from policy-takers to policy-makers. The trend towards economic 
convergence between ‘new’ and ‘old’ Europe, although temporarily halted by the 
current crisis, may also relativize the inflexible notions of centre and periphery in the 
long run, as Slovenia, the Czech Republic and even Slovakia are overtaking or closing 
the gap with the ‘old’ peripheries in Mediterranean Europe. Estonia’s President 
Toomas Ilves, for one, is fond of saying that his country, owing to its commitment 
to fiscal rigour, is fundamentally part of Northern Europe – defined, unsurprisingly, 
by Protestant culture (as opposed the lax southern Catholics). The Balkans for their 
part, have drifted into being a periphery of the periphery – thanks to its dependence 
on hardship-ridden economies such as Italy, Greece or even Spain and Cyprus.
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Membership of the Union has also given a voice in global affairs to East-
Central Europe, despite the characteristic provincialism of the region’s 
politics. For one, the far-reaching economic liberalization associated with pre-
accession inserted those countries in the competitive global marketplace. At 
the same time, it forced them to contribute to, and participate in, the Union’s 
external policies – from trade to development and humanitarian assistance. 
In the current Barroso II Commission several portfolios with an international 
profile have gone to ‘new Europeans’, including Agriculture, Enlargement 
and Neighbourhood, and Humanitarian Aid. Occasionally, the abandonment 
of habitual parochialism happened to the chagrin of old member states. For 
instance, the Czech Republic’s tough stance on Cuba has more than once clashed 
with the pro-engagement attitude of Spain, the erstwhile colonial master. 
President George W. Bush’s war on terror, in turn, drew `New` Europeans to 
military operations in distant corners of ‘the Greater Middle East’, though their 
involvement has been more consequential in terms of conferring multilateral 
legitimacy on US foreign policy actions than adding to the actual military 
strength of the missions in question.

If EU empire had an empowerment effect on incoming members in Central 
Europe, what is its role in the outer periphery – the countries of ex-Yugoslavia 
and Albania which are waiting on the accession queue and depend on Brussels 
as provider of political stability. In Bosnia and Kosovo, the tasks of pacification, 
economic development and state-building have entrusted international 
administrators with broad-ranging powers. As of 2013 EU has taken on most of 
responsibilities earning the label ‘post-modern empire’, originally attached to it 
by Robert Cooper, a high-profile Eurocrat . The opportunity to directly intervene 
in the political process have been criticized by commentators such as Gerald 
Knaus and Felix Martin of the European Stability Initiative, a think-tank. In an 
article published by the Journal of  Democracy, they have likened Paddy Ashdown’s 
term in Bosnia (2002–6) to the Raj in British India arguing that the heavy-
handed international presence precludes local elites from engaging in a genuine 
democratic process.29 While the EU could be accused of neo-colonialism – in the 
rare instances member states actually mandate a joint and coherent policy – one 
wonders what alternatives it has at its disposal. Particularly after 2006, centrifugal 
forces have gained an upper hand in Bosnia while Kosovo, home to EULEX, the 
largest EU mission to date, is stymied by inefficiency and bickering among the 
member states. IT goes without saying that colonial attitudes and practices may 
be grounded in the historical arrogance of West Europeans towards the Eastern 
periphery, the Balkans par excellence. However, they also reflect the failure of 
indigenous politicians, institutions and societies to make use of the conditional 
promise of membership extended back in 2003.
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Conclusion

The multifaceted imperial memories and more recent experiences in the lands 
lying east of the River Elbe and the Julian Alps stand as a reminder of the amazing 
diversity in the continent’s history, despite the forces of convergence, represented 
most recently by European integration. Now that East-Central Europe has become 
part of the EU the theme of diversity has become more salient than ever for the 
Union. One can conceive of many Europes: Nordic, Mediterranean, Central, Balkan, 
Baltic and, why not, ‘Russian Europe’. While other Europes have been defined in 
various ways in political and academic discourse, imperial legacy is an important 
point of orientation when one tries to pin down the East-West divide. East-Central 
Europe’s fortunes have been shaped for long centuries by imperial rule, and the 
reminiscences of the Soviet times are still vivid for many. Witness the success of 
films like Andrzej Wajda’s Katyn (2007) depicting the brutal massacre of Polish 
officers by Stalin’s secret police in 1940, the clashes on the streets of Budapest 
during the fiftieth anniversary of the 1956 Soviet invasion, or the recurrent scandals 
regarding the files of the former communist security services.

Last in a series of empires, the EU has brought tremendous change to East-
Central Europe but sceptics are right to question whether democratization, the free 
market and the ‘Brusselization’ of public policies have profoundly altered the very 
fabric of politics and society. One thing is for sure, enlargement has fast-tracked 
the region into the globalizing, networked world. This is why the economic crisis 
hit hard to local export-driven economies, with the possible exception of Poland 
benefitting from a large domestic market. Universally seen as a success, eastern 
enlargement has added to the EU’s global posture as a ‘normative power’, the 
pragmatic motives behind it and the occasional petty bickering notwithstanding. 
Yet, it is unreasonable to expect that the outside world will take note of the neo-
medieval polyphony resulting from the expansion. This would surely be a mistake. 
Pushing the boundaries of the quasi-imperial cooperative polity far to the east, next 
to Anatolia and the Eurasian landmass of Russia, enlargement has presented the 
most serious challenge to the dichotomy between ‘Europe’ and ‘non-Europe’ that 
still moulds many a mental map.

Notes
 1 N. Davies, ‘Western Civilisation versus European History’, Europe East and West: A Collection of  

Essays (2006), p. 46. The essay develops some themes laid out in Davies’s grand synthesis Europe: 
A History (1996), p. 19 ff.

 2 J. Lacroix and K. Nicolaidis (eds), European Stories: Intellectual Debates on Europe in National Contexts 
(Oxford, 2011).

 3 See for instance, M. Kramer, ‘The Soviet Union in Eastern Europe: Spheres of Influence’, in 
N. Woods (ed.), Explaining International Relations since 1945 (Oxford, 1995), pp. 98–126.



Echoes of Empire264

 4 V. Bunce, ‘The Empire Strikes Back: The Evolution of the Eastern Bloc from a Soviet Asset to a 
Soviet Liability’, International Organization, 39, 1 (1985), pp. 1–46.

 5 Kramer, ‘The Soviet Union in Eastern Europe’.
 6 Š. Waisová, ‘Between Atlanticism, Anti-Americanism and Europeanization: Dilemmas in Czech 

Foreign Policy and the War on Terrorism’, Politics in Central Europe, 2, 2 (winter 2006–7) pp. 83–94.
 7 K. Tsonev, Balgaro-arabskite otnosheniya [Bulgarian–Arab Relations] (Sofia, 1999).
 8 Similar to Czechslovakia and Poland, Yugoslavia had expelled more 530,000 ‘Volksdeutsche’ 

(ethnic Germans) after 1944. There was also a mass emigration of Turks and other Muslims to 
Turkey in the 1950s.

 9 J. Mearsheimer, ‘Back to the Future: Instability in Europe after the Cold War’, International Security, 
15, 1 (1990), pp. 5–56.

 10 S. Huntington, The Clash of  Civilizations and the Remaking of  World Order (New York, NY, 1996). The 
original article appeared in the Summer 1993 edition of Foreign Affairs.

 11 S. Huntington, ‘The Clash of Civilizations’, Foreign Affairs (1993), p. 25.
 12 M. Bakic Hayden, ‘Nesting Orientalisms: The Case of Former Yugoslavia’, Slavic Review, 54, 4 

(1995), pp. 917–31.
 13 See the chapter by Nora Fisher Onar in this volume.
 14 Rupnik analyses the divergence in the trajectories of post-communist East-Central Europe steering 

clear from essentializing cultural difference, but still highlights institutional legacies, for instance 
the Habsburg tradition of what is now called ‘good governance’. J. Rupnik, ‘The Postcommunist 
Divide’, Journal of  Democracy, 10, 1 (1999), pp. 57–62.

 15 New York Review of  Books, 26 April 1984.
 16 T. Garton Ash, ‘Does Central Europe Exist?’, New York Review of  Books, 9 October 1986.
 17 G. Lundestad, The United States in Western Europe: From an ‘Empire’ by Invitation to Transatlantic Drift 

(Oxford, 2005).
 18 J. Zielonka, Europe as Empire: The Nature of  the Enlarged European Union (Oxford, 2006), pp. 44–65.
 19 Ibid., pp. 4–14.
 20 Ibid., Introduction.
 21 See the essays on the Czech Republic, Poland and Bulgaria in N. Walton and J. Zielonka, The New 

Political Geography of  Europe, European Council on Foreign Relations, 2013, pp. 83–100.
 22 Point made by Timothy Snyder at the roundtable on ‘Where on Earth Does Europe End?’, European 

Studies Centre, St Antony’s College, Oxford, 13 October 2004.
 23 A. Liebich, ‘How Different is the “New Europe”? Perspectives on States and Minorities’, CEU 

Political Science Journal, 3, 3 (September 2008), p. 269.
 24 I. Berend, Central and Eastern Europe: Detour from the Periphery to the Periphery (Cambridge, 1999).
 25 I. Berend, History Derailed: Central and Eastern Europe in the Long Nineteenth Century (Berkeley, CA, 

2003), p. 17.
 26 J. Szucz, ‘The Three Historical Regions of Europe’, Acta Historica Scientiarum Hungaricae, 24, 2–4. 

(1983). Szucz also draws a similar historical boundary between Central Europe and the Balkans.
 27 L. Wolff, Inventing Eastern Europe: The Map of  Civilization on the Mind of  the Enlightenment (Palo Alto, 

CA, 1984).
 28 On the rise of populism in the new member states, see I. Krastev, ‘The Strange Death of the 

Liberal Consensus’, Journal of  Democracy, 18, 4 (2007), pp. 56–63. See also D. Smilov in Walton and 
Zielonka, New Political Geography of  Europe.

 29 G. Knaus and F. Martin, ‘Travails of the European Raj’, Journal of  Democracy, 14, 3 (July 2003), 
pp. 60–67.



The EU and its Eastern Neigbours:  
Why ‘Othering’ Matters

Elena Korosteleva

…Now our main challenge is to act as a credible force for good… We therefore have two 
imperatives: to create greater effectiveness in global governance, but also to uphold 
democratic legitimacy. To do so will be difficult as it requires new ideas and a sense 
of compromise…

(Solana 2007, emphasis added)

If the EU wants to become a credible global player, it should start from its 
Neighbourhood…

(Füle 2010:2)
The EU increasingly envisages itself as a ‘credible force for good’1 in 

international relations. Despite its modest appearance, this is an expressly 
profound ambition, which intends to embrace the fundamentals of a ‘lasting 
power’, an ‘understanding of good’ and ‘credibility’ (being worthy of one’s 
belief) under the umbrella of a single but polycentric player. This vision, in 
its various incarnations – from civilian, transformative, normative, ethical, 
and responsible Europe2 – has been legitimated, writ large, in the scholarly and 
EU policy-making circles. Yet, it has done so either retrospectively, referring to 
the EU’s exceptionalism in terms of its to-date realizations and its ‘particular 
historical evolution’;3 or more so, introspectively, staking on the EU’s ‘authority, 
resources, and capacity to govern’.4 The world order however is changing to 
become more interdependent and even interpolar;5 and with it, the hegemonic 
appeal of traditional powers can no longer be taken for granted.6 It is therefore 
surprising how little attention hitherto has been paid7 to understanding or 
indeed imagining the EU not only through the lens of its self-perception, tainted 
by its past colonial overtones of a ‘superior Self’ on a crusading mission to civilize 
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the world. What is evidently still amiss, is the EU’s perceptive awareness of 
the relational importance of the outside in its construction of a legitimate and 
credible Self, whereby the authority to govern is no longer a given, but rather 
earned through mobilization and electioneering, to ensure allegiances from its 
counterparts, in a competitive and interpolar world.

The case of the EU neighbourhood is particularly instructive to attest to 
the complexities of handling the dialectics of the ‘outside’ vis-à-vis the ‘inside’ 
in shaping the EU as a credible and enduring international player. It highlights 
achievements and success stories,8 but also brings to the surface a plethora of 
asymmetrical irregularities in the EU’s treatment of its external milieu, driven 
by a curious mix of the EU’s good intentions to govern rightly, and to govern 
by own example, thus, once again, in a manner of a colonial trope, excluding ‘the 
outside’ from the construction of and reflections on good governance. This has 
led some scholars to conclude well before the Big Bang enlargement, that ‘it is 
ironic that the application of a [governance] concept which assumes a blurring 
of boundaries between inside and outside has largely ignored or downplayed the 
significance of the “outside” in shaping “the inside’’ ’.9 Paradoxically, the EU 
practice post-enlargement vis-à-vis the outside10 seems to have continued unaltered 
remaining Eurocentric and exclusionary in its external representation. The first 
steps in devising the European Neighbourhood Policy (ENP) were particularly 
instructive in revealing the EU’s superior feeling of its own Self, associated with 
rather prescriptive and disciplinary approach towards its neighbours in shaping 
their agendas for reform, regardless their particular normative visions, cultural 
traditions and individual needs. Blinded by its achievements, the EU was failing 
or not willing to acknowledge diversity and the plurality of democratic visions, 
subjecting neighbours to the rigid demands of liberal economies and more so, 
to the liberal values of the western world, which often were seen as alien to 
the lifestyles of many post-communist countries, nurtured on the notions of 
community and the preponderance of the collective (Korosteleva, 2012). 
Consequently, the first EU efforts at engineering likeminded partners resulted 
in the policy’s de-legitimation and even resistance perceived as intrusion, thus 
by 2007 forcing the EU to reconsider its approach to the neighbourhood. It is 
therefore important, with reference to Solana’s aforementioned quote (2007), 
that if the EU were to transcend its ‘colonial DNA’ and break free from the 
overbearing past, some innovative thinking as to how to become truly reflective 
in the EU good governance approach, and how to achieve a deep ‘sense of 
compromise’ with the outside in the pursuit of sustainable relations, should be 
high on the agenda.

This chapter discusses the difficulties of the EU becoming a credible force for 
good, with reference to its eastern neighbourhood. It will argue that in the current 
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climate of uncertainty, instability and insecurity (from financial to human), 
entwined with the memories and imprints of the EU’s colonial heterogeneous past, 
the interdependence and the interface of the two dimensions – of the EU’s ‘self’ and the 
role of f ‘the Other in defining the EU’s role as a global actor – should not be taken 
for granted, and more attention should be paid precisely to the interaction of these 
two dimensions, in developing ‘shared meanings’ and reciprocated behaviour in the 
process of achieving individual goals.

The EU’s representation of ‘the Self – of what it is collectively, and not as a 
composition of individual member states, when portraying itself to the outside 
– is realized through an understanding of its present identity as a collective 
historical ‘We’ of the past.11 However, in designing its future – the credible and 
legitimate ‘We’ – the EU should not only acknowledge, but also learn how its 
external milieu shapes and contributes to its evolving trajectory. The current 
internal restructuring triggered by the Lisbon Treaty, and the move to a 
unified voice for the EU as an international actor through the creation of the 
European External Action Service (EEAS) is a decisive step to ensure legitimation 
and sustainability of the EU as a ‘credible force for good’. However, it is not a 
complete one.

The consideration of the ‘Other’ – multiple and diverse, but united under 
the banners of perception of being ‘different’ – and the inclusion of ‘the Other’, 
‘the outside’ into the process of EU self-identification, are of equal if not greater 
importance for constructing the EU’s image as a global actor. If the ‘other’ is not 
acknowledged or defined, the EU will struggle to achieve the equivalence of 
commitment and reciprocity from its partners, as well as longevity and trust in 
building sustainable relations of the future. Therefore, a brief examination of the 
EU relations with the outside, under the European Neighbourhood Policy (ENP) 
as a case-study, should offer a broader conceptual discussion of possible pathways 
for forging the EU’s positive image as a transformative force, a force that is able to 
overcome the diplomatic burden of its colonial past, and ensure cultural and geo-
political diversity through cooperation and partnership, rather than compliance 
and control.

The chapter proceeds by firstly deconstructing the notion of the EU ‘Self’ 
inclusive of its prospective and legitimate ‘We’. Through the analysis of the EU 
neighbourhood discourse, it will be demonstrated how Eurocentric and colonial it 
had remained in daily exercise of its external governance. The subsequent section 
will focus on the importance of ‘othering’ in the process of realizing the EU’s 
transformative ambitions, challenged and shaped by the outside. In the final section, 
and by way of conclusion, the EU’s changing strategy and future agenda vis-à-vis 
its neighbourhood will be considered, to estimate the prospects for reciprocity and 
legitimation of the EU as a ‘credible force for good’.
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Examining ‘the Self ’ in EU Governance: Historical 
Trajectories and Aspirations

In this section we will explore the meaning of the EU’s collective ‘Self’ before 
juxtaposing it with ‘the Other’, and evaluate its historical practices vis-à-vis the 
outside with reference to its eastern neighbourhood.

Understanding the EU’s collective ‘Self’ is important for projecting a cohesive 
and effective image of a transformative power to the outside world. As Nicolaïdis 
and Howse argue, in order for the EU to find its international identity, ‘consistency 
is crucial’, with greater emphasis assigned to the internal capacity to deliver 
externally, simply because ‘ultimately, the EU would [first] need to model itself on 
the utopia that it seeks to project on to the rest of the world’.12

‘The Self’, especially of the EU, is not a single entity and draws on the collective 
‘We’ of the past, present and the future as referents. Notably, it relates to the images 
of the present – collective ‘We’ – which are premised on the recollection of to-date 
memories and pertaining practices.13 To this extent, the EU often finds itself entrapped in 
the discourses of its colonial past gilded with the sense of self-achievement and driven 
by a mission to model the outside on its own example. Even now, being wrecked by 
the consequences of the economic and financial crises, the EU still feels it can give 
a lesson to the outside by imposing its normative visions onto those who dare to 
deviate (Cyprus is point in situ) and those who are perceivably underdeveloped and 
still attracted by the offerings of the EU’s single market (the eastern neighbourhood).

The EU ‘Self’ is also based on the old-fashioned juxtaposition with ‘the Other’, 
which in identity studies is often defined in binary terms, or what ‘the Self’ ought 
not to be, and should be sharply separated from each other by ‘mutually exclusive 
sets of assigned rights and duties, moral significance and behavioural principles’.14 
The ‘Other’ in this reading explicitly echoes the colonial DNA of some EU Member 
States and justifies the discourse of EU exclusivity and desirability as a club,15 which 
membership comes at a prize for non-negotiable compliance and convergence: ‘like 
us or not with us’.16

Finally, the EU ‘Self’ also strives for the ‘utopian We’17 or a ‘significant We’ by 
identifying ‘what we would like to become in the future’.18 Interestingly however, 
the future ‘We’ often appears not only to be the object of aspiration, but also the 
practical demand by the EU from others – the club’s aspirants – to adopt the norms 
and values of what the EU’s future ‘We’ ought to be, rather than what it currently 
is.19 Furthermore, the future ‘We’, based on various ‘we-group’ representations 
(Ibid.) entertains competitive and even disparate visions in a complex process of 
bargaining for individual interests and aspirations.

This internally contested environment, the side effect of which is a relative lack 
of coherence, renders EU external practices often obtuse and unreflective, driven 
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by the need to protect the EU collective heritage and to-date realizations, and 
utilizing empire-building strategies and tactics.20 As recent rounds of enlargement 
evidently demonstrated the EU geo-political boundaries and their accessibility are 
firmly fixed – even if the rules of the game may often appear as ‘moving targets’21 
and rather fuzzy. They clearly demand non-negotiable compliance and convergence 
whereby the future would-be members of the EU are subjected to the strict and 
rigid process of EU-ization by way of adopting vast body of EU regulations and 
rules, acquis communautaire (ibid.), a far cry from the so called ‘civilizational choice’ 
of the post-communist accessions. Furthermore, it is not just the narrative of the 
‘impregnable fortress’, which often associates with the EU.22 It is the rationality 
behind it that renders this exclusionary subjectivity alive, and turns the subjects 
into the objects of empire-building, as the 2004 and 2007 enlargement rounds 
clearly attested to: ‘Whatever accession was, it was not an “equal treaty”. There 
was a whiff of colonialism in the air’.23 The EU rationality was simple – to attain 
the territories, which once were subjugated by the Soviet Union and after its 
disbandment ‘became available’, and a new subjectivity was naturally constructed 
by the EU to ensure its control and political influence.

The neighbourhood case should allegedly tell us a different story: after all, 
the neighbours are not would-be members, and do not qualify even in a distant 
future for the prospect of EU accession. If anything, they could aspire to having 
a stake in the EU internal market, subject to costly and lengthy compliance with 
the EU expanding regulatory acquis. This scenario has been heavily contested by 
another regional player in the field – Russia, which has proved far more efficacious 
in offering the neighbours specific reciprocity in terms of financial and political 
support. Against this backdrop, the EU strategy of modelling its engagement 
with neighbours therefore should be drastically different aiming not to coerce, 
but rather to incentivize the counterparts for voluntary reform and convergence 
in order to generate trust and commitment – or what is conventionally known 
as partnership in international relations. This is where the EU clearly stumbles to 
depart from its imperial past struggling to reconcile the free-will and equivalence 
of partnership, with the EU’s embedded rationality and urge for coordination and 
control in shaping the outside.24 Initially, whilst developing a strategy towards its 
immediate neighbourhood, the EU conceived them as a ‘ring of friends’, trying to 
wean them off Russia, their historical regional hegemon. This in theory presumed 
a relationship of parity when ‘the two sides are clear about the mutual advantages 
and the mutual obligations’.25 This was a critical step towards developing a new 
modality of  engagement by the EU, not of imposition, compliance and control, but of 
mutual reciprocity and interest thus breaking away from its colonial rationality of 
the past. The EU, perhaps naively, believed that it would be in the best interests 
of both powers – the EU and Russia – to modernize the neighbourhood to ensure 
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prosperity, stability and security for the region as a whole. What the EU failed 
to recognize was that Russia and the EU had differing understandings of what 
the means for and outcomes of reform should be, and what forms of convergence 
they should entail – of a dependent traditional ‘other’ as driven Russia or a 
Europeanized and compliant ‘other’ as led by the EU. This fabled vision therefore 
was not to last.

By early 2003 the Commission communicated the final draft of the policy titled 
‘Wider Europe-Neighbourhood’,26 which identified the practices of enlargement 
as ‘unarguably the Union’s most successful foreign policy instrument’27 
and suggested operating through traditional top-down rule-transfer and 
conditionality in the neighbourhood, assuming that EU self-appeal and financial 
support would be big enough a carrot for the latter’s compliance and reform. 
The European Security Strategy (2003) further verbalized the initially abeyant 
colonial discourse of the ‘well-governed countries’; and ‘the ring of friends’ 
consequently became a moot notion before slipping off the agenda entirely. To 
be fair, the European Parliament had for a while resisted the concept of ‘well-
governed countries’ for its technocratic and frankly ‘colonial’ nature, fearing 
that the incentives for compliance are too limited and potentially damaging for 
generating allegiances from the neighbours:

We need to ensure that ‘the ring of friends’ approach does not turn into a crude 
argument between those who say that ‘neighbouring country’ means ‘a country 
destined never to join the EU’ and those who believe that the prospect of joining 
the EU is the only way of achieving closer cooperation… We would risk taking the 
wrong turning…28

This motion however had never sufficiently resonated with the Commission or 
the Council, and by 2006 the notion of ‘a good neighbour’ was dropped off the 
agenda for the lack of alternative visions, and replaced with recommendations to 
distinguish between the ‘geographically European’ referring to the east (meaning 
countries which potentially have the right to apply for EU membership) and the 
‘non-European’ Mediterranean neighbours, and use conditionality only as a positive 
incentive for further reform.29

By 2007, the concept of ‘well-governed countries’ had come to a halt, for lacking 
reciprocity and commitment on the neighbours’ side.30 To reinvigorate a sense of 
progress, by 2009 two regional strategies were put in place – the Eastern Partnership 
Initiative and the Union for the Mediterranean – to cover the neighbouring region 
in a differentiated and more focused manner. Although containing an expanded 
toolbox of policy instruments and financial means, they remained conceptually 
constrained by the inherited modus operandi of enlargement – of top-down transfer 
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and conditionality – unfit for the purpose of partnership-building, but agreeable 
with EU governance rationality.31

The ENP has subsequently undergone several rounds of further iteration and 
revision, with the latest referring to 2011 (COM 303) and 2012,32 in an attempt 
to lift reforms off the ground in the eastern neighbourhood. After almost ten years 
in operation, the EU approach towards the eastern region has been logistically 
enriched to offer a complex matrix of opportunities and incentives, and now appeals 
to all levels of society. The latest policy iterations developed more concrete regional 
pathways of engagement and a more pronounced structure of incentives – a ‘more 
for more’ approach.33

Nevertheless, much conceptual indecision, reverberant with the EU’s colonial 
mentality, still remains. The EU might have eased on its demands and expectations, 
but remained EU-centred in its relations with the outside. In particular, lacking 
coherent EU self-identity, the policy still reveals the whole gamut of horizontal and 
vertical discrepancies, when it comes to implementation. Not only has there been 
continued bickering between various actors, units and divisions of power within 
the EU’s institutional setting,34 there is also a considerable vertical gap between 
the executive approach of Brussels and a more nuanced understanding by the in-
country officials on the ground, bearing witness to partners’ struggles and needs. 
In particular, off-the-record comments of EU officials in partner-states have explicitly 
noted the irrelevance of EU hierarchical approach and the executive injection of 
compliance to induce cooperation. Many insisted on a ‘stronger and more consistent’ 
policy to the neighbours, being inclusive of their geopolitical and cultural boundaries, 
and offering reciprocal commitment to those who perform well.35

Furthermore, the policy continues to suffer from limited vision. Born with 
no original blue-print, it still struggles to find common ground in relation to 
incentives or future prospects for the more committed neighbours, such as 
Moldova and Georgia. The ENP continues to be an instrument in EU hands for 
internalizing the outside into the EU’s way of thinking. With the post-Lisbon 
restructuring of the EU’s external relations, there are some expectations that the 
launch of the EEAS may offer a more focused engagement with the outsiders.36 
There is anticipation that with the full entrenchment of the EEAS in the future as 
a diplomatic corps of 4,000 staff, the EU may eventually develop more substantial 
capabilities and a better vision for its own Self, especially in the light of the 
continuing upgrading of the ENP for the rapidly changing neighbouring region.37 
This however comes with a caveat that refers back to the necessity to formulate 
a ‘far clearer idea of what the EU’s fundamental aims and objectives are on the 
international scene as well as consensus on what type of actor the Union wishes 
to be’38, before any effective undertaking can occur in the utilization of the EEAS. 
The stumbling block for the EU effective action is the EU colonial mentality, 
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centred on its own Self and ignorant/neglectful of the relational importance of the 
outside in developing EU external representations as a legitimate and credible 
player. Therefore, in order to understand why much resistance still remains 
in the eastern region towards seemingly incentivizing opportunities under the 
ENP/EaP, one needs to consider ‘the other’, and their rationality and internal 
boundaries for developing sustainable cooperation and allegiances. After all, the 
EU may find itself not only to be the subject but essentially the object of mutual 
boundary construction, on the part of the outside, in an inclusive process of re-
designing global political geography.

The Decisive Complementarity of the ‘Other’

Not only is the success of [the EU as a normative power] a precondition for other 
actors to agree to the norms set out by the EU; it also constructs an identity of 
the EU against an image of others in the ‘outside world’. This has important 
implications for the way EU policies treat those others, and for the degree to which 
its adherence to its own norms is scrutinised within the EU.39

The EU ‘We’ embodying its understanding of ‘Self’, its aspirations and capacities, 
but also its abilities to act consistently and coherently on the international arena, 
is an important stepping stone for the EU to become a ‘credible force for good’. 
However, it needs to have clarity about its internal structures and external 
practices to be able to project its image integrally to the outside. This, however, is 
only a small part of the ‘Grand Strategy’.40

As Diez (2005) contends, in order for the EU to be an effective and legitimate 
global player, inclusive of its normative aspirations, it needs to ensure that the 
‘other’ too constitutes an essential and positive referent in EU identity-building: ‘it 
is only through the relation to the Other, the relation to what it is not, to precisely 
what it lacks, to what has been called its constitutive outside that the “positive” 
meaning of [identity] can be constructed’.41

The issue of the ‘other’ and the process of ‘othering’ appear to be somewhat 
neglected in contemporary scholarship and the policy-making process, with many 
studies focusing on the centrality of the EU Self. Even where the ‘Other’ briefly 
features as a narrative, its reading, as a rule, is negative and binary.42

‘The other’ is normally conceptualized as part of the EU self, or as an anti-image 
for the EU’s self-development.43 More advanced studies44 conceive of ‘the other’ 
as part of the ‘utopian’ narrative for the EU’s external projection. ‘The other’ 
in this case is imagined within the space between the EU’s current Self and its 
own aspirational ‘utopia’ (‘better Self’): after all ‘the EU can best learn about its 
own flaws and potentials and become a meaningful utopia for its own citizens by 
“bringing the outside world back in” ’.45 The potential caveat of this visualization 
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of  ‘the other’ is that it reflects the future narrative which may ‘allow EU actors to 
disregard their own shortcomings unless a degree of self-reflexivity is inserted’.46 
The EU indeed often struggles to reconcile its high-powered rhetoric of vision for 
‘the Self’ as a ‘credible force for good’ with its daily practices, ridden by power 
asymmetries and the perception of its almost self-righteousness in driving the 
outside to its standards.

Many scholarly accounts,47 although in theory recognizing the inter-subjective 
nature of the ‘otherness’ in the process of identifying one’s ‘Self’ and their relations 
with the external environment, are nevertheless more concerned with the relational 
centrality of the EU in the projection of its appeal as a ‘greater power’; while ‘the 
Other has the option of either accepting how it is characterised or challenging its 
constitution with contending representations’.48

In other words, ‘the other’ still remains an alien and unwelcome outside, which 
continues to be seen more as a potential threat to the achievements of stability 
and order within the ‘We-group’ construct necessitating respective practices of 
defensive boundary-closure and control on the EU part, to eliminate the destructive 
influences of  ‘the other’.49

In the increasingly changing global order, where one’s authority is no longer 
a given, and one’s normative appeal should no longer be taken for granted, a 
new understanding of ‘the other’ as of ‘a different kind’ which requires an 
effort of contextualization and a degree of acceptance of different modalities of 
living, a new thinking of relational importance of the outside is long overdue. 
After all, as M. Smith argues (1996), the EU has now moved towards adopting 
a more encompassing framework – that of a ‘politics of inclusion’ – which 
demands ‘diversity of method and paths of developments’; ‘the internalization 
of disturbance rather than its containment’; ‘focus on access rather than on 
control’, and which offers the discourse of  ‘negotiated order’, which ‘focuses less 
on difference than on variety’.50

To ensure that self-reflexivity is firmly embedded in the EU’s relations with 
outsides, and forms an important part of its construction of  ‘the Self’ especially as a 
‘credible force for good’, the inclusion of  ‘the other’ in the process of EU identity-
building as different, and not as subordinate, or inferior or pertaining a threat, is 
essential, in order to gauge the success of its actions and the extent of its legitimation 
by the external milieu. Furthermore, the relationship between the inside and the 
outside is invariably dialectical and fluid, and requires constant scrutiny of one’s 
self against the other’s perceptions, to achieve reciprocity in their relations and the 
equivalence of goals and gains:

Identities are seen always to require another against which they are constructed; an 
other which they thus construct at the same time … Foreign policy, from such an 
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angle, is not the representation of the nation to others as a pre-given object, but a 
construction of the nation in the very moment of representation.51

The analysis of the EU’s treatment of neighbourhood52 has revealed that the EU’s 
biggest problem is less to do with its policy inconsistency or the lack of cohesion 
in projecting its representation externally. The EU explicitly stumbles over the 
conception of  ‘the other’, which is often acknowledged but not defined. In rhetoric 
the EU pledges joint ownership and partnership:

The EU does not seek to impose priorities or conditions on its partners… There can 
be no question of asking partners to accept a pre-determined set of priorities. These 
will be defined by common consent and will thus vary from country to country.53

In practice, EU-neighbour relations remain asymmetrical, and EU-driven, 
with limited understanding of the partners’ internal boundaries – especially of 
geopolitical and cultural nature – and perceptions of partners as ‘needy’ and 
‘inferior’:54 ‘The ENP is not a joint ownership of Ukraine and the EU. From the 
very beginning the ENP remains a unilateral initiative of the EU, and its framework 
is not … in line with the national interests of Ukraine (MFA position 2010).55

Even if clarity and internal cohesiveness are fostered, owing to the provisions of 
the Lisbon Treaty, without better understanding and respective contextualization 
of its external environment, the EU is unlikely to bolster its credibility as a ‘force 
for good’, and as a future ‘Significant We’. It has taken the EU several rounds to 
realize, at least on a discourse level, through various iterations of the ENP, that 
neighbours’ representation should form an important part of the EU’s agenda-
setting, to ensure both policy’s effectiveness and modelling of the EU as a ‘force 
for good’:

There is a need for greater flexibility and more tailored responses in dealing with 
rapidly evolving partners and reform needs… The EU does not seek to impose a 
model or a ready-made recipe for political reform, but it will insist that each partner 
country’s reform process reflect a clear commitment to universal values that form 
the basis of our renewed approach.56

Defining ‘the other’, however, does not only entail recognition, but more so, an 
understanding of differences, especially pertaining to values, traditions, norms 
of behaviour and boundaries as those that historically have determined the 
practised modus operandi by the outsiders. This new learning should in turn allow 
for comprehension of cultural/historical causalities and of true meanings of 
the respective behavioural patterns, with the view not to inculcate the ‘better’ 
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ones, but to adapt and share best practices through a long-term cooperation and 
exchange. This cooperation should lead to the development of more sustainable 
patterns of interaction to ensure that only through reciprocity of interests and 
tangibility of incentives, a joint future of mutually recognisable best practices is 
built. As Haukkala aptly connotes, ‘the Union should consider a neighbourhood 
policy that is based less on heavy normative convergence and harmonization and 
more on tangible cooperation with more modest rhetoric and clearer material 
incentives’.57 Only by recognizing ‘the other’ as a relational and essential part of 
the EU normative global appeal, the EU, alongside the US and other major players, 
may eventually develop a sustainable strategy of external relations, and shift away 
from its colonial rationality of compliance and convergence. ‘To govern less is to 
govern better’58 would allow for accommodation of diversities in the strife for a 
sustainable and interpolar future.

The Future Agenda

What of the EU’s future relations with the outside, and its eastern neighbours in 
particular? Since their launch, the ENP and especially the EaP have come a long 
way. While witnessing a rapid change in the South, and the protracted pace of 
reforms in the East, the EU has responded with a renewed strategy and a complex 
governance structure (inclusive of new incentives), to keep up the momentum of 
convergence. Notably, the 2011 New Response to the Changing Neighbourhood by the 
Commission further detailed a dual-core approach to the neighbours, with more 
emphasis placed on the multi-lateral track and on regional partnerships which in 
turn have been broken down by a number of activities and supported by the whole 
range of policy instruments.59 The year 2012 has seen the development of specific 
roadmaps for each region and individual countries, whereby the EU’s renewed 
strategy now offers a complex matrix of flagship activities and platforms, especially 
under the EaP, with increased financial and political support. These are designed 
to penetrate and mobilize ‘all strands of society’ (Ibid. 2), thus purposefully 
entangling the neighbours into an elaborate scheme of multiple opportunities, 
with partners’ own responsibility for reforms and drive for further convergence. In 
addition, technical, thematic and financial instruments increasingly abound, often 
co-opting international stakeholders to ensure success, legitimacy and credibility 
of the EU’s engagement with the eastern region. If successful this matrix of  ‘self-
incentivizing’ opportunities could serve as a model for EU external relations in 
the future.

Now, what about practice? There are principally technical and conceptual 
caveats here. Technical deficiencies are plentiful, but rectifiable. The involvement 
of multiple stakeholders, at various levels, for example, requires their proper 
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institutionalization into a system of decision-making in the EU – not an easy 
objective, but potentially achievable. Furthermore, a comprehensive awareness 
campaign is necessary to increase partners’ interest in the opportunities offered. 
Once full engagement occurs, the mechanism of ‘more for more’ is activated. In 
summary, these technicalities do not per se posit insurmountable obstacles on the 
way to expanding cooperation with the outsiders.

The more fundamental difficulty still relates to the EU’s modus operandi, 
which continues to be expressly Eurocentric, and EU-driven. As Laure Delcour 
observes:

Joint ownership of the policy process is critical for the EaP’s multilateral track, 
which is underpinned by logic of socialisation. However, the extent to which this 
track is jointly owned is questionable as the whole process appears to be framed 
principally by the EU, as a general rule, platforms are chaired by the Commission 
and the EEAS, which places the EU at the centre of what currently resembles a hub-
and-spoke rather than a cobweb model of relations.

(2011: 11, emphasis original)

Furthermore, the effectiveness of the new ‘baiting’ strategy – of alluring 
the neighbours into EU structured opportunities to trigger compliance and 
convergence – still explicitly depends whether or not the EU can and is willing 
to learn about ‘the other’ – the partner countries themselves – which not only 
involves ‘hearing them’, but also ‘listening to’ their needs and concerns, and 
attending to their ideas and suggestions:

If partners are equal, they negotiate to reach common grounds. It looks like though 
EU officials have their own explanations for not following this rule: they choose 
partners who close to their norms, which is fine from practical reasons. Foreign 
policy is however conditioned by national interests and should be independent from 
regime or specificity of any government. Interests are not values. As partners we 
may have different potentials, but as independent polities, we are equal, and should 
be treated with respect, which is the basis for a normal and progressive dialogue

(Deputy Minister, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Belarus,  
21 September 2009)60

And this is clearly a long-term objective, assuming an overhaul of EU modus 
operandi and the place of ‘the other’ in EU ‘self-identity’. The process of ‘othering’ 
and understanding the interface of the two dimensions – of the ‘We’ and the 



The EU and its Eastern Neigbours 277

‘Other’ – are vitally important to make the EU’s external policies effective and 
legitimate. The overarching aim is much broader than its constitutive parts, and 
refers to cultivating the EU’s image as a credible and legitimate global player. This 
may only be feasible by de-centring the focus from the EU onto partner countries,61 
and treating them as equally significant in the process of propagating EU self-
identity and its cohesive self-representation abroad. The equal balancing of ‘We’ 
and the ‘Other’ in the EU’s projection of ‘Self’ as a global actor particularly holds 
value for what increasingly appears to be an inter-dependent world. If the EU 
wishes to become a ‘credible force for good’, without ‘the other’ – no matter how 
perfective a new formula may be – EU governance, on its own, will not succeed.
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Southern Barbarians?
A Postcolonial Critique of EUniversalism

Kalypso Nicolaïdis

They eat with their fingers instead of  with chopsticks such as we use. They show their feelings 
without any self-control. They cannot understand the meaning of  written characters

(from Boxer, 1951, The Christian Century in Japan: 1549–1650)

Pooling Sovereignty, Pooling Colonies

In today’s Japan, one can eat a delicious noodle soup exhibiting a circle of meat 
swimming at its periphery.1 The dish is called ‘Southern Barbarians’, as is an 
elegant sixteenth-century painting attributed to Kano Sanraku depicting a bunch 
of white men walking ashore from a grand ship presumably sailing from the South 
Sea. These were the Europeans of the time, Nanban or Southern Barbarians. The 
Japanese abandoned the term Nanban during the Meiji restoration, as it did not seem 
excessively compatible with radical westernization. By then, even if the latter had 
come to be embraced as much as a strategy of resistance to as one of emulation of 
the West, Europeans could no longer be considered as fundamentally uncivilized or 
‘barbarian’, a term coined by Athenians to designate their own Others, those who 
fell outside the laws of the polis. From their perspective, if by the late nineteenth 
century Europe was clearly seen as the source of superior technology – the material 
dimension of civilization – the world over, the same could not be said for European 
or Western spirit. If the word Nanban is still used in today’s Japan, we are told that 
it is meant in picturesque and affectionate spirit, used jokingly to refer to Western 
people or civilization in a cultured manner – a faint echo of yesterday’s intense 
enmity and rivalry, hardly a matter for passion, desire or hatred.

How should we contemplate the baring of such subtle mentalities beyond the 
European continent on contemporary attempts at political union within it? Above 
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all, by calling for individual and institutional awareness on the part of ‘Europe’. To 
suggest that today’s Europeans remember how their forbearers were perceived as 
Southern Barbarians is not only to ask them to consider how colonial echoes linger on 
in continued perceptions from the rest of the world. It is also an invitation to radical 
decentring: to free themselves from Eurocentrism and consider the globe from 
other points of view, whatever place Europeans may hold from the vantage point;2 
to remember that Europe itself was constructed through the fashioning of various 
‘barbarians’, ‘others’ beyond its own shifting limits, who defined its own claims to 
a ‘civilized’ identity; and fascinatingly, to turn the tables around and consider that 
Europe might be somebody else’s inferior ‘South’ or yet more unsettling, a faraway 
province of which is known little – and even to consider that such a reduced status 
can be the object of a smile, a shrug of irreverence, a nod to irrelevance.

It should come as no surprise that such a ‘decentring’ mindset is rather marginal 
in today’s institutional incarnation of Europe, the European Union. Instead, the 
dominant discourse and ambition is that of global purpose and power, that of benign 
hegemony committed to upholding its values around the world through peaceful 
means, and to selling its new brand of ‘civil’ relations between states to other relevant 
arena of governance, be they regional or global. To be sure, there has been the sense 
from the beginning a talk of a third way between the US and the Soviet Union, 
that the only power the EU can claim for itself is that of ‘superpowerlessness’.3 
But less face it. However self deprecatory, such superpowerlessness has come to 
be framed as civilian, civilizing or normative powerhood, clearly not by Europeans 
truly aware of being seen by many in the ‘global south’ as the descendants of some 
version of ‘southern barbarians.’4

Should not the multifaceted crisis which has befallen the EU since 2009 and 
saw Europeans seeking rescue from (re)emerging actors from the global south truly 
constitute a moment of self-reflection in this regard?

As the many contributions in this volume make clear, echoes of European 
colonialism are present to this day, and not just in radical leftist anti-imperialist 
speeches around the world. Nor do these echoes belong only to one member state 
or another – although to be sure, France’s imprint looms large in this story when 
it comes to Africa, as does Britain’s when it comes to South Asia and both when it 
comes to the Middle East. Instead, as I will argue here, such echoes are linked to the 
very origins of the European project.

This chapter asks how the EC, and later the EU, dealt with its colonial legacy. 
Or rather, it points to avenues and ways in which we should ask the question. It 
is grounded in a broader research agenda committed to ‘Rethinking Europe in a 
non-European World’: a ‘non-European world’ both objectively, as continued US 
dominance and the rise of new powers, imply the progressive marginalization of 
Europe, and a ‘non-European world’ subjectively, that is a world in stark contrast 
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to the past three centuries when ‘southern barbarians’ were thought to shape the 
political geography of the entire globe.

By exploring both the echoes of colonialism in today’s EU discourse and 
practice and the signs of its potential postcolonial maturity, I hope to suggest 
that Europe has spent a half century negotiating this transition to a non-European 
world and is now at a crossroads. In one outcome it would succumb to its colonial 
gene; in the other it would live up to its postcolonial aspiration. The later term is 
intentionally borrowed from the post-decolonization literature to ask whether the 
EU can truly share in the fate and state of mind of the postcolonial world beyond 
its borders.

In Part I (the Virgin Birth) I sketch out very schematically the strategies 
employed by the EC at the creation and in later years to reinvent a Europe that 
could deny the paternity of its founding member states, embedded as it was in 
the matrix of war itself. In part II (the Colonial Gene), I ask whether and to what 
extent we can nevertheless recognize Europe’s core nature in the discourse and 
practice emanating over the years from the European Union. Finally in Part III 
(the Postcolonial Aspiration) I turn to a normative appraisal, defining what I 
would take to be a postcolonial ethos for Europe and pointing to some of the ways 
in which the EU could yet invent and fine tune a genuinely postcolonial agenda.

The Virgin Birth or the Reinvention of Europe

Inconvenient pasts are not all born equal. It is often said that the EU is grounded 
in the memory of the past and that the need to transcend such a past is still the 
glue that binds Europeans. But there seems to be only one past relevant to this 
story, a war which tore the continent apart fifty years ago. Europe’s other past, 
that of its relations with the rest of the world from the beginning of the colonial 
era four centuries ago until the very creation of the EC/EU, somehow does not 
figure in this narrative. Yet this past has also never been far from the surface, 
acting as a backdrop for Europe’s cautious self-reassertion on the global stage, 
first in the context of the cold war, and above all in the post-Cold War era. Thus, 
the progressive, tentative and even timid resurgence of the idea and practice of 
‘Europe as a model’ can be seen as the product of a mixed strategy of amnesia, 
redirection and atonement on the part of public figures, intellectuals and the 
various actors of foreign policy.

Amnesia and Denial

The European Community was born not only of a desire for a radical break with 
the past, war and nationalism; it was also born out of desire for continuity and 



Echoes of Empire284

collective management of a colonial world – above all the African continent – that 
was slipping out of the grasp of its member states individually. As Peo Hansen and 
Stefan Jonsson illustrate vividly in their chapter, European integration was from 
the post-war to the 1960s inextricably bound up with the so-called Eurafrica project 
of what Nkrumah later called collective colonialism.5 Starting with initial attempts 
to institute Franco-British colonial cooperation, through to the Hague Congress of 
Europe in 1948, the Eurafrica project became that of all founding member states. 
This meant pooling sovereignty in order to pool colonies, as pointed out by the 
UK representative Lord Layton when he called on the Hague assembly to think 
of these overseas territories ‘not as the possessions of any one country’ but lands 
that ‘have to be integrated with all the countries of Europe and all the overseas 
territories’.6 If the initial idea was joint exploitation of the African continent to 
resolve Europe’s raw material deficit, demographic deficit, or the dollar deficit, the 
rationale quickly took on a geopolitical dimension, with Eurafrica as the key to 
Europe as third force. Even if the ‘Monnet Plan for Africa’ (a grouping with its 
own High Authority) was never implemented, Schuman picked up on Monnet’s 
suggestion that France could give Africa as a ‘dowry to Europe’ with the backing of 
the likes of Adenauer’s Germany as well as many Scandinavians for whom sharing 
colonies meant sharing markets. And so the Treaty of Rome associated with the 
nascent EC through trade preferences all of the member states’ colonial possessions 
(French West and Equatorial Africa, Belgian Congo and Ruanda-Urundi, Italian 
Somaliland and Netherlands New Guinea), without consulting those involved.

Indeed, there was no denying the ubiquitous presence of Europe’s colonial past 
at its creation. But the imprint did not look much like what most Europhiles had 
planned throughout the late 1940s and 1950s. As France in particular was sealing 
its reconciliation with Germany with the stamp of a common market, it was 
caught in a decolonization drama and called De Gaulle to the rescue – although 
the signature of the Rome Treaty preceded his return to power. So if Le Général 
presided over the launch of the new European project it was only as a by-product 
of his newfound Algerian mission. Indeed it is now a forgotten fact that Algeria 
was part of the original EEC, not of course as a ‘member’ but as a (dependent) 
‘territory’. Many proponents of ‘European unity’ had used the argument that it 
would contribute to stemming revolt from the colonies, and in particular from 
Algeria, and the best way to retain this close embrace was to make them part of the 
new integration scheme. Interdependence, it was argued, was a much better fate 
than independence, even if from a European point of view such interdependence 
could only be asymmetric.

But history did not quite go along with the plan. When France and the 
newly sovereign Algeria ‘de-commonised’ their market and their fates after 
1962’s independence, there was no formal process of withdrawal or exclusion of 
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the territories now constituting Algeria from the jurisdiction of the EC; the fact 
that a North African country was an original constituent part of the EC and the 
process by which it came out of it is so clouded in mystery that no map showcasing 
the origins of the EC ever includes the southern shore of the Mediterranean (ask 
schoolchildren in EU countries or indeed their parents). Nor indeed did France deal 
explicitly with the status of the one million ‘Muslim French citizens of Algeria’ 
who had often sided with the Metropole during the war of independence and been 
promised full political rights in the last days of the war: their existence, like that 
of the land from which they came, was simply erased from the annals, while non-
French Algerians simply became a source of cheap labour for the Metropole in 
the postcolonial project. As Shepard argues, the French response to the Algerian 
revolution gave birth to the certainty that decolonization was a stage in the forward 
march of Hegelian linear History, making the messy episodes disappear in a familiar 
liberal narrative of progress.7 According to this new narrative (new that is with 
the break of 1962), the French in general speaking through the voice of their leader 
De Gaulle had not merely resigned themselves to but had actively embraced the 
extension of self-determination and the forward march of liberté, égalité, fraternité 
that had begun with the French revolution.

Beyond France, the narrative of decolonization was shaped or ‘invented’ in 
the first decade of the EC’s existence as the story of a historical culmination of the 
internationalization of the European society of nations: a world of sovereign states 
with territorial boundaries based on presumed homogenous nations which had ‘earned 
the right’ to sovereignty. In this context, Algerians would never join Icelanders as 
a people recorded to have defected from the EC. Since there would never be any 
attempt to mould Algerians into Europeans, their separation from France had nothing 
to do with the new Europe. They had never been part though a voluntary contract 
between equal and similar peoples. If we take Renan’s idea of nations as defined by 
what they choose to remember and forget together, the imagined community of 
Europe exorcized the demons of its member states by helping to purge their past and 
its own present of signs that Empires had mattered for many of its member states, as 
well as all of them collectively, right up to the foundation of the EC and during its 
first few years. In this great process of forgetting, the 1960s were a magical decade. 
Suddenly, a continent that had been obsessed with its symbiotic and exploitative 
relations with the colonial world simply rewrote the story that it would tell about 
itself. Kojeve’s and others’ ‘Latin empire’ in the Mediterranean, the plans for Euro-
African integration and the like simply vanished. The European project retreated 
into its (small) self in a grand exercise of political amnesia.

And with amnesia came denial, denial that this quickly forgotten and recent 
past mattered, leading to the widely shared assumption by the end of the 1960s 
that the idea of a unilaterally defined mission (‘domesticating’ world politics in its 
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own image) could still be acceptable in this new postcolonial world. As a result, 
the core tension inherited from Europe’s past remained in a different guise. That is 
the tension between the two faces of European universalism turned EUniversalism, 
namely exceptionalism to the point of justifying domination on one hand and 
solidarism as trans-national responsibility on the other.8

Redirection

To countries like France or Belgium, and later Britain, denial of the relevance 
of their imperial past to the European project would not and could not mean a 
simple retreat within the borders of a middle-size or small power – an EC which 
without its African backyard could hardly have come to matter as a ‘third 
force’. The Westphalian European order might have put an end (or rather tried 
to) to expansionist or interfering tendencies within the European continent, 
but this internal deal had always been balanced by extraterritorial allowance for 
expansionism beyond. And so with the reinvention of decolonization came the 
reinvention of Europe as the next frontier of national ambitions. European nations 
learned to redirect their ambition from without to within. If la Grande France could 
no longer be the hexagone enlarged to the ‘départements et Territoires d’Outre Mer’ 
(DOM- TOM) it would become the hexagone projected onto the continent of Europe 
itself, eventually (fifty years later) to become ‘wider Europe’: the label put forth by 
Brussels to describe the borderlands of Europe destined to become part of its new 
institutionalized sphere of influence. Clearly, in the case of Germany, redirection – 
to the extent that it meant allowing its neighbours to police, tax and ‘civilize’ it – 
was the straightest road to redemption. It may well be the case that these various 
projects of redirection did not turn out as initially planned – the EU is certainly 
not La Grande France and Germany has been arguably unsuccessful at getting its 
neighbours to bind it – but the direction of redirection is still with us sixty years 
later: the EU is an introverted animal, despite its multifaceted presence abroad.9

Such a redirection strategy was much harder for Britain, bent on reconciling its 
three concentric circles of engagement with the world – the US, the Commonwealth 
and the EC. Indeed, one of the core reasons for the Labour government of the 1950s 
to forego the EC option had been a hard core calculation that ‘trade diversion’, 
redirection in the immediate material sense of its trade link from a Commonwealth 
emerging out of the ashes of empire to the European Common Market would simply 
be too costly for food prices, and thus workers in the UK, while weakening the ties 
with the emerging Commonwealth. De Gaulle’s first ‘No’ in 1963 was grounded 
not only on the accusation that the UK was a US Trojan horse but – much more 
ironically, given the then recent French ‘invention of decolonization’ – in the 
argument that the UK’s failure to decolonize fully and radically could be taken 
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as a sign of its lack of commitment to building Europe.10 The message was clear: 
Europeanization could not be complete without genuine redirection. The subtext, 
of course, concerned competitive advantage in trade, France’s obsession with the 
‘level playing field’ and the early convergence between redirection and ‘protection’ 
if not protectionism tout court.

At the same time, decolonization and the transformation of the old colonies into 
battlegrounds of the Cold War also erased any prospect of the EC evolving into a 
relatively independent third force in world politics, confining ‘redirection’ to the 
economic realm for the time being.

The strategy of redirection culminated in the process of reunification of the 
European continent itself at the end of the cold war, when Europe’s east (excluding 
the troublesome Southeast) came to be ‘decolonized’ from its Soviet master and 
reappropriated by the EU in one fell swoop. The sphere of influence of western 
European member states, especially Germany, increased dramatically as a result. 
And with this new wave of decolonization of Europe itself, the EU acquired yet 
a new set of credentials, in theory at least: the membership of nations who had 
lived under the yoke of Empire themselves would presumably bring in an added 
sensitivity to imperial drift. In truth of course, given the EU’s internal power 
imbalances, the new members have not been in any position to contest dominant 
narratives vis-a-vis the rest of the world, with some arguing that in this sense at 
least they are still to some extent in danger of intra-EU ‘colonization’.

Atonement

There was however a third strategy in the reinvention of Europe, itself at odds 
with the first two, but nevertheless a strong theme in Europe’s actions in the world 
since the 1960s. That is the use of the EC/EU as an instrument of atonement on 
behalf of its ex-colonizer member states; as the actor and identity through which 
European powers could seek legitimately to reassert a role in the world – as if their 
new instrument, the EC, could offer its member states a genuine virgin birth! 
The thinking behind the EU’s relationship with former colonies did not only 
emanate from Europe. When public intellectuals like Aimé Césaire called for ‘a new 
humanism’ that would open ‘unimagined possibilities’ to the formerly colonized, 
this was to be a shared project between the previously colonized and colonizers 
predicated on a reconceptualized mutual engagement.11 While European ‘third 
worldism’ of the 1960s and 1970s has come to be castigated as the tears of  the White 
Man by the likes of Pascal Bruckner, who saw it as a screen against more urgent 
imperatives of fighting communism –and more recently by Sarkozy and his derision 
of repentance – there is no want of zeal in EU institutions themselves for active EU 
engagement with ‘the South’.12
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Concretely and early on, the EC’s system of colonial association quickly became 
a setting in which to accommodate the colonies’ independence formally and honour 
the ideal of ‘co-development’ while continuing to gain from them economically and 
strategically. At least in theory, the EC’s early strategy hinged on inversing the 
exploitative tropes of the colonial era (fair and stable price for primary commodities 
through Stabex; unilateral market opening in the interest of infant industries, 
etc). More generally and in contrast with the US, the EU systematically favoured 
diplomatic engagement rather than balancing, containment or coercive diplomacy. 
From its inception, the EU’s complex series of external trade preferences either 
followed pragmatic economic lines or were based on postcolonial ties. This is not the 
place to assess whether the EU’s considerable development aid program was used 
to influence post-independence governments of the former colonies, or in a more 
benign manner as a way of expiating postcolonial guilt. What is clear, however, is 
that the more hands-off attitude of the 1960s and 1970s changed somewhat after 
1992 and the adoption of the Maastricht Treaty, which made the promotion of 
democracy and the rule of law in the rest of the world one of the primary goals 
of the European Union’s Common Foreign and Security Policy.13 Following suit, 
the Lome IV agreement in 1989 allowed sanctions and political conditionality to 
be applied to aid recipients in the ACP in breach of good governance and rule of 
law requirements. But such conditionality has rarely been applied, and when it 
has it tends to be in the form of positive rather than negative conditionality. At 
least in theory, coercion is usually eschewed in favour of enmeshment. To be sure, 
the EU brand of the development agenda may not have abandoned the old profit 
motive, but it is now dressed up in the new clothes of partnership. But as the 
chapter by Jones and Weinhardt illustrates, the EU’s attempt to negotiate new 
‘Economic Partnership Agreements’ with ACP countries over the last decade has 
proved far from convincing to its partners. Indeed, whatever the actual ground 
for their perceptions, most ACP negotiators involved in the process have shown 
extreme sensitivity to the ubiquity of colonial undertone and behaviour on the part 
of their EU counterpart, including the insensitivity of the later to expert studies 
contradicting their model of development for Africa.

Over time, the three strategies of denial, redirection and atonement combined 
to shape a vision of the EU’s role in the world as a ‘civil’, ‘benign’, ‘quiet’, ‘moral’, 
‘transformative’ actor who, through the force of such qualifiers, has slowly 
recovered the descriptor and indeed the attributes of power. By perceiving itself 
as a ‘community of memory’ the EU can in good conscience avoid that part of its 
past whose echoes are today most difficult to overcome. The strategy of redirection 
allowed the construction of an ‘EUtopia’ out of purely internal bargains over 
sovereignty, and thus a ‘European model’ which would progressively come to serve 
as the basis for a new narrative of projection.14 And the goal of atonement fuelled 
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the EU’s commitment to another kind of engagement with the rest of the world. 
To what extent then has this reinvention of Europe succeeded? To what extent is 
the EU, actually or potentially, capable of transcending the colonial past of at least 
some of its member states?

The Colonial Gene or the Nature of the European Project

Unilateral Universalism and European Exceptionalism

We can call ‘EUniversalism’ the belief that norms and rules developed in the context 
of EU polity-building and policy-making are largely applicable – even if through 
necessary adaptation – to different contexts of regional and global governance. 
Today’s brand of EUniversalism is grounded on familiar tropes: rights, values, 
icons. According to the Oxford English Dictionary, universalism is ‘the doctrine of 
universal salvation or redemption’. ‘Universal’ can depict anything that everyone 
recognizes and accepts as fundamental, indivisible and relevant to all human beings. 
In its most general acceptation, universalism then is a shared belief regarding the 
validity of a set of principles for all human beings. In its secular version, it is a ‘belief 
in the brotherhood of all men in a manner not subject to national allegiances’. In 
the realm of sociology and economics, it refers to a movement in ‘opposition to 
particularism or regionalism’. The Weberian definition meanwhile reintroduces an 
ethical dimension, describing universalism as ‘the insistence on treatment of all 
men by the same generalized, impersonal standards’.

In contrast with this (impossible? Incredibly demanding?) ‘bird’s eye view’ 
version of universalism, the term has historically served to name particular discursive 
traditions, as it is in the nature of universalism itself that it’s always in the eye of 
the beholder. There are of course non-European forms of universalism, such as that 
of Islam or the Chinese beliefs in the universal qualities of its societal values (for 
instance, ‘ultimate perfection’). But the brand of universalism originating in Europe 
and directed outside Europe managed to find a material translation which none of 
the others had found before. As such, European universalism has historically been 
a project for the world as much as a vision of the world.

As a project of a particular human community then, universalism has remained a 
discourse on the ability of one’s community to define, embody and uphold whatever 
it is that is deemed to be universal and the legitimacy of promoting it in the rest 
of the world. It is a claim about oneself as much as about the rest of the world, 
conditioned by a geopolitical narrative. If, in Ruggie’s formulation, hegemony is 
the fusing of power and purpose, a unilateral universalist discourse extends this 
logic by rooting the avowed purpose in the power of attraction rather than power 
tout court.
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I use the term unilateral universalism to convey the tension associated with the 
emanation of the universal from a single source. The idea that Europe (or the EU) 
can be and should be the sources of norms, values and standards applicable to the 
rest of the world has been enduring to say the least. Like the anthropic principle 
in cosmology, there is a strong and a weak version of European universalism. 
The strong version consists in the belief that the standards define Europe itself, 
its ‘soul’, its ‘enlightenment inheritance’, and that Europe should actively be 
promoting them as an actor in its own right; whereas the weak version simply 
asserts that universally sourced values can be or happen to be (best?) promoted 
by Europeans

Thus universalism as a project has historically been rooted in what may appear 
as its contradiction: exceptionalism, or the idea held by a given political community 
(group, nation, or group of nations) that it is uniquely predisposed by ‘who we 
are’ (history, values, culture) to spread these values/principles in the world. 
Exceptionalism then stands as the condition of possibility of unilateral universalism. 
To be sure, every nation considers itself somewhat exceptional, from the US as a 
‘City upon a Hill’ to the Chinese eternal empire (how these exceptionalisms differ 
is a whole topic onto itself). ‘Invented here’, however, is not only a syndrome 
of the French and British descendants of those who stormed the Bastille and the 
Dartmouth to appropriate the brioche and Darjeeling tea. There are also those whose 
forefathers built the Parthenon and Westminster as they ‘invented’ democracy, 
while the Dutch ‘invented’ democratic peace, the Spaniards constitutionalized 
regionalism, the Italians the republic of cities. And while exceptionalism is the 
most widely shared European trait among its various nationalities, it has become 
the hallmark of the EU itself, all too often described as a unique achievement in 
human history: ‘the most advanced experiment in multilateralism ever devised’15 – 
not a model, but the model.

When José Manuel Barroso, President of the Commission, defined the EU 
as a ‘moral power’ he added an essentialist tone to the avowedly more neutral 
academic idea of the EU as a ‘normative power’.16 Indeed, Kant feared the goal of 
constitutionalizing ethics as dangerously totalizing,17 a caution that may ultimately 
apply to the global constitutionalization of ‘universalism’ as a European moral 
project. Moralized universalist approaches have all too often often been invoked 
pragmatically to legitimate harder forms of power discussed in this volume. But 
the point about either terminology is similar – to try to persuade interlocutors that 
European power is rooted in ideas not capacity, in ideational rather than material 
resources. In addition to the basic attempt at contrasting ideas and power, another 
more subtle shift underpins this discourse, from defending cooperation based on 
shared interests to one based on shared values or norms – from the conviction that 
what we do together ought to serve our mutual interests to the idea that it must 
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be consistent with, grounded on who we are. Is this such a benign turn? Is it not 
the case that the politics of identity was precisely what European enlightenment 
(unsuccessfully) tried to escape? Thus the perennial question: to the extent that 
universalism is grounded in a certain moralism, is universalism the ultimate shared 
value, or on the contrary a re-branding of localized values?

Europe as a Would-be Standard Setter: From Standards 
of Civilization to Standards of Accession

So, to what extent then is EUniversalism an echo of the brand of European 
universalism which drove the imperialism of yesteryear? European universalism 
certainly goes back a long way and exhibits a striking continuity in the idea of 
Europe as standard setter, the centre of a world hierarchically divided between the 
standard bearers of civilization and its un/less civilized periphery, itself assessed 
and ordered on the basis of these standards.18

We can find the germs of European universalism in late medieval, culturalist 
formulations of Christian fraternity, that is, in the notion that all Christians were 
created equal in the eyes of God (a claim echoed in Islamic thought). Over time, 
this universalism ‘became increasingly inclusionary, grounded in the rediscovery 
of classical Stoic thought during the Renaissance, and the dawn of secularism. This 
transition can be conceived of as a shift from a Catholic with a capital “C” to a 
catholic with a lower case “c” understanding of human relationships and rights. Yet, 
even as universalism became more open, anyone wishing to partake of the enlarging 
human fraternity was expected to adopt Christian or post-Christian ideals.’19 Thus 
until the eighteenth century, the European-as-international society was grounded 
on the assumption that only European Christian sovereigns could count as part of 
the international system of states, or more subtly, that a prerequisite for taking part 
in the ‘international’ system as a state in full sovereign standing was conformity 
with a particular religious and civilizational cultural community, namely that of 
Europe. That this vision clearly ignored much of European and world history of 
the preceding millennium remained inconsequential to the Eurocentric narrative 
which accompanied the early explosion of the industrial revolution.20

By the late eighteenth century however, aspirations to independence in some 
former colonies (the United States, for instance) combined with the growing 
interaction between European and non-European (non-white) communities in trade 
and commerce at the dawn of the New Imperialism made it necessary to rethink this 
radical dual premise and come up with some kind of modus vivendi with ‘uncivilized 
others’. Bridges needed to be built between the two orders by reconceptualizing 
the criteria of membership in international society. At the same time and on a more 
practical note, some kind of ‘standard’ was also required for ‘protecting European 
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life, liberty and property in sometimes hostile non-European countries.’ Within 
Europe, however, the secularization of politics in the wake of the French Revolution 
and the decline of absolute monarchism had brought about a complex situation in 
which rights to statehood could no longer be based on merely religious terms and 
notions of a ‘Public Law of Europe’. But while in Europe a plethora of organizational 
and political forms could give rise to sovereign statehood, even progressive thinkers 
could not imagine that European states should, faced with the seemingly ‘savage’ 
and ‘backward’ social and political practices encountered outside Europe, recognize 
non-European communities as politically equal and entitled to the privilege of non-
intervention conferred upon states under the existing rules governing the European 
society of states.

In this sense, the recourse to the concept of a common ‘European Civilization’ 
(despite all existing differences) whose essential characteristics (its ‘standard’) could 
function as a guideline of development for non-European societies was a vehicle to 
bring into harmony the conflicting necessities of accepting internal diversity and 
justifying external intervention. So by the end of the eighteenth century, Europe 
had begun to define in non-religious terms what the ‘entrance test’ into the club of 
sovereign states should be. The result was a regime of interacting norms, some formal 
and others informal, which specified what it meant to be sufficiently ‘civilized’ and 
thus gain all or some of the privileges afforded to independent states, such as non-
intervention, legal sovereignty, tax autonomy and so forth, as well as membership 
in emerging international organizations. By the late nineteenth century, these came 
to be referred to as ‘Standard of Civilization’ reflecting both a socio-legal as well as a 
moral attitude to non-European societies. While there is not one dominant conception 
as to a single and objective ‘standard’, these gained overwhelming acceptance 
and achieved an increasingly explicit status ‘codified in treaties, articulated by 
the publicists, and embedded as a rule of customary international law’,21, 22 which 
reflected domestic norms as to what ‘good government’ meant at the time. More 
specifically, Gong argues that at least five specific requirements formed part of 
the full-blown ‘standard of Civilization’ at the beginning of the twentieth century 
and that, depending on a territory’s ability to conform to those standards, it was 
classified as ‘fit for sovereignty’. Thus, to qualify for membership in the international 
society, a state had to maintain: i) a guarantee of basic rights to locals and foreigners. 
Rights ordinarily considered ‘basic’ were those of property and commerce, and some 
freedom of life, religion and movement; ii) functioning political and administrative 
bureaucracy that could govern rationally and effectively maintain a monopoly of 
force through military capabilities; iii) a commitment to the rules and obligations of 
European international law – including the modern law of warfare – and a Western 
tradition of jurisprudence, i.e. a rational and efficient system of courts adjudicating 
in accordance with a written legal code that conforms to European conceptions of 
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basic justice; iv) an adequate diplomatic system to ensure communication between 
sovereign states; v) a subjective notion that social and cultural customs and 
practices followed European ideas of morality and prudence. This meant for example 
that suttee, polygamy, and slavery were considered ‘uncivilized’, and therefore 
unacceptable. Clearly these criteria were eminently subjective and left existing 
members of the European ‘international society’ with a wide margin of appreciation 
for rejecting membership on grounds of ‘otherness’.

A universalist project starts from the presumption that it is legitimate to 
proselytize, actively ‘export’ one’s values beyond one’s shores, at least under the 
weak version discussed above, arrogate to oneself the responsibility to enforce 
presumed universal values abroad. How similar are the ‘standards of civilization’ 
which determined access to statehood in the nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries and the EU’s ‘Copenhagen criteria’ for accession and their corollary 
definition of ‘good governance’ – from the enumeration of democracy, human 
rights and the rule of law to the specific standards set against corruption, judicial 
independence or the freedom of the press? It could be argued that the latter belong 
to the panoply of conditionality used not only by the EU but most international 
organizations. But in the context of enlargement, such standards are not only or 
even mainly about making prudent loans. Rather, they are part of polity-building, 
something akin that is to the EU’s version of ‘manifest destiny’ as shaped by the US 
when it was itself exploring its final frontiers a hundred years earlier. Both polities 
justified expansion in normative terms, the US by reaching its west coast and the 
EU by enlarging to the east, while at the same time both decreed a droit de regard over 
their southern neighbours (the Monroe Doctrine and the Barcelona process). In the 
process, both essentialized their political project, by claiming for themselves a term 
that did not belong exclusively to them: EU-ization became Europeanization, and 
US-ization becomes Americanization. If the second part of the twentieth-century 
has been dominated by another unilateral universalism, that emanating from the 
United States, and by the re-emergence at different times of counter-narratives of 
resistance from around the world, the two universalist project, echo one another 
in striking ways.

Contrary to the US, however, the EU does not only set standards in the context 
of its interaction with individual countries, candidates for membership or otherwise. 
Its standard-setting ambitions have continued to expand to the standards adopted 
by other regional groupings like the Mercosur, or much more recently the Economic 
Partnership Agreements (EPAs) signed with the ACP countries, as pre-conditions 
to inter-regional cooperation; European standard setting has also extended to global 
level as many of the standards adopted by organizations such as the ISO, the FAO 
or even the WTO (e.g., the Singapore standards on competition and government 
procurement) emanate from the EU. Indeed, it is increasingly in the realm of linkage 
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among standards – for instance between trade and environmental issues – that the 
EU has been able to claim first mover advantage and shape the debate in global 
norm setting. The resistance of most other countries to such a normative approach 
(which happens to correlate better with EU interests than with their own) among 
WTO members has been palpable.

Provincializing Westphalia: From Hierarchy to Negotiated 
Sovereignty?

But today’s ‘echoes of colonialisms’ do not arise only from European assertions 
of ‘unilateral universalism’, or from the setting of standards with universal claim, 
an aim which may be more or less reminiscent of nineteenth century standards 
of civilization depending on one’s analytical premise. They are echoes of another 
familiar trope as the EU and its member states engage in an altogether more radical 
project of universal scope and nature: the (re)definition and defence of alternative 
forms of sovereignties in line with what they see as ‘the European model’.

In a nutshell, the argument goes as follows.
Mainstream IR is wielded to Waltz’s conceptualization of international anarchy 

as the absence of world government and therefore the absence of hierarchy.23 But 
this conceptualization fails to take into account the existence of power hierarchies 
not simply as differences in various states’ capability to exercise sovereignty 
as Waltz sees it but as institutionalized differences in the very nature of such 
sovereignty.24 Arguably, what the English school describes as the progressive 
expansion of European inter-national society was in fact an evolution from a two-
tiered international society into an increasingly ‘global’ international society after 
World War II.25 Before decolonization, hierarchy was the name of the game: on one 
hand, a diplomatic system of recognized sovereignty – eg Westphalian toleration 
within Europe, and on the other, an imperial system of denied or constrained sovereignty 
characterized by hierarchy and the extra-territorial enforcement by colonial powers 
of special rights and privileges for their own nationals either directly or through 
capitulation treaties. In this context, the world would eventually be carved into 
sovereign states even if ideally, access to sovereign status was to be police by 
Europe’s standards of civilization. Europe’s own civilizationa; wars during the first 
half of the twentieth century chattered this ambition.

Some would argue that the creation of the EU coincided with the abandonment 
of this dual pattern of order in the global system. After decolonization, the story 
goes, the two-tiered system disappeared. Indeed, if anything, we have witnessed an 
inversion of the prior pattern: Westphalian sovereignty has been rapidly globalized 
through self-determination while Europeans proceeded to construct a ‘civilizing 
community’ among themselves, aiming to civilize each other and justify mutual 
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interference (the later might be predicated on formal equality not colonization 
of say Southern Europe, but some observers might even recognize within the EU 
domination patterns that previously defined colonial relations).

And so here is the paradox of inversion: As Europeans finally succeeded in shaping 
the world according to their own former (Westphalian) image, a new message was 
starting to emanate from a new Europe, involving the abandonment of that image: 
integration across borders, the pooling of sovereignty and the legitimacy of mutual 
intervention in each other’s internal matters. In short, while deferential recognition of  
sovereignty was globalized from Europe outwards, civilizational intrusion was internalized 
within Europe.

But the story does not stop here. Precisely because Europeans believe they 
have found and experimented among themselves with a superior form of negotiated 
sovereignty which can both defer to state interests and transcend them in the 
name of common interests and individual rights, the EU offers itself as a model 
and candidate for normative ‘expansion’ yet again: as Europeans move beyond 
Westphalia, they propose to take the world with them.26

And so, to articulate what is often left unsaid: after inversion must come 
convergence. The EU’s very special brand of triangulation has brought us back to 
the same pattern of Eurocentric definition of the ‘right kind of sovereignty’ to be 
exported to the rest of the world – this time around neither unitary nor conditional 
but negotiated sovereignty. Indeed, the global system has been converging towards 
an uneasy mix of indivisible and conditional sovereignty, toleration and interference 
formally applicable to all under international law.

What is wrong with this picture one may ask? Are we not evolving towards 
a truly universal system governed by common concerns me for the welfare of all 
humanity mediated by negotiated sovereignty? The answer to this question is of 
course highly contested. But the gist of the problem is this. The convergence we 
are talking about here is hardly ‘symmetric’. Elements of hierarchy (beyond mere 
asymmetries of power) continue to exist in the international system as various 
modes of coercion are discursively justified and then formalized. The US many 
not have been a colonial power but it has led this new game (as of course did the 
Soviet Union). Even if formal hierarchical structures and norms were overturned 
by the right to self-determination, the new legal order bestowed rather minimal 
conditions of sovereignty on postcolonial states. Not all sovereigns are born equal. 
Most ‘third world states’ were born insecure and treated as such.27 The very term 
‘third’ world for decolonized states framed the construction of such a ranking after 
decolonization and even the end of the cold war did not fundamentally change the 
asymmetry of global security or financial regimes.

And so, the brand of sovereignty ‘exported’ by the EU may have changed but 
its mode of promotion continues to exhibit similar forms of uni-directionality. 
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Moreover, when going global, Europeans (or the West) do not always export 
‘negotiated sovereignty’ but an old familiar form of asymmetrically conditional 
sovereignty.28 If sovereignty simply means that recognized states are considered the 
legitmate location for good politics and the pursuit of economic development, the 
patterns of EU-ACP relations discussed above do not exhibit a symmetrical regard.29 
In the more extreme cases, we may applaud the duty to intervene contained in the 
2005 UN convention on the responsibility to protect but aimed within European 
or US borders it is not. Within the EU, coercive interference and intervention has 
remained taboo, whether in the context of internal conflicts as in Ireland, Spain or 
Cyprus, or in the context of perceived human rights or rule of law violations in 
specific member states. And of course EU states would never let non-EU ‘outsiders’ 
intervene in their internal conflicts. Arguably the very idea of ‘weak’ or ‘failed’ 
states to justify intervention in postcolonial sttes contributes to perpetuating the 
weakness of these states in ways that would be unthinkable for say Belgian.30

The fate of the term ‘civilization’ itself is enlightening in this regard. The 
decolonization era led to the reframing of the civilizing mission as ‘the modernizing 
mission’ in order to seek to convey the ‘objective connotation’ lacking in the former 
(although ideas of clash of civilizations and the war on terror sought to rehabilitate 
the notion of civilizational divide). And indeed, as far as self-perception goes, the 
notion of civilizing as a project continues to characterize the source itself – the EU 
as a civilian power is not quite yet a ‘civilized power’ itself, but an actor restricting 
itself to ‘civilizing’ others through non imperialist e.g., ‘civilian’ means of external 
action.

Surely however, there are fundamental differences, are there not, between the 
two sequential systems of attempted expansion of European society? Consider both 
intent, what European actors seek to do, and consent, what those outside the EU do of 
their own volition in the context of enlargement for instance. One would argue that 
the implications for EU candidates of disregarding EU prescriptions have little to do 
with the implications of disregarding the ‘standard of civilization’ in the nineteenth 
century which effectively determined whose sovereignty was to be respected: 
non-compliant societies were considered unfit for self-government per se so that no 
sovereign state was supposed to be obliged to respect that society as independent. 
The EU criteria, in contrast, merely function as incentives that if fulfilled will confer 
certain benefits upon the complying non-EU state. The EU does not settle questions 
of recognition on the criteria of international law alone, or on everyone else’s behalf. 
And of course, presumably, countries can choose to become members or not. But 
is such a choice real given the structural constrains created by the EU in its part 
of the world? Were there genuine alternatives to enlargement for east and central 
European countries? As Dimitar Bechev discusses in his chapter, these questions 
have a different connotation in the centre or the periphery of the EU.
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Conclusion:  The Postcolonial Aspiration or 
the Redemption of Europe

So the EU has worked hard to make the world believe in the story of its virgin 
birth. Colonialism, moi! But even with genuine redirection towards its own internal 
project flanked by what I have termed policies of atonement, it cannot escape the 
echoes of its own colonialism and pretend that it is possible to simply engage in 
messianic universalism all over again as if nothing had happened in a previous 
historical era. Those who see intriguing parallels between the old mission civilisatrice 
and EUniversalism do not simply suffer from postcolonial stress disorder, the 
infamous imperial guilt derided by well meaning liberal interventionists. Europe, pas 
tout à fait la même, pas tout à fait une autre, as the poet might have said gazing at the 
EU in light of its colonial shadow.

This does not mean that Europe, and its current incarnation as the EU, is 
trapped in an ever ending neo-colonial role. Beyond the critique of Eurocentricism – 
which is certainly not new – what would it take for the EU to act as a genuine 
‘postcolonial’ power, self-reflexive about the echoes of colonialism and legitimate 
in the eyes of other countries?

In his preface to Fanon’s Les Damnés de la Terre, Sartre writes, ‘We too, the people 
of Europe are being decolonized, let us look at ourselves if we dare and see what it 
makes of us’. To dare and see ought indeed be the starting point of any postcolonial 
exploration. And in this realm, the journey must start with self-reflexivity, that 
is the ability to reflect critically and openly upon both discourse and practice, the 
systematic questioning of the assumptions behind one’s methods, and the capacity 
to draw lessons from outside one’s world – whether from the past or from the 
perceptions of others. Some would argue that such self-reflexivity is exactly what 
l’Europe éternelle is all about. They will say that it is the Renaissance that made self-
doubt synonymous with modernity, as rooted in the scientific tradition of enquiry 
going back to ancient Greece. Perhaps. But they forget that Buddhists, Confucians 
and many other unrecorded individuals and groups, practised systematic self-
doubt well before Europeans, albeit perhaps under different social and epistemic 
conditions. More importantly, even if there is no dearth of self-doubt in Europe in 
this crisis era, somehow, the state of mind seems to wither away when it comes to 
engaging with its ex-colonial domain. Ask our non-European partners engaged in 
‘partnership’ negotiations, the story told by Jones and Weinhardt in this volume.

To be sure, the ‘postcolonial ethos’ does not belong to Europeans. It would indeed 
be the ultimate irony of eurocentricism to ‘steal’ postcolonialism for those who have 
so struggled under its banner. While thinkers like Fanon, Foucault and Said provided 
crucial initial inspiration, those ‘at the origin’ of the postcolonial movement were 
usually fiction writers from ex-colonial countries, whose literary narratives carried 
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a great deal of political significance.31 These authors were joined by migrants to the 
west with a strong sense of coming from cultural and political peripheries who did 
not accept a seamless integration into their new society. Instead, ‘armed with the 
aura of the activism and empowerment of the national liberation movements, they 
began to ask awkward questions about western history and the implicit assumptions 
of western knowledge.’32 Thus, the original postcolonial ethos is marked by an 
imperative of ‘decentring’, privileging as it does the margin and migrants over 
the centre and settlers, the ubiquity of resistance to elite domination on the part 
of the subaltern and the weak, radical thinking about gender and modernity, the 
deconstruction of identities as contingent, the emphasis on subjectivity, and the 
sensitivity of the cast-aside and the concern to see through their eyes.

In recent years, as the field of postcolonial studies has progressively evolved 
from the particular to the abstract, from local narratives to apprehensions of global 
cultural and political relations, from the assertion of resistance to embracing 
hybridity, and from third-world to perspectives escaping ascription and localization, 
the potential for dialogue with more mainstream IR as well as European studies 
has also progressively widened (inter alia, Loomba,33 Huggan and Law34). In this 
space of dialogue, Europe emerges as a complex space, ‘which is often imagined and 
oblivious of its politics of inclusion and exclusion towards migrants, asylum seekers 
and refugees, as well as of its take on internal conflicts, political transitions and 
cosmopolitan imaginary’.35 Yes, it is this obliviousness which we must challenge.

The question remains: If the EU is our agenda, do we necessarily need to follow 
Dipesh Chakrabarty who calls for Third World histories to be written in a way that 
marginalizes Europe instead of being simply variants of a master narrative in which 
Europe remains the subject?36 Or should we side with Darby who argues that ‘the 
project of marginalizing Europe runs the risk of failing to recognize how much of 
what was once European has found a place outside Europe and in a sense has become 
non-European’?37 The fact is that whatever the dark side of European universalism, 
we have inherited our understanding of globality from Europe as Postel Vinay 
argues in this volume.

In my view, a ‘responsible Europe’ ought to be a genuinely postcolonial 
Europe which does not itself define alone the terms of its own responsibilities. 
A postcolonial agenda for EU action must be inspired by the ethos of decentring 
and the adoption of signposts, standards or mind-sets to transcend colonial patterns.

One such is to relentlessly demand ‘mutuality’ between nations or group, as 
the obvious opposite referent to colonial patterns of domination and unilateralism. 
Mutuality implies institutionalized symmetry between actors – if not equality per 
se given structural asymmetries of power. It can be obtained at many levels. At 
its most structural, it refers to mutual recognition both in diplomatic and ethical 
terms, or the idea that processes of recognition ought necessarily to be reciprocal. 
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Secondly, it implies that understandings of  ‘free trade’, ‘human rights’ or ‘the rule 
of law’ are shared and fine-tuned within multilateral institutions; it underpins the 
belief that the promotion of avowed universal norms by powerful states without 
the bedrock of true procedural multilateralism which in the end undermine the 
original claim to universalism.38 Thirdly, and in the absence of multilateral options, 
mutuality means some degree of systematic acceptance of influence within each 
other’s polities whereby the inclusion of others is mutually conditioned.39 Finally, 
it means if nothing else that the EU is expected to be consistent between its internal 
and external legal credo. This imperative of consistency – the idea that what we do 
should reflect who we are – is at the core of EU civilian power thinking, requiring 
that the EU follow its own guiding principles when acting beyond its borders: 
integration, prevention, mediation, and persuasion. It would be hard to argue that 
such consistency is in practice the hallmark of European universalism.

At the same time, a postcolonial agenda for Europe must be bound up with 
‘empowerment’ for lack of a more original term. We always need to ask to what 
extent external action empowers (certain) local actors to create their own version 
of this universal ideal – as opposed to receiving a specific and unilateral ‘transplant’ 
from the metropole, as it were. EUniversalism may look fine and acceptable when we 
simply contrast it with parochialism and relativism, or worse the sovereign right of 
authoritarian regimes to harm their citizens as they please. But it no longer seems 
so fine if we contrast it with a true pluralism, where the universal is grounded on 
the stories and experience of all.

We cannot not deny the structural realities of today’s global system, its 
fundamentally hierarchical nature and the asymmetries of power that underlie 
contemporary international relations, including in the EU’s external relations. 
A relationship of ‘influence’ by definition involves an element of inequality and 
hierarchy. But the discourse of the EU-as-a-model has often been grounded in a 
sense of superior normative or cognitive power which Europeans somehow feel 
and believe continues to be their prerogative. This is where self-reflexivity is in 
order, and this is where the Eurocrisis may become a game changer. It may be 
the case that EU actors learn from the other side not just how the EU model may 
best be adapted to fit their context, but how the EU model itself may be enhanced 
based on the experience of other states, regions and peoples. The liberal core 
of the EU and the pluralist nature of its politics are certainly a good ground to 
build from.
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EPILOGUE

Chinese Empire Meets the West:  
A Centennial Conundrum for China

Zhu Liqun and Feng Jicheng

There has been an increasing amount of debate among scholars in international 
relations over the relationship between China and international society,1 and 
China’s present identity in particular. Some contend that China is a status 
quo power,2 while others argue that China is still a revisionist.3 We attempt to 
provide some insight into this question by examining the legacies of the Chinese 
empire, and Western colonialism and imperialism within China. Focusing on the 
interactions between China and the West, we pay special attention to the impact of 
those interactions in the past century and a half on China’s definition of its identity 
in terms of its relationship with international society. We argue that China, with 
its traditional identity as the centre of the Chinese tribute system, has undergone a 
miserable and tortuous quest for its new identity following the intrusion of Western 
imperialism. The chapter will first look at the legacy of the Chinese empire, then go 
on to discuss the details of its encounters with the West and its tortuous journey 
in search of a coherent identity. Finally, we examine China’s redefinition of its 
identity as an integral part of the existing international society.

The Legacy of the Chinese Empire

With the unification of seven states in 221 BC, ancient China naturally evolved 
into a hierarchical feudal empire which was for more than 2,000 years, with the 
exception of certain periods, highly unified and centralized. Politically, it enjoyed 
a highly centralized monarchy with a hierarchical order between the imperial 
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ruler and subjects, and strived for great unity within the empire. This hierarchical 
order was extremely stable and efficient thanks to its organization on a feudal 
economic model of self-sufficient small-scale farming. Farming was valued while 
commerce was discouraged. This hierarchy was justified and further stabilized by 
the dominant ideology of Confucianism to which li (rites or proprieties) and ren 
(benevolence) were central. Rituals were the norms regulating people’s conduct and 
were observed by the ancient Chinese in regulating relations with others according 
to their different roles in society – for instance ruler and subject, father and son 
or husband and wife – with the latter respectively subordinate to the former. The 
practice of benevolent policies, according to Confucians, had everything to do 
with the prosperity and stability of the empire.4 In order to practice benevolence, 
Chinese people at that time turned to self-cultivation5 to set a good example for 
others to follow, and self-restraint to remain faithful to Confucian proprieties. As 
a result, the social structure of imperial China turned into a concentric one within 
which self-restraint was the starting point of ethical relations.6 So ethics was more 
important than law, and the cultivation of profound individual character was the 
key to the stability of the social order.

The domestic social order was also reflected in imperial China’s international 
relations with other polities. This was the tribute system, with China as the 
Middle Kingdom at the centre and various tributary states at the periphery. It 
was a virtually self-contained system. Because of the political and cultural pre-
eminence of the Middle Kingdom, the system operated such that peripheral states 
gave ‘deference and tribute, whilst receiving legitimizing investiture and gifts in 
return, but also being left pretty much under their own rule’.7 This system was 
clearly different from the Westphalian system. It was governed not by the norm 
of sovereignty but by the idea of Tianxia (All under Heaven) and the management 
of guanxi (relationships). The Chinese of the time, due to their long isolation from 
the rest of the world and their limited knowledge of world geography, believed that 
China was the only civilized state in the ‘world’ and that all others were ‘barbarians’. 
China in this system ‘encompassed other units while leaving them considerable 
room for maneuver’.8 Engaging in guanxi with ‘barbarians’ was seen as a means of 
exposing others to the Chinese level of civilization. The tribute system was not 
operated under the balance of power or power politics either. Although China was 
at the time the only big power within the tribute system, it conducted a reciprocal 
relationship with outlying states by rewarding magnanimously the tributes paid 
by vassal states.9 The Chinese Empire even chose to sacrifice profits in this kind of 
‘tributary trade’10 for the sake of safety and security along its borders. It required 
the tributary states to pay periodic homage but exercised self-restraint in its use of 
power by giving autonomy to those junior states instead of conquering them, and 
carried out ‘self-cultivation’ with the aim of acting as a benign power by ordering its 
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own kingdom well. As such, the tribute system, which combined ‘formal hierarchy 
and informal equality’, brought peace and stability to East Asia.11 However, the 
type of principal and subordinate relationship between imperial China and tributary 
states occasionally resulted in resistance, though political and military domination 
and resistance were not distinctive features of the tribute system12 compared with 
the European international system. The tribute system was also a closed one which 
confined the vision of the Chinese to the ‘world’ they knew and made them conceited. 
This meant that when imperial China actually did begin to fall from its strength 
and prosperity of the eighteenth century, it took a long time for it to recognize its 
decline – not to mention the great changes taking place in the Western world.13

The outbreak of the Opium Wars shook the order. The tribute system was 
gradually dismantled and replaced by the treaty system, which imposed a series 
of unequal treaties on China.14 The long-term peace and stability that imperial 
China had cultivated for centuries was destroyed by the arrival of Western-style 
imperialism.15 China’s traditional identity as the centre of the tribute system 
was forced to change. Under the power politics of gunboat diplomacy conducted 
by Western powers, some open-minded Chinese officials and scholars began 
to acknowledge the superiority of Western weapons and to advocate fighting 
imperialist aggression by attempting to emulate this advanced Western technology. 
Since then, China has undergone a bitter and tortuous quest for its identity and has 
made great efforts to learn, adapt and conform to the norms and rules governing 
an international society dominated by Western powers. In this process, it has 
experienced a miserable three-phase transformation: the loss of its traditional 
identity, a long and tortuous quest for its new identity and a reconstruction of its 
identity as an integral member of the existing international society.

Identity Lost with Western Invasions

The outbreak of the first Opium War in 1840 ushered in the phase during which 
China gradually lost its traditional identity through its encounter with Western 
powers. The humiliating unequal treaties forced on China in the wake of the 
aggressive war began to transform it from a complete and independent feudal 
empire into a semi-colony. In face of the stunning change and the weakness exposed 
by China’s defeat at the hands of Western powers, some open-minded officials 
and scholars advocated learning from the West and its advanced technology, and 
subsequently carried out a program of modernization known as the Yangwu (foreign 
matters) Movement in order to build military power and shield the Qing dynasty 
from further foreign aggression.16

This endeavour of building Chinese might was proved a failure by ‘China’s 
stinging defeat in the Sino-Japanese war of 1894’, which ‘fully exposed the 
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impotence of the Qing government and spelt an end to the movement’.17 The 
unequal Treaty of Shimonoseki (1895) forced by Japan on the Qing government 
further worsened China’s status as a semi-colony. The insulting reality of China’s 
defeat by its former tributary state impelled enlightened scholars to reform the 
old feudal regime. They initiated the Reform Movement in 1898, attempting to go 
beyond merely copying Western military science and technology as advocated by 
the Modernization Movement in order to transform China’s political system into 
a constitutional monarchy by adopting Western bourgeois thought and culture.18 
As history unfolded, their efforts also proved ineffectual. This failure further 
exposed the decay of the Qing government and served as a valuable lesson that 
reform within the old political framework would not work.

With mounting external aggression and internal crises in the late nineteenth and 
the early twentieth centuries, and especially the encroachment by the eight-power 
allied forces in 1900, more and more Chinese patriots became disillusioned with the 
feudal monarchy because of its powerlessness to resist foreign partition of China, 
as well as the darkness and decay exposed during the suppression of the internal 
extremist patriotic movement (the Boxer Movement) in 1901. They finally turned 
to revolution as the only way out for China. Revolutionaries under the leadership 
of Dr. Sun Yat-sen, who drew his own political ideas from the French and American 
bourgeois revolutions, concluded from the painful failures of the Reform Movement 
and the harsh realities in China that the nation could be saved only by overthrowing 
the Qing dynasty and replacing it with a bourgeois democratic republic.19 They 
staged the revolution of 1911 and succeeded in overthrowing the feudal monarchy 
that had ruled China for over 2,000 years. However, the revolution did not touch 
the presence of foreign domination. China was still a semi-colony partitioned and 
exploited by foreign imperialist powers.

China’s participation in the First World War in 1917 on the victorious side 
did not bring any change to its semi-colonial status either. China’s legitimate 
demands were rejected at the Paris Peace Conference. The treaty settlement had 
transferred all former German possessions and privileges in China to Japan. This 
unfair treatment triggered the indignation of Beijing students and sparked the 
May Fourth Movement, a patriotic mass movement against foreign imperialism 
and internal traitors. This anti-imperialism movement simultaneously upheld 
the slogan of ‘smash the Confucian Shop’, and brought an upsurge in the cultural 
movement against Confucian ideas.20

As such, from 1840 to 1919, China’s position in the world had collapsed from 
an empire at the centre of the tribute system to a marginal state of Western-led 
international society,21 a semi-colony under the domination of Western and Japanese 
imperialism. In the process of interacting with these powers, China had strongly 
felt its inferiority to them in matters ranging from technology to institutions and 



Chinese Empire Meets the West 307

even to culture. All this had contributed to a sharp psychological decline recognized 
throughout the Chinese population. Moreover, the harsh critique of Confucianism 
represented a complete repudiation of China’s traditional culture and loss of identity.

In the process of self-negation, China’s perception of Western-led international 
society mixed admiration with indignation. On the one hand, China was impressed 
by the military strength demonstrated by Western powers and became gradually 
aware of advanced Western institutions and industrial civilization. Indeed, this 
had driven some open-minded officials and scholars to learn and employ advanced 
Western technology, science and even political systems as exemplified by the 
Modernization Movement, the Reform Movement of 1898 and the Revolution of 
1911.22 On the other hand, China perceived that Western powers were aggressive 
and ready to use force and power politics as necessary means, and ruthlessly 
imposed a series of unequal treaties on China. In China’s eyes, Western powers 
betrayed the norms of equality and sovereignty that they had advertised with the 
purpose of turning China into a political dependency.23

In a word, China, gradually awakened by the superiority of industrialized 
civilization shown by Western military strength, started to learn from the West 
in various ways, yet only to find itself once again bullied and humiliated by foreign 
powers. From its unequal interactions with the West, China learned the lesson that 
‘lagging behind leaves one vulnerable to attacks’, thus setting anti-imperialism, 
national revitalization and modernization as its objectives.

The Tortuous Quest for a New Identity 

The May Fourth Movement of 1919 in China represents a turning point in the 
hard journey towards the rebuilding or redefinition of a national identity. After the 
collapse of the restored feudal monarchy, China fell under the rule of reactionary 
warlords backed up by various foreign powers which ruthlessly robbed Chinese 
people and fought incessantly among themselves, bringing chaos to the country and 
untold suffering to the people. Although efforts were made to revise the unequal 
treaties with foreign powers, few results were achieved.24 The unchanged semi-
colonial status resulted in China’s continued suffering from chronic exploitation by 
foreign powers. Later on, Chiang Kai-shek turned against the revolution launched 
by the revolutionary Nationalist government against the northern warlords, and 
started to rule China with reactionary despotism.25 The already harsh political 
reality was worsened by the invasion of imperialist Japan in the 1930s. The Japanese 
occupation of a large part of Chinese territory further intensified the mounting 
social and political crisis in China at this time.

The great danger of national extinction, coupled with internal political 
darkness, made Chinese people acutely aware of their national identity, giving rise 
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to a discourse on China’s relationship with international society as embodied by 
the cultural debate in the 1930s. It was nominally a debate about the development 
of Chinese culture but actually reflected ideological uncertainty about China’s 
identity in its relationship with international society, which was the continuation 
of past discussions about whether China should keep its traditional culture or be 
Westernized. One school argued that China had lost its cultural particularities 
and that their revival could only be achieved through cultural restoration. This 
argument immediately attracted criticism from those who alleged that what its 
advocates regarded as the essence of Chinese culture actually referred to the old 
feudal ethical principles such as ‘three cardinal guides and five constant virtues’.26 
The opposing school contended that culture could not be divided and wholesale 
westernization was the only way out for China.27 This idea also drew much criticism, 
arguing that different national conditions led to different cultures. Therefore the 
history, customs and habits of a country had to be taken into account in learning 
from the West.28

In essence, the core issues behind this polemic over Chinese cultural restoration 
or wholesale Westernization were what kind of relationship existed between 
China and international society and what was the value system behind each kind 
of relationship? Put differently, what kind of identity should China adopt in its 
relationship with international society? How should China be positioned within 
international society? Fung Yulan, a well-known scholar of Chinese philosophy and 
culture, argued that it was imperative for China to be modernized and to learn from 
the West, and that modernization was not the same as Westernization. He argued: 
‘We used to talk about westernization, but now we talk about modernization. 
This is not just a change of term. It suggests that the reason why western culture 
was considered to be superior is because it is modern not because it is western.’29 
This was the first time that a third way was advocated for China. This idea of 
modernization profoundly influenced the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) and 
China’s later choice.

In the struggle for the final liberation of China, the CCP, since its founding 
in 1921, strongly upheld the banner of anti-imperialism and anti-feudalism and 
finally founded the People’s Republic of China (PRC) after 28 years of tremendous 
struggle. After the founding of new China in 1949, the Chinese people felt great 
dignity in defining its national identity. However, the first 30 years after its 
foundation witnessed a tense relationship between China and the West. China 
was alienated from Western-dominated international society and in most ways 
remained an outsider in the struggle for its rightful place in the family of nations.

This identity as an outsider can be attributed to four main factors: the 
configuration of the international system, Sino-Soviet relations, the policy of the 
CCP towards the legacy of imperialism, and the central leadership’s perception of 
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the then international situation. The first two systemic factors to a great extent 
produced constraints from which it was difficult for China to escape in its interaction 
with international society as it then was. The other two domestic factors, which 
interacted with the systemic ones, also greatly affected the formation of China’s 
identity.

The PRC was founded amidst the hostility created by the fierce confrontation 
of the Cold War between the two blocs led by the capitalist United States and 
the socialist Soviet Union. ‘By 1949, political, ideological and strategic clashes 
between the two superpowers had been crystallized after two years of intense Cold 
War and the division of Europe. World politics was highly dichotomized.’30 The 
tensions between the two blocs provided little possibility for ‘New China as a 
Communist state to be accommodated into the American-dominated international 
society’.31 The United States, unresigned to its policy defeat in supporting the 
KMT government, pursued an all-encompassing containment policy towards 
China effected through political non-recognition, economic embargo and military 
blockade.

Under such a systemic framework, China had no other alternative but to make 
an assertive foreign policy choice: lean to one side. That is, to stand on the side of 
the Soviet-led socialist camp so as to win recognition and support from the socialist 
countries and prevent the American-led Western camp from subverting the newly-
born government. Of course, ideological homogeneity and historical relations 
between the CCP and the Communist Party of the Soviet Union made it easier and 
reasonable for the CCP to make this decision. On 30 June 1949, in commemoration 
of the 28th anniversary of the CCP, Mao Zedong wrote: ‘The lean-to-one-side 
policy has been taught to us by Sun Yat-sen’s 40-year experience and the 28-year 
experience of Chinese Communist Party. We know well if we are to win victory and 
consolidate it, we must lean to one side … the side of imperialism or to the side of 
socialism … there is no third way.’32 Furthermore, China at that time, weak and 
poor, was in great need of capital, technology and equipment to rehabilitate its 
economy and enhance the livelihood of its population. In the face of the economic 
blockade and trade embargo pursued by the American-led alliance, China could only 
turn to the socialist states for assistance. It was under such circumstances that Mao 
Zedong went to Moscow in December 1949 and the Treaty of Friendship, Alliance 
and Mutual Assistance was signed in February 1950 between the two countries.33 
China therefore became an ally of the Soviet Union, which recognized the newly-
established government and provided it with invaluable assistance, including 
‘machinery and equipment, advisers, blueprints and other technical information’.34

The policy of leaning to the Soviet side had a great influence on China’s 
economic development and political organization. The CCP adopted the 
Soviet developmental model, resulting from the fact that China’s aspirations of 
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conducting economic cooperation with the United States had been dashed by 
American anti-communism policy. Just as important, to build socialism from 
scratch was an entirely new cause. China badly needed Soviet aid and experience 
in building a socialist country.35 As such, the economic structure of the Soviet 
Union was taken as a model, representing a planned economy and single public 
ownership, and focusing on the development of heavy industry. This planned and 
centralized economy in return strengthened the needs of a centralized government. 
Inevitably, this blind copying of the Soviet model without due regard to China’s 
own conditions resulted in many problems.36 By the mid-1950s, especially when 
the ideological polemics between the CCP and the Communist Party of the Soviet 
Union (CPSU) broke out in 1956, the CCP began to reflect on its development on 
the basis of specific circumstances in China.37

In addition to the lean-to-one-side policy, China pursued rigorous foreign policies 
with respect to the legacy of imperialism in China, and particularly the unequal 
treaties that had made it possible for imperialist powers to continue to dominate 
China and prevent it from gaining national independence and sovereignty. The 
resulting policies were titled as ‘start anew’ and ‘clean our house thoroughly before 
inviting guests’.38 The former policy meant that the newly established PRC ‘would 
not recognize any old diplomatic relations established by the KMT government 
with other countries. [New China] will negotiate with those countries for the 
establishment of diplomatic relations on new terms. Diplomatic personnel from 
those countries could only be treated as foreign residents in China’.39 The ‘clean 
our house’ policy posited that New China should ‘eliminate all prerogatives and 
influences of imperialist powers in China and establish new diplomatic relations 
with countries across the world on the basis of mutual respect of sovereignty and 
territorial integrity, equality and mutual benefit’.40 These policies were perceived 
by the United States as a ‘repudiation of its international obligations’,41 though the 
‘obligations’ were actually the prerogatives that the United States enjoyed under 
the unequal treaty system. In any case, these policies were used by the United 
States to justify its non-recognition of the PRC.42

The fourth factor was the central leadership’s perception of the world situation 
at the time. Judging from the international hostility that China was facing, the early 
CCP Chinese leaders believed that the main themes of the times were revolution 
and war. Another world war was inevitable. Thus, the CCP consistently held that 
the Chinese Revolution constituted one part of the world revolution. Top priority 
was given to the task of anti-imperialism. Following the ideological debate between 
the CCP and the CPSU and the subsequent Sino-Soviet split which culminated 
in military conflict in 1969, China was fighting against two imperialist powers, 
which objectively alienated it further from international society. Partly because 
of this, China was perceived by the West as a revisionist of international society. 
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This perception of China was further hardened when leftist thinking won out in 
the CCP during the period of the Cultural Revolution, in which the PRC had once 
‘exported revolution’ to the developing world. Faced with grave threats from the 
two superpowers, the PRC called for an international united front against both 
superpowers and advocated revolutionary changes in the existing international 
system.43 Such a radical approach to the international system was later proved to 
be against China’s national interests, and national security in particular.

The interplay of the four factors resulted in the separation of China from 
international society for at least two decades after its founding. First contained 
and encircled by the American-led West and later threatened by both the Soviet 
Union and the United States, China was compelled to develop its relations out 
of the then international system with the newly independent countries in Asia, 
Africa and Latin America by giving moral and/or material support to their 
national liberation movements. Although it aspired to become an equal member of 
the Western-dominated international society, China was forced to remain largely 
an outsider.

The 1970s witnessed some changes in the international environment in which 
China moved. The PRC’s acquisition of a seat in the UN General Assembly and 
Security Council signalled its formal entrance into the international system. And 
the improvement of China’s relationship with the United States starting from the 
early 1970s also predicted greater acceptance of China as an equal member in the 
family of nations. The imminent and predominant threat from the Soviet Union 
impelled China to play down its revolutionary identity in order to align itself with 
the United States in the interests of national security, since the United States was 
the only rival to the Soviet Union. But all this did not bring much change to China’s 
international status, since the United States did not formally recognize China until 
1979 and the United Nations was in fact a tool manipulated by the two dominant 
powers. Nevertheless, these changes suggested the advent of a critical change in 
China’s approach to the existing international system.

Responsible Stakeholder of International Society 

The adoption of a policy of reform and opening up in 1978 marked a turning point 
in China’s approach to its relations with and identity within international society. 
As it implemented the policy in a gradual progression, China has experienced a 
transition from ‘incomplete participation’ to ‘full participation’ in the existing 
international system.44 For China, it has been a gradual learning process of 
socialization into existing international norms. In this process, China’s identity 
has been reconstructed and consolidated, transformed from an outsider into a 
responsible stakeholder of international society.
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This change in identity has been made possible by the transformation of Chinese 
perceptions of the main issues of the times, moving from a perception of the world 
as one of revolution and war to one of peace and development. In the 1980s, Deng 
Xiaoping helped change the previous worldview by pointing out that peace and 
development were the main goals of the world. Deng held that another world war 
could be avoided and would not break out45 since nuclear deterrence prevented the 
occurrence of big wars between great powers and the profound social reforms within 
Western societies had brought stability. His view dramatically changed the earlier 
judgment of the world situation and helped China to embark on a new road.46 In 
spite of the negative events that China has experienced in recent times, such as the 
Tian’anmen incident in 1989 and the Belgrade bombing incident in 1999, its basic 
understanding of the current world situation has not changed. Rather, its perception 
of the world has been extended and deepened in recent years. Cooperation, in addition 
to peace and development, is conceived as the theme and trend of the world.47

This change in perception of the world situation constitutes a precondition for 
the transformation of China’s domestic and foreign policies. Domestically, based 
on this new understanding of the world, China – discarding the ideology of  ‘taking 
class struggle as the principle’48 – has decided to transfer its focus to economic 
development and started opening up to the outside world. Internationally, China 
has abandoned its former policy of taking ideology as a criterion for defining 
friends or foes. Instead, China has begun to deal with different states according 
to its own interests and the trend of development in the world, on the basis of 
independence and the five principles of peaceful coexistence,49 aiming at creating 
a friendlier international environment for the construction of societal well-being 
as well as promoting world peace and global common development. All these 
changes demonstrate that China has begun to regard itself as a part of the world 
and incorporate itself into international society.

With top priority given to economic development since the late 1970s, China 
has vigorously involved itself in the world economy and achieved great economic 
growth through its close interactions with the world market. China’s exports grew 
by a factor of almost 43 from 1979 to 2004, with an annual growth rate of 17.4%.50 
China’s total trade in 2008 reached $2561.6 billion, which accounts for nearly 9% 
of the world total.51 China’s dependency on foreign trade has witnessed a sharp 
increase, from 9.75% in 1978 to 66.6% in 2007.52 More importantly, China has 
integrated itself into the world economic system by joining multilateral economic 
institutions including the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank in 
1980. Its entry into the World Trade Organization in 2001 further symbolizes that 
China is a member of the world economic system.

China has integrated itself into other dimensions of the international system 
since 1978. China’s participation in international security institutions has been 
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very noteworthy. China joined the Conference of Disarmament of the UN in 1980 
and took part in a series of negotiations.53 From 1982 to 1996, China’s membership 
in international security institutions rose from 3 to 15, while the total number 
of international security institutions rose from 9 to 18.54 China’s participation 
has been noticeable even in sensitive political areas. China participated in the 
conferences of the UN Human Rights Committee in 1979 and became a council 
member in 1982.55 In terms of China’s membership in international governmental 
organizations (IGOs), it was – from its beginnings as a newcomer to international 
organizations – a member of 50 IGOs by 2000, catching up with most major 
developing and developed states such as India, the United States and Japan.56 What 
is more, ‘China became increasingly overinvolved in international organizations 
given its level of development’ over the 1990s.57

China’s participation in various international organizations and institutions has 
become more robust since the late 1990s. China was a member of 3090 international 
organizations (IOs) in 2000, among which 1415 are treaty IOs.58 The total number 
rose to 4238 in 2004, among which 1701 are treaty IOs,59 and to 4386 in 2007.60 As 
Medeiros and Fravel observe, ‘China has expanded the number and depth of its 
bilateral relationships, and joined various trade and security accords, deepened its 
participation in key multilateral organizations, and helped address global security 
issues.’61 China has participated in organizations supporting counter-terrorism, 
arms control, development, human rights, law-enforcement, the environment and 
peacekeeping. Taking peacekeeping as an example, in the past 17 years from 1990 
to 2007 China has sent a total of over 7,000 non-combatant troops, police force and 
civil officers on sixteen UN peacekeeping missions.62

Through the process of participation, China has interacted with international 
organizations and institutions. As Qin points out, in these interactions, ‘China 
furthers its knowledge and becomes more engaged in international norms via 
ceaseless understanding, learning and feedbacks.’63 And by complying with 
these norms, China has not only profoundly realized that there is coherence 
between international interests and its own, but has also gradually constructed 
and consolidated its identity as a responsible member of the international 
community.

We are now living in a highly globalized world. Many issues such as economic 
crisis, environmental protection, anti-terrorism and epidemic prevention 
have transcended national borders and cannot be solved without international 
cooperation. China, as the biggest developing country, a socialist state and a 
peacefully rising power, will continue to fulfil its obligations as a responsible 
member of the international society. At the same time, it will also make its due 
contribution to the democratization of world politics and the construction of a fair 
and reasonable international economic order.
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Conclusion

The interaction between China and Western powers has exerted a tremendous 
impact on China’s national identity in its relationship with international society. 
Firstly, through its encounter with the West, China realized that beyond its own 
‘world system’ there existed a Westphalian system of sovereign states under which 
Western powers were surprsingly strong due to the development of a capitalist 
economy, and that the Chinese tribute system was gradually collapsing following 
the expansion of the Western-dominated international system.

Second, after the encounter, China embarked on a painful and long process of 
learning to adapt to Western systemic norms. It was a process in which China was 
subjected to successive intrusions and aggressions imposed by Western powers and 
Japan. It was also a process through which China undertook to learn from the West 
and underwent great transformations in national identity in terms of its relationship 
with international society, moving from the loss of its traditional identity to the 
tortuous quest for identity and to the reconstruction of its identity as a responsible 
stakeholder of international society.

Third, China’s participation in international society, regardless of the various 
forms that the country has taken, is at the same time a process of learning to adapt 
and conform to international norms. In other words, it is a process of socialization 
into international norms. In this process, China has internalized the international 
norm of sovereignty, thus becoming sensitive to territorial integrity and the 
sovereign right of independence. Among the norms governing the Western-
dominated international system, China’s strongest feelings are about the norm 
of power politics. China has learned, from its bitter experience with Western 
powers, that lagging behind others leaves itself vulnerable to attacks, and that 
only by making itself strong can China win others’ respect. China has also deeply 
felt the inequality between developed countries and developing ones through 
this encounter, which explains its ceaseless efforts to promote a fair and equal 
international order and to advocate the five principles of peaceful coexistence 
in dealing with foreign relations. Since the adoption of the policy of reform and 
opening up, China has embraced an increasing number of norms including those 
of a market economy, the rule of law, human rights, multilateralism, cooperation 
for win-win progress and global governance. China has played its role as a 
responsible member of international society through various foreign policies and 
actions.

Last but not least, during the past 30 years of its gradual incorporation into 
international society, China has achieved great economic growth by involving 
itself in the world economic system, and has played a part in global governance 
by joining international institutions. What comes next will be China’s social and 
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cultural integration into the world, a process which will of course not be without its 
challenges. China, a large country with a long history of 5,000 years and profound 
cultural traditions, is now undergoing domestic institutional transformation and 
reconstruction, which will be a long and gradual process. Together with the other 
two dimensions of integration, this interaction with the world on the social and 
cultural fronts will further influence China’s identity.
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European Power and the Mapping  
of Global Order

Karoline Postel-Vinay

International order has not always been global. Until rather recently there were 
several functioning international orders, none of them valid for the entire planet. 
The idea of the ‘global’, or globality, as a foundation for a new international 
order started to take shape in the mid-nineteenth century and was promoted 
by the European powers of the time. Globality here refers to the globe, i.e. the 
Earth. It is historically different from the notion of universality. The claim to 
universality is the claim to defend a certain vision of humankind and nature but 
it does not necessarily bother with factual geography. Proselytizing religions 
did make people, ideas and norms travel, but along with a worldview that was 
more of a cosmologic nature than an actual planetary one. The emergence of 
globality as the conceptual basis for a global international order, happened at 
a specific moment of Western history that witnessed the end of ‘empty space’, 
as Stephen Kern1 put it, and a general movement towards the mastering of the 
Earth that was both cognitive – e.g. the measurement and naming of mountains 
(‘Mount Everest’ in 1865), or the various polar expeditions of the late century – 
and territorial – as illustrated by European colonialism as well as the expansion 
of the American Frontier and of the Russian one (leading to the foundation of 
Vladivostok in 1859).

The purpose of this chapter is to look at how the notion of globality has 
emerged as both a spatial and normative framework for the regulations of 
relations between sovereign entities. The object of the discussion here is not 
the emergence of the idea of the ‘global’ as such. This latter discussion, as 
it appears in the field of international history, is both methodological and 
epistemological, and is indeed topical within the discipline, as illustrated by 
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the rich and expanding literatures, from the ‘world history’ one (Journal of  
World History) to the more recent ‘new global history’ (www.newglobalhistory.
org). The ‘global’ in this paper is looked at from the point of view of political 
science and is referred to in a more instrumental way: it is used to look at 
how the physical finitude of the planet became the fundamental principle 
of regulation of a specific international order, the European one, and how, 
from there on, that order aimed to planetary hegemony.2 The first part of 
the article will analyze the conditions under which the European powers 
were able to re-organize international relations on an earth scale, or, in other 
words, to produce a global stage for the formulation of a new international 
order. Among those conditions, was the actual globalization of international 
and transnational exchanges, combining the sudden growth of world trade 
and finance with the rapid expansion of transport and communication 
technologies. Then there was the response of Western societies and 
governments to that major evolution. It was inspired by a collective will 
to regulate global dynamics but, as well, by ever more competitive power 
politics. Thus the Western world produced a new international grammar 
whose ambition was global in every sense of the word, and, in that respect, 
was deeply challenging for the non-Western world. Indeed, the challenge 
triggered by the West was not only about sheer balance of power but also, in 
a more structural way, about the definition of the framework within which 
world order was to be established.

The creation of a global international relations scene in the course of the 
late nineteenth century eventually led to the creation of a global narrative, the 
legacy of which is still tangible in today’s world politics. The second part of 
this paper will discuss why and how this narrative took shape. Its emergence 
coincided with the internationalist turn of the United States during the Great 
War and the consequential birth of Wilsonianism. It developed along with the 
expansion of American power in world politics. As inescapable the European-
produced global stage was for non-Western nations, the global narrative made 
in America presented faults from the start, which made it easier to contest. 
Although the American global narrative has been dominating world affairs, with 
a direct impact on the international agenda as well as international organizations, 
it has been constantly contested. This contestation has never been powerful 
enough to the point of disrupting the very structure of the international system: 
it has never actually put into question the global dimension of international 
order. But the very fact of contestation challenges the legitimacy and, in the 
longer run, the efficiency of a meta-narrative that is supposed to reconcile the 
historical plurality of international order with the contemporary singularity of 
global order.
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The Conditions for Setting a Global Stage

Hedley Bull and Adam Watson have analyzed the expansion of the European-
made Westphalian regime – the ‘international society’3 – along a process that 
can appear deceptively linear. What, in particular, Hedley Bull has defined as 
the ‘emergence of a universal international society’ during the late nineteenth 
century, and that could also be called (to avoid the confusion between universality 
and globality) the actual globalization of the Westphalian regime, constituted a 
major turning point in the historical trajectory of international society. There 
is indeed a considerable ontological difference between the political context 
of the Congress of Vienna in 1815, and that of the Peace Conference at The 
Hague in 1899. Both can of course be described as specific stages of the expansion 
of international society. But the understanding of what the ‘world’ was, the 
definition of the space of international relations, had drastically changed during 
the course of the century. The Europeans had formed a new worldview based on 
their experience of Earth mastering and the feeling of ‘time-space compression’ 
described by David Harvey4. Contrary to previous encounters between the 
West and non-Western nations, that worldview became truly unavoidable for 
the latter.

The Mid-nineteenth Century European Obsession 
with Globality

The reason why Europeans became ‘obsessed with globality’, as Claude Raffestin5 
put it, was first and foremost linked to a particular moment in the history of human 
exchanges, characterized by the rapid growth of international transportation and 
communication. The 1840s economic crisis that followed the earlier industrial 
revolution, pushed European countries towards new paths of development which 
included spectacular investments, public and private, into distance-shrinking 
tools, such as steam-ships and trains, or the telegraph and the telephone. The world 
railroad network grew from 8,000 kilometers in 1840 to 360,000 kilometers forty 
years later. A new laissez-faire mood favored the reduction of trade barriers and 
world trade doubled between 1870 and 1913. The movement of persons was also 
impressive: during those few decades, sixty millions of people moved out of Europe, 
mainly to settle in North America.

Historian Robbie Robertson, along with scholars from the ‘global history’ 
school, has called this period the ‘second wave of globalization’ in human history.6 
Looking at the patterns and degrees of intensity of flows between societies, 
Robertson defines three waves of globalization: the sixteenth century’s one, 
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characterized by the expansion of regional trade, the nineteenth century’s one, 
and the late twentieth century’s one, in the midst of which we are now evolving. 
Economists such as Kevin O’Rourke and Jeffrey Williamson have argued that the 
real globalization big bang took place in the nineteenth century, when not only 
world trade expanded, as it did in the sixteenth century, but markets integrated 
as well, leading to the convergence of commodity prices7. These debates that 
emerged on the eve of the twenty-first century, are enlightening in many ways, 
and also revealing of the depth and complexity of the questions brought out by 
our contemporary globalization. But they tend to overshadow, or rather take for 
granted, the very notion of globality. This notion, which again is different from 
universality, was a fundamental parameter in the evolution of the European-made 
international society that, in turn, transformed the definition of world order. The 
literal reference to the Earth was indeed part and parcel of the reformulation of how 
sovereign entities were supposed to relate to each other.

The European mid-nineteenth century witnessed the irruption of globality 
as both intellectual and political reality. The re-association of geography 
and politics through the new term of ‘Geopolitik’8 constituted one explicit 
manifestation of that reality. Although quite different in their contents and 
purposes, the works of Friedrich Ratzel, Karl Haushofer, or Halford Mackinder, 
all expressed a positivist will to understand the world-as-planet, and the belief 
that this planetary unity of the world was the defining condition of power 
politics. World geography did of course exist before the mid-nineteenth century 
in the West (as well as in non-Western regions) as illustrated by the remarkable 
development of cartography since the sixteenth century onwards. But it was 
about chartering the routes and terrains of commerce and conquest, as much 
as physically and intellectually possible: it was not specifically about seizing 
the unity of the world. The axiom of the late nineteenth century discipline of 
‘Geopolitik’ served, following a familiar power/knowledge pattern, as conceptual 
framework for the elaboration of a new Big Powers agenda. Kaiser Wilhelm II 
called it ‘Weltpolitik’, meaning that the German empire should truly be a world 
empire, by making a coherent whole – within a planetary frame of reference – of 
the motherland and its transnational expansions. The British version, Halford 
Mackinder’s ‘geopolitics’, did not have the pervasive biological dimension – 
that engendered the infamous ‘Lebensraum’ concept – of German ‘Geopolitik’. But 
it too referred to a worldview that was no longer metaphorically but literally 
global, and from there on contributed to the definition of a new, ‘geopolitically 
aware’ British imperial policy. Sir Mackinder himself, as promoter of geographic 
education and advocate of imperialist expansion, impersonated the new focus 
on globality that under-lied the marriage of positivist scientific thinking with 
international political practice.
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Globality and International Society

The current usage of the word ‘globalization’ is confusing because it tends to put under 
a same label various notions that are indeed overlapping but nevertheless distinct. As 
we have just seen ‘globalization’, whether it designates the global expansion of trade 
or globally regulated markets – or in a more contemporary sense, the multiplication 
of global issues – does not discuss the idea of the global, or globality.9 Again, 
globality, as an explicit reference to the world-as-planet, was not a component of 
the configuration of international society before the mid-nineteenth century: this is 
a main characteristic of that specific ‘wave of globalization’. From there on the idea 
of the global became inherent in the idea of international order. In other words, from 
that time on, international order became global. But this does not necessarily mean 
that ‘global order’ equates with ‘globalization’. This is indeed another confusion 
engendered by the way the term ‘globalization’ is used nowadays. What can safely be 
concluded from the ‘global history’ literature is that globalization describes a certain 
moment in the history of human interconnections. Yet globalization has not always 
defined the order of global politics. The Cold War did constitute a global order but it 
did not occurred at a time of globalization of exchanges. Whereas the post-Cold War 
period can be characterized as the convergence of an intensification of flows, exchanges, 
interconnections, on a global scale, with the wide-spread will to regulate the new 
globalization collectively, i.e. the need and desire for global governance (a desire 
that has been somewhat undermined by the post-9/11 American ‘ultra-unilateralist’ 
episode and has never fully recovered, despite, or because of, the strains of the world 
economic crisis). The nineteenth century’s globalization of exchanges produced a 
political understanding of what ‘being global’ meant that was contradictory from the 
start. On one hand, it urged powerful governments to think in terms of ‘Weltpolitik’, 
or to paraphrase Halford Mackinder, to look at the Earth as the new stage for the 
protection and pursuit of imperial (in that case British) interests. On the other hand, 
the growth of international flows triggered a multitude of initiatives, both private 
and public, that aimed at organizing in a cooperative way – at least among so-called 
‘civilized’ nations – one aspect or another of the world’s global dynamics.

The faith of the enterprise launched in 1891 by German geographer Albrecht 
Penck to draw an ‘international map of the world’ based on a multi-national 
scientific cooperation, was symptomatic of the paradoxical dimension of the late 
nineteenth century’s globalization. Albrecht Penck, a leading geographer in his 
country, wanted to demonstrate that cartography did not need to, or should 
no longer be an exclusive imperial or national exercise whose only purpose was 
to serve individual territorial ambitions.10 The project did take off, with the 
participation of a dozen countries, mostly European. But it was progressively 
abandoned as diplomatic tensions grew among the participants’ respective 
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governments and as its initiator him-self started to doubt the political feasibility of 
such a novel cooperative undertaking (the final blow to the project was the United 
States decision to pull out of it in 1913). Historical institutionalism in the field 
of International Relations shows us how decisive the European mid-nineteenth 
century was for the development of cooperative world politics and the actual 
creation of inter-governmental organizations.11 Around thirty global, earth-scale, 
IGOs were established between the 1860s and the break-out of the Great War, 
from the International Telegraph Union (1865) to the International Labour Office 
(1901), some of them having, a few decades later, integrated the United Nations 
system, such as the International Office of Public Hygiene (1907) which is now 
known as the World Health Organization. The analysis Andrew Hurrell makes 
of our contemporary globalization is applicable to the nineteenth century’s one: 
‘globalization does not lead to an automatic harmony of interests, but it does create 
increasing demand for cooperation and also decreases the degree of concern with 
relative gains’.12 The awareness of, if not the obsession with, globality in Europe 
was accompanied by a double-headed contradictory dynamics: the search for 
international cooperation on an ever bigger geographical scale, and the growth and 
heightening of imperial ambitions, the intensity of which was illustrated by the 
devastating war of 1914–19. Yet, from a non-Western point of view, the ‘globality/
international society’ paradigm was even more complex.

As Louise Fawcett put it, in her reflection on the history of regionalism, 
‘regions – like Europe in the nineteenth century – were world leaders, since for 
those who lived in them, their region was the center of the world’.13 One could even 
add that for those who lived in non-Western regions, their world was the world. The 
geo-physical boundaries of, for example, the Sino-centred international order were 
irrelevant to its definition. It was based on a ‘tribute system’ that was valid for 
the whole Civilization (‘wenming’): it did not really matter whether the people who 
lived outside the Civilization came from the Earth, the Moon or any other planet.14 
Hence the European assumption that from now on international order would be 
global – i.e. planetary and therefore single – constituted a formidable challenge for 
the governing elite of China. The depth of that challenge is well explained by Tang 
Xiaobing when describing the experience of leading Chinese reformist Liang Qichao 
(1873–1929). ‘The world as a mappable totality, or rather the concept of a whole 
world, introduced a sudden spatiotemporal re-orientation. (…) To have access to 
the modern world, therefore, one had both to accept a new global, universal time and 
to claim a stable and coherent self-identity by means of a territorial nation.’15 The 
European project to globalize international order was indeed a two-tiered problem 
for non-Western powers. They first had to accept that their world was no longer the 
world – e.g. that the Civilization was no longer valid – and that the new world was 
considerably larger. Then they had to define in the most profitable, if not simply the 
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most viable, way their own position within the new international entity. That was 
especially difficult for those, such as the Chinese or the Ottomans, who were situated 
at the centre of their own world. But it was a complex question too for the peripheral 
nations, such as Korea, Japan or Egypt, who could theoretically choose their way 
between an often unsatisfactory but familiar world order and a radically foreign 
one.16 This, by the way, raises the issue of the possibility of defining a ‘non-Western’ 
view of the development of international society. For instance postcolonialism is 
certainly a helpful point of departure for ‘provincializing’ the Westphalian system, 
but it does not always bring out the full complexity of the Western challenge as 
perceived by nations that were in fact in an infinite variety of situations.

The rich literature on empire, from Jack Snyder’s post-Cold War IR approach on 
‘myths of empire’ to the post-9/11 socio-historical work of scholars such as Frederick 
Cooper and Craig Calhoun on ‘lessons of empire’, reveals, in spite of its great diversity, 
one common assumption: it is that empire is about the expansion of power. This is 
of course hardly debatable. If one considers the history of the Roman, the Inca, the 
Chinese or the British empires, one looks at political communities that can indeed 
been characterized by their search for power through territorial expansion. What 
is now called the US ‘empire’ – that Geir Lundestad suggested to call ‘empire by 
invitation’17 – can also be defined as a country asserting its influence beyond its national 
borders through a mix of soft and hard power. Although the non-territorial dimension 
of America’s overseas power calls in favor of the use of the term ‘hegemony’ rather 
than ‘empire’, as John Agnew has argued,18 the focus of the debate is still the same: the 
dynamics of the expansion of power. Yet, the notion of empire, when reconsidering 
the development of the European-produced international society, bears another 
fundamental characteristic which is the postulate of cosmologic totality. As we have just 
seen, from a Chinese point of view, the Sino-centric world was not a world within 
the world, but a whole entity. The Western challenge to redefine international order 
within the geophysical contours of our planet had therefore a radical signification. 
The European big powers in East Asia at the time, especially Great Britain and 
France, clearly expressed their will to impose their own international grammar, which 
in practice meant to erase the Chinese geopolitical repertoire. The Tianjin treaty 
(1858), following the second Opium War, requested that Chinese official documents 
should no longer use the term ‘yi’ which had been translated respectively in English 
and French as ‘barbarian’ and ‘barbare’. Traditionally, ‘yi’ designated those who did 
not belong to the Civilization; it was a matter-of-fact assessment of otherness more 
than a clear-cut judgmental understanding of who the outsiders were. However, and 
beyond linguistic arguments, the implication of the Franco-British request at Tianjin, 
as seen from Beijing, was at best the transformation of the Sino-centred world into a 
local one, or a local cosmology; at worst it was the denial of the very existence of that 
world.
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The European powers of the late nineteenth century created a new global 
stage for the occurrence of international relations. They imposed, intellectually 
and practically, the oneness of the framework of world order. The fact that this 
enterprise was fundamentally Euro-centric and oblivious to other international 
orders, was not as such entirely novel. One could argue that the Civilization 
(wenming) was basically Sino-centric and equally unwilling, or unable, to take into 
account other world orders. The real novelty of the European globalization (i.e. 
globalization as world order) project of that time was that it re-invented the notion 
of totality. As illustrated by the conjunction of ‘Geopolitik’ with ‘Weltpolitik’, for the 
first time international order was defined as a physically inescapable whole. Later 
on, in the early twentieth century, the United States took this principle of the 
oneness of the international stage one step further by creating a global narrative 
that would match the latter.

The Rise (and Fall?) of the Global Narrative

Universalism, religious or secular, is historically plural. The European globalization 
project of the late nineteenth century progressively tended to conflate globality 
and universality. It never produced, however, a meta-narrative that actually mixed 
globality and universality into a congealed whole. The universal claim of visions 
such as the French ‘mission civilisatrice’ or the British ‘White Man’s Burden’ held two 
implications. The first one was that there was a global stage – defined by the positivist 
understanding of the world as-planet – within which those visions would materialize. 
The second was that the play being performed on that unified global stage was in fact 
about Europe – the ‘civilizing’ endeavour of Europe – and was not the story of the 
whole world (world-as-planet). It therefore presented some caveats. For example, 
when Korea found a temporarily escape from both Western domination (after the 
failed French attempt to colonize the peninsula in 1866) and Western modernization, 
it was then called the ‘hermit kingdom’;19 it was considered as no longer part of the 
main story that, from the West’s perspective, was defining world politics.

When the United States made its appearance on the global stage in the course 
of the Great War, it brought along a story that was meant to include every nation 
on the surface of the Earth: it provided, in other words, a truly global narrative, 
or supposedly so. The American commitment in the 1914–19 international conflict 
served as the founding plot of a meta-narrative that has been deployed throughout 
the twentieth century and that is still somehow functioning today. The historical 
conditions under which this narrative has been shaped and reshaped gave it in-
built contradictions that could be described as realist vs. idealist, or in turn, 
rationalist vs. constructivist tensions. Its contradictory dimension also lied, maybe 
more fundamentally, in its ambition to merge globality with universality, and by 
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doing so to produce an a-historical form of universality in the field of international 
relations. That was obviously conceivable during most of the twentieth century, 
because of a general balance of power that was largely favorable to the West, but 
it is becoming more challenging as the demands for a plurality of expression of 
universalism in world affairs are being increasingly vocal.

The ‘Earth-scale War’ as Normative Repertoire

The emergence of a global narrative, rather than being a strictly defined American 
‘invention’, pointed to the more general issue of the evolution of the manifestation 
of power in international politics. It illustrated the trend towards the increasing 
need for a balance between norm-setting and strength-asserting as prerequisite for 
the legitimization of world power status. Wilsonianism, understood as a normative 
project, sometimes reduced to ‘idealism’, only tells half the story. It indeed takes 
aside the historical conditions under which the US foreign policy projected itself 
on a global scale: these conditions defined an enunciation of diplomatic norms 
that was still very much about power politics.20 The production of an ‘earth-scale 
war’ narrative is a case in point of how the increase of cooperation through the 
establishment of new norms actually also leads to novel forms of power and ways 
to assert national strength. The introduction, in the early twentieth century, of 
historiography as global international norm, not only created a collective repertoire 
for cooperation but opened the way to a new definition of geo-political power.

From this perspective it is significant that little attention has been given to the 
normative implications of the notion of ‘world war’ that is commonly conveyed 
through the historiographies of ‘World War One’, ‘World War Two’ and, up to a 
point, that of the ‘Cold War’. The simple fact that what is internationally known 
as the ‘Second World War’ has been originally called by the Soviet Union the 
‘Great Patriotic War’ (and is still known as such in Russia) and named the ‘War of 
Resistance against Japan’ by the People’s Republic of China, tends for example to be 
overlooked. The history of the labelling of those major conflicts21 shows how, for all 
the constructivist apparel now available in the analysis of international relations, 
the normative enterprise of building an ‘earth-scale war’ narrative seems to have 
gone almost unnoticed. The 1914–18 conflict was for a long time known, and is often 
still known as the ‘Great War’ in Great-Britain and the ‘grande guerre’ in France. 
The actual term ‘world war’ first appeared in America, both in the media and in 
government circles discourse, when the United States entered the conflict, whereas 
until April 1917, it had usually been known as the ‘European War’. It became the 
official name with the publication, in 1924, of ‘The Economic and Social History 
of the World War’, the multi-volume compilation of the preparatory documents 
for the Paris Conference negotiations.22 In its famous war message to the Congress 
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in April 1917 Woodrow Wilson declared that the conflict initiated by Germany 
three years earlier was ‘a war against all nations’. This early semantic choice by the 
American president was obviously not made for the sake of geographical precision 
as indeed large parts of the planet, notably in South America, were not involved 
in the conflict. Nor was it for the sake of political accuracy as quite a number of 
nations, because they were colonized or semi-colonized, were not actors per se of 
the war. The notion of planetary war fitted with a normative agenda – fighting ‘to 
make the world safe for democracy’ rather than being dragged into some messy 
territorial conflict to which the term ‘European war’ could easily be associated 
with, as well as with the challenge to interpret and impose one’s interpretation of 
international affairs to the other powers.

By the 1930s, the notion of  ‘world war’ was also established in France and Britain. 
The ‘world war’ became a global narrative that described a global disorder, which in 
turn completed the idea of global order. Franklin Roosevelt referred to the ‘world 
war’ as early as the late 1930s, when commenting on the European events. After 
1945, the ‘second world war’ became not just standard historiography but history 
as international norm. In the process of producing this norm two dimensions have 
been conflated: the universal significance of that conflict and the actual globality of 
the conflict. The fact that the war had indeed a universal dimension – such as the 
fight for human rights – is hardly debatable. But this does not imply that all nations 
of the planet were participating in the same story. The fact that the Soviet Union 
and the PRC have used different terms than ‘world war two’ is one indication of 
this discrepancy between the universality and the supposed globality of the event. 
Neither the USSR nor China has actually called into question the narrative of  ‘the 
global fight of freedom against tyranny’ (all the more so as it would allow them to 
picture themselves on the side of freedom). But their respective preferences for 
expressions such as the ‘great patriotic war’, in reference to Russia’s Patriotic War 
of 1812 against France, or the ‘war of resistance against Japan’ is not only a sign of a 
distance taken from the global narrative: it also reveals an identity-building process 
that is grounded in a nationally rather than globally-defined history.

The Cold War as a global narrative describing a world-scale conflict has been 
more openly contested. The expression ‘cold war’ was invented in America and 
popularized by Walter Lippmann’s famous eponymous essay, published in 1947. 
Harry Truman’s cold war speech of March 1947, based on a rhetoric directly 
inspired by Wilson and Roosevelt’s respective war speeches, put forward the 
argument of the American global mission to make the world safe and free. Again 
the involvement of the United States in the new conflict was not about solving 
some local problem – in this case the Balkans – but fighting a ‘world war’. The 1955 
Bandung Conference and more generally the Non-Aligned Movement challenged 
that view. The actual agenda of the Non-Aligned Movement varied and was often 
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contradictory. But the fundamental narrative of the movement did call into question 
what had been presented as an essential division of the international scene – the 
East/West division – and proposed to replace it by a North/South division. More 
than half a century later, one could argue that the ‘East/West’ global narrative 
was more efficient, having both a clear beginning and a clear end with tangible 
consequences, whereas the ‘North-South’ narrative could not make a similar claim. 
Yet, however problematic the measure of the latter’s global impact, it is undeniable 
that it did contribute to the shaping of the international society’s agenda in the 
second part of the twentieth century. In that respect, the Non-Aligned Movement 
and its peripheral currents did produce an audible global counter-narrative.

The Structural Paradoxes of the Global Narrative

The tension between an increasing need for international cooperation and the 
heightening of power politics stakes on which the American global narrative project 
was built gave it a fundamental fragility. That weakness is also linked, in a deeper 
way, to the fact that the political understanding of  ‘being global’, i.e. acting within a 
new ‘globality’, was contradictory from the start. The European governmental elite 
created a global stage but on which the stories that were played had an exclusively 
European focus, such as the mission civilisatrice, where non-Western nations were 
absent or semi-invisible actors. The confusion between European civilization and 
universalism, which was part and parcel of Europe’s normative power at the turn of 
the twentieth century, and which was taking place within the hard and inescapable 
contours of a planetary space, already opened the way to the unlikely overlapping 
of globality with universality. The American creation of a new global narrative 
was, in a sense, the formalization of the notion that the oneness of globality should 
make universality singular, or to put it simply, it formalized the confusion between 
‘one Earth’ and ‘one world’.

The paradoxical nature of the global narrative showed signs of unsustainability 
very early on. The story of the ‘earth-scale war’ was completed by that of the 
‘earth-scale peace and freedom’. The political translation of globally defined 
freedom found one of its main expression in Woodrow Wilson’s Fourteen Points 
and more specifically the principle of self-determination. As Erez Manela has 
demonstrated, Wilsonanism as experienced by non-Western nations such as 
Egypt, India, China and Korea, was a fundamentally ambivalent moment.23 The 
principle of self-determination, that derived from the ‘earth-scale peace and 
freedom’ narrative, did not, in reality, live up to its universalist claim as for 
the 1919 Paris Conference negotiators it only applied to the nations of Europe 
and not to the faraway countries of Africa and Asia. The shortcomings of the 
Wilsonian vision, or what could be more broadly characterized as the great 
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misunderstanding brought about the dissemination of the Western notion of 
sovereignty,24 eventually provided the tools for self-expression and positioning 
within the new global peace order, leading to the rise of anti-colonial nationalism. 
The Wilsonian moment was indeed as much about exclusion and fragmentation, 
on the one hand, as it was about inclusion and integration, on the other. One 
should also note, however, that the Leninist vision of communism as the end of 
colonialism provided a provisional counter-narrative that helped the formation of 
what later on asserted itself as a Marxist brand of nationalism. The permanence 
of the Korean or the Chinese division more than two decades after the fall of the 
Berlin Wall cannot be understood if one does not take into account the historical 
competition of the two models of nationalism in East Asia, respectively inspired 
by the West and the Soviet Union, and which origin can be found in that moment 
that was not only Wilsonian but also defined by an implicit Wilson vs. Lenin 
paradigm. Despite this lasting legacy, the Leninist counter-narrative proved 
indeed to be provisional as it was eventually engulfed in the ‘earth-scale war’ or 
the ‘earth-scale fight for peace’ narrative, and most noticeably in that of the Cold 
War which script was initially written in America.

Yet again, however dominant the made-in-the West global narrative has been, 
it has also carried an increasingly larger room for contestation. Another structural 
explanation for the unlikelihood of a global narrative that would efficiently fit with 
the oneness of globality, is, from a non-Western perspective, the radically alien 
nature of the global order to which the principle of this narrative referred to in the 
first place. If one takes a hypothetical bird eye’s view of the European prescription 
of globality as a new framework for the organization of international relations one 
could then define it as a modernization project on the broader physically possible 
scale. But this bird eye’s view is historically hardly realistic. From the point of 
view of the non-Western nations that were confronted to European imperialism, 
the late nineteenth century idea of the global, and the global order that it under-
lied, constituted a challenge not only because of its claim to singularity, and the 
specific nature of the norms and practices it induced, but first and foremost for 
the very practical reason that it established an international order that had to be 
accepted at best through a more or less balanced process of negotiation, at worst 
without it. In other words, the ‘global’, in that perspective, was an exogenous 
notion, the foreignness of which was all the more acutely perceived that it was 
apprehended through the brutal dynamics of power politics.

The legacy of this process, where most options for adjustment and negotiation 
were simply erased, is still embedded in the furniture of the present global order 
and can be characterized not so much by what is there but by what is not. The 
origin of the general design of international organizations and international 
discourses, norms, rules and practices, can be traced back to a local site of 
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production, usually Europe or America or both. Since much of the basic features 
of international regulation are in fact accepted as such globally, what is at stake 
today is the overwhelming absence of the non-West in this heritage rather than 
the predominance of the West. It is therefore a matter of representativeness, 
and of the way the identity of the global is being constructed, rather than a 
question of being part or not of the global. The ‘rise of the Rest’, from the early 
stages of decolonization to the so-called BRICs phenomenon (the emergence 
of Brazil, Russia, India and China), did not affect the Western legacy as such 
of the international regulation features but it did increasingly challenge the 
manner by which this legacy was recorded through the construction of an earth-
scale, supposedly ‘fit-all’ story. The World War Two narrative brought about a 
fundamental collective reflection on the status of war in international relations, 
leading to the ban on war prescribed by the Charter of the United Nations. The 
spirit, albeit not the letter, of the corresponding paragraph of the Charter, and 
the very existence of this paragraph, has never been put into question. But the 
World War Two narrative itself, i.e. the recording of how this global consensus 
has been reached and kept, is becoming problematic.

One major challenge that is now facing the production of a sustainable global 
order is the latter’s capacity for pluralism. During most of the history of humanity, 
there were not one but many world orders, as there were not just one but several 
worlds organized by the various political communities that have lived and died 
across time and space. This multiplicity of international scenes allowed for a plurality 
of expression of universal ambitions. As cultural history shows universalism is 
essentially plural. Although the multiplicity of world orders did not in itself prevent 
the occurrence of violent intolerance, conquest or destruction of one world by 
another, it did, in practice, leave room open for pluralism. The radical dimension 
of the late nineteenth century European globalization project was that it eventually 
implied the disappearance of that room. With a mix of positivist thinking, new tools 
for the intellectual and material mastering of the planet, the paradoxes of cooperation 
and competition, the European globalization project led to the re-invention of 
political totality. World orders so far, including the European one, were conceived 
of as cosmologic totalities. The establishment of ‘globality’ as the framework for 
the organization of a new, singular, and therefore ‘global’ international order, 
meant that those cosmologic totalities would be replaced, through an uncertain and 
partly unrecorded process, by a planetary totality. By projecting the oneness of the 
Earth onto the definition of international order, Western power opened the way to 
a problematic conflation of globality with universality. If one acknowledges that 
universalism as political project is sustainable insofar as it is based on pluralism, 
then what needs to be revisited is not universality – as some ‘clash of civilizations’ 
arguments would suggest – but what we mean by ‘global’.
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Legal Child vs Step Child?
The Impact of Colonial Legacies

on Brazil’s and India’s Global Trajectories

Vinícius Rodrigues Vieira

Although this book is about History and its legacies, it is worth starting with a short 
story, a tale of globalization. Once upon a time, two countries that had been colonized 
by European powers adopted for almost 30 years an inward-looking/import 
substitution industrialization (ISI) strategy of development. For another 30 years, 
however, both shifted this strategy incrementally towards economic liberalization, 
embracing integration with the global economy. At the end of this period, these 
two federal and multicultural states, long condemned to backwardness by their 
patrimonialism – the appropriation of the public arena for private purposes – and 
corruption, came to be considered two of the emerging powers that would influence 
a post-Western twenty-first century. Nonetheless, while one of these countries 
rises as a nuclear-, industry- and service-based competitive economy with strong 
standing in international fora, the other finds its greatest strength in the exports of 
commodities thanks to Chinese demand for raw materials, and appears to be more 
flexible in negotiating reform in international treaties, such as the agreements under 
the umbrella of the World Trade Organization (WTO). What does this divergent 
trajectory between the latter country, Brazil, and the former one, India, teach us 
about historical legacies?

I believe that this divergence can be traced back in several ways to the legacies 
that Brazil and India inherited from their respective colonizers, Portugal and the 
United Kingdom, which in turn depend on the model of colonization they were 
each subject to. Whereas Brazil’s state and society originated in the transplantation 
of the mercantilist, rent-seeking Portuguese model to South America, India’s 
postcolonial institutions grew out of the overlap between, on the one hand, the 
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pre-colonial cultural elements existent in its current territory, and, on the other, the 
bureaucratic organization left by the British Raj. To use a metaphor, Brazil (which, 
as a distinct entity, is an Iberian creation) can been seen as Portugal’s direct, ‘legal 
child’, whereas India (where there were complex civilizations prior to the European 
imperialist enterprise) can be seen as Britain’s ‘step child’. Consequently, the latter 
drew a clearer distinction between the foreign and the domestic, enhancing a more 
effective internal cohesion, while the former has been historically more fragmented 
and less suspicious of international influences.

In short, Brazil and India exemplify two very different colonization models, and 
as a result two different postcolonial national trajectories towards globalization – 
understood as a country’s economic and political patterns of integration into the 
international system since the post-Cold War (1989). The colonial period in Brazil 
and India – and in the case of the former the interregnum between and Independence 
and World War II (1822–1945) – provide the necessary context. In this chapter, I 
therefore analyze the ISI period in both countries (1945–1980s), considering the 
first movements towards economic liberalization. Finally, I discuss the patterns 
of integration and emergence of the Brazilian and Indian states and economy in 
the 1980s onwards, identifying the colonial legacies that still pervade political and 
economic actions in each country.

Let me make four preliminary remarks. First, the step and legal child models 
do not explain all differences among former colonies in current times. Indeed, 
more ambitious works in the historical-institutional tradition, such as Mahoney’s 
(2010) analysis of Spanish America and Lange’s work (2009) on British colonial 
legacies throughout the world, already accomplish this goal through large-N 
research designs combined with the discussion of specific cases with various socio-
economic outcomes. I also do not claim that the step and legal child models provide 
an exhaustive explanatory framework, although I do argue that they need to be 
part of the general picture. In sum, these models attempt to frame the discussion 
about distinct globalization trajectories in non-Western countries which pursued 
development through industrialization in the context of Post-War Keynesian 
Consensus Era,1 with state-intervention in economy and ISI policies.

Second, I need to make clear that the legal child/step child dichotomy does 
not correspond to the classic opposition between direct versus indirect rule. As 
Lange2 argues, direct rule depends on an integrated state apparatus that resembles 
the state model originating in Western Europe, whereas indirect rule implies 
collaboration with indigenous intermediaries. What he misses is that a can be rule 
can be indirect even without the intermediation of native populations: it suffices 
for the metropolis to rely on third-parts that are not part of the state. Furthermore, 
these classifications (legal/step child and direct/indirect rule) are not mutually 
exclusive; for instance, Portugal and Britain respectively established the legal 
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and step child models in Brazil and India, but both colonies experienced forms of 
indirect rule that still pervade their political and social institutions.

Third, this chapter has distinct objectives from earlier works putting newly 
industrialized economies (NIEs) – and more specifically Brazil and India – in 
comparative perspective, such as Evans (1995) and Kohli (2004) who explain their 
developmental trajectories in the twentieth century. While works such as these 
contribute to my theoretical framework, the data discussed here enriches the existing 
literature by using case studies to question the Weberian notions of bureaucracy 
and economic efficiency. For instance, India’s political connections with business 
seem to have played a role in enhancing industrialization, as well as the capacity of 
civil service, which is a British heritage.3 Patrimonialism and bureaucratic capacity, 
then, are not mutually exclusive state characteristics – an observation that applies 
equally to East-Asian developmental states such as Japan4 and South Korea.5

Finally, I employ the word child not to embrace any misleading notion of 
postcolonial inferiority expressed by the mission civilisatrice argument used by 
European powers to justify colonial rule. Rather, the term ‘child’ is used ironically 
in the postcolonial theory reparatory project6 insofar as colonial offspring/children 
are taking over their former Western masters/fathers in the ‘post-postcolonial’, 
Eastern-centric 21st Century form of capitalism.

Pre-WWII: Movements Towards Political and Economic 
Independence

Brazil started to be formed as a modern political entity in the sixteenth century with 
the first Portuguese settlements on the Eastern coast of the South Atlantic. Since 
there was not any unified political entity before the Portuguese arrived, colonial rule 
built the nation-state. Decimated by war and disease, most of the native population 
did not resist colonial rule and was partially enslaved alongside the Blacks imported 
from Africa to work in plantations and mines.7 Although formal representatives of 
the metropolis were posted to coastal areas, the landowners who worked on behalf of 
the Portuguese crown in practice became rulers of the lands where they had settled 
to cultivate sugar cane in North-eastern Brazil. Indirect rule based on the power 
of plantation owners implied de-centralization, and thus the potential for violating 
state rules.8 This in turn led to an unclear boundary between the private and the 
public spheres in Brazil, an adaptation of the Portuguese model arising from the 
mercantilist state, but with reliance on third-parts – that is, plantation landlords – 
to govern the colony, as well as to organize its economy. According to Holanda 
(2012), these are the roots of the patrimonialism that pervades the Brazilian state.

The political independence of Brazil in 1822 did not bring about any major change 
in economic terms insofar as the country remained a raw-material and commodity 
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exporter until the 1930s. Although recognized as a sovereign nation by the US and 
the European powers, Brazil remained in the periphery of the international system 
formed under British auspices in the aftermath of the Congress of Vienna in 1815. In 
spite of its dominant Western heritage, Brazil – like other states in Latin America – 
was hardly admitted by the European nations as a full member of international 
society given the existence of African and Native-American elements in its culture. 
In practice, the community of ‘civilized’ nations was formed only by the old world 
and the emerging US.9 For instance, the principle of non-intervention that arouse 
after the Congress of Vienna, in 1815, was constantly violated by the US in the 
region – as it happened in Brazil in 1894 – not to mention the notions on inherent 
Latin American inferiority American diplomacy espoused based on racist ideas.10

The process of independence has its origins in 1808, when the Portuguese royal 
family moved the seat of the Empire from Lisbon to Rio de Janeiro, in the wake of 
the Napoleonic invasion of the Iberian Peninsula. This change led to the alteration 
of Brazil’s status from colony to integral part of the Portuguese Empire in 1815, 
which gave Brazilian-born elites the right of representation in parliament, and 
subsequently led to the divergence of indigenous and metropolitan elite interests. 
When the king of Portugal, John VI, returned to Europe in 1821, metropolitan 
elites wanted to restrict the autonomy Brazil had been granted in the foregoing 
years. Among the most important achievements was the end of the trade monopoly 
with Portugal, which paved the way for the development of direct economic links 
with Britain.11 In reaction against their possible loss of political representativeness 
and autonomy vis-à-vis Lisbon, members of the creole commercial and agrarian 
elite gathered around the leadership of Prince Peter, who had stayed in Brazil 
and, being the king’s eldest son, was his presumptive heir. Therefore, unlike the 
Spanish colonies in the Americas which formed elitist Republics,12 Brazil became 
independent under imperial rule that had its origins in a rupture within the 
Portuguese royal family.

The Empire of Brazil, founded under the leadership of Peter, kept the former 
Portuguese colony united under a weak state, although it was strong enough to 
suffocate separatist movements. These movements lost momentum only after the 
1840s when Peter II was considered old enough to ascend to the throne, replacing 
the regents who had governed the country between 1831 and 1840 following Peter’s 
abdication.13 The Empire maintained the export-oriented agricultural economy 
based on large plantations, mono-cropping (with coffee having replaced sugar cane 
as major export) and Black slave labour, while encouraging foreign investment in 
railroads, banks, and other institutions designed to facilitate exports. The political 
arena remained highly exclusive but not racially segregated, since free men were 
enfranchised according to their income regardless of ethnic origin.14 In 1872, about 
10 per cent of the population was composed of slaves, against almost half just before 
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independence.15 This did not mean an automatic expansion of enfranchisement, 
since illiterates – most of whom had mixed ancestry – could no longer vote 
after an electoral reform in 1881. Despite the abolition of slavery in 1888 and 
the inauguration of the Republic in 1889 following the American institutional 
model, the Brazilian economy did not change substantially – although the 
accumulation produced by coffee plantations enabled an incipient industrialization. 
Combined with immigration from Europe and migration from the countryside,16 
industrialization began to foster an urban class that gained political strength. In 
1930, in the aftermath of the collapse of exports provoked by the 1929 crisis, a 
political-military coup overthrew the national coalition formed by landowners 
and oligarchs. As a result decision-making on economy and national affairs was 
centralized in the hands of the federal government, although rural political leaders 
remained powerful in their regional domains.17

Unlike Portugal in Brazil, the British did not create a new society in India, and 
based their colonial rule mainly on the institutions they found in South Asia in the 
nineteenth century (Bose, this volume). The territory that is modern India has 
been occupied by complex civilizations for centuries. Like Portuguese colonization 
in Brazil, however, the British Raj – which fell under Crown control following the 
1857 Indian uprising – was based largely on indirect rule18 in collaboration with 
around five hundred Princely states and the development of a native, English-
speaking bureaucratic elite who worked on behalf of metropolitan authorities.19 In 
spite of recurrent resistance to colonial rule, organized mainly around the Indian 
National Congress (hereby The Congress) founded in 1885, pro-independence 
movements only gained strength after the Great War.20 Britain, like Portugal 
in Brazil, relied extensively on India to balance its national accounts – with the 
crucial difference of Portuguese decadence in the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries amid the exasperation of the mercantilist model, whilst Britain was in 
an ascending route with the development of a market economy when it colonized 
South Asia. According to Kumar21 by the 1920s Indian exports financed over two 
fifths of Britain’s balance of payments deficit with Europe and the US. Despite the 
devolution of powers to the subnational/provincial level in the interwar years22 and 
the increasing participation of local elites in the civil service, the 1929 depression 
complicated the political situation of the colonizers in India. Indian peasants’ 
income eroded declined rapidly in the 1930s, while the growing urban population 
faced widespread closures of small-scale business.23 As Chatterjee24 argues, the 
discourse used by local elites in the independence struggle to garner the support 
of the peasantry and other target groups – such as members of castes considered 
inferior in the local social system reinforced by the British25 – combined a Western-
based rational theory of power with a non-possessive indigenous spirituality. 
This combination meant that India did not have to leave behind all the legacies 
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of British colonial enterprise, using the economic and political institutions left by 
the former European rulers in South Asia26 to embody, in a modern nation-state, 
local traditions that had been in place for millennia. In a metaphor, the step-child 
(modern India) could reach adulthood being aware of the pitfalls of following both 
parents: the local past of South Asian civilization and the step-parent – the British.

According to Nobrega and Sinha,27 Mahatma Gandhi’s leadership sought to reject 
western-type modernization and western values, leading the post-independence 
Westminster-type government headed by Congress leader Jawaharlal Nehru to adopt 
a strategy of self-sufficiency, with strict restrictions on foreign trade and investment 
in order to avoid extensive external influences in the country.28 This, however, could 
not be done through a Hindu-centric discourse, since the new nation was meant 
to be a multi-religious and multi-ethnic state, despite the partition that created 
West and East Pakistan for the Muslim population in the subcontinent In economic 
terms, this secularist strategy was twofold: firstly, self-sufficiency of production in 
general – which implied an almost-Soviet-style planning, with long-term plans – and, 
secondly, state-driven industrialization, aiming to meet the economic needs of  ‘… 
a fundamental class striving for class hegemony and advance of social production’.29 
Nehru and Congress were able to build the economy of modern India on those two 
pillars despite collateral effects. The self-sufficient approach required control over 
consumption and entrepreneurship. As in post-1930s Brazil, decision-making and 
rule-design for the Indian economy remained centred in the federal government, 
without removing power from local (and especially rural) elites which still reliant 
on informal institutions such as the outlawed distinctions of caste and patronage 
networks.30 Furthermore, states had a relevant degree of autonomy in affairs that 
concerned traditional elites the most, such as agricultural policy.

Unlike Brazil, however, Indian society remained divided by a variety of identities 
besides class,31 with unity provided by a much stronger opposition to Britain than 
that seen in Brazil vis-à-vis Portugal. In Brazil, there was no strict categorization of 
race and class or disciplinary power arising from a central source or discourse.32 The 
relative ease with which the Lusitanian-Tropical civilization absorbed the ‘other’ 
(non-White, non-Christian) in contrast with Anglo-Saxon racial hierarchies came 
partly from the Non-European (African and indigenous) elements the Portuguese 
incorporated into the society they created in the Americas (which in turn arguably 
has its roots partly in Portugal’s condition as a colony during most of the Moor 
domination of Iberia between the eight and fifteenth centuries).

These are major differences, then, between the early postcolonial experiences 
of Brazil and India. The divergence arises from the differences between Portuguese 
and Anglo-Saxon approaches to colonial rule, as well as from distinct pre-colonial 
legacies. Whereas British rule, with its disciplinary power, eventually laid the 
foundations for the formation of national identity based on the recovery of what 
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became to be understood as pre-colonial past, Portuguese colonization – being 
organized around faulty lines of racial categorization which would later constitute 
Brazilian society – allowed little room for collective action from the people, slaves 
or peasants against the elites – even during the struggle for independence.

Keynes in the Periphery: Industrialization and Strategic 
Alliances

Although Brazil did not have to face major divisions beyond class – thanks to the 
patterns of Portuguese colonization and the early-twentieth century discourse of 
Racial Democracy in reaction to Scientific Racism, which had predicted a doomed 
future for mixed-race societies33 Brazil remained in practice a fragmented nation, and 
like India became united under a nationalist-developmental project. This ‘Keynesian 
Consensus’ in the periphery raised the status of both countries in the world-system 
from peripheral to semi-peripheral,34 with an incipient industrialization mixing 
public and private capital – although it did not fulfill the Modernization Theory 
predictions of full Westernization through stages of development similar to those in 
Western Europe and the US.35 In fact, such national projects did not erase colonial 
legacies but was rather built on them. Both Brazil and India are archetypes of 
incomplete developmental states,36 with semi-cohesive bureaucracies and internal 
organization between federal and state levels of government, configuring multi-
class, fragmented states.37

In Brazil, urban labour was incorporated into the political game through 
state-sponsored labour unions.38 An ISI strategy was launched and pursued 
until the 1970s, pervading the economic policy of both dictatorial (1930–45 and 
1964–85) and democratic (1945–64) periods. According to Evans (1979), the late 
ISI process in Brazil, focused on the production of capital goods, was based on 
a triple alliance between state, national, and international capital, forming the 
basis for ‘dependent development’ (Ibid.). As he points out, during the classical 
dependence phase (agricultural exports in the nineteenth century and the Belle 
Époque), Brazilian plantations were generally owned by local entrepreneurs. This 
enabled local capital accumulation and a certain degree of national autonomy – 
though it was far from the household model adopted in India, where suspicion of 
foreign partnerships was rife.

The need to advance the ISI process towards the production of capital goods led 
to the rise of a Bureaucratic-Authoritarian (BA) state in the 1960s, an exclusionary 
system in which ‘central actors in the dominant coalition include high-level 
technocrats – military and civilian, within and outside the state – working in close 
association with foreign capital. This new elite eliminates electoral competition 
and severely controls the political participation of the popular sector’.39 The BA 
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in Brazil was implemented after a military coup against a democratically elected 
centre-left government, with extensive participation of the US behind the scenes in 
the context of the Cold War and the supposed prevention of Communist spread-out 
in Latin America.40

The lack of internal cohesion in the Brazilian state left it vulnerable to the 
different groups which formed the BA coalition (technocrats/military, local and 
international capital).41 Indeed, this coalition depended on concessions from the 
authoritarian state to its main political base – a middle-class and labour aristocracy 
formed by technocrats, bureaucrats, and employees of state-owned enterprises 
(SOEs).42 The 1970s crises jeopardized the ISI strategy because it was based on 
‘dependent development’, which was incompatible with the dictatorship’s project 
of making Brazil a great power. After 1974, this project even led the country to 
adopt a more independent foreign policy towards the US amid expansion of exports, 
increased production of capital goods,43 and the signing of a nuclear agreement with 
West Germany. The ISI totally collapsed in the aftermath of the 1982 debt crisis 
as inflows of foreign investment decreased abruptly while external debt exploded, 
leading to recession and hyperinflation. Although it had promoted economic 
growth that surpassed 10 per cent per year between 1968 and 1973, the military 
rule had done so at the expanse of social equality, undermining the expansion of the 
internal market. As had been the case since the colonial period, the Brazilian state 
legitimized social hierarchies and remained linked to private interests in spite of 
the emergence of a modern-industrialized society.

By contrast, the household model prevalent in India – created from the 
combination of pre-colonial cultural traits with institutional legacies from the 
British Raj – partially explain how the country structured its economy and its 
foreign relations after independence. The self-sufficient approach preserved, in the 
rural areas, the village (panchyats) as the main socio-political unit of organization44 
along with the maintenance of caste hierarchies and an economy organized around 
agriculture.45 These elements were now placed in a framework of economic 
planning inspired by the Soviet model, but within a democratic political system to 
elect governments in both state and national levels. Private businesses could only 
operate after obtaining licenses in the context of the so-called ‘license raj’ – the 
rule that made development of economic activities subject to state authorization. 
The complex system of state-centred development led to the expansion of the 
civil service, which according to Kohli was a colonial legacy and ‘... contributed to 
effective government and imparted political stability’.

Deeply-rooted social cleavages stemming from social identity (for instance, 
ethnicity and religion) were of less far reaching importance in East Asian countries, 
such as Japan and South Korea, which strived to industrialize their economies in 
the same period with more success than India. In India, however, an initial class 
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compromise between organized labour, the unincorporated rural masses, and private 
capital under government observance, made political consensus converge towards 
the Congress. However, the struggle for power within the party after Nehru’s death 
in 1964, won by his daughter Indira Gandhi, undermined the basis for cooperation.46 
Also at this time, the first social movements representing under-privileged groups 
in the social-economic hierarchy, such as untouchables and peasants in general47 
were taking their first steps out of Congress’s umbrella. In 1977, Congress lost 
the general election following unpopular authoritarian measures imposed under the 
state of emergency between 1975 and 1977. The fact that Congress lost power, 
however, did not mean a break with the socialist consensus around self-sufficiency 
in India. Indeed, the Janata government (1977–80) empowered more labour 
unions and submitted transnational corporations to strict control, forcing them 
to establish partnerships with the government,48 while addressing the nationalist/
pro-business agenda of the party.49 Amid economic instability, Congress recovered 
power in 1980, when the strategy of self-sufficiency collapsed further, as a result of 
lack of innovation and consumption, having as ultimate consequence slow growth 
in production (see table in the next section with average growth per decade).

If on one hand, the world seemed to be converging towards economic 
liberalism at this time, on the other it remained polarized in political terms. 
This international situation coupled with its traditional suspicion of the West 
led India to maintain its non-aligned foreign policy, playing cards with both 
superpowers – the US and the Soviet Union.50 This happened in spite of the limits 
of the non-aligned movement – which India had helped to launch. The movement, 
however, did not manage to establish international regimes that could support the 
developmental needs of the de-colonized world.51 Brazil also insisted on retaining 
autonomy in its foreign policy, with the ‘responsible pragmatism’52 approach 
that emerged in the 1970s advocating distance from the main poles of power and 
particularly the systemic hegemon – the US.53 However, Washington remained 
the most important pole for Brazilian diplomacy as it had been since the beginning 
of the twentieth century.54 By that period, the prioritization of relations with 
the US followed a gradual decline in British influence in Brazil, which, to some 
extent, had been a legacy of the colonial period, during which Portugal was in 
practice in a colonial relationship with London (Fisher, 1971): in early eighteenth 
century the Portuguese signed a treaty with England agreeing to buy her textiles, 
constraining any eventual effort towards industrialization. Of course, unlike 
India, Brazil was clearly on the geopolitical space of just one superpower (the US). 
Nonetheless, any unconditional alignment with American diplomacy was far from 
automatic. Such a fact downplays the role of geographical contingencies or the 
latent Brazil’s Western-leaning international identity in defining and explaining 
its foreign policy. Rather, Brazilian support to the US was a matter of decision 
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of policy-makers, as different degrees of alignment with the American diplomacy 
during the Cold War show, ranging from automatic support, as it happened in the 
first three years of the military dictatorship (1964–7), to independent approaches 
such as ‘responsible pragmatism’ in the 1970s.

However, Brazil did not show more autonomy than India in foreign affairs in 
any moment in the twentieth century. In combination with colonial legacies that 
praised autonomy, non-alignment, and self-sufficient, the geopolitical situation 
of India – located in a strategic region for the US, USSR, and China – gave to 
the country more room for maneuver as far as international partnerships were 
concerned, which, in turn, contributed to a less dependent strategy of development 
than that found in Brazil. Meanwhile, in the domestic level, India’s cleavages 
beyond class requested a stronger discourse and practice of national cohesion than 
in Brazil, leading to a more cautious approach regarding the foreign.

Paths Towards Globalization: Back to the Future

As Brazil’s trajectory from political independence to economic autonomy shows, 
it has always been less ambivalent than India in establishing political-economic 
foreign partnerships. Although one can hardly argue that this is due only to 
Portugal’s legacies, colonial inheritances play an important part in explaining 
how the Brazilian economy is embedded in society and politics, giving birth to 
a dependent national trajectory of development under globalization. Likewise, 
India’s colonial experience, first under a ‘private’ rule and subsequently by the 
British Empire, is reflected today in its controlled insertion into global markets and 
continued suspicion of Western intentions. Furthermore, India – unlike Brazil – 
built its national foundations on local ancient civilizations, no matter whether 
the contributions from South Asian societies are original or just contemporary 
creations derived from an imagined past.

Before embracing integration in the post-Keynesian world of free markets and 
capital flows, Brazil and India both tried to maintain their strong nationalistic 
positions. The latter was more successful than the former: unlike Brazil, India 
managed to partially reform its economic organization in the 1980s before joining the 
globalized world. The 1980s were disappointing for Brazil: it could not either reform 
institutions substantially or achieve good economic performance. The debt crisis 
and the re-democratization process reduced national expectations for the future, yet 
Brazil did not entirely abandon the ‘responsible pragmatism’ approach in foreign 
policy, keeping its distance from the core of international society made up by the US 
and Western Europe.55 In fact, unlike most of its Latin American counterparts, Brazil 
did not open its economy to international markets in the 1980s despite economic 
turmoil amid hyperinflation and the rise of the Washington Consensus.56
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Contrary to dominant interpretations, Kohli (1990) argues that the process 
of liberalization of the Indian economy was launched in early 1980s. However, 
many have taken issue with this view. For Srinvasan and Tendulkar (2003), the 
economic growth achieved in the 1980s was based on increasing fiscal deficit, which 
eventually led to the balance of payments crisis in 1991, a turning-point in India’s 
strategy of development. More fundamentally, Kohli highlights the institutional 
roots of the 1990s economic reforms. In the 1980s, the government built a strategy 
based on a pragmatic attitude towards industrial and commercial groups.57 These 
incremental reforms, which included the partial removal of the license raj, were 
interrupted in 1987.58 Nonetheless, the 1980s reforms heralded a progressive shift 
from an economy based essentially on state-ownership with socialist traits towards 
an economic regime favorable to business interests,59 in which national private 
economic groups were empowered. This, however, did not mean a pro-market 
approach, insofar as the country still had several restrictions on foreign investment 
and national-private capital. As Kohli argues, this strategy emerged after 1991, 
when the Congress adopted a structural-adjustment program in order to receive 
funds from the IMF.60 The ‘license raj’ finally came to an end, and the number of 
sectors reserved for government ownership was reduced from seventeen to four.61 
These measures, however, were not taken to such an extent as to hurt indigenous 
business, particularly in manufacture. This cautious approach echoes the legacies of 
colonialism, and particularly the suspicion that too much economic opening could 
lead the country into excessive dependency analogous to a neo-colonial condition.

Brazil, on the other hand, adopted a more pro-market stance, to use Kohli’s 
classification. This is in line with its historical patterns of development and 
integration. According to Bresser-Pereira, the focus on economic growth since 
the 1970s, based on ISI, was replaced by a focus on redistribution of wealth which 
‘assumes that economic development is assured, be it as a result of the dynamic 
nature of capitalism or through the inflow of foreign capital’.62 Such an assumption, 
Bresser-Pereira concludes, was embraced by the political elite that opposed the 
military dictatorship of 1964–1985. After re-democratization, part of that former 
opposition to authoritarian rule came into government, and led the market reforms 
which were part of the successful strategy that defeated hyperinflation, yet reduced 
the rates of economic growth following the opening of markets through unilateral 
tariff reduction in the 1990s. Preceded by a foreign debt renegotiation, the successful 
economic stabilization strategy of 1994 led Finance Minister Fernando Henrique 
Cardoso, the head of the team that elaborated the stabilization plan, to victory in the 
presidential race of the same year running for the Party of Brazilian Social-Democracy 
(PSDB). In contrast to India’s cautious approach to globalization, after 1994, many 
in Brazil advocated relying on foreign investment to revive economic growth.63 The 
country, however, was affected by major economic crises between 1995 and 1999.64
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These general patterns of Brazil and India in the post-Keynesian globalized 
world remained unchanged even when the parties that led economic reforms 
were displaced from power. In India, Congress was out of power during most 
of the time between 1996 and 2004; and between 1998 and 2004 its major 
opponent, the Hindu-Nationalist Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), led a government 
formed by coalitions composed mainly of regional parties (a model that has 
defined Indian government since 1989). The BJP is considered a centre-right 
party, supporting more private business at the expense of organized labour and 
unincorporated sectors – an important variable in India, where more than half 
of the economy is informal. However, BJP also has protectionist stances. India’s 
Congress has been in power again since 2004. In Brazil, the Workers’ Party (PT) 
has occupied the presidency since 2003 and, despite claims of policy shifts in 
comparison to the PSDB’s government because of links with social movements and 
labour unions, continuity prevailed insofar as there is still a strong reliance on FDI 
and an increasing importance of non-manufactured goods in exports (Table 1), 
which reached more than 60 per cent of exports in 2009.65 The economic policy 
that aims to keep inflation rates low favors this situation, as long as it is based on 
high-short term interest rate and an overvalued exchange rate.66

Table 1: Brazil and India – Economic Indicators – Annual Average per Decade 
(1960s–2000s)

Item 1960s 1970s 1980s 1990s 2000s
Brazil
GDP growth (%) 5.90 8.47 2.99 1.70 3.33

GDP per capita growth (%)* 2.98 5.92 0.82 0.13 2.09

Exports of goods and services (% GDP) 6.66 7.26 10.14 8.47 13.56
Export of manufactures (% exports)** 6.74 23.53 44.29 54.74 50.65
Foreign Direct Investment – FDI (% GDP) N.A. N.A. 0.66 1.47 2.74
Gross Domestic Savings (% GDP) 19.83 20.81 23.45 18.51 18.64
India
GDP growth (%) 6.66 2.93 5.69 5.63 7.08
GDP per capita growth (%)* 4.23 0.61 3.45 3.72 5.54
Exports of goods and services (% GDP) 4.09 5.29 6.00 9.97 17.81
Export of manufactures (% exports)** 47.51 53.62 60.11 74.17 70.95
Foreign Direct Investment – FDI (% GDP) N.A. N.A. 0.04 0.39 1.57
Gross Domestic Savings (% GDP) 13.61 17.69 19.91 22.63 28.46

*For the 1960s, data for the period 1961–9.  
**For the 1960s, data for the period 1962–9.  
Source: World Bank (2010).
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The differences in economic leverage are projected in both international and 
national levels. While it is undisputable that India faces more social challenges than 
Brazil in terms of its lower GDP per capita (1,100 dollars in India and 8,200 in 
Brazil in 2009, World Bank 2010) and Human Development Index (in 2010, high 
level in Brazil – 0.669, and medium in India – 0.519, UNDP 2010), India leads in 
the stakes of power politics. As a legacy of its non-alignment and suspicion of the 
West, India, on the one hand, is still a harder negotiator in international fora67 being 
known as the country that says ‘no’, as it was the case in the refusal to open its 
agricultural markets during WTO’s Doha Round (in deadlock since 2008), and in 
the decision to make a nuclear test in 1998. Such characteristic persists according 
to most analysts in spite of shifts in India’s foreign policy after 1990 to enhance 
confidence-building through liberalization.68 Brazil, on the other hand, is regarded 
as more friendly,69 and even agreed in 2008 to further reduce manufacturing tariffs 
in order to have more access to the West’s agricultural markets notwithstanding 
the continuous decreasing competitiveness of Brazilian industry.70 This puts into 
question the assumption that President Lula da Silva, from PT, has brought more 
autonomy to Brazilian foreign policy,71 and reiterates the role of colonial legacies in 
shaping global trajectories. Indeed, Brazil seems to be returning to its agro-export-
driven past.

Furthermore, while India projected itself as a nuclear power in the mid-
1990s amid its continuous rivalry with also nuclear Pakistan, Brazil gave up its 
nuclear military ambitions as part of its confidence-building strategy with the 
West. Geopolitical reasons, such as mutual agreements with Argentina since 
the 1980s regarding the control of nuclear technology, also played a role.72 This 
decision can be traced back to Brazil’s international identity as a state with 
strong Western roots. Colonial legacies combined with geopolitical variables – 
which are to some extent a consequence of the European/Western international 
society formed through imperialism in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries – 
make Brazil unlikely to be seen as a ‘monster country’. A ‘monster country’, as 
Lafer (2000) defines it, has a large territory and population, but is located in a 
strategic geopolitical region for the West, namely locations in the contiguous 
space of important natural resources, particularly oil reserves in the Middle 
East, and where fierce disputes among large empires historically took place, as 
it was the case of the Great Game between Britain and Russia in Central Asia 
during the second half of the nineteenth century. This is the case not only of 
India but also of China and Russia, the other two major emerging powers. As 
just after its independence almost two hundred years ago, Brazil remains in the 
periphery of international society: Western concerns are focused on East Asia’s 
rise, as suggested by the US engagement with India to counterbalance Chinese 
influence.73
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Conclusion

I have argued that the development trajectories of Brazil and India, and their 
respective patterns of integration in the international system, bear a strong imprint 
from colonial legacies. What are emerging powers today were once colonized 
territories. Just as Portugal’s patrimonialist culture and reliance on foreign 
collaboration shapes Brazil’s current reliance on raw material exports, Britain’s 
administrative capabilities and colonial rule have shaped independent India’s state 
configuration and identity, suspicious of the West and reflected in its pro-native-
business approach.

While these conclusions do not immediately allow generalizations, they open 
new avenues of research into causes for postcolonial trajectories to be found in 
colonial legacies. Firstly, there is the study of characteristics of the state and society 
of potential great powers. Neither a pure Weberian bureaucracy nor a homogeneous 
society seems to be a domestic pre-condition for a country’s rise in the international 
system, as the U.S. and Western European experiences in nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries suggest. Most of the emerging powers still have to cope with monumental 
internal challenges, as is clear from increasing levels of inequality in China and 
India.74 However, even in the West more internal equality was achieved only after 
the age of empires, with the class-compromise that underpinned the post-War 
Welfare states.

Secondly, it is also worth analyzing the role of transnational communities and 
their impact on nation-states’ processes of international ascension and domestic 
cohesion. Like other countries in the Americas, Brazil received large flows of 
immigrants in the twentieth century, mainly from Europe, which contributed to 
internalize new technologies as industrialization took off. While these immigrants 
and their offspring established links with the outside, they did not constitute 
subnational communities, not generating concerns on national cohesion at least 
after the phase of incorporation that took place until World War II.75 In India, 
the issue of religious diversity requested, in contrast to Brazil, a clearer rhetoric 
of national unity, rooted in the idea of secularism. This seems to have borne 
virtuous legacies insofar as, regardless of religious affiliation, migrants of the Indian 
diaspora contribute to the economic development of the country, be this through 
remittances, as it is the case of transient workers in the Middle East, or based upon 
technological collaboration, as it became evident in the technological services 
sector, in which Indian-Americans participate significantly.76

As potential cases for future comparison, there are countries that are legal 
children of great colonial powers, such as Argentina in relation to Spain, and 
step children, such as South Korea in relation to Japan, which have experienced 
similar trajectories of industrialization under the Keynesian Consensus, although 
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with different results in its aftermath. Whereas South Korea can be considered a 
winner in the global age, with a buoyant manufacturing sector and high standards 
of living, Argentina is a legal child that faced far more dependency in globalization 
than Brazil. There are also mixed cases, where it is not clear which model prevailed; 
in Mexico, for instance, pre-Columbian cultural traits still pervade social life, such 
as non-capitalist forms of economic organization based on subsistence agriculture 
in the countryside, whose population is mainly of indigenous ancestry, alongside 
Western modes of cultural and economic organization.77

It might be too pretentious to claim that these tales of globalization have 
morals, but it seems that, as children grow up, both legal- and step-, they ‘learn’ 
from their parents’ legacies as well as from their eventual indigenous heritage as 
they attempt to raise. Based on the contrast between Brazil’s and India’s respective 
trajectories, the step-children seem to be more successful as they draw a clearer 
distinction between the domestic and the foreign, building up more effective 
national cohesion, and drawing strategies that combine pre-colonial and colonial 
strengths, while legal-children lack a basis for cohesiveness, then accepting with 
more ease international trends in an uncritical manner rather than making them 
work in their favor, facing a more winding road in the quest for power. In either 
case, however, they may simply end up imitating the fate of their genitors, reaching 
glory just to fall again one day.
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Echoes of Imperialism in LGBT Activism

Rahul Rao

At least one early critical reaction to the emergence of the term ‘postcolonial’, 
expressed disquiet about its ‘premature1 celebration of the pastness of colonialism’.2 
Writing in 1992 and citing the then continuing coloniality of Northern Ireland, 
Palestine, South Africa, East Timor and other places, Anne McClintock worried 
that this premature celebration ran ‘the risk of obscuring the continuities and 
discontinuities of colonial and imperial power’.3 While her examples focused on 
instances of enduring territorial colonialism, it is salutary to bear in mind that 
imperialism crucially also always had a non-territorial ideational dimension, 
expressed in projects such as the civilizing mission. It is in the form of this non-
territorial dimension that imperialism today is more visible and ubiquitous, enduring 
long after the reduction of territorial imperialism to a few anachronistic vestiges, 
and inflecting even those apparently radical and oppositional spaces of politics in 
which one might least expect it.

In this chapter, I explore the ‘echoes of imperialism’ in one such space – that 
of global contention for the recognition of the rights of lesbian, gay, bisexual and 
transgendered (LGBT) subjects, as well as of other sexual minorities who might not 
identify in these terms.4 In doing so, I hear two sorts of echoes. First, my critique of 
imperial tendencies within contemporary Western LGBT politics, parallels and tries 
to learn from an earlier critique levelled by Third World feminists such as Chandra 
Talpade Mohanty at white Western feminism. Just as these earlier critiques punctured 
lazy slogans of ‘global sisterhood’ that are inattentive to hierarchies of race, class and 
nationality within women’s movements, I question the putative singularity of an 
assumed global gay subject that seems to underpin some contemporary Western 
LGBT activism.5 Second, I attempt to peel away the layers of discourse that encrust 
such activism in our own time, to reveal the underlying political interests that 
sustain it. In doing so, I find it helpful to think about the political interests that 
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generated a late nineteenth century politics of imperial Victorian feminism that saw 
the rescue of distant global sisters as a means towards improving the condition of 
women in the imperial metropolis. Both temporal contexts present a bewildering 
array of tendencies: contemporary Western LGBT activism is a deeply divided 
space, some of whose constituents are complicit in imperial ventures even as others 
are deeply antagonistic to them. The past is no less complicated a space, so full of 
contradictory tendencies that it is difficult to regard our ‘postcolonial’ age as self-
evidently more progressive or reflexive than times gone by.

The construction of a global discourse of LGBT rights and a politics of LGBT 
solidarity6 has been empowering for many of its participants. But it has not been an 
entirely benign development, free from questions of power and hierarchy. Struggles 
against heteronormativity within Western societies have tended to be marked by 
a fundamental tension between what might be described as a liberal politics of 
inclusion or assimilation into the mainstream – marked by such priorities as the 
right to marry or to serve in the military – and a more radical queer politics that 
seeks to challenge the very basis of institutions that are seen as oppressive, rather 
than merely seeking inclusion within them.7 This fundamental tension has also 
begun to manifest itself in Western advocacy efforts on behalf of Third World8 sexual 
minorities, with the more assimilatory strands of Western advocacy seeking to utilize 
Western hegemony for the advancement of sexual rights in other parts of the world, 
antagonizing queer activists and scholars who are deeply invested in contesting 
such hegemony even as they struggle for sexual freedoms. In the discourse of the 
former, as LGBT communities have won political and legal battles in the West and 
have begun to assimilate more deeply into their societies, LGBT rights have become 
a marker of modernity, resulting in the creation of new hierarchies – or what Jon 
Binnie calls ‘a new racism’ – in international politics.9 States that fail to respect rights 
around sexual diversity are, in a retrieval of standard orientalist tropes, increasingly 
characterized as backward and uncivilized, with the internationalization of LGBT 
rights taking on the character of a modern-day civilizing mission.10

Scholars have begun to criticize the increasingly apparent orientalism of some 
contemporary Western LGBT activism.11 Yet some of these critiques have been 
overstated. A case in point is Joseph Massad’s recent indictment of Western LGBT 
activism vis-à-vis the Middle East. Massad argues that such activism seeks to replicate 
the trajectory of gay liberation in the West by attempting to transform practitioners 
of same-sex conduct in the Arab world into subjects who identify as homosexual.12 
Following Foucault, scholars regard sexuality as having been transformed in the 
Western world from an aspect of behaviour (what one did) to an aspect of identity 
(what sort of person one was) sometime in the late nineteenth century, through the 
operation of discourses of medicine and law.13 The dislocations produced by industrial 
capitalism and mass urbanization were simultaneously disrupting traditional family 
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structures and providing the conditions – for some – of individual material self-
sufficiency and anonymity that enabled the configuration of new forms of community. 
These developments in turn provided the demographic basis for the struggle for 
rights later in the twentieth century, culminating in such epochal moments as the 
Stonewall riots that took place in New York City in 1969, widely regarded as marking 
the birth of the modern LGBT rights movement. In Massad’s view, Western LGBT 
organizations operating in the Arab world seek to replicate this history by pushing 
those who engage in same-sex practices to ‘come out’ (i.e. identify) as homosexuals. 
Yet far from bringing the liberating consequences that this move had in the West, 
Massad judges that this push from behaviour to identity represents an imperialist 
imposition that is narrowing the space for same-sex behaviour. Governments that 
once turned a blind eye to discreet homosexual behaviour are increasingly cracking 
down on newly visible sexual minorities: it is identity rather than behaviour, in his 
view, that is considered intolerable and makes individuals vulnerable.14

The argument is troubling in a number of respects, not least because it appears 
to deny the agency and subjectivity of Arabs who are beginning to identify as sexual 
minorities, appropriating and reworking Western identities in their struggles 
for sexual self-determination. Massad alternately dismisses these individuals as 
unrepresentative, regards them as passive victims of a Western-imposed sexual re-
education, or more ominously describes them as ‘native informants’ to Western 
activists.15 In the colonial archive, the native informant is a slippery and elusive 
character, at once powerful and politically suspect from the point of view of 
both the colonial authorities and the natives between whom he intermediates. 
Comprising, in the words of Thomas Babington Macaulay’s infamous Minute on 
Indian Education (1835), ‘a class of persons Indian in blood and colour, but English 
in tastes, in opinions, in morals and in intellect’, he is relied on by the colonial 
authorities for the knowledge that will inform the power they exercise over the 
natives.16 Yet as Homi Bhabha has persuasively argued, his very mimicry of the 
colonial overlords constantly menaces the racial hierarchies upon which colonial rule 
is premised.17 He is the figure through whom the natives formulate their demands 
in a language intelligible to their colonial masters, yet his very closeness to the 
latter invites suspicion of traitorous collaboration with the colonizing power. In 
the context of Western LGBT advocacy in the Arab world, Massad’s revival of the 
trope of the ‘native informant’ to describe Arabs who identify in terms of a Western 
sexual ontology stems from his view of them as an unrepresentative metropolitan 
minority whose motivation for identification in such terms is class-based: ‘part of 
the package of the adoption of everything Western by the classes to which they 
belong.’18 Rather than treating the question of motivation as an empirical one, 
Massad understands it as a function of a self-orientalizing tendency to regard the 
West as superior in all respects rather than as being the result of reasoned, ethical 
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disagreement with local sexual ontologies. The insinuations of inauthenticity that 
attach to his representations of LGBT Arabs deny the possibility and legitimacy 
of appropriation of ethical categories from outside the moral universes into which 
they were born. In addition, the fact that Arabs who identify publicly as LGBT 
often do so at grave personal risk – something that finds no acknowledgement in 
Massad’s argument – makes their comparison to colonial native informants (who 
profited enormously from their position) particularly inappropriate.

In this chapter, I focus on another problematic dimension of Massad’s argument, 
namely his tendency to flatten out the space of Western LGBT activism vis-à-vis the 
non-Western word. Massad refers to the institutions of LBGT activism collectively 
as the ‘Gay International’ (reminiscent of W. H. Auden’s ‘homintern’) and regards 
all such activism as being implicated in an imperial politics. This reflects the 
tendency of some postcolonial work to think of the ‘West’ in monolithic terms, 
even as it resists the essentialization of the ‘Orient’.19 In this chapter I disaggregate 
the ‘Gay International’ into a number of strands and argue that while some of these 
have indeed been complicit in contemporary imperial projects, others have not. 
Critiques of activism that do not make such distinctions have the unfortunate 
consequence of shutting down activism around sexuality altogether, implicitly 
denying the seriousness of the homophobia against which it is directed. In contrast, 
demonstrating that there is no single politics to the so-called Gay International 
might be a first step towards determining whether there is anything worth salvaging 
in this politics of putative Western solidarity with Third World sexual minorities. 
The fractiousness of the ‘Gay International’ became particularly apparent in 
the debates that erupted amongst Western activists over how to respond to the 
execution in Iran in 2005 of two boys alleged to have committed a crime involving 
homosexual intercourse. Accordingly, much of this chapter focuses on the reaction 
to these executions, which became the site on which the internal politics of the so-
called Gay International played itself out. In keeping with the themes of this book, 
the chapter attempts to historicize the different strands of the ‘Gay International’ 
in light of the record of Western intervention seeking to reshape gender relations 
in Iran (and other parts of the Third World) since the heyday of colonial times. In 
doing so, I find that while the contemporary ‘Gay International’ is a deeply divided 
space, some of whose constituents are complicit in imperial ventures even as others 
are antagonistic to them, this is no less true of late nineteenth- and early twentieth-
century Western feminist interventions in the colonized world.

Hangings in Iran: Disaggregating the ‘Gay International’

On July 19, 2005, two boys – Ayaz Marhoni and Mahmoud Asgari – variously 
reported to have been between 16 and 18 years of age, were hanged by the 
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government of Iran in the city of Mashhad for an alleged crime involving homosexual 
intercourse. Western activists were divided over how to respond.20 Some regarded 
the boys as having been hanged on account of their sexuality and denounced the 
Iranian government, demanding that Western governments take punitive action. 
British activist Peter Tatchell, whose group OutRage! first brought the story to 
the attention of Western media, was quoted in a press release as saying that ‘this 
is just the latest barbarity by the Islamo-fascists in Iran … the entire country is a 
gigantic prison, with Islamic rule sustained by detention without trial, torture and 
state-sanctioned murder’, before going on to claim that over 4,000 lesbians and gay 
men had been executed by the government since the 1979 revolution.21 Conservative 
US commentator Andrew Sullivan echoed this language, repeating the claim that 
the boys had been hanged by the ‘Islamo-fascist regime in Iran’ for ‘being gay’. 
Expressing disappointment that more gay organizations had not rallied to the war 
against ‘Muslim religious fanatics’, Sullivan emphasized that ‘this is our war too’.22 
The linkage of Iran with fascism was reinforced by Doug Ireland, a New York-based 
journalist who described the Ahmadinejad government as being engaged in a ‘major 
anti-homosexual pogrom targeting gays and gay sex’.23 The Human Rights Campaign, 
the largest LGBT civil rights organization in the US, called upon the then Secretary 
of State Condoleezza Rice to issue an ‘immediate and strong condemnation’ of Iran 
for its hanging of the teenagers who, it alleged, had been tortured and killed ‘simply 
for being caught having consensual sex’. It urged that ‘atrocities committed by 
foreign governments against all people must be condemned swiftly and forcefully by 
the world’s greatest democracy’.24 The Log Cabin Republicans, an organization of 
gay and lesbian members of the US Republican Party, issued a press release in which 
it noted that ‘in the wake of news stories and photographs documenting the hanging 
of two gay Iranian teenagers, Log Cabin Republicans re-affirm their commitment to 
the global war on terror’. The group’s president, Patrick Guerriero, was quoted as 
saying that ‘this barbarous slaughter clearly demonstrates the stakes in the global 
war on terror. Freedom must prevail over radical Islamic extremism’.25

It was not the first time that Western observers had expressed revulsion at the 
sexual mores of Iranian society. In an ironic reversal of contemporary attitudes, 
travelogues of Western visitors to Iran from the seventeenth century onwards 
frequently record disgust at the observation of same-sex liaisons within aristocratic 
circles in Tehran. Janet Afary has written about the prevalence of ‘status-defined 
homosexuality’ in pre-modern Iran, typically involving partners of different 
ages, classes or social standings.26 She chronicles the abundant representation of 
same-sex love in classical Persian literature, the wealth of allusion to homoerotic 
relations in the Persian language, and the widespread prevalence of homosexuality 
and homoerotic expression in public spaces beyond the royal court, including 
monasteries and seminaries, taverns, military camps, bathhouses and coffeehouses. 
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While not free of moral judgments, she argues that until the late nineteenth 
century Iranian representations of same-sex love were far less judgmental than the 
contemporary Western regime of sexuality.27

Afsaneh Najmabadi has argued that as Iranian elites came into contact with 
Europeans and realized that ‘polite’ European society held such practices to be 
abominable, their response was one of disavowal and dissimulation.28 Iranians began 
to find themselves ‘explaining’ to European visitors that the latter had mistakenly 
read homosociality (men holding hands, embracing and kissing in public) as 
homosexuality. Homoeroticism in Sufi poetry began to be read as purely allegorical 
and metaphorical for communion between the devout and the divine. Practices of 
representation underwent dramatic shifts. While notions of beauty were largely 
undifferentiated by gender in early Qajar (1785–1925) paintings, with beautiful 
men and women being depicted with similar facial and bodily features, by the end 
of the nineteenth century the portrayal of beauty had become less androgynous 
and more gendered. Similarly, while biographical writing well into the nineteenth 
century contains numerous non-judgmental references to diverse sexual preferences, 
twentieth-century references to same-sex relationships become more disapproving. 
Modernist Iranian intellectuals such as the influential nineteenth century critic 
Mirza Fath‘ali Akhundzadah (1812–78) began to speak of homosexuality as 
situational, as something that Iranian men indulged in because of gender segregation. 
By implication, as the sexes were allowed to mingle freely in a modernizing Iran, 
homosexual relations would disappear. One of the central projects of early Iranian 
feminism was the transformation of heterosexual marriage from a loveless procreative 
contract into a romantic one; but the flip side of this was the stigmatization of other 
forms of desire, leaving – in Najmabadi’s words – ‘a birthmark of disavowal of male 
homosexuality on the modernist project of women’s emancipation’.29 The larger 
point here is that by the late nineteenth century, the heteronormalization of Iranian 
society had come to be regarded as a marker of modernity. The irony is that the 
exact opposite has become true in the early twenty-first century.

I would like to anticipate and pre-empt the temptation to extrapolate from 
Najmabadi’s account, the claim that European imperialism is to blame for homophobia 
in contemporary Iran in a straightforward way. This would be a crude, polemical and 
reductionist conclusion to draw from Najmabadi’s complex and nuanced exposition of 
the transformation of gender relations in Iran. Rather, what emerges from this story 
is a crucial moment in which even as European imperialism passes judgment on the 
‘Orient’, native elites respond to this challenge, in part, by accepting the European 
critique and seeking to act upon it. Thus, the heteronormalization of Iranian society 
(which paves the way for the later institutionalization of homophobia) has to be 
understood as a transaction involving European and Iranian elites, in which the latter 
exercise some degree of agency in choosing to reshape their societies in particular 
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ways in the course of the nineteenth century cultural conflicts between Iran/Islam 
and Europe/Christianity. Indeed, a growing body of queer scholarship in respect of 
other parts of the world has begun to locate the institutionalization of homophobia 
in the colonial encounter in just this way, and to explain it with reference to the 
desire of anti-colonial elites to construct virile, masculinized nationalisms capable 
of overthrowing the colonial yoke – a task that entailed the erasure of indigenous 
traditions of androgeneity and same-sex desire.30 Massad might suggest that a 
converse process of ‘homo-normalization’ of Middle Eastern societies is currently 
underway as a result of analogous transactions between the ‘Gay International’ and its 
‘native informants’. It is certainly too early to conclude, in the case of Iran, whether 
the process will play out in anything like the same way. Moreover, and crucially to 
the thrust of my overall argument, one can note the structural similarity of these 
transactions between Western and Iranian elites in the nineteenth and twenty-first 
centuries, while taking the view that they have very different political and ethical 
implications depending on whether they expand or constrict the space for sexual 
freedom. The more troubling historical continuity is that in both moments, some 
Western actors have arrogated to themselves (and some Iranian elites have conceded 
to their Western interlocutors) the power to define the content of modernity, so that 
being modern continues to mean becoming like the West.

Returning to the events of 2005, Western voices of condemnation of the hangings 
in Mashhad were divided in terms of the remedial action that they advocated. 
Some, like Sullivan and the Log Cabin Republicans, regarded incidents such as the 
Mashhad hangings as vindicating the use of force against ‘radical Islam’ wherever 
it manifested itself; others, like Tatchell and OutRage!, sought to clarify that their 
denunciation of the hangings did not amount to an endorsement of war against 
Iran.31 Indeed, Tatchell appears incongruous amongst the many Republican Party-
affiliated gay voices in the US who happened to agree with him on this issue, given 
his history of involvement in left-wing causes and his membership of the Green 
Party in Britain. Although appearing to share a common position, the different 
reactions to the Iran hangings were underpinned by distinct sets of political 
considerations, which I discuss in the following sections.

The more institutionalized activists – those in organizations such as Amnesty 
International, Human Rights Watch (HRW) and the International Gay and Lesbian 
Human Rights Commission (IGLHRC) – responded in a very different fashion. Scott 
Long of HRW was sceptical of the accounts that Tatchell, Ireland and others were 
providing because they relied mainly on diasporic and exile groups as their sources. 
These groups, in his view, had long sought to refract situations in Iran that presented 
human rights concerns through the lens of LGBT rights, in a politically opportunistic 
attempt to attract the support of yet another international constituency in their 
struggle against the theocratic regime. In addition, Long believed that conflicting 
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reports claiming that the boys had been executed for raping a 13-year old boy, while 
quite conceivably trumped up by the regime to justify the sentence, should not 
have been dismissed out of hand without careful consideration.32 HRW, Amnesty 
and IGLHRC sought to reframe the issue as one about the execution of minors, a 
violation of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child and the International 
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (both of which Iran has signed).33 One crucial 
implication of this reframing was that if Iran was to be censured for its execution of 
children, the US lacked the moral standing to do so. Of the nine countries that are 
known to have executed juvenile offenders between 1990 and 2009, Iran topped the 
list with forty-six executions, while the US followed second with nineteen.34 (The 
US Supreme Court declared the use of the death penalty against juvenile offenders 
unconstitutional in March 2005.)35 In addition, some activists in these organizations 
worried that attacking Iran could legitimate the Bush administration’s demonization 
of the Iranian regime at a time when tensions were already running high on account 
of its nuclear programme and the election of the conservative Ahmadinejad to the 
office of the presidency only a few weeks before.

Rescue Narratives of the Right

In the wake of the Mashhad hangings, it was possible to discern the emergence of 
a discourse on right-wing gay websites based in the US and Europe, in which gay 
rights were pitted against the putative beliefs of ‘Islamists’. A central feature of 
this discourse is that it places LGBT rights at the heart of an enlightened Judaeo-
Christian ‘West’, which confronts a uniformly homophobic ‘non-West’ ‘sunk in 
ignorance, superstition, barbarism, and moral darkness’,36 evidenced by its failure 
to respect such rights. Indeed, the very purpose of the comparisons through which 
this narrative is constructed seems to be the extraction of a hierarchy in which the 
West is better than the non-West, Israel is superior to Palestine,37 Christianity 
is preferable to Islam,38 and so on. Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak has characterized 
colonial feminism – exemplified by such acts as the British abolition of sati in India in 
the nineteenth century – as a case of ‘white men, seeking to save brown women from 
brown men’.39 Through such gestures, imperialism represents itself as the establisher 
of the good society by espousing women as objects of protection from their own (racial 
and national) kind. Something similar appears to be at work in the contemporary 
eagerness of white queers to save brown queers from brown homophobes. For their 
part, brown men/homophobes have attempted, just as vigorously, to assert their 
jurisdiction over brown women/queers and to defend the terrain of brown gender 
from any perceived encroachment by what are seen to be imperialist modernizing 
drives. As Partha Chatterjee has demonstrated, the (male) anti-colonial nationalist 
typically evinced a split mentality, acknowledging his material inferiority but 
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insisting on his spiritual superiority vis-à-vis the colonizer. This meant that anti-
imperialist struggle entailed the mimicry of colonial material modernity with a view 
to catching up with and surpassing the enemy, alongside a rejection of any colonial 
interference in the social and cultural domains of life. Gender relations were placed 
squarely in the latter domains, with women-as-mothers functioning as repositories 
and intergenerational transmitters of cultural capital.40 The body of the brown 
woman/queer therefore takes on an overdetermined significance in the Manichean 
confrontation between white men/queers and brown men/homophobes.

Here I am interested primarily in understanding the impetus for white queer 
rescue narratives. Jasbir Puar’s notion of homonormative nationalism or ‘homo-
nationalism’ is particularly useful in understanding this in the context of contemporary 
US politics. Borrowing from Lisa Duggan’s idea of ‘homonormativity’, which refers 
broadly to the phenomenon of gay subjects becoming embroiled in a politics that 
does not contest dominant heteronormative forms but upholds and sustains them, 
Puar defines ‘homo-nationalism’ as a ‘collusion between homosexuality and American 
nationalism that is generated both by national rhetorics of patriotic inclusion 
and by gay, lesbian, and queer subjects themselves’.41 Contrary to conventional 
gendered readings of state and nation as being only supportive and productive of 
heterosexuality and always repressive and disallowing of homosexuality, Puar 
suggests that ‘there is room for the absorption and management of homosexuality 
… when advantageous for US national interests’.42

From the perspective of the US state, such absorption might enable the cooption 
of LGBT rights as an additional legitimation for the ‘war on terror’ and the project to 
reshape the Middle East.43 The harnessing of ‘Islamist persecution of LGBT rights’ 
in this fashion is analogous to the use of the Taliban’s persecution of Afghan women 
as justification for the war on Afghanistan in 2001.44 Yet it might legitimately be 
asked whether a homophobic Republican US administration – such as the one in 
power in 200545 – had any interest in using alleged LGBT persecution in the Middle 
East in this fashion. It might be thought that significant constituencies within 
the party base (evangelical Christians for example) would have been alienated by 
any advancement of LGBT rights, either domestically or abroad. In what ways 
might the ‘absorption and management of homosexuality’ advantage the US state, 
particularly when it has been captured by the homophobic right?

It is in addressing this question that it becomes clear that the more significant 
motivations for the gay rescue narrative lie not in the international interests of the 
US state so much as in the realm of US domestic politics. It is worth recalling that 
the narrative is produced not by state functionaries, but by mostly right-wing non-
governmental gay activists. It could be argued that it is the very incompleteness of 
their inclusion in the US nation, and the Republican Party more specifically, that 
furnishes a powerful incentive for collusion between homosexuality and nationalism. 
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Offering a ‘gay’ reason for supporting nationalist projects such as the ‘war on 
terror’, the gay rescue narrative becomes a means of expressing patriotic sentiment 
with a view to hastening assimilation into nation and party. Patriotism functions 
as what Puar calls a ‘defensive and normalising’ gesture,46 signalling proximity to a 
nation and party of which one is not (yet) a full member by emphasizing distance 
from ultimate Others. Through the gay rescue narrative, the message that right-
wing gay activists appear to be sending to a Republican Party whose acceptance 
they crave seems to be: ‘you are against the terrorists; the terrorists are against 
gays; therefore you ought to be with gays’.

There is a long history of metropolitan subaltern groups participating in a politics 
of imperialism in the periphery as a means to acquiring full citizenship at home. We 
can see this in the discourse of many late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century 
Western feminists and suffragists. The perceived abjectness of their ‘sisters’ in 
the colonies, constructed as oppressed by practices such as veiling, sati and foot-
binding, provided an Other against whom Western women were able to consolidate 
themselves as fully formed subjects epitomizing modernity and progress. It also 
gave them work to do in the colonies, enabling them to escape the stifling confines 
of Victorian conceptions of femininity which considerably limited opportunities 
for professional advancement and self-assertion at home. Nima Naghibi has argued 
that notwithstanding their unequal relationship to men and to the colonial project, 
Western women were able to argue for their participation in colonial and imperial 
ventures not despite, but in substantial part because of, their gender. Arguing that as 
women they had unfettered access to female spaces like the harem in which Persian 
women were oppressed by their men, white Western women were able to define 
their own unique burden in the context of the civilizing mission.47

Travelling to the colonies as missionaries, teachers, reformers, ethnologists and 
colonial housewives, whether they were feminists or not, Western women were 
explicitly and implicitly demonstrating that they were the equals of men, playing 
an integral role in the expansion and consolidation of empire. This was critical 
in the context of the struggle for female suffrage within the metropolis because 
it offered a suitable riposte to those opposing votes for women, who had argued 
during World War I that women should not have the vote because they had not 
fought in the war or defended the empire.48 It is no accident that significant sections 
of the contemporary US LGBT rights movement have invested considerable energy 
in fighting for a right to serve in the US military: such demonstrations of loyalty to, 
and participation in, national and imperial ventures have historically been a very 
effective means of claiming full citizenship.

Of course not all Victorian and Edwardian suffragists were imperialists. As 
Naghibi reminds us, more militant sections of the women’s movement in Britain 
resisted the dominant tendency to construct white women as active subjects 
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juxtaposed against their victimized Persian counterparts. When the Persian 
Women’s Society addressed an appeal to the suffragists in Britain – ‘The Russian 
government by an ultimatum demands us to surrender to her our independence; the 
ears of the men of Europe are deaf to our cries; could you women not come to our 
help? – the [British] Women’s Social and Political Union replies telegraphically: ‘…
we cannot move [the] British government to give political freedom even to us, their 
own country-women. We are equally powerless to influence their actions towards 
Persia.’49 It is a dispiriting response, but one that has the virtue of recognizing 
a sisterhood founded on shared oppression, rather than being advanced from a 
position of racial and national superiority.

Rescue Narratives of the Left

If assimilation at home rather than solidarity with distant others explains the 
predominant motivation behind the production of rescue narratives by right-wing 
constituents of the ‘Gay International’, how do we understand the politics of someone 
like Peter Tatchell, who would typically be seen as left-wing in both the US and UK? 
Tatchell was dismissive of the suggestion – which I put to him in an interview in 
2007 – that his activism against the Iranian regime might have played into the hands 
of war-mongering neoconservatives. Hitting back at his critics (organizations such 
as HRW and IGLHRC, which distanced themselves from his protests), he offered a 
straightforwardly anti-consequentialist view insisting on the need to vindicate the 
rights of persecuted sexual minorities in Iran, regardless of the ways in which this 
might have strained the West’s already fraught relations with that country:

They seem to take the view that because the United States is against Iran, we 
mustn’t do anything that fuels the argument that Iran is a bad regime. My view is 
very simple. Human rights are universal and indivisible, whether in Iran, Britain or 
the United States. There’s no ifs, no buts. You defend the persecuted and oppose 
the oppressor…there’s no qualifications, there’s no exceptions, it’s universal, for 
everyone, everywhere, in all circumstances, at all times.50

In analysing Tatchell’s position, it is vital to bear in mind that in contrast to 
conservative activists in the US, he operates from a more gay-friendly jurisdiction in 
which LGBT citizens have won a number of significant victories, particularly since the 
election of a Labour government in Britain in 1997. Indeed, for British and northern 
European activists, the fulfilment of much of the LGBT rights agenda at home has 
freed up time and resources and added a moral impetus for the internationalization 
of activism on behalf of distant others who are seen as less fortunate. This is not to 
suggest that sexual minorities in these countries have achieved all their aims, but with 
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the ‘great’ victories of decriminalization, same-sex partnerships and – in some cases – 
marriage behind them, the existential crisis experienced by activists as a result of 
these achievements is alleviated to some extent by human rights abuses in the Third 
World that can be framed as gay rights violations.51 Clifford Bob has written about 
the relationship of mutual dependence between embattled Third World activists 
and Western patrons, reminding us that while the former depend on the latter for 
material resources, Western activists derive significant non-material resources from 
their Third World interlocutors: a raison d’être, legitimation for international activism, 
proof that their agenda remains unfulfilled, symbols for broader campaigns, prestige 
with their support base, and so on.52 These are plausible motivations for Tatchell’s 
interest in framing human rights abuses abroad as gay rights violations.

Any criticism of Tatchell’s activism is met with the response that his 
interventions are explicitly requested by sexual minorities suffering oppression in 
distant parts of the world. Yet closer attention to the requests for help that Tatchell 
cites to legitimate his activism reveals a deeply ambiguous picture. Arsham Parsi, 
a gay Iranian activist who obtained asylum in Canada from persecution on account 
of sexual orientation, is critical of Tatchell’s brand of activism, arguing that his 
commemoration of the 2005 hangings with protests outside Iranian embassies 
a year later was counterproductive and politically damaging.53 When I put it to 
Tatchell that some Iranian activists appeared to be critical of what he was doing 
he was incredulous at first, arguing that Parsi was initially supportive of the 
protests and changed his mind only after he had been influenced by HRW’s Long. 
That Parsi was initially supportive appears to be true, given that he had himself 
incurred criticism from other Iranian activists for standing with Tatchell on the 
issue.54 Tatchell is also quick to point out that Parsi does not speak for all Iranian 
homosexuals. He claims that there were five Iranian LGBT groups at the time of 
the commemorations, four of which supported his protests. He cites a letter of 
support issued by MAHA, an e-list which claims a subscription of 1700 members 
and a readership of three to five thousand, which strongly endorsed the protests 
despite the controversy they generated.55 Tatchell’s claims of support are difficult 
to verify, given his unwillingness to reveal the identity of his interlocutors and the 
general difficulties of studying the political organization of homosexuals in Iran.

These issues have recurred in Tatchell’s relations with African activists, many 
of whom have publicly dissociated themselves from his campaigns in relation 
to Nigeria and Uganda in an open letter published in January 2007, citing his 
failure to consult with local activists and his pursuit of misguided tactics that 
could endanger local movements.56 Once again, Tatchell insists that his activism 
is solicited by many Nigerian and Ugandan activists, citing groups such as Gay 
and Lesbian Alliance (GALA) and Makerere University Students’ Lesbian 
Association (MUSLA) in Uganda. He also suggests that his critics – groups like 
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Sexual Minorities Uganda (SMUG) – were animated by petty local turf rivalries. 
In his view, their denunciation of OutRage! was precipitated by resentment that 
it worked with other groups in Uganda and fear of a loss of status as these local 
rivals gained international visibility and prestige as a result of their collaboration 
with OutRage!57 On a field visit to Uganda in August 2010, I found no evidence of 
the groups that Tatchell had mentioned. Kasha Jacqueline, founder and director of 
Freedom and Roam Uganda (a leading lesbian organization in the country), cited a 
number of instances in which fraudsters posing as NGOs, had solicited human rights 
funding and support from external donors and activists. She described MUSLA as 
one such ‘briefcase organisation’, headed by a group of men and having no lesbians 
in its membership.58 Even if we were to give Tatchell the benefit of the doubt, he 
has at the very least been naïve insofar as his interactions with Ugandan and other 
African LGBT organizations are concerned. At the same time, his interventions in 
these situations are both powerful and disruptive, as evidenced by the complaints 
of African activists in the 2007 open letter.

One other possibility that this controversy suggests is that in a field apparently 
crowded with ‘native informants’, some Western solidarity activists tend to reach 
out to those who endorse their project, while ignoring the criticisms of those who do 
not. Local interlocutors in turn are not abject, apolitical actors suffering oppression, 
but complex subjects with interests and agendas of their own. The entry of resource-
rich solidarity activists into an already fractious terrain can set off a competitive 
dynamic amongst local actors competing with one another to be privileged informants 
in anticipation of the potential rewards that might flow from such relationships. Far 
from assisting in the creation of a united front against homophobia, the external 
activist can exacerbate local tensions and fracture movements.

Finally, one has to consider the politics of the larger organizations (Amnesty, 
HRW, IGLHRC, etc.) in the ‘Gay International’. Such actors are vulnerable to 
many of the same criticisms that could be made of Tatchell. They too ‘need’ human 
rights violations abroad as a reason for being, and have an interest in framing 
power struggles in different parts of the world as ‘rights violations’ with a view 
to sustaining particular programmes and campaigns. They share a common sexual 
identity vocabulary with the right- and left-wing gay saviours discussed here. In 
this sense, Massad is not wrong to speak of the ‘Gay International’ as a collectivity. 
In the context of their reactions to the 2005 executions in Iran, however, some 
crucial distinctions have to be made.

Notwithstanding their common ontological premises, these organizations have 
generally tended to be wary of foisting a Western sexual ontology on subjects 
in countries like Iran in the absence of self-identification in these terms. HRW’s 
recent report on the persecution of queers in Iraq, for example, describes the men 
interviewed for the report as ‘gay’ only because they themselves used the term in 
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preference to newly coined Arabic equivalents such as mithli. Even so, the report 
cautions against the assumption that being ‘gay’ in Iraq has the same connotations 
as it does in the West, noting that the usage of the term in Iraq has as much to do 
with gender (perceptions of where the subject is located on a butch/fem spectrum, 
for example) as with the object of one’s sexual desire.59

In some cases, these organizations have resisted applying an LGBT rights frame 
to particular instances of abuse. In a virtual reprise of the events of 2005, when 
Makwan Mouloudzadeh, a 21-year old Iranian man, was sentenced to death in June 
2007 on charges of having raped three boys when he was himself only thirteen, 
groups like OutRage! and the Italian collective Gruppo EveryOne once again treated 
the case as one of gay persecution and lobbied the Iranian government in these 
terms, demanding that the sentence be lifted. In contrast, following investigations 
which revealed no evidence of any sexual acts whatsoever, Amnesty and HRW 
flatly denied that Mouloudzadeh was gay and sought to reframe advocacy around 
the issue as one about the execution of juveniles. Their position was based on 
evidentiary considerations, but also on the grounds that it was tactically ill-advised 
to campaign for Mouloudzadeh as a ‘gay’ person in a country where homosexual 
conduct, whether consensual or not, could incur the death penalty. Despite a 
brief window of hope in which the sentence was suspended by the head of Iran’s 
judiciary pending an official investigation into allegations of trial irregularities, 
Mouloudzadeh was executed in December 2007. Long argues that the framing of 
advocacy on his behalf in terms of gay rights did real damage to his case, possibly 
inducing the Iranian authorities to carry out the sentence.60

In an interview, Long articulated HRW’s preferred approach to such cases in 
the following terms:

[…] we were ultimately trying to speak to an Iranian audience. And Iranian audiences, 
regardless of what they think about lavat [sodomy], the main things on their mind are 
people being arrested for the way they look, the way they dress – particularly women 
but not just women – and the invasion of privacy, the fact that the Basij – the religious 
police – can break into anybody’s apartment if they think alcohol is being drunk or 
something bad is going on. So we basically tried to phrase it as an issue of police 
harassment of people for looking different, and privacy, which I think is something 
that everybody can understand. And the thing that so pissed me off about this whole 
Western brouhaha about Mashhad […] was that there was absolutely no attempt 
to understand what would resonate in Iran […] Privacy, yes! Homosexuality, no! 61

The emphasis here is on enlarging the constituency that might be enlisted in the 
struggle for sexual autonomy by moving beyond identity categories such as ‘gay’, 
‘queer’ or even ‘women’, to focus on issues and demands in which multiple groups 
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might have a common interest. Far from seeking to impose Western sexual identities 
on non-Western populations, key actors within Massad’s ‘Gay International’ seem 
wary of framing struggles for sexual self-determination in terms of sexuality at all.

It may seem odd to suggest, as I have in this chapter, that the big human rights 
bureaucracies with their massive budgets and global reach appeared less implicated 
in an imperialist politics than individual freelance LGBT rights activists, journalists 
and bloggers. Yet it is certainly the case that insofar as the Western reaction to the 
2005 hangings in Iran were concerned, it was the latter group that broke the story, 
articulated a response that dovetailed neatly with imperial security preoccupations, and 
set the agenda, capturing the interest and allegiance particularly of a white, Western, 
gay, male public. To many in this public, the professional human rights organizations 
appeared reactive and weak in their attempt to reframe the debate in ways that avoided 
a frontal attack on the sexual morality of the Iranian state. But the discussion here has 
been confined to a single event: in other contexts, the positions of these actors in relation 
to imperial projects might well be reversed. In other words, there does not seem to be a 
strong correlation between the levels of material and organizational resources possessed 
by activists and their distance from imperial projects.

What the reactions to the Mashhad hangings demonstrate is that the ‘Gay 
International’ – if it can be seen as a single entity at all – is an extraordinarily 
fractious space. Its constituents span the entire political spectrum, from right-
wing activists concerned about furthering their incomplete assimilation into party, 
nation and state, to left-wing Greens looking for new causes to replenish spent 
agendas. It is united by a common Western sexual ontology, but its constituents 
disagree radically on whether, when and how to export this ontology to the rest 
of the world. And while some of its constituents seem eager to use gay rights as a 
means of consolidating Western hegemony in ways that remind us of the heyday 
of the ‘civilizing mission’, others seem wary of contributing to such an outcome.

The past, to which I have been comparing the activities of today’s ‘Gay 
International’, is no less complicated a space. The discourse of suffragist imperialism 
always coexisted with an anti-imperialist feminism exemplified by figures such as 
Sylvia Pankhurst, who were able to see the links between patriarchal power in 
England and colonial practices, and struggled against both.62 Even as women like 
Gertrude Bell saw their presence in the colonies explicitly in the terms of Europe’s 
civilizing mission,63 others such as Annie Besant were staunch anti-imperialists 
playing leading roles within anti-colonial movements.64 More pertinently to the 
subject of this chapter and this book in general, it was precisely his status as a sexual 
outcast from late Victorian society that gave the homosexual Edward Carpenter 
an affinity with a range of subaltern groups and movements, including those for 
decolonization, women’s suffrage, workers’ welfare and animal rights.65 Indeed, 
Carpenter offers an ironic counterpoint to the contemporary orientalist discourse 
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of some Western LGBT activists when he favourably contrasts the valorization 
of bisexuality and hermaphroditism in Hindu mythology with the homophobia of 
European culture.66 It is difficult to think of any Western activists today who draw 
on the resources of non-Western cultures to argue for greater toleration of sexual 
minorities within their own societies.
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From the Anticolonial Movements  
to the New Social Movements

Robert J. C. Young

For over three decades now, the fundamental activity of Postcolonial Studies has 
been to analyse world history and its cultures from a non-European perspective, to 
explore, articulate and represent subaltern views and their different marginalized 
knowledges. Its task with regard to empire and imperialism has been to anatomize 
empire, imperial practices and their material effects from the point of view of the 
colonized. To that extent it has sought to reconfigure the dominant accounts of 
the West’s imperial history insofar as they appear partial or ideologically driven, 
even if in certain respects they may be critical of the imperial past. This has meant 
that Postcolonial Studies has been less interested in imperialism and colonialism 
from the point of view of the history of particular empires than in the ways in 
which individual practices, or quite often as in the case for example of Cyprus, 
Egypt, Mauritius, Somalia, or Sri Lanka, successive imperial practices, affected the 
historical, political, cultural, social and psychic lives of the local and indigenous 
peoples who bore the brunt of colonial subjugation. One complaint from historians 
about postcolonial theory has often focused on the use of common theoretical 
heuristic paradigms across very different colonial arenas. However, this objection 
misses the fundamental point – because it still comes from the perspective of the 
imperial centre. From the point of view of the colonized, the structure of domination 
in fundamental terms was the same, whether it be British, Dutch, French, German, 
Italian, Japanese or Russian.

There were differences of course. But it is not as if, for example, any of these 
powers immediately established democracy as the first act of colonial or imperial 
rule – in fact, the establishment of democracy always marked the end and dissolution 
of colonial rule. From the point of view of a colonized person, the soldier of a 
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foreign power who enforces the rule of the country by force rather than consent 
represents the same structure of domination whichever national colours he happens 
to be wearing – for the colonial subject, at one level it makes no difference which 
particular imperial power the soldier happens to serve. For the same reason, 
if Britain were occupied tomorrow by the Japanese, and France by the Chinese, 
British people would be more likely to feel they had something in common with the 
French than to say that the two occupations were too different in style to compare. 
Postcolonial Studies traces the commonality of the colonized.

It was for this reason that I decided to turn the history of imperialism back 
to front so-to-speak in order to write what amounted to the first history of anti-
colonialism and anti-imperialism. My book Postcolonialism: An Historical Introduction 
(2001), traces a history of the anticolonial movements over the past 500 years, 
and seeks to situate the politics of the present in a long history from Las Casas 
to Burke and Adam Smith, from Toussaint l’Ouverture to Gandhi, from the 
Communist Internationals and Congresses of Peoples of the East at Baku of 1920 
to Bandung in 1955 and the Havana Tricontinental of 1966, from Ho Chi Minh, 
to Gandhi, Nkrumah, Fanon, and Guevara, and to the institutionalization of their 
writings, practices and perspectives as an object of academic study in the discipline 
of Postcolonial Studies initiated by Edward Said, Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, 
Ranajit Guha and others.1 One of the things that emerged in the epic narrative 
of anti-colonial struggle that the book analyses was the importance of events that 
histories of imperialism typically pass by, such as the Bolshevik Revolution, which 
established the first ideologically anti-imperialist state, the Chinese defeat of the 
Kuomintang of 1949, or the Iranian Revolution – which took place in a semi-colony 
still suffering the effects of the British need for oil – of 1979. Individual histories of 
particular decolonizations for their part hide the fact that from the late nineteenth 
century onwards, anti-colonialism was always a globalized phenomenon. The 
struggle against imperialism involved national campaigns that took international 
forms and were always conditioned by international contexts. So a postcolonial 
history of anti-colonialism emphasizes the histories of the formation of transnational 
networks between anticolonial activists around the world. Sometimes these were 
strategic with respect to a common colonial enemy, such as the extensive links that 
were developed between Boer, Irish and Indian nationalists, for example. In other 
cases, they were set up in the imperial centres themselves. Affording a political 
freedom unavailable in the colonies, London, Paris, Berlin, Lisbon, Tokyo and New 
York were all at various times bristling with anticolonial activists communicating 
with each other, establishing international networks of activist cells, and 
articulating with affiliated comparable struggles. Some organizations themselves 
operated globally: the Irish Republican Brotherhood, the forerunner of the IRA, 
was the first international anti-colonial organization: by the late 1860s it was able 
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to effect terrorist acts, including military invasions and naval skirmishes, against 
the British Empire around the world.

Looking at the long trajectory of anti-colonialism, it is possible to construct 
general patterns of resistance that formed a common structure across different 
colonial periods and formations. In fact, from this perspective, colonialism and 
imperialism themselves become less significant as structures per se than the common 
history of resistance to foreign rule or domination, by whatever name, ideology or 
structure it might go under. In many ways, the historical shifts between colonial 
and imperial rule were less significant in themselves than the late nineteenth 
century development of imperialism in its American form as economic – rather than 
territorial – imperialism (not necessarily just by the Americans, one could instance 
the British in Latin America). Conversely, one of the lessons of the postcolonial era, 
starting with Nkrumah’s Neocolonialism of 1965, was that the achievement of national 
sovereignty did not necessarily produce full sovereignty.2 It is for this reason that 
the concept of resistance has been particularly important for Postcolonial Studies 
since what it examines are the forms of resistance to unauthorized or exploitative 
power structures, particularly those of non-indigenous powers but also those of 
elites, as in the ‘Subaltern Studies’ project. From that perspective, the point of view 
of the dominated and exploited nations, the shifts from colonialism to imperialism 
to postcolonial neo-colonialism to globalization are particular shifts of political and 
economic formation but not necessarily fundamental structural transformations that 
require conceptual restructuration. Modern imperialism, the expansion of Europe 
around the world, was already a form of globalization. So resistance to imperialism 
and resistance to contemporary globalization may share certain cultural perspectives 
and political practices. It has become increasingly clear that, contra Hardt and Negri, 
we do not need a new theory of empire.3 The forms of oppression and resistance may 
change, but their fundamental structure remains intact.

II

How, though, did the non-Western world resist imperialism? If it was, in a certain 
sense, a global movement, what strategies were involved? Were they comparable? 
From the point of view of resistance, and more narrowly of anti-colonialism, the 
choices narrowed down to two alternatives, and these involved an ethical as well as 
a political decision. Like most anti-colonial strategies, these possibilities were first 
theorized and formulated by Irish nationalists in the nineteenth century, when, 
as the great Irish politician known as ‘the Liberator’, Daniel O’Connell, put it, 
the choice was deemed to lie between ‘physical force’ and ‘moral force’, between 
violence and non-violence. Throughout anticolonial history, the two polarities of 
resistance operated on this axis, between armed resistance against the power of the 
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state and what the Irish called ‘moral force’, Emerson ‘civil disobedience’, Tolstoy 
‘passive resistance’, Gandhi satyagraha or ‘soul-force’ and Nkrumah ‘non-violent 
action’. Forms of resistance in our own day can still be mapped according to the 
polarities of these choices. The ethical basis for armed struggle has typically been 
justified in terms of the unjustifiable behaviour of the opponent, most famously 
by Fanon who argued that since the colonizer (for him, the French in Algeria) had 
established rule by violence, violence was the only effective response.4 Although 
in the twentieth century armed struggle has been particularly associated with 
Leninism and post-World War II radical communism – Mao, Fanon, Che Guevara – 
the founding document by which it was ethically justified is the American 
Declaration of Independence, which formally initiated the first successful form of 
armed struggle against colonial rule in the modern era. It was, ironically, for this 
reason that Ho Chi Minh’s 1945 Declaration of Independence for Vietnam invoked 
the earlier American example. According to the first paragraph that is often omitted, 
the American Declaration of Independence of 1776 consists of a justification of the 
extraordinary steps that the colonists took in taking up arms against the British 
government. The right to resist that is asserted in the Declaration is essentially 
based on the claim of tyranny and oppression: in other words, it is argued that there 
is a level of political oppression, here colonial oppression by an external power, that 
justifies armed rebellion in the name of freedom. The Declaration of Independence 
then essentially marshals ‘the facts’ to make the moral justification for the violence 
of its own manifestation.5

In the twentieth century, the tradition of armed struggle was used by the Irish 
and the Mau Mau against the British, among many others, but it was after its 
successful role in the Algerian, and subsequently the Cuban, revolutions that it 
came to dominate anticolonial strategy. After the All African People’s Conference 
held in Accra in 1958, armed struggle became the primary mode of anti-colonial 
resistance in Africa and East Asia.6 The modern utilizers of that tradition in our 
own day include organizations such as the LTTE, the United Liberation Front of 
Assam, Al Qaeda, or any of those contemporary groups designated as terrorist by 
the EU (there are 47 of them, in a list which includes Hamas but not Al Qaeda). 
In order to achieve their declared object of sovereignty and autonomy in the 
Middle East, Al Qaeda has embarked on an international campaign against all those 
Western powers involved in the various countries of the Islamic domain; Bin Laden 
has traced the origins of this history back to the dismemberment of the Ottoman 
Empire in 1919 and the Deposition of the Caliphate by the Western powers after 
World War I. The major Western involvement in the Middle East is the product of 
a quite specific colonial history that developed after Winston Churchill changed the 
fuel for British battleships from coal to oil after 1912. Britain had been able to use 
its own resources for coal, but it lacked any oil.
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III

In a situation where the axis of armed revolutionary struggle has been appropriated 
by a political Islam, and where the collapse of the Communist block has led to an 
increasing willingness by Western power to tolerate democratic socialist states, 
such as those of Latin America belonging to Bolivarian Alternative for Latin 
America and the Caribbean (ALBA), today the secular Left draws on the other 
alternative in the tricontinental anti-imperialist tradition. Many contemporary 
forms of political activism that operate outside conventional politics, such as 
New Social Movements and the anti-capitalist movements, which go by various 
names including the Global Justice Movement, the Anti-Corporate-Globalization 
Movement, the Movement of Movements (a popular term in Italy), the Alter-
globalization movement (popular in France), or the Counter-Globalization 
movement, as well as the many Indigenous movements in the Americas, can be 
affiliated not with armed struggle, but rather with the alternative forms of non-
violent struggle that use moral rather than physical force. Historically this mode 
of resistance goes back to the early nineteenth century. In the twentieth, many 
of these strategies were deployed by Gandhi, who during his stay in London took 
the opportunity to absorb the politics and strategies of late nineteenth-century 
radicalism in Britain, particularly amongst Irish and suffragette activists, the 
counter-cultures of modernity which sought to develop anti-hierarchical libertarian 
ideas particularly with respect to feminism, sexuality, ecology, vegetarianism – 
and imperialism.7 Gandhi’s original contribution, aside from strategically raising 
the moral stakes with regard to the methods of anti-colonial struggle, was to 
deploy such alternative forms of struggle through a highly resourceful use of the 
international media. It was above all in his inventive use of the media – newspapers, 
film – as a weapon for wooing international public opinion that Gandhi anticipated 
contemporary struggles of other kinds in our own day.8

In the same way, instead of a direct link to the campaigns of armed struggle 
of the 1960s and 1970s, the politics of the New Social Movements can be more 
directly affiliated with the women’s movements, whose relation to the anti-colonial 
movements varied historically and always to some degree remained in tension 
with them. It was while I was working on the chapter on ‘Women, gender and 
anti-colonialism’ in my Postcolonialism: An Historical Introduction that I began to 
see most strongly the links between present struggles and the anticolonial past. 
One way of putting this would be that while gender struggles always remained 
problematically comparatively marginal to the anti-colonial movements, the 
politics of postcoloniality begins from them. Whereas a focus on independence 
and political sovereignty draws a clear line between the anti-colonial and the 
postcolonial, from the perspective of women’s struggles, the triumph of taking 
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control of the state apparatus in itself did not transform dramatically the social 
conditions that were being contested. Anti-colonial movements rarely conformed 
to textbook universal models of political resistance developed by either the Third 
or the Fourth Internationals. That in many ways is the main lesson to be learnt 
from their extraordinary history, alongside the fact that over the years, these 
anti-colonial movements developed a whole range of forms of resistance, many of 
which continue to form the practical basis of struggles today. Postcolonial struggle 
comprises the rediscovery of how to fight most effectively with the weapons of 
the weak.

Over the years, the anti-colonial movements developed a whole range of 
modes of non-violent, so-called passive resistance, many of which continue 
to form the practical basis of struggles today. Of course some New Social 
Movements, such as the demonstrations in Genoa in 2001, become violent at 
times, if not exactly resorting to armed struggle, just as the Zapatistas today 
refrain from using violence even though they are armed. In practice, in fact, no 
liberation movement ever deployed a single tactic alone, despite their specific 
commitments to one or the other. The liberation movements always negotiated 
a whole range of strategies of civil and militant resistance, veering between 
armed struggle and civil disobedience and negotiation The history of the Irish 
struggle from 1798 to 1922 involved a constant alternation between these two 
according to the circumstances, and available technologies, of the day. There was 
no absolute distinction between them, even for Gandhi. Moreover, there were 
significant differences even within armed and non-violent struggle. Given that 
there are different degrees of violence, for example, what kind of violence would 
be permitted as legitimate? In this connection, we might cite the pamphlet of one 
of the most famous of Indian women freedom fighters, Aruna Asaf Ali’s ABC of  
Dislocation of 1941:

Dislocation is a common and effective method used by enslaved and oppressed 
peoples against their ruler… Thus, if telegraph wires are cut, fishplates on railway 
lines are removed, bridges are dynamites, industrial plants put out of order, petrol 
tanks set on fire, police stations burnt down, official records destroyed – they are all 
acts of dislocation. But a bomb thrown at a market place or a school or a dharma-shala 
[a shelter for pilgrims] is not dislocation. It is either the work of agents provocateurs 
or misdirected energy.9

Ali’s account of dislocation, permitting violence against property and 
communications but not against people, can be compared to the important moral 
distinction developed by Jean-Paul Sartre in the context of the semi-civil war of 
early 1970s France, between violence erupting organically from exploited groups, 
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and violence initiated by isolated sectarian groups that have not arisen from the 
politics of community.10

As James Connolly in Ireland, Frantz Fanon in Algeria, Che Guevara in 
Cuba and the ANC in South Africa always emphasized, armed struggle was 
the strategy of last resort for any liberation movement. At the same time, as 
Shahid Amin has shown with respect to Gandhi, a certain possibility of violence 
always lurks within non-violent movements.11 That in itself hardly makes 
them Leninist. Unlike the macho liberation movements of armed struggle 
intent on capturing the colonial state apparatus, there were also liberation 
movements whose project was to transform the broader political-social fabric 
of civil society through new forms of participatory democracy. These mass 
movements also constitute an important antecedent to postcolonial politics, 
which an exclusive focus on the wars of national liberation altogether misses. 
Such popular civil disobedience movements go back to earlier campaigns such 
as those of the Suffragettes, the Aborigines Protection Society and even the 
Anti-Slave Trade movement. Their techniques were utilized by Gandhi in 
India and by Nkrumah in Ghana, by the American Civil Rights Movement, 
and by peace campaigners in Europe (for example, the Campaign for Nuclear 
Disarmament, the Anti-Apartheid Movement, and even what was originally 
called the Women’s Liberation Movement). It was this tradition of civil 
resistance, formed through the non-violent anti-colonial movements, that 
has developed into the New Social and Indigenous Movements across the 
globe, as well as being institutionalized in international organizations such as 
Greenpeace or Amnesty International. The World Social Forum now operates 
as a kind of popular front for a whole range of different inter-related political 
movements, in the same way as the National Liberation fronts, or the United 
Democratic Fronts, brought together a heterogeneous range of different kinds 
of anti-colonial activism. The New Social Movements in Europe and the US 
have predictably received more attention than, say the Brazilian Sem Terra 
or the Denotified and Nomadic Tribes Rights Action Group or Dalit activists 
in India; but they themselves equally employ strategies and forms of civil 
disobedience – sit ins, boycotts, occupations, marches and other forms of mass 
civil disobedience – developed in ‘moral force’ anti-colonial struggles. Just as 
a central feature of the anticolonial movements involved the challenging of 
the boundaries of the political, so today, grass-roots subaltern New Social and 
Indigenous Movements operate outside orthodox political spheres and focus 
on issues that conventional parties have neglected and refused to take on. 
They have certainly been inspired by the struggles and wars of liberation, but 
inspired too to define their politics in broader or different terms, and develop 
their forms of liberation as mass social movements.
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IV

The politics of these movements, and the justice of their material objectives, are 
largely justified in ethical terms, and in that respect they also embody the practice 
of ‘moral force’ over revolutionary physical force. Though Marx himself was 
scornful of the invocation of ethics, its universal modality can work effectively 
in the absence of an alternative viable communist economic system or ‘science’ 
of historical materialism. Today, in many respects, tricontinental socialism has 
become an ethics first and an economics second – the Charter of Principles of the 
World Social Forum, for example, are fundamentally based on ethical arguments. 
In its fourteen principles, as in the UN plan to halve world poverty, the specific 
demand is for less exploitative relations with respect to both people and natural 
resources, and for common and general access to wealth, not the complete 
destruction of the capitalist system as such. The World Social Forum represents 
an assault on the ‘economic fundamentalism’ of the World Economic Forum at 
Davos, against which it pits its ethical and social conviction that ‘another world 
is possible’. The alternative perspective broached by the World Social Forum 
was prescient: historically it emerged between the times when the communism 
of the Soviet block had collapsed and capitalist neoliberalism imploded on itself. 
Unexpectedly, given that economic globalization has always been associated 
with the rise of neoliberalism, the unregulated economic forces released by that 
globalization has now led to a partial return of Keynesian economics, which was 
itself developed as a way of incorporating some of the concepts and practices of 
socialism.12 This perhaps explains why many of the New Social Movements are 
not in themselves necessarily antithetical to the liberal wing of capitalism, though 
that does not, however, stop them from being, as their name states, ‘social’, and 
therefore socialist.

Nor, for that matter, should it be assumed that a modern tricontinental politics 
of difference are antithetical to capitalism. There is, for example, little reason 
to assume that postcolonial values towards cultural difference are in themselves 
radically subversive for Western cultures. Consider the following questionnaire in 
a British newspaper:

DO YOU HAVE A GLOBAL MINDSET?
When you interact with others, do you assign them equal status regardless of 
national origin?
Do you regard your values to be a hybrid of values acquired from multiples cultures, 
as opposed to just one culture?
Do you consider yourself as open to ideas from other countries and cultures as you 
are to ideas from your own country and culture of origin?
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If you can answer in the affirmative to all these questions, then the paper assures 
you that you have ‘a global mindset’. In fact the questionnaire formed part of a 
supplement to the London Financial Times called ‘Mastering Global Business’.13

Just as imperial powers encouraged anti-colonial activists within rival empires, 
so too today, globalization is not a straightforward process. Even global action 
against the practices of capitalism turns out not to be so straightforwardly 
oppositional. Some years ago it was revealed that many anti-capitalist 
organizations, such as Global Exchange, which seeks to close the World Bank 
and the World Trade Organization, and the Ruckus Society, which organized the 
demonstrators who shut down the WTO meeting in Seattle in 1999, had been 
funded by Unilever – through Ben and Jerry’s Ice Cream – the EU, and even 
the British National Lottery.14 Why was capitalism funding the anti-capitalist 
movements that were apparently seeking to destroy it?’ One answer would be that 
the resistance to capitalism has in part taken the form of an ethical movement which 
rather than trying to destroy it for an alternative that in practice no longer exists, 
is suggesting essentially that capitalism can afford to provide the alternatives that 
are being demanded. This is essentially the basis of the struggle between what is 
still, somewhat anachronistically, called the North and the South. Historically it 
has been shown that capitalism can adopt and adapt more or less anything for its 
own benefit and purposes: just as the anti-colonial movements appropriated the 
forms and ideologies of Western nationalism so now the New Social Movements 
seek to appropriate and modify capitalism for the benefit of ethical, socialist 
principles. In that sense, they once again affiliate to the ‘moral force’ tradition of 
anti-colonialism rather than the tradition of revolutionary violence that tended to 
be more traditionally Marxist in political orientation.

The involvement of liberal capitalism in the anti-globalization movements 
is no more remarkable than the fact that the Indian National Congress party 
was founded by an Englishman. Davos now listens to the World Social Forum. 
Economists such as Joseph Stiglitz, former Chief Economist of the World Bank, 
have become far more radical and critical in their views.15 In fact, and how 
much more so since the discrediting of neoliberal economics, a remarkable 
degree of consensus has developed internationally – as in the transformations 
of Development Theory in recent years which has reoriented itself to what are 
effectively quasi-Gandhian principles, the successful campaigns against Drug 
Companies in Africa with regard to HIV drugs, the campaigns over third world 
debt and global warming. Indeed, while nation states were denationalizing and 
dismantling their own economic sovereignty in order to facilitate globalization, 
paradoxically a Leftist social agenda, in effect an updated version of the great 
Second Declaration of Havana of 1962, was being transformed into a common 
global social agenda. Ironically and unexpectedly, globalization has produced the 
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situation that we are witnessing now: when a tricontinental politics, the product 
of the anti-colonial tradition, has finally moved beyond resistance to power to 
become a power in itself.
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Colonization and Globalization

Jacques Frémeaux and Gabrielle Maas

Globalization, like colonization, builds routes and connections. Yet in both cases, 
these connections are not equally available to all: modern global networks (economic 
and otherwise), like colonial routes, create power imbalances and rifts even as they 
connect places. This chapter explores how the unprecedented geographical sweep of 
European colonial empires, and their crisscrossing web of routes over sea and land, 
shaped European hopes and fears about a rapidly expanding world of knowledge. 
The challenge of conquest was also an epistemological challenge: that of introducing 
order into something incomprehensibly diverse, fitting it into established 
frameworks for knowledge. As well as a source of material wealth, overseas empires 
were thus fertile terrain for Europeans to construct a rich fantasy world of endless 
diversity and sensuousness. The vision of chaos or savagery penned by early 
colonial ethnographers was another face of what we would now call the Orientalist 
fascination with the sensual possibilities of that ‘chaos’. The corpus of attempts 
to chart the geological, botanical, zoological and anthropological diversity of the 
overseas territories is thus as much part of the journey of imagination (fantasy, 
some might say) as the works of the novelists, poets, artists and musicians who 
painted their own imagined colonial landscapes.

Our aim, then, is not to explore the history of colonial empires, but to give the 
broadest possible overview of how Europeans have constructed modern overseas 
empires as a world of the imagination as well as a world of very real profit and power – 
and to suggest that these two aspects work in symbiosis. Starting from a general 
observation about the nature of modern colonial empires as projects of metropolitan 
rayonnement on a global scale, we attempt to show here how empires contributed to the 
formation of networks that were forerunners of contemporary globalization processes. 
This is clearly a subject that exceeds the scope of the current chapter, but has been 
dealt with at greater length in a previous work by one of the authors.1
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Across the Seas

The Roman Empire, a canonical starting point for studies of imperialism, was 
radically different from the colonial empires of modern European states. Rome’s 
might was founded not on vast maritime expanses but on the command of a 
territorial bloc, broken only by the few hundred miles of Mediterranean which 
were themselves crucial to the empire’s commanding power. Most of Rome’s rival 
empires, and their European, African or Asian successors from Charlemagne to 
Tsarist Russia, were based on this model of territorial continuity.

Modern European colonial projects, on the other hand, can without hesitation 
be described as overseas empires (a notion first evident in the Spanish term 
ultramar). Made up of territories several thousand miles apart from each other, 
these empires were also separated from the metropole by the vast expanse of the 
oceans. It was mastery of shipbuilding and navigation techniques that parted the 
seas for European powers. Colonial empires, indeed, cannot be understood apart 
from the web of sea routes woven by the competing great powers, with their ports 
of call and trading posts. In the second half of the nineteenth century, the invention 
of submarine communications cables coincided with the advent of steam power 
to crown the technical advances that had made this network of routes ever more 
dense and reliable. Little surprise, then, that French colonial affairs fell under the 
exclusive remit of the Ministry of the Navy, or that the special forces posted to the 
colonies were known respectively as the artillerie et infanterie de Marine. Conversely, 
the substitution of ‘overseas’ for ‘colonial’ after decolonization was a natural 
transition (the Ministère des Colonies becoming the Ministère de l’Outre-Mer, and so on).

Etymologically speaking, ‘colony’ implies the presence of settlers and the 
establishment of communities that reproduce the ‘mother country’ or homeland. 
From this point of view, the modern concept of colonization plays on a double 
etymological meaning: the Latin etymology of colonia posits the appropriation of land 
and its cultivation by settlers from the conquering country, while the Greek αποικια 
emphasizes expatriation and long-distance emigration. Successful colonization has 
always depended on settlers from the colonial power – in addition to military and 
civil personnel – turning local resources to their advantage and maintaining constant 
flows of exchange with the metropole. After smaller-scale medieval experiments with 
this type of colonization, European powers transformed it into a cripplingly powerful 
modern weapon of settlement, control, and eventually domination.2

European colonial powers were initially (and still are, in a looser definition) 
almost exclusively western European – and more specifically Atlantic – powers. 
With a few minor exceptions, neither the Baltic states of northern Europe nor those 
of Mediterranean Europe were drawn for any length of time to the open oceans of 
the Atlantic or Pacific. The fascination with far-off lands grew up along the great 
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estuaries of the Thames, the Rhine, the Meuse and the Scheldt, the Seine, the Loire, 
the Tagus and the Guadalquivir; and it was from these estuaries that the majority 
of colonial pioneers launched their expeditions. None of the powers that missed this 
first wave of colonial expansion was able to catch up later; it was only thanks to 
continued connections with the Levant that Mediterranean countries were able to 
secure their share in African and Middle Eastern conquests.

In contrast with non-colonial empires,3 which could be described as the result 
of a gradual process of growth around a centre, colonial empires took shape as 
metropolitan powers endeavoured to spread their influence as far as possible. 
The symbol of the Roman eagle, often seen in the imperial heraldry of antiquity 
spreading its wings to cover a vaster and vaster area, is set off by the image of the 
octopus whose tentacles reach all over. Rome, we might note in passing, had already 
branded Carthage – a maritime colonial power if there ever was at the time – with 
this unflattering image; and it was subsequently revived by adversaries of colonial 
Britain.  This model is clearly less suited to the American and Russian colonial 
empires, which were based above all on territorial expansion (as witnessed by the 
fact that the American process of  ‘colonization’ referred to the American West and 
the South before it was extended to Hawaïi, Puerto Rico and the Philippines). We 
should also remember that colonial powers, while prioritizing overseas possessions, 
sought eventually to constitute these – where possible – in territorial blocs: 
we need only think of the British ‘Cape to Cairo’ railway project at the end of 
the nineteenth century, or the ‘African Bloc’ advocated in the same period by the 
French ‘Colonial Party’. In any event, the concept of overseas empire is only one 
part of the story of colonization. To go deeper, we must examine another aspect of 
colonial empires: their construction of a putative civilizational discontinuity.

The Allure of Exoticism

The notion of difference is at the heart of the ‘colonial adventure’, which is the 
story of contacts established between radically different areas of the globe on an 
unprecedented scale (for European countries at least). The sheer geographical sweep 
of the empires meant that there was a near infinite variety in the colonies, which 
spanned the latitudes, climates and flora and fauna of the world, from the poles 
to the equator, from ice deserts to hot deserts, from the tundra to the rainforest. 
Tropical and subtropical countries took pride of place, however: with the exception 
of Canada, part of Australia and the coastal regions of North and South Africa, 
colonial possessions were places with a tropical, subtropical or equatorial climate 
and type of vegetation. Images of colonized territories thus became inextricably 
bound up with heat, dry or humid: talk of the colonies would immediately evoke 
cyclones, monsoon, the sirocco; it would call up images of deserts, the steppes, 
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the bush; or the jungle, savannah and immense equatorial forests that span the area 
from 20th parallel north to south.

This vast diversity – as alluring as it was daunting – gave rise to a popular 
vision of the colonies as places where the senses reigned supreme. Orientalist 
painters were largely responsible for this image of a colonial kaleidoscope made up 
of the ivory, tan or ebony of skin married with the scarlet, emerald or gold fibre 
of garments. In the Orientalist vision, streets ‘thronged’ with ‘heaving crowds’ 
featured the ‘bazaars’ that invariably offered up ‘anything and everything that 
could be bought or sold’ amidst a chaotic carnival of odours (savoury or otherwise) 
and in the company of all the ‘races’ of the earth, recognizable by their costumes 
or physical type. This vision, probably modelled on the trading city-states of the 
Middle East and the Arabic-speaking world, was subsequently – and erroneously – 
extended to encompass the ‘colonies’ as a whole.

This was not a purely aesthetic or impressionistic phase. Commentaries on the 
diversity of human life and habits go back to the Renaissance, when Montaigne wrote 
the lines on this subject that are still of the utmost relevance today.4 European scholars – 
geologists, zoologists, botanists – had long been working on inventories of their 
respective fields. In their wake or at the same time, the discipline of human geography 
set out to enumerate the many and varied methods used by human beings the world 
over to master their (just as varied) environments; ethnology, meanwhile, started 
to describe the cultures through which human communities order and make sense of 
their internal workings and their place in the universe. Yet the great achievement of 
this endeavour – an unequalled yet inevitably partial body of knowledge about human 
societies and their future – was also, sadly, the origin of the many simplistic (or, at 
their worst, caricatured and disfigured) representations of the different groups that 
made up the imperial construct. ‘Comprehension’ has a suggestive double meaning; 
the colonial empires lost sight of comprehensive understanding in their hurry to draw 
up a cohesive, comprehensive inventory of colonial knowledge.

Geography textbooks remind us of the most simplistic and overdetermined 
classification system of them all – that of skin colour – in which ‘scientific’ 
observations of difference rapidly collapse into a hierarchy giving pride of place 
to Western civilization and its representative, the white (and preferably blond) 
man. This construct, if not always openly acknowledged, was always latent in 
European worldviews of the time. In 1931, the French Minister for the Colonies 
Albert Sarraut thus compared the ‘white race’ with the ‘coloured races’, which he 
classified as ‘yellow’, ‘brown’, ‘black’ and ‘red’. Colonization was further identified 
as the work of the ‘white man’.5 We should not forget here that the great period 
of colonial expansion in the nineteenth century coincided with the development 
of Social Darwinist doctrines. Europeans, of course, were guilty of the same error 
as any other group which sees itself, implicitly or otherwise, as the benchmark of 
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humanity. But it is precisely because Europeans proudly claimed to have attained 
universal reason and conquered prejudice that their delusion of grandeur – replete 
as it was with prejudice – seems unforgivable.

Civilizational Faultlines

Many of the territories conquered by European empires since the time of Alexander 
the Great were, in the eyes of their conquerors, inhabited by ‘barbarians’ who spoke 
incomprehensible languages and practised outlandish customs. Conquest undeniably 
went hand in hand with a belief in superiority that often amounted to racism. Yet 
there is a paradox here: colonial expansion at this time took place on land rather than 
sea, and the ‘barbarians’ were thus usually closer to home than the conquerors cared 
to admit; most had grown out of the Neolithic Revolution that started in the fertile 
crescent. Jules Harmand, former diplomat and colonial explorer, argued in 1915 
that modern colonization had moved from contiguity to diversity: ‘modern colonial 
expansion, in the new conditions and transformations of the present day – that is 
to say, colonization operating across considerable distances – differs significantly 
from “natural” or contiguous expansion. It inevitably brings into contact (by 
subordinating one to the other) elements that had until now evolved independently 
of one other. It is no surprise, then, to find that they exhibit radical differences of 
custom, belief, emotion, moral or material demands, ways of conceiving the world – 
in a word, of everything that shapes human nature and constitutes nations.’6

Indeed, colonialism was defined by radical polarization and mutual exclusivity; 
it compared and contrasted a ‘European’ civilization – founded on a Christian 
then humanist and Enlightenment heritage – with a bloc of ‘non-European’ 
civilizations that had no knowledge of this privileged heritage. We can see an 
example of this bipolar outlook in Guizot’s 1828 description: compared with 
others, Western civilization is ‘neither narrow, nor exclusive, nor stationary. For 
the first time in our history, the character of particularity has disappeared from 
civilization; for the first time, civilization is developing with as much richness and 
complexity as the theatre of the universe’. To Guizot and his kind, this proclaimed 
civilizational march forward promoted not only social and political progress but 
also an improvement in both individual and collective morals.7 Reading Guizot in 
retrospect, his subsequent career as Prime Minister and one of the architects of the 
July Monarchy conquests – most importantly that of Algeria – makes sense.

Some fifty years later, economist Paul Leroy-Beaulieu asserted that certain 
peoples, ‘with a different civilization but nonetheless compact, coherent and stable’ 
were ‘destined by their history and their present character to self-govern and 
direct their own affairs’. This was the case of the ‘Japanese nation’ and the ‘Chinese 
nation’. Two categories, on the other hand, seemed to be destined for colonization: 
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those, firstly, who were judged to be ‘fairly advanced in several ways’ but who had 
‘remained stationary’, or those who had ‘not succeeded in constituting themselves 
as united, peaceful and progressive nations with a steady course of consistent 
development’, and thus – according to Beaulieu – living in an ‘unstable equilibrium’. 
If these peoples, ‘dormant or powerless’ (amongst which Beaulieu cites India and 
Java) needed their missing energy to be brought to them by others, this was all the 
more true for the ‘barbarous or savage tribes’ which were ‘incoherent and lacking 
in any sense of progress’, engaged in continuous warfare and incapable of putting 
the immense territories they occupied to good use.8 This perceived superiority 
was used to legitimate conquest. Jules Ferry, in the same speech that evoked the 
still raw wound of the German annexation of Alsace-Lorraine, emphasized that the 
‘superior races’ had both the right and the ‘duty’ to civilize the ‘lower races’. In 
Beaulieu’s account and others in the same vein, total submission of the world (or as 
great a part of it as possible) seems a logical and legitimate outcome.

Beaulieu’s ideas alert us to the close connection between the colonial project 
and notions of ‘coherence’, ‘unity’, ‘stability’ or ‘regular development’ in colonial 
assessments of the level of ‘progress’ displayed by their different groups of indigènes. 
The idea that in order to be considered civilized a group must be moving forward 
with a sense of progress and ‘coherent, stable’ reminds us that colonization worked 
as a mirror for European insecurities about the continent’s own recent past. There 
is no small irony in the timing of Beaulieu’s essay, coming as it did in the immediate 
aftermath of the Franco-Prussian war and, significantly, of the violent divisions and 
bloodlet that ended the Paris Commune. The emphasis on unity, pacifism and regular 
development as criteria for judging progress thus appears as a sort of negative image of 
what Europeans most feared closer to home and would experience in 1914: the barbarity 
and violent prejudice that Europe claimed to have banished but that continued, over 
the course of the nineteenth century and beyond, to resurface with telling regularity.

Cutting the Colonial Cake

The construction of colonial empires, which we paint here only in the broadest of 
strokes, appears at the height of imperialism in the 1930s as the result of a process 
already several centuries long. In 1934, for example, Portugal celebrated (a few 
years late) the 500-year anniversary of the opening of its colonial epic, the Ceuta 
landing of 1415 on the Mediterranean coast of what is now Morocco. In 1935, France 
celebrated the tricentenary of the French West Indies. In fact, all of the European 
colonial powers of the time could have traced their colonial history just as far back, 
so numerous are the episodes – albeit often brief – in which a European power 
seized a previously independent African, American or Asian territory and placed it 
definitively (or so the colonizers liked to think) under European domination.
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Yet this expansion was piecemeal and irregular: European domination, far from a 
steady advance across a steadily expanding area, was something closer to a journey 
across the globe that liberated certain territories as it occupied others in turn. Though 
colonial expansion may appear inexorable with hindsight, closer examination reveals 
that its path was strewn with obstacles and complications – and inevitably so, since 
the division of the world it implied was under constant renegotiation. Colonial 
powers won and lost empires one after another; what we see in the 1930s is in fact 
merely a snapshot of a fleeting moment in a fast-moving historical process. Memory 
clings onto that moment because it was – as would become clear not long after – the 
calm before the storm. It is worth remembering that the most common maps of the 
Roman Empire similarly depict it at its zenith in the second century AD.

The story of the making and the transformations of European empires is in fact a 
story of constantly renewed struggle. The British Empire, the most prestigious and 
powerful of them all, did not rise to power in one smooth movement: historians often 
contrast the ‘old Empire’, based on the Americas and lost to all intents and purposes 
when the United States declared independence, with the ‘modern Empire’ founded in 
the nineteenth century in Asia, Africa and the Pacific. The same is true of the other 
great colonial powers. The French Empire built in the nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries was a new one; of the Ancien Régime empire, only the ‘old colonies’ dating 
back to the sixteenth or seventeenth century – Saint Pierre and Miquelon, the West 
Indies, French Guiana, Réunion, the French trading posts of India – remained under 
French domination, with a total area of less than 100,000 km² and a population of just 
over a million. The ‘old colonies’, in other words, accounted for less than 1% of the 
surface area and roughly 1.5% of the total population of the new French Empire. The 
same is true of Portugal. Portuguese historians regard the essentially African empire 
consolidated in Angola and Mozambique in the late nineteenth century as the ‘third 
Empire’, defining the first wave as the occupation of the East Indies (subsequently 
taken by the Dutch) and the second that of Brazil, which gained independence in 
1880. Only fragments of the vast Asian territories occupied over the past centuries – 
Goa, East Timor (shared with Dutch control on the western part of the island) and 
Macau in China – remained under Portuguese control, representing 1% of the surface 
area and 13% of the empire’s population around 1930.

If these colonial powers could soothe their nostalgia for lost lands with the 
satisfaction of more recent successes, others refused to forget the past and hankered 
after repossession of territories lost to others. Spain – stripped of the Philippines, 
Cuba and Puerto Rico by the United States in 1898 – retained only fragmented 
shards of its vast original possessions, including the Moroccan coast enclaves of 
Ceuta and Melilla dating back to the Renaissance period. Spain won its remaining 
colonial possessions – the Rif (Morocco’s Mediterranean coast), Ifni and Rio de Oro 
(present-day Western Sahara) – only at the outset of the twentieth century. Yet 
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Spanish nationalists did not abandon hope of breathing new life into North African 
expansion. Other land-hungry countries, however, were waiting in the wings and 
better equipped to realize their ambitions: Germany, for instance, still smarting 
from the confiscation of its colonies by the Treaty of Versailles; but also Italy and 
Japan, countries whose power ambitions far outstripped their territorial possessions.

The following is a table of the surface area and population of colonial empires at 
the end of the 1930s, at their largest point of expansion:

European states Area (km²) Population (no. of  inhabitants)
Belgium (1937) 2,385,000 10,000,000
Spain 350,000 1,000,000
France (1935) 11,841,000 66,000,000
Great Britain (1939) 34,363,000 500,000,000
Italy (1939) 3,480,000 13,000,000
Netherlands (1936) 2,079,000 66,000,000
Portugal (1936) 2,098,000 10,000,000
Total 56,596,000 666,000,000
World 134,600,000 2,116,000,000
% 42% 31%
Non-European states
United States (1940) 1,843,000 18,000,000
Japan (1940) 298,000 32,000,000
Russia 4,000,000 35,000,000

6,141,000 85,000,000
Total (all colonial empires)

63,000,000 750,000,000
% 47 % 35%

For Italy: Albania not included, Ethiopia included. 

With the exception of states in the Americas, only a handful of groups in colonized 
areas were still independent in 1939. In Africa, after the Italian occupation of Ethiopia 
in 1936, only tiny Liberia (100,000 km², with fewer than a million inhabitants) still 
lay outside European control. Even this exception, moreover, subsisted thanks to 
American involvement, and the independent Republic of Liberia was proclaimed by 
freed American slaves rather than an indigenous group. In Western and Central Asia, 
Turkey, Iran and Afghanistan owed their freedom both to vigorous leadership and 
to their skill in exploiting the balance of power between Russian ambitions to the 
north and British claims in the south. In the Arabic-speaking world, Saudia Arabia 
and Yemen were largely free of foreign domination but remained highly marginal and 
vulnerable, under pressure from both the British and from growing Italian ambitions, 
which would ultimately work to their advantage. Egypt’s recent independence 
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(1936), like that of Iraq (1932), meanwhile, placed crippling constraints on these two 
states, and British paternalism continued to weigh heavily. In the Far East, Siam 
(which became Thailand in 1939) had the dubious luck of being a buffer state between 
British-controlled Burma and French Indochina. Although China’s leaders succeeded 
in abolishing the privileges enjoyed by Europeans since the first Opium War and 
the series of unequal treaties that ensued, they could not prevent the Europeans 
retaining their power bases in the region, with the port of Hong Kong their most 
potent symbol. Of the forty-five gunboats that still patrolled the country’s major 
rivers, and became symbolic of an interventionism practised with complete disregard 
for sovereignty, twenty-six were European (eighteen British and five French) as 
opposed to ten American and twelve Japanese.9 European troops were stationed in 
the concessions until 1937, when the Japanese military invasion of the country began.

However, to informed observers of the time, this situation of near-complete 
colonial domination was no great arrival or colonial ‘end of history’; these are ideas 
that appeared later, when analysts attempted to read the decadence of colonialism 
into its final years. Rather, it would at the time have appeared as what it was: just 
one phase in a continuous open-ended historical development. Georges Hardy thus 
spoke of a ‘stabilization, temporary at least, of the colonial maelstrom’.10 According 
to Hardy, Europeans in the colonies ‘regarded each other, in general, as men of 
the same race and representatives of a common cause. In many situations they 
came to each other’s aid. Sporadically, like deer hunters, they forgot their rivalry 
to form a united bloc against indigenous inhabitants. In short, they more or less 
consciously established and often observed the duties of a European solidarity.’11 
This is unrealistic; yet it remains true that although hegemonic ambitions were 
never far away, it was clear from very early on that overseas territories were – of 
necessity – gains to be shared out rather than controlled exclusively. We can trace 
this conception back to the 1494 Treaty of Tordesillas, which divided the world 
between the two Iberian kingdoms along a north-south line running from pole to 
pole. Colonial politics was the ultimate domain of diplomatic negotiation, of which 
the Conference of Berlin in 1884–5 that negotiated the division of Africa was perhaps 
the most representative example. Even after its victories of 1815, Britain did not 
attempt to strip other powers of their colonial possessions, although it did of course 
work no less doggedly to ensure more exclusive control of areas judged crucial to 
its interests. Before 1914, the Franco-German colonial dispute (notably over the 
Moroccan question) was always solved – or postponed – by compromises. The future 
Marshal Lyautey, Resident-General of Morocco at the time, announced to his officers 
on receiving news of the declaration of war in 1914: ‘A war between Europeans is a 
civil war … It is the greatest idiocy that the world has ever witnessed.’12

And so we are back to the supremacist vision of colonial empires as an appropriation 
of land by the most powerful and intelligent, justified by the interests – properly 
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understood, their advocates argued – of both conquerors and conquered. The new 
European empires presented themselves as a marriage of political expediency and 
the best interests of humanity at large. Expanded to the globe as a whole, they 
established routes of exchange that opened up a global market. They thus worked 
as a transition between the old world, understood as a tool of profit for states, and 
the modern world with its movement towards a unified space crisscrossed with 
commercial and information flows working in concert with the demands of a global 
economy but also for the diffusion of an ideal of shared values. The role of ideology 
and fantasy in all of these representations needs no further demonstration.

Conclusion

Colonial expansion was doubtless an inevitable development given the nature 
of European culture and above all the evolution of market capitalism followed 
by industrialism and long-distance finance. In bringing nations and economies 
closer together, it clearly foreshadowed the world of today. But to recognize the 
inevitability of the colonial phase is not to endorse its consequences. First of all, 
even as it created geographical connections between human beings, it erected 
symbolic and real political walls between them, dividing the dominant from the 
dominated, consolidating prejudices and establishing grievances whose echoes we 
still see today. It contributed, furthermore, to the worldwide export of the European 
nation-state model, born in circumstances particular to Europe and often the 
cause of conflict. We may still ask whether this development might not have been 
mitigated if, as leaders including Mr Gladstone and Georges Clémenceau advocated 
at least at one time, the governors of European states had refused to complement 
the export of Western products and ideas with a politics of imperialism.
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EPILOGUE

After-Images of Empire*

Bernard Porter

The impact of the European imperialisms of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries 
on their victims (or beneficiaries), on their perpetrators (the European colonial 
powers themselves), on what one might call their collaborators (European nations 
that did not have significant empires of their own but were still involved in the 
movement one way or another, economically, for example, or culturally), and on 
the rest of the world (extra-European countries that were never formally or even 
informally colonized but were obviously affected indirectly by the colonization 
that was going on around them), is a controversial topic, and a complicated one, 
as my statement of it here suggests. Even more controversial is the question of 
European imperialism’s after-effects: its lasting legacy in all the different areas 
just listed; a question which is muddied still further by the – again contested – 
issue of whether in fact these should rightly be called ‘after’-effects, or whether 
‘imperialism’ is really still going on – in more subtle, indirect ways, perhaps; in 
the guise of ‘globalization’; or in the hands of the Americans. As if this was not 
enough, we have problems of context: the difficulty that any historian dealing 
with the ‘causes and effects’ of things has of extricating one causal factor from 
another – ‘imperialist’ from other entirely different but nonetheless compatible 
motivations, for example – in the bewildering confusion of tendencies, motives and 

* This paper was originally prepared for a Conference entitled ‘L’histoire coloniale en débat en France 
et en Grande-Bretagne’, held under the auspices of the Franco-British Council in Paris in January 
2009, in a section entitled ‘Rémanences de l’empire colonial dans les deux sociétés’. Prior to that, 
versions of it were aired at the Universities of Chicago and Copenhagen in November–December 
2008. I am indebted to my hosts and the participants at all those events for their comments, which 
have been taken account of here.
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discourses that makes up nearly all human history. This is a veritable minefield. 
Others in this volume have been brave enough to venture into it. The present 
chapter, however, will take another path.

As well as after-effects, empires – in common with most other historical events – 
leave behind them after-images (rémanences): like the bright shape of an electric light 
filament we can still see afterwards, for a while, when we close our eyes.† It is these 
that will form the subject of this paper; mainly in relation to the images left by the 
British Empire, but that empire as seen – or remembered, or imagined, or invented – 
not only by Britons themselves, but also in the larger or former ‘British’ community: 
in Britain’s ex-colonies, for example, including the USA. Its argument will be that 
ever since the (query) demise of the British empire, the idea of it has taken on a life 
of its own; related of course to the reality that preceded it, but sometimes only very 
loosely, and occasionally unrecognisably. The paper will also argue that this new life – 
or ‘after-life’, or rather, as we shall see later, ‘after-lives’ – has become an important 
historical factor in its own right, entirely separate from any lasting effect we believe 
the empire itself may have had. Imperialism is not unique in this regard, of course. All 
great historical events react on later events as myths as well as realities, sometimes 
hugely influentially. Look at the common United States founding myth, for example 
(1776 and all that); deeply flawed as history, as most academic historians will tell you, 
but with an immense potency all of its own. Something similar is happening now in 
the case of European imperialism in general, and British in particular. The myth has 
sprouted wings. And also some rather sharp teeth.

Obviously there is no one version of the British imperial myth – unlike the 
1776 myth among 95% of Americans. Just as is the case in France, the reputation 
of the old British empire is controversial; though probably only for a minority 
of the British population. (The rest are simply not interested.) Usually the 
controversy is played out between those on the one side who are critical of the 
British Empire: perhaps about half the British controversialists, plus a large 
majority of foreigners; and on the other side its apologists, who are usually 
British, but with one or two Americans now joining them. The first camp is well 
represented by the evocative title of John Newsinger’s recent history of British 
imperial atrocities, The Blood Never Dried;1 the second by that of Niall Ferguson’s 
popular and influential Empire: How Britain Made the Modern World.2 These books, 
and the viewpoints they represent, are of course almost diametrically opposed to 
each other, in one sense. One thinks the British Empire was a bad thing, the other 
that it was a good thing – or a good thing on the whole. (Ferguson acknowledges 
some flaws.) But this is not the main problem with them. Moral judgments are 
relatively easy to spot – neither Ferguson nor Newsinger is exactly shy about 

† I am grateful to Robert Tombs for this analogy, which helped me to clarify the meaning of rémanence.
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his – and so to discount if we want to. More problematical is an assumption 
they both share. Each accepts the old British imperialists’ view of the importance 
of their Empire: of its ‘greatness’, in their terms; its power, or hegemony; and 
therefore of its capacity for either bad or good. Ferguson’s extraordinary subtitle, 
for example, hangs on this assumption.

It seems to be a general view: though without more research one cannot be sure. 
When most people today picture the British Empire retrospectively they generally 
see something – well – imperial. That word itself conjures up certain images: usually 
of great power, domination and pride. In Britain’s case this is encouraged by those 
famous red-daubed world maps that are supposed to have brightened the classrooms of 
every school in the later 19th century; the projection chosen, of course (Mercator’s), 
exaggerating the territorial extent of Britain’s colonial dominions, specially in the 
top left-hand corner; but, even allowing for this (and it could also be argued that 
Mercator’s projection diminishes India’s importance), inescapably implying colossal 
British global hegemony. This is the common image, certainly abroad:3 of a huge, 
powerful hegemonic empire, trying to impose British ways on the rest of the world, 
generally unscrupulously, and in order – basically – to exploit it. But it is deeply 
flawed; at least as much so as most Americans’ view of their ‘Revolution’.

Most scholarly work on the history of British imperialism over the past twenty or 
thirty years has tended to throw doubt on it – to stress on the contrary the essential 
weakness, ineffectiveness and vulnerability of the British Empire, throughout its 
history. For example: most of Britain’s imperial expansion was ‘reluctant’, in the sense 
that she would have preferred to get what she wanted in the world in other ways; as a 
nation she never had any grand imperial project, of the kind that is sometimes assumed. 
She was always relatively weak militarily (not navally), except in the case of India, 
where her (separate) Army was mainly staffed – in the lower ranks – by native Indians. 
Her Colonial and Indian Civil Services together employed just 4,000 men at the very 
height of the Empire (around 1900), which is probably fewer in toto than it takes to run 
just one medium-sized French city. They were incredibly thinly spread. She had little 
money to spend on her colonies: not because she was poor, but because her (mainly 
middle-class) Parliament had no stomach for spending it in this way. The result of all 
this was she was forced to run her empire collaboratively, with the help of its natives, which 
meant in very many instances ‘appeasing’ them. ‘Appeasement’, in fact, has a long (and 
often honourable) tradition in the history of British foreign and colonial policy.4 White 
settlers in southern Africa and Australia were appeased by allowing them to tyrannize 
over their indigènes. In the more tropical parts of the Empire, especially West Africa, 
where there were few settlers, this developed into a full-blown philosophy of colonial 
government in the 1900s, called ‘Indirect Rule’, which meant (effectively) leaving the 
local ‘native’ inhabitants to rule themselves in their own ways. (In Northern Nigeria 
it was through Islamic law.) When Britain did not rule ‘indirectly’, but tried to impose 
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unpopular measures, she had huge difficulty in putting down the revolts that ensued. 
There are numerous examples of better-armed British armies being embarrassingly 
defeated by for example African, Afghan and Maori ‘savages’ (the British name for 
them); and at least two major imperial wars – the Indian Mutiny and the Boer War 
of 1899–1902 – where Britain only just squeaked through. Sometimes she resorted 
to atrocity: but that was not necessarily a sign of strength. (It could be the opposite.) 
Back home – though this is a controversial argument, which not all scholars accept5 – 
most Britons cared and even knew very little about their empire; which meant that 
that empire did not have a very powerful domestic base, either. And it weakened her 
in the rest of the world, preventing her from adequately resisting Russian aggression 
in the nineteenth century, for example, and German in the twentieth. So the British 
Empire was emphatically not a particularly powerful – certainly not a super-powerful – 
entity in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The main reason it kept going 
(and expanding) as long and successfully as it did was that for most of the period from 
1800–1950 it had no serious European competitors, except the French empire; and if 
France and Britain ever looked like clashing – as they did at Fashoda in 1898 – they 
were usually able to settle things amicably over a bottle of good French wine. When 
you look at it closely, therefore, and underneath the display and noise and strutting 
and silly dressing-up that Britain’s political élite employed and encouraged in order to 
give the impression of power and glory, the British empire was really a very vulnerable 
thing. What David Cannadine calls its ‘ornamentalism’6 was a big bluff. The British 
Empire was lucky; not powerful.

Of course this is an over-simple view of it – as simplistic, probably, as some of the 
‘images’ that this paper be taking issue with shortly; but every imperial historian 
would probably agree that it expresses at least a great part of the true picture, and so 
should be taken into account.7 It may also be open to the charge of wanting to defend 
or rehabilitate the British Empire. What it could be interpreted as saying is that that 
empire was not as bad as it is made out. That in fact is a common knee-jerk reaction to 
any attempt at imperial historical ‘revisionism’ these days. The very fact of trying 
to ‘revise’ some of the accepted versions of British imperial history is enough to 
damn any historian as a dyed-in-the-wool imperialist blimp.8 But of course that does 
not necessarily follow. In the present case in particular, the ‘vulnerable’ view of the 
British Empire has unflattering implications as well as exculpatory ones. On a very 
obvious level: if it was weaker than it sometimes made itself out to be, it also follows 
that it couldn’t have been as positively beneficial as its apologists claim; that it could 
not possibly, as Ferguson’s subtitle puts it, have ‘Made the Modern World’.

If this was the real situation, therefore, or close to it, why is the common rémanence of 
the British Empire so different? Some of the reasons are fairly obvious. All the superficial 
signs – starting with that red-bespattered world map (though incidentally that only 
starts appearing on the walls of elementary schools in the 1900s) – suggest that the 
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British empire was a ‘big thing’. The very word ‘empire’ – a big, macho one, from 
the Latin ‘imperium’ – corroborates this. It is what contemporary British imperialists 
themselves wanted to believe. It is what today’s Americans also want to believe, for 
other reasons: firstly because if Britain really was an imperial ‘superpower’ it makes 
their own rebellion against it the more heroic (in fact of course the Brits were very half-
hearted about defending the Thirteen colonies, the Americans divided about resisting 
them, and would not have won without the French); and secondly because they see it 
through the eyes of their own present ‘superpower’ status. Peoples generally usually 
regard other countries by how they present to them. For most of the past 200-plus years 
Britain has mainly presented to other nations as an Empire: ruling them, oppressing 
them, exploiting them, competing colonially with them, or just throwing her weight 
about generally. It is no wonder, then, that this became a dominant image. Obviously 
Britain’s ex-colonial subjects share this; and are almost bound to regard the British 
empire as overwhelmingly oppressive (the key word here is ‘overwhelmingly’), which 
it was if you were being bullied by a red-faced British Army officer in Egypt, as Edward 
Said was (more of him later),9 or tortured in a Kenyan detention camp, like (apparently) 
Barack Obama’s grandfather.10 Anti-imperialism is another factor; an ideology which 
was uniquely fortunate during the Cold War years in being espoused by both sides 
in that stand-off. (Needless to say, both the Soviet Union’s and the United States’s 
professed ‘anti-imperialisms’ were hugely hypocritical.) Ferguson’s Empire must also be 
influential: less, as has been pointed out already, its defence of British imperialism, than 
the impression it gives of the empire’s ‘bigness’; and the fact that the book was marketed 
as such a blockbuster. The British themselves have lost most of the interest they may 
once have had in their empire, except as a setting for exciting films and TV dramas 
(Gandhi, The Crown of  India, and so on), which can be critical of imperialism – very few 
people have much difficulty with that – but which are, again, bound to perpetuate the 
‘great imperial power’ after-image, this time for dramatic effect.

Education may also have had something to do with it. Outside Britain, apart 
from the United States, where there are some fine imperial historians, albeit vastly 
outnumbered by postcolonial theorists, very little empirical imperial history seems 
to be taught.11 So far as Britain is concerned, my own personal memories may be 
relevant here. I remember when the lights of the British Empire finally went out, and 
hardly seeing the shining filament at all then. I do not think I was unusual in this. I am 
certain that when I was at school and university (in the 1950s and 1960s) I was taught 
nothing at all about the British Empire; and, in case we think that had something 
to do with the empire’s contemporary demise, my later historical researches have 
shown me that this state of affairs in fact goes back into the nineteenth century 
and beyond.12 There was a certain amount of imperial history being written and 
taught (a course at Cambridge, for example – but generally reckoned to be for the 
cerebrally challenged: it was the alternative to the much more prestigious ‘History 
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of Political Thought’ course); but usually by imperialists, often old ‘empire hands’, 
and so widely felt to be tainted. The only alternatives were strident left-wing anti-
imperial manifestos. That may be one of the causes of our British problems with the 
common image of the Empire today. When people started getting interested in it 
again, they had little foundation of reliable knowledge to build on. There were no 
serious broad academic un-imperialist histories of British imperialism before my own 
The Lion’s Share, first published in 1976. Even that was considered to be for a small, 
niche market only, not the mainstream. I remember that when I put on an imperial 
history course for undergraduates at the first university I taught at (in 1969), it was 
regarded as a very odd animal indeed, especially by the Social historians who were in 
the ascendant then, and who assumed from it that I must be an imperialist. (They 
after all were socialists.) It was a decidedly marginal field. I felt very alone.

This of course has changed dramatically in the past fifteen or twenty years. It is hard 
to avoid imperialism now if you are studying History – or many other subjects – at any 
British school or university. You might think I would be pleased about that. (It must have 
boosted the sales of the Lion’s Share.) But the revival took a strange form; and one which – 
to return to our main theme – is partly responsible for the nature of the ‘after-image’ that 
this paper has been taking issue with. Most of the revivalists were not imperial historians 
originally: had made no serious study, that is, of British imperialism per se before they 
started writing about aspects of it. Niall Ferguson, the most popular of them, partly 
because of his very provocative (i.e. relatively pro-imperial) thesis, was a historian of 
Banking before he took up with the British empire – at the suggestion of the BBC: the 
book was a spin-off from a TV series. The majority were not even historians at all; for 
the most remarkable and significant development in this field in recent years has been 
the entry into it of people from the disciplines of ‘Literary’ and ‘Cultural Studies’, many 
of whom – these of course are the ‘postcolonial theorists’, or ‘po-cos’ – have virtually 
taken over several university Departments: ‘colonialized’ them, if you like; and now 
probably make up the majority of scholars working on ‘imperial’ or ‘colonial’ topics. In a 
way, one cannot wonder at this. Imperialism was obviously a huge and (to put it mildly) 
problematical phenomenon in recent world history. Britain was responsible for much of 
it. Yet most British academic historians were ignoring it; preferring to concentrate on 
events like the English Civil War (interminably), and themes like the advance of British 
(domestic) liberty. (Apart from me, of course; but my Lion’s Share seems to have gone 
largely unnoticed.) There was a gap here. What came next was almost bound to happen. 
When people don’t have any historical facts, they fall back on ‘theory’. In 1993 Edward 
Said, with a personal background at the sharp end of British imperialism – but very little 
knowledge at all of its history – revealed that ‘imperialism’ showed up ubiquitously in 
European culture too. So the ‘cultural theorists’ stepped in.

The ‘new’ imperial history that this fed into has been enormously enlightening 
and valuable in many ways. It has de-parochialized British history, revealing imperial 
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traces at home that were long ignored by the main British historical establishment. 
Certain techniques associated with it have furnished some valuable analytical tools: in 
particular ‘discourse analysis’ (though I like to think that we older historians used to do 
a little bit of that, instinctively, before we were told what it was called). Integrated with 
more conventional historical approaches to the history of imperialism, all this could 
have enriched our understanding of imperialism enormously; and almost certainly will 
do, eventually. It is always good to be shown new perspectives on things. (Mainstream 
history is constantly sucking these in.) Early on, however – and we are still at quite an 
early stage in this process – any gains to be got from this particular new approach were 
vitiated by its crudities. One was its semantic laxity: its failure to define its terms, and 
in particular the meanings of the ‘i’ and ‘e’ words (‘empire’, ‘imperialism’, and their 
derivatives); which were often stretched far beyond – not what was ‘correct’, or even 
plausible: for words like this can mean anything you want them to – but beyond what 
was useful, if you wished to employ them as analytical tools. (All that stuff, for example, 
about zoos and tea-drinking and Gothic being ‘imperial’...) Another was its blindness 
to context, and to the plethora of other ‘discourses’ that raged in the nineteenth century 
in a Britain that many postcolonial theorists claimed was dominated by, ‘steeped’ in, 
‘imperialism’ at that time. Why they assumed that imperialism was the dominant (or 
‘hegemonic’) one was never explained. If there is a ‘theoretical’ argument for this – and 
the postcolonialists make a great fuss about ‘theory’ – it is difficult to find it spelled 
out, clearly. A third ‘crudity’, arguably, was its often rather simplistic approach to 
the question of ‘power’; which is usually more complex – more negotiated, as we have 
seen already – than the common ‘imperial’ trope implies. (Other postmodernists are 
alive to this.) A fourth flaw is postcolonial theory’s deafness to nuance. As one young 
historian of South Asia put it recently: the postcolonialist approach ‘reduces all imperial 
experiences to a universally hegemonic colonialism, impervious to the ever-changing 
geographical, political and temporal realities…. Colonialism, in this context, was often 
viewed as a flat landscape under a uniform imperial power.’13 Exactly. Indeed, this kind 
of objection to this school of thought is becoming more and more common now, from 
historians who have started testing it against the empirical evidence; and also, it has 
to be said, by a new generation of postcolonial theorists themselves. Edward Said’s 
Orientalism – a key text in the formation of postcolonialist theory, and for long the bible 
(or Koran) of his disciples – is a particular casualty of this.14 (See for example Robert 
Irwin’s recent powerful onslaught on Said’s methodology in For Lust of  Knowing.)15 It is 
unlikely that either Orientalism or Culture and Imperialism will be able to sustain its iconic 
status much longer. While it does, however, its effect must be distorting. Almost 
every conclusion of postcolonial theory tends to exaggerate the extent, importance 
and power of what it very vaguely calls ‘imperialism’ in the world. The reason for 
this is that the postcolonialists firstly don’t know any history; and secondly – and 
more importantly – do not use the historians’ tools. They do not seem to want to 
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problemetize things. One imagines that most of them would be somewhat impatient 
of the problems that were posted at the very beginning of this paper: relating to the 
complexities of these issues. To them it all appears quite simple – and ‘imperialist’.

How widespread the effect of this particular influence is, is difficult to say. It 
certainly stretches a little further than academia, among millions who are unlikely 
to have read a single postcolonial text. (Some are unreadable anyway, possibly 
deliberately.)16 Its findings have found their way into British adaptations of 
nineteenth century novels for the big and little screens, for example, which often 
insert ‘imperial’ passages that are not found in the originals on the assumption 
that they were only left out of those because their readers would have taken the 
Empire for granted.17 (Patrick Brantlinger has a theory that the fewer references 
to empire there are in a book, the more imperialist they must be.)18 It could not 
have been influential at all if it did not appear to fit in with a ‘common-sense’ view: 
that the Empire must have been important, if it was so big. The contrary view 
appears counter-intuitive. But then (as I have written elsewhere): if all we needed 
was intuition, there would be no need for scholarship.

So: why does this matter? It is after all ‘merely’ history now, all done and dusted, 
water under the bridge. Except that it is not. There are two sorts of harm it can 
do. The first is purely – ‘merely’, if you like – academic; but important therefore, 
or it should be, to academics and intellectuals. The point is this: that when the 
idea of ‘imperialism’ is emphasized so much, for example by the ‘po-cos’, it tends 
to stifle any more sophisticated analysis of the complexities and varieties of the 
phenomena that are supposed to be covered by it. ‘Imperialism’ is often employed 
as a kind of trump card in discussions of – for example – foreign policy and cultural 
contact, bringing the game to an end; label the expansion of McDonalds overseas as 
‘American imperialism’, for example, and the tendency is to see that as the last word, 
the complete answer, rendering any more complicated examination unnecessary. 
But of course ‘imperialism’ covers a multitude of evils (and possibly some goods), 
all of which have characteristics, contexts and significances of their own, and other 
influences and discourses acting on them besides ‘imperial’ ones; which it is surely 
important to examine before we can fully understand them. Reducing them all to 
‘imperialism’ does not get us very far. (It also, incidentally, diminishes the crucial 
importance to Britain of her clearly non-imperial relationships – with countries in 
continental Europe, for example. This is greatly misleading.)19 – A few years ago 
I proposed, at a conference, that we historians agree to a moratorium on the ‘e’ 
and ‘i’-words for five years, denying ourselves the use of them, so that we would 
be forced to describe the phenomena that are usually placed under that rubric in 
other terms, which would be bound to be different terms in different situations, 
thus indicating how complex (again) the phenomenon was (or, more properly, the 
phenomena were). But there is of course little chance of that.
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In addition, however, there are some clear practical dangers. Here are some 
examples. The first relates to America. We have seen already that the after-image 
of a great, powerful British empire appears to be particularly widespread there, for 
historical reasons. It has had two major (albeit contradictory) repercussions. One is 
to give the United States something to define itself against – its origin was an anti-
colonial rebellion – which has made it difficult for her to see herself in ‘imperial’ 
terms. ‘We don’t do empire’, as Donald Rumsfeld once famously said (just before 
invading Iraq); which only makes any sense at all if you regard ‘empire’ in maximalist 
terms. By defining their national identity against this ‘other’ of the British empire, 
as they (mis)understood it, Americans blinded themselves to what was undoubtedly 
imperialistic in their own international conduct.20 (This self-delusion is in fact quite 
extraordinary. In 1812 the USA launched one of its many imperial wars, against 
Canada. In popular American mythology, however, that has become the ‘Second War 
of Independence’ from the British.)21 In fact the US pursued policies in the world in 
the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries which came very close indeed to what 
in Britain’s contemporary case is always called ‘imperialism’; if Rumsfeld had had a 
better idea of that latter kind of empire he might have been able to learn some lessons 
from it. Gladstone’s invasion of Egypt in 1882 was the precedent for the Iraq invasion 
that all of us imperial historians were screaming at him from across the Atlantic – the 
similarities are quite close – but of course he could not admit that, and the warnings 
it implied. Instead he took another ‘precedent’, from one of America’s ‘good’ wars: 
the liberation of Paris in 1944, with American GIs being welcomed joyously by girls 
and women waving flowers. That is what he confidently predicted in Baghdad; with 
of course disastrous results. Without this huge blind spot, about the nature of the 
British Empire, it may not be too fanciful to speculate that the USA might have at 
least thought twice about repeating Britain’s Egyptian mistakes in Iraq.

In another neck of the American Neo-Con woods, however, dwelt those who 
did recognize the imperial analogy, and actually embraced it; men like Mark Steyn, 
Charles Krauthammer, David Frum and Max Boot, egged on by Niall Ferguson, 
whose after-image of the British empire is the ‘beneficent’ red-painted map kind. 
They wanted America to follow in Britain’s tracks.22 What ‘Afghanistan and other 
troubled lands today cry out for’, wrote Boot in 2001, was ‘the sort of enlightened 
foreign administration once provided by self-confident Englishmen in jodhpurs and 
pith helmets’.23 Quite apart from the historical howlers involved here – the British 
did not actually rule in jodhpurs: they were for playing polo in; and of course never 
in Afghanistan, where they were nearly always soundly beaten (militarily, that 
is, not in polo), just like the Americans – the problem with this view is that it 
gives far too much credit to the capacity of the British to do ‘good’ in this way. In 
both these cases we can see dangerous practical conclusions being inferred from this 
over-blown rémanence of the old British Empire.
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Other examples are easy to find. Here are just a few. President (or ex-President)24 
Mugabe of Zimbabwe gained a great deal of the electoral support he certainly once 
had from his claim that Britain is plotting to ‘colonize’ his country again; a ludicrous 
idea, of course, and based on an entirely false view of the power Britain had over 
‘Rhodesia’ even in past,25 but potent all the same. In 2004 a journalist writing in the 
Guardian blamed the British Empire for the persistence of homophobia in the West 
Indies, though in fact the opposite is just as likely to have been the case.26 (Even if 
it were true, forty-odd years after their independence, could not the West Indians 
think for themselves?) That is not atypical.

My fourth example is a little different. Late in 2007 year BBC4 showed a TV 
documentary series, made by a private production company, called Clash of  Cultures, 
about three incidents in British imperial history: the Indian Mutiny, the Sudan 
campaign of 1898, and the British mandate in Palestine.27 All these events showed 
the British Empire up in a pretty disreputable light: generally overbearing, greedy 
and insensitive – perfectly justifiably (in my view). The difficulty was, however, 
that they were also presented as parts of a deliberate and systematic British 
Christian crusade to destroy the Moslem religion: which – again any imperial 
historian will tell you – is a travesty of the truth.28 The producer of that series was 
not, of course, a historian, and engaged no general historical adviser; but instead 
projected modern – and especially modern American Fundamentalist Christian – 
ideas on to the past. Again, part of the problem was this after-image that he clearly 
had of an all-powerful, proselytizing British empire. The ‘danger’ of that, of course, 
comes from the way it plays to the existing paranoia of Islamic extremists, who 
always suspected this in any case.29

Another example is the sociologist Paul Gilroy’s reaction to Linda Colley’s 
suggestion, in a book she published in 2002, that the impact of British imperialism 
in the 18th century was ‘uneven … shallow and … slow’; exactly the point that has 
been made here for the 19th century, and which is incontrovertible, surely, for the 
18th. Gilroy’s complaint against this was that it sought to ‘usurp’ colonial victims’ 
‘honoured place of suffering’. He also inferred from it that Colley was trying to 
place the blame for empire on its victims; and that she wanted the empire back again: 
a good example of the kind of ‘knee-jerk’ reaction to ‘revisionism’ that has been 
alluded to already.30 Quite apart from the monstrous libel implied here, Gilroy’s 
comments are problematical in other ways. They are certainly ahistorical, and in 
exactly the way all these other misreadings are: that is, they make out the British 
Empire to be far more hegemonic than it really was. More than this, however: 
they seem surprisingly Eurocentric, and even ‘imperialist’: if they are meant to 
imply, for example, that Europe’s colonial ‘subjects’ had no more positive role in 
the colonial process than to ‘suffer’ it. That seems disparaging, and surely cannot 
be helpful to the ex-colonial subjects themselves. A more nuanced historian would 
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at least allow them some agency, and consequently dignity, which is better to build 
on than a constant sense of weak, suffering victimhood.

My final example is the most important. I can best introduce it by referring to 
the row that is currently going in the Church of England – the good old, tolerant, 
‘broad’ Church of England, as it used to be – over homosexuality: in particular gay 
marriage, and the ordination of ‘practising’ gay priests. The ‘traditionalists’, as they 
call themselves, abhor all this; especially homosexuality, which the book of Leviticus 
tells them is an abomination before God. (Leviticus also tells us that the eating of 
shellfish is an abomination before God; but we hear less of that.) The details of this 
controversy are thankfully of no relevance to this paper; what is relevant, however, 
is the fact that the wing of the Anglican Church that is most virulently homophobic 
is the (mainly tropical) African one, and that it is currently charging that the rest 
of the C of E’s more ‘modern’ outlook on these matters, and its efforts to persuade 
other Anglicans to embrace it, are yet another example of ‘western Imperialism’. 
(Clearly, in view of the West Indian example quoted earlier, ‘imperialism’ takes 
radically different forms in different ex-colonies.) Which it may be, by some ways 
of looking at it; but this brings us on to a much more serious aspect of the way the 
‘e’ and ‘i’ words (‘empire’, ‘imperialism’ and their derivatives) are used these days: 
stemming once again from this fundamentally exaggerated view of the efficacy and 
significance of the British imperialism of the past.

The problem here is the association of ‘imperialism’ with ‘modernity’. Among the 
other achievements of imperialism, certainly for its champions but also for many of its 
critics, is widely supposed to have been the spread of modern ideas and institutions – 
democracy, the rule of law, secularism, liberalism, toleration, technology, capitalism, 
rationalism, human rights, shirts and ties, football, and so on: just about every 
‘modern’ trend you can think of – from Europe, where they all originated, throughout 
the rest of the world. This of course is the ‘How Britain Made the Modern World’ 
scenario. It is an extraordinarily widespread set of assumptions, this: firstly, that all 
‘progress’ has stemmed from ‘the West’; and secondly, that it was ‘imperialism’ that 
facilitated its diffusion into the more benighted – endemically backward, stagnant, 
reactionary and so on – extra-European world. The latest stage of this, of course, is 
the recent US mission to forcibly spread ‘democracy’ (by which it meant, of course, 
its own peculiar capitalist form of it) throughout the Middle East. But it is based, 
again, on an incredibly simplistic and maximalist reading of European imperialism: its 
monopoly of ‘modernity’; the part played by it in the spread of the latter; its ability to 
enforce ‘modernity’ on other peoples; and lastly, what ‘modernity’ really consists of.

These are very big questions, especially the last; which cannot be adequately 
investigated in this paper. The point to be made, however, is that they are, intrinsically, 
enormously problematical. First of all there is the question of how ‘modern’, by many 
ways of looking at it, the ‘West’ is by comparison with many non-Western societies 
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and cultures. It is doubtful whether the inmates of Abu Ghraib and Guantanamo 
prisons, for example, would see it in quite this light. Egyptian Moslems at the 
time of the French imperial invasion there under Napoleon were impressed by his 
troops’ military efficiency, but shocked by what they regarded as their ‘barbarity’: 
‘barbarism’, of course, being one antonym for ‘modernity’.31 The Austrian sociologist 
Joseph Schumpeter believed that imperialism generally was a sign of social regression.32 
Everyone can think of non-European customs and institutions which they would like 
to regard as more ‘progressive’ than Europe’s or America’s – Arab hospitality, say. 
Secondly: it is extremely questionable whether such ‘Western’ institutions as have 
caught on elsewhere, ‘modern’ or not, did so on the backs of ‘imperialism’: unless 
you want to define imperialism as, simply, the spread of Western culture. Most would 
almost certainly have spread – and are likely to have spread less problematically 
(with more adaptation to the requirements of the receiving societies, for example) – 
through what you might call ‘normal’ intercourse between peoples, including trade. 
In several instances it has been a case of societies voluntarily adopting foreign customs, 
rather than their being forced on them; and both ways around: West adopting East, 
as well as East adopting West. David Washbrook has coined a useful new word for 
this process (in relation to India): inculturation (as distinct from acculturation).33 
Lastly, and most importantly: the idea that the ‘Western’ institutions and values 
I listed a few moments ago – capitalism, democracy and the rest – only arose in the 
West is astoundingly Eurocentric, and even incipiently racist. Most of them are 
found flourishing elsewhere, even before they ever took root in Europe or America. 
Sometimes it was European imperialism that snuffed out the indigenous versions of 
them. (Indian cotton manufacture is a good example; African forms of popular rule 
another.) The Cambridge historian Jack Goody has been indefatigable in recent 
years in pointing this out: tracing the independent traditions of freedom, capitalism, 
individualism, the rule of law and so on that are found in China and India in particular. 
His latest book is called The Theft of  History: by which he means the way in which 
Westerners have dishonestly appropriated so many of these ‘modern’ achievements to 
themselves.34 A work that complements this is John Darwin’s recent After Tamerlane: 
The Global History of  Empire since 1405, which shows firstly how close Europe and Asia 
were in terms of ‘modernity’ until around the middle of the 19th century – well into 
‘modern times’; and secondly, how very un-modern the majority of European nations 
and regions remained after then.35 This should give us pause for thought, at the very 
least, on the question of imperialism’s ‘modernizing’ function.

But the most serious outcome of this may be the complementary acceptance by 
many of Europe’s ex-colonial subjects of this double-headed myth: firstly, that ‘modern’ 
institutions like democracy and capitalism are essentially ‘Western’; and secondly, that 
they were only able to be imposed on them – the non-Europeans – by this all-powerful 
imperial force. Naturally that leads them to reject modernity (no-one likes the idea 
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of being forced to do anything); and strengthens the hands of those with reactionary 
views – like our West African Anglican bishops, and Moslem fundamentalists – who 
can now paint it as something alien. (An imperial yoke is alien by definition.) One can 
see this happening today right across the Middle East: liberal ideas resisted largely 
because they are associated with Western imperialism. Of course this was (and is) the 
imperialists’ own fault; but it was an unintended one. If there is a prime argument 
against imperialism, in fact, it must be this: that it is basically counter-productive, even 
in terms of what you, the imperialist, want to do. That is especially the case when it is 
presented as having been such a ubiquitous and powerful force in world history; that is, 
when the rémanence, that after-image of the glowing filament, is such a vivid one.
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Afterword

John Darwin

Perhaps only those with a long memory, or the scars of old struggles, can now 
remember the time when imperial history was a dying sub-discipline. Forty years 
ago, however, it was reduced (in Britain at least) to a fugitive band, chased by 
the heavily-armed columns of ‘area studies’ into its last redoubts: Bloomsbury, 
Oxford and the Strand. As Bernard Porter recalls, the surviving practitioners 
risked being accused of  ‘imperial nostalgia’ or of being ‘closet imperialists’ – so 
far out of tune with the modern world as to be almost risibly old-fashioned. It 
was, at least to those for whom the subject remained irresistibly fascinating – as 
well as (for the moment) their bread and butter – an extraordinary turnabout. 
Scarcely a decade before, the study of imperialism had been galvanized by 
those great ‘artificers’ (to adopt their own phrase), Ronald Robinson and 
Jack Gallagher. Although their key ideas took some time to catch on, by the 
early 1960s their reformulation of the history of European imperial expansion, 
perhaps most vividly set out in their chapter in the eleventh volume of the New 
Cambridge Modern History seemed to open up not just the historical investigation 
of European colonial empires, but a huge swathe of world history as well.1 By 
showing how European expansion was interwoven with the growth of a world 
economy, and how Europe’s modes of expansion were almost infinitely various, 
they liberated ‘imperialism’ from the obsessive preoccupation with ‘rule’ to 
which historians were (and remain) so prone. But, above all, by insisting on 
the importance of studying the ambivalent response of ‘local elites’ in Africa, 
Asia and the Americas and their frequent willingness to ‘collaborate’ (though 
almost never unconditionally), they showed how the diverse reactions to what 
would now be called nineteenth-century ‘globalization’ could be brought into a 
single field. Here both connection and comparison could be profitably explored. 
From this point of view, imperial history’s displacement by ‘area studies’ or 
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even ‘subaltern studies’, however sociologically ‘necessary’, can now be seen as a 
disastrous regression into an often naïve parochialism.

Echoes of  Empire sets the seal on what has been an extraordinary revival. It 
demonstrates the maturing of a field that staggered Lazarus-like to its feet some 
two decades ago. It seemed for a time as if this reincarnation had been a very mixed 
blessing. Much of the earlier work of what was carefully called ‘new imperial 
history’ (lest the charge of nostalgia be levelled) was curiously Euro- or even 
Anglocentric. It was mainly concerned to demonstrate that ‘empire’ had been a 
decisive influence (for ill) on British society, and too many of those who took up 
this challenge remained strangely indifferent to the historiography (let alone the 
archives) of the colonized world. Fortunately, this polemical phase with its literary 
methodology (‘one example makes it true’) has now receded, partly because of the 
‘global’ turn among historians. Indeed, we might say that it is the fusion of global 
history, with its concern for comparison and connection, with an imperial history 
whose scope has been broadened into social and cultural history (the beneficial 
legacy of  ‘subaltern studies’ and ‘new imperial history’), which gives the field 
much of its current dynamism. The second very welcome innovation much in 
evidence here is the exchange of ideas between imperial history on the one hand 
and the kindred disciplines of politics and international relations on the other. For 
this is a book that deliberately fuses the approaches and interests of historians and 
social scientists and has authors drawn from both ranks. It ought to be a flagship 
for others to follow.

Indeed, the four parts to this book show how subtly and inventively a mature 
imperial historiography in partnership with politics and international relations, 
and drawing upon their insights, can be used to illuminate both the recent past 
and the ‘near-present’. Perhaps the Leitmotif of the volume is to reject the idea 
that we can ever be free (at least in the foreseeable future) of the effects of empire. 
This is not to retreat into postcolonial angst (or rage), but to acknowledge that the 
world we live in was so largely made by empires (and not just those of Europeans), 
that to deny their influence is merely futile. Worse still would it be to imagine – as 
‘nationalist’ historiography long encouraged us to – that empires represented a 
pathological deviation from the high road of progress, towards the ‘nation-state’ 
world. It does not take a finely-tuned ear to catch the echoes of empire all around 
the modern world. As the chapters in Part One remind us, the ‘modernizing’ impact 
of empire needs careful dissection, to take account not only of its local reception 
among allies and enemies, but also the shifting priorities of those ‘modernity-
bearers’, the colonial regimes. In Part Two, we see how the imperialists themselves 
invoked past visions of empire, or (in the case of Japan) coopted those of their 
rivals, but often only as top-dressing for their own variation on the ‘civilizing 
mission’ or the imperial idea. Berny Sèbe urges us to compare Europe’s empires 
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more systematically: two chapter on Russia and the Ottomans show how this could 
be done. The Russian Federation, says Alexander Morrison bluntly, is ‘an imperial 
polity’. The rehabilitation of Skobelev and Yermolov is a salutary reminder that 
its imperial ethos is alive and kicking: it is as if new statues of Robert Clive and 
Lord Roberts (of Kandahar no less), perhaps even one of General Dyer, were to be 
erected in Parliament Square.

One of the hardiest clichés of the decolonization era was that the European 
colonial powers after 1945 turned their back on a doomed colonialism and embraced 
the future – in the form of European unity. When British governments threw in the 
imperial towel, belatedly and reluctantly, in 1967–8, the Foreign Office in London 
cast about desperately for a new manifest destiny to replace Britain’s ‘world 
role’. The answer of many was Europe! Europe! In the deferential historiography 
sponsored in Brussels, European union was the summit of European progress, not 
least because it marked the repudiation of imperialism. This illusion is punctured 
by the chapters in Part Three. They show that imperial ambition was alive and 
well among the architects of the European Economic Community who arguably 
expected inter-European cooperation to strengthen, not weaken, their grip on their 
colonial satellites. The imperial instinct has lingered in parts of Brussels. Towards 
former colonies and the new member states of east-central Europe, the European 
Union often displays a markedly imperial demeanour, not least in its confidence 
that Europe’s institutions and values are unarguably superior. Not for nothing do 
the EU’s more sycophantic admirers invoke the spirit of Charlemagne. But in the 
last part of the book it is Europe’s global claims and ambitions that hold centre 
stage. Here Karoline Postel-Vinay offers a subtle investigation of the meanings 
of globalism and globality, Rahul Rao warns against a global insistence on what 
have become Europe’s sexual norms, and Jacques Frémeaux and Gabi Maas neatly 
reinsert the history of empire in the larger frame of globalization.

The lesson we should draw is that imperial history at its most thoughtful and 
humane, and allied, as it should be, with scholarship in politics and international 
relations, is an immensely powerful tool with which to make sense of world history. 
But the last word should be left to the two grandmasters of the subject whose 
chapters enliven this book. In his brief intellectual autobiography (let us hope 
that a full version will follow), John MacKenzie reminds us that the hallmark of a 
great historian is curiosity, empathy (especially with those who leave no archive 
behind), an imaginative openness to new ideas and perspectives, and (not least) 
a certain combativeness. In imperial history’s strange trajectory since the 1960s, 
these qualities have been vital, and anyone who cares for the subject will find his 
memoir absorbing. At the other end of the book, John’s old ‘sparring partner’ 
Bernard Porter deploys the imperial historian’s other essential, a sceptical intellect 
that questions the seductive assumptions with which the present rearranges the 
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past to its taste. We do well, he suggests, not to be over-impressed either by the 
claims of empire-builders, or the lamentations of their victims: the first were less 
potent, and the second less helpless than they liked to pretend. With that final 
warning not to pay attention to mere ‘noise’, we should hear all the more clearly 
the echoes of empire.
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