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The justification for colonisation: moral superiority and progress 
 

• Colonisation was not a singular process, nor did the population of the colonies consist of one 
homogenous group of colonisers, and another equally homogenous group of natives. Colonies 
included poor white and wealthy natives and the line between ‘European’ and ‘native’ was less 
distinct than often supposed: who could be considered ‘European’ varied greatly (Stoler 1989). 
However there is no doubt that the imperialist powers shared a discourse, one that Said (1978) 
has dubbed “orientalism’. 
 

• The concept of East being exotic and far different from the West goes way back to before 
European expansion. 

 

• As traders and explorers were replaced by conquerors and colonisers, a new problem emerged. 
No longer were these exotic and rather dangerous Eastern creatures located in some far land: 
they were now part of European territories. What place should the European assume in this new 
world? The solution, as Pandian has put it, was to claim human superiority; the European 
became the only human, and all others were reduced to sub-human status (Pandian 1985). 

 

• Similar to the unfamiliarity of the East, is the unfamiliarity of the Aborigines to the British. 
Aborigines were as peculiar to European eyes as koalas and kangaroos, and their human status 
was questionable. Wake (1871) stated that “they had no intellect but operated by instinct, like 
animals. Their technological abilities were the result of accident, and their art like that of 
children”. He compared them to animals and children.  

 

• The above example is an example of the idea of human superiority. 
 

• Such beliefs were the beliefs that the people of the West brought to their colonial endeavours, 
and in so doing provided themselves with a moral justification for their actions. The natives were 
savages who needed a civilising influence, and who better to provide it than the evolved and 
progressive Europeans. 

 

• Colonial society was marked by far more complex, and uncertain, distinctions than a simple 
distinction between “savages and barbarians” and “superior Europeans’ implies.  

 
 

The complexities and uncertainties of colonial society 
 

• The period of European colonisation was something of a golden age 
 

• Maugham (2000) believed that a liaison with a native woman ruined the European man. 
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Rudyard Kipling and ‘the white man’s burden’ 
 

• He believed he was fulfilling a noble mission. 

• The noble European toils under the hot colonial sun in order to bring the colonised peoples to a 
higher plane, both morally and materially, even though this effort comes at considerable cost to 
himself. 

• ‘This is the white man’s burden, to persist, in the face of indifference, with their civilising 
mission’ 

• While the white man’s burden provides a clear moral justification for colonisation, the White 
man is not depicted as easy and self-assured in his exercise of authority, and nor are the “child-
like” natives viewed as passive beings. 

• For Kipling, the natives can be dangerous (half devil) and entirely wilful. 

• If the white man’s burden was intended to encourage colonial efforts, it may be deemed as a 
failure – its ominous tone and intimation of darkness and hostility perhaps inspires terror, rather 
than a desire to embrace the cause.  

• What is does very clearly convey, however, is the uncertainty of the colonial enterprise: its moral 
danger, as imagined by Europeans. 

The West and the rest: discourse and power 
 

• Going West was important mainly because it was believed to be the quickest route to the 
fabulous wealth of the East. 

• Our idea of ‘East’ and ‘West’ have never been free of myth and fantasy, and even today are not 
primarily places of geography 

• Eastern Europe doesn’t belong properly to the West, whereas the United States, which is not in 
Europe, does. 

• Much of Latin America belongs economically to the 3rd World and needs to catch up to the West, 
despite being geographically in the West. 

• The West is primarily a historical, not a geographical, construct. 

• By Western, we mean a society that is developed, industrialised, urbanised, capitalist, secular 
and modern. Nowadays, any society, wherever it is located, if it has these qualities it can be 
considered Western 

• West is: 
o A tool to think with 
o A system of representation 
o A mode of comparison 

• The rise of the West is also a global story 

• What came first – the idea of the West, or western societies? We can say that as these societies 
emerged, so did a concept and language of the West. 

• The West became a organising factor in a system of global power relations and the organising 
concept or term in a whole way of thinking and speaking. 

• The term the West also makes the West appear unified and homogenous 

• The process of expansion (5 steps) 
o The period of exploration (when Europe discovered many of the new worlds) 
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o The period of early contact, conquest, settlement and colonisation (when large parts of 
these new worlds were annexed and became a part of Europe through colonising.) 

o The time during which the shape of permanent European settlement, colonisation or 
exploitation was established (eg. Plantation societies in North America and the 
Caribbean: mining and ranching in Latin America, etc). 

o The phase when the scramble for colonies, markets and raw materials reached its 
climax. This was the ‘high noon of imperialism’ and led into the first world war and the 
20th century. 

o The present, when much of the world is economically dependent on the West, even 
when formally independent and decolonised. 
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