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Imperialism Précis


The period 1870-1945 has generally been marred with the title of the Age of Imperialism.  This is not a misnomer but rather a true statement.  As countries were settling from revolutions and unifications and peace was reigning within the continent of Europe, they looked for something else to occupy their time.  The growth of the period before allowed the European nations to delve in a venture.  Industrialization of many countries required the country to search for raw materials that it may have used up already at home.  This and new ideologies played an important part into the imperialistic countries’ reasons for impeding onto foreign grounds.


Imperialism had been seen prior to the period 1870-1945, but not on such a grand scale as it was in 1870-1945.  In the 16th, 17th, and 18th centuries, Europeans did setup trade posts outside of Europe.  Most notable were those in India, China, Japan, and the Spice Islands.  Then as the American Revolution made the colonies the victors, and the mother country the loser, imperialism fell from favor.  It was seen as more of a hassle than a benefit to setup up colonies.  In fact, the money that went into the colonies for protection, supplies, and maintenance was more than the amount of money that the mother country received for products from the colonies.  As Europeans became reluctant to colonize in the 19th century, the United States was incensed with Manifest Destiny and tried to acquire as many lands as it could.  By 1815 the only European nations with overseas empires were Great Britain and the Netherlands.


In the 1870’s a new interest in Imperialism was sparked by various new developments in the world.  The Western nations were industrializing and produced more goods than they could consume.  For the consumption of these products, studies of foreign trade from 1870 to 1914 showed that other industrialized nations were the best consumers.  There was a balance of trade that all the countries yearned to succeed, but this was not possible and so colonies presented a new market that they could have.  Surplus Capital rose as the income level of Western workers rose.  Missionaries were another reason that there was a spark in Imperialism.  In the 18th and 19th centuries religious enthusiasm grew to a point that people in Western Europe and the United States wanted to develop missions to Christianize Asians, Africans, and Oceanic peoples.  Occasionally, missionaries were attacked and from the home countries were sent military help.  When trading posts were setup around the world, the mother countries felt compelled to setup military bases to protect these posts.  Since other countries were setting up bases elsewhere in the world, the other countries were obliged to build posts of their own to keep the balance of power.  Then, new ideologies arose that supported Imperialism in the 1870’s.  The “White Man’s Burden” idea that was a form of racism stated that the West had taken on, an extra burden by helping the lesser countries.  Social Darwinism was another ideology that said some races were better than others, which gave these better races impetus to help other countries.  In 1902 and 1916 two books received publication, which greatly supported Imperialism.  Hobson’s Imperialism: A Study (1902) explained that great financiers used manipulation so that they could increase their wealth through overseas investments.  Lenin’s Imperialism: The Last Stage of Capitalism (1916) rationalized that for capitalism to survive, it was necessary to expand.

In the 19th century, the British were one of the most successful countries to colonize.  It has been said that the sun never sets on the British Empire, and it was true in the 19th century.  In the western hemisphere, alone, the British were able to lay claims to Canada, islands in the West Indies, Honduras, and British Guiana.  In other parts of the world, the British had dominion over Gibraltar, Malta, Aden, Ceylon, Australia, and New Zealand.  During the Napoleonic wars, the British acquired the Cape of Good Hope.  In the 1820s the particular piece of realty brought the British trouble when the Boers and the British settlers were having trouble in the Cape Colony.  This caused the Boers to move in the Great Trek of 1835-1837 and create the republics The Orange Free State and Transvaal.  

Elsewhere in Africa, The British had power in Egypt, South Africa, Gambia, Sierra Leone, the Gold Coast, Nigeria, Kenya, Uganda, British Somaliland, and the island of Zanzibar.  In 1875 Prime Minister Benjamin Disraeli bought 44% of the shares in the Suez Canal Company, thus making the British have a strong hold in the link to Asia and India.  Egypt became a British Protectorate in 1882.  Then with the British help, the Egyptians took control of the Sudan.  It was not until 1952 did British control over Egypt begin to dissipate.  In South Africa, Cecil Rhodes wanted to devise a railroad called the Cape to Cairo Railroad, reaching from Cairo in Egypt to the Cape of Good Hope.  With this ambition, the British moved into Bechuanaland, Rhodesia, and Nyasaland.  Then in 1886 with the discovery of gold in Boer Transvaal Republic, the troubles with British prospectors in this area, the unsuccessful raid by Dr. Lander Jameson in 1895, and the interference of Kaiser Wilhelm II; the Boer War ensued in 1899.  The British won in 1902 and in 1910 they united all of their South African colonies to form the Union of South Africa.

On the largest continent of the world, the British had the capacity to maintain power over India, Singapore, Burma, Afghanistan, Malay Peninsula, New Guinea, Borneo, and Hong Kong.  The British moved into India in the 17th century, but at the end of the 17th century the Mughal Empire fell apart and the British began to seize land.  During the Seven Years War, the British dominated India and made it the Jewel in the Crown or the British Raj.  The Sepoy Mutiny in 1857 brought British administration to India.  When the Chinese tried to inhibit the British’s opium trade, the Opium War burst onto the stage.  At the end of the war in 1842 the British annexed Hong Kong.  When the countries Germany and Great Britain both showed an interest in New Guinea, they partitioned it in 1884.  In 1886 the British annexed Burma and deposed King Thibaw.  The Dutch and the British partitioned Borneo in 1891 to settle the land between the two countries.  For a time the British and the Russians had trouble in Afghanistan, but in 1907 the Russians agreed to withdraw. 

The French were another player in the imperialistic race of the 19th century.  After losing Canada to the British in 1703 and selling Louisiana in 1803, the French had only a little amount of what they had at one time.  In the western hemisphere, the French laid claims to some small islands in the West Indies and French Guiana where Devil’s Island, a maximum-security prison, is located.  In Africa the French colonized many countries.  In 1830 they began to acquire Algeria.  In 1843 a protectorate over Tahiti was established and then the South Pacific islands followed.  The French gained control over Tunisia in 1881 and then set up a protectorate in Morocco soon after.  They also had colonial holdings in Equatorial Africa and West Africa, these included Senegal, Guinea, and the Ivory Coast.  Madagascar and French Somaliland were also part of the French’s empire.  They not only had their colonies, but they wielded some influence in Egypt and the Middle East.   In Asia, the French wielded power over Indo-China.  As both, the British and the French, expanded, trouble loomed in the air only to be settled with the 1896 agreement that both countries would maintain Siam as an independent buffer state.

Sudan was a goal of the French, but it caused them many problems.  Both the French and the English were both gunning for this country.  In 1885 a combined British and Egyptian force under General Charles “Chinese” Gordon marched into Sudan from the Nile River.  The Muslim religious leader, Mahdi, besieged his troops at Khartoum and ten months later massacred Gordon and his troops.  Then in 1896 another British and Egyptian force marched in, only this time Lord Kitchener commanded the army.  They defeated Mahdi at Omdurman in 1898.  Only a few days after this encounter, the Anglo-Egyptian force met with a French force under the command of Major Machand at Fashoda.  This episode was entitled the Fashoda Crisis.  In this crisis, London and Paris threatened each other with a war.  The French decided to yield to the British, though.  This led to the 1904 Anglo-French Entente.

Belgium was another European country that participated in colonization.  In the 1870’s, King Leopold II began to colonize Africa.  Henry M. Stanley, an American journalist, was sent by the king to sign treaties with African chiefs in the Congo.  Then in 1884-85 an international conference at Berlin authorized the establishment of the Congo Free State.  Later on, Leopold would deed the colony to Belgium.  In 1960, his grandnephew, King Baudoin gave it its independence.

Germany, too, was a country that colonized in the 19th century.  Even though Otto von Bismarck did not believe in imperial expansion, powerful interest groups convinced him to colonize.  Togoland, the Cameroons, and German Southwest Africa were acquired in 1884.  A year later they expended their power over German East Africa.  To demonstrate his power, in 1885 he assembled the Berlin Conference to delineate future rules for acquisitions in Africa.

Another country that attempted to colonize was Italy, but the country did so unsuccessfully.  In 1889 Italy had the power to take Somaliland, and in 1890 Eritrea fell to Italy’s power.  After conquering these two countries, Italy decided to attempt for Ethiopia.  This country, which was unified under Menelik II, King of Kings, The Conquering Lion of Judah, and the Elect of God, defeated the invading force in 1896 at the Battle of Adowa.  The most notable person was Empress Taitu, wife of Menelik.  She humiliated the invading Italian forces so much that in Italy the word “Taitu” spread fear when uttered from someone.  Even after the humiliation, Italy persisted in colonizing and took Tripoli in 1912 and in the 1930s Mussolini invaded Ethiopia, only this time advanced weapons were used, and succeeded in colonizing Ethiopia.

Spain and Portugal were less notable imperialistic nations in the 19th century.  Portugal colonized Portuguese Guinea and Angola in the Western Hemisphere.  In the Eastern Hemisphere, the Portuguese had Mozambique.  The Spanish had claims in Rio de Oro and Rio Muni in the west.  Then in the early 1900’s, Spain established a protectorate over Spanish Morocco.

In China, many interests collided as the many countries wanted to have influence in this country that had potential.  After the Japanese had won over the Chinese in the Sino-Japanese War of 1895, the Japanese gained Formosa, trade cities and other concessions from this country.  Then, the international stage, fearing the Japanese were gaining too much power, intervened and forced Japan to agreement of nullification of Korean independence and the lease of the Liaotang peninsula.  Then in the late 1890s the Germans took advantage of the situation and occupied the Shantung peninsula, and the Russians took the lease to the Liaotang peninsula and the rights to build two railroads in Manchuria.  France and England also capitalized on the situation.  In 1900 the Boxer Rebellion ensued as tensions against the rest of the world intensified.  Foreign missionaries and other civilians were killed in this rebellion.  Then in the summer, the foreign legations in Peking were besieged.  Suppressing the revolt came the international force, and in the process humiliated the Chinese.

In the Western Hemisphere the country, which colonized, was the United States.  In 1867, the United States acquired Alaska buying it from Russia.  The rights to the naval base at Pago Pago in Samoa went the United States’ way in 1878.  Between the United States and Germany, in 1899 Samoa was partitioned.  After overthrowing Queen Liliokalani in 1893, the Hawaii was annexed in 1898.  The same year that Hawaii was annexed, the Spanish American War ended and gave the Americans Puerto Rico, Guam, and the Philippine Islands; while also making Cuba like an American protectorate.  In 1914, the Americans constructed the Panama Canal, announcing the United States was a powerful country.

Many factors contributed to the end of Imperialism of the 19th century.  Before World War I erupted onto the scene, much of the world had already been divided among the more powerful countries.  After the world war, France received a Mandate in Lebanon and Syria, England watched over Palestine and Iraq, Japan gained some islands, and Germany’s colonies were distributed to other countries.  Following World War II, colonialism even fell farther from favor.  One of the causes for the fall of colonialism was that democratic ideas were being preached in the Western educational system and it showed the nationalistic yearnings among the subject peoples.  Also, the concept of self-determination arose after World War I was another cause for the fall of colonialism.  The example set by the Russian Revolution and communism’s anti-imperialistic rhetoric was another key factor that stopped colonialism.  Europe’s power diminished after both World Wars and this was another determining factor, which stopped imperialism.  Japan’s resistance to Western domination spoke to the Western countries, which realized that colonialism might not be the best action.

In the British Empire, many countries gained their independence in the 20th century.  In 1948, led by Mahatma Gandhi and the Congress Party led the fight for independence in India.  They were successful in 1948.  After receiving independence, the country was rifted with conflicts between religious groups so the British intervened and partitioned the country into Hindu India, led by Jawaharlal Nehru, and Muslim Pakistan, led by Mohammed Ali Jinnah.  Ceylon, Burma, Malaya, and colonies in Africa all received independence two decades after World War II.  They all joined the British Commonwealth of Nations, which helped them all economically.  In the Balfour Declaration, signed by the British in World War I, they declared their intent to help establish a Jewish State in Palestine.  Then the Sykes-Picot agreement was signed, which stated the same to Arabs.  At the end of the war, a mandate was given for Palestine and Iraq to England.  In 1948 the Jewish state of Israel was created by the vote of the United Nations and war has been continual in this region.

The Dutch in the 20th century also disassembled their empire.  By 1939 the Dutch had finally taken the East Indies.  Only having the islands for a short time, the Japanese took over these islands.  At the end of the war, the Dutch tried to gain power from the Japanese, but nationalists led by Sukarno proclaimed Indonesian independence and a bloody war of resistance ensued with the result of independence recognized in 1954.

The French, too, had their empire dissolved in the 20th century.  Indo-China received independence after World War II.  After a 7-year war, nationalists under Ho Chi Minh succeeded independence in 1954.  Vietnam was then partitioned into Communist North and non-Communist South.  In North Africa, Morocco and Tunisia received independence in 1956.  Algeria, on the other hand, had to fight the French-Algerian war before it received independence in 1962.

Imperialism had many effects, which include beneficial and deteriorating results.  Even though exploitation and abuse were common for the colonial peoples, technology, industry, and cultural achievements of the West came to these people.  The world was also linked to each other through common experiences, and some common values.  While many countries were declared independent, conflicts ensued in the countries.  Whether it was due to poverty, ethnic conflicts, or inexperience in self-rule, many of the countries that started out with democratic constitutions became military dictatorships or one party rule.

