
Primary Sources: 
19th Century Imperialism 

 
Study questions: 
1. What motivations for imperialism do these writers present?  Does any one motive seem 

dominant in their arguments?  
2. What are the benefits of imperialism for both sides?  What are the costs and risks? 
3. Do the English and French writers approach imperialism differently, or does national origin 

not matter? 
4. What potential problems with imperialism are hinted at in these texts? 

 

1. Cecil Rhodes, Confession of Faith (1877)  

[Editor’s note: Rhodes (1853-1902) went to South Africa as a child to improve his health.  Once there, he became involved 
with diamond mining, and by 1891 owned 90% of all diamond mines in South Africa.  He also invested in gold mines and 
became one of the world’s richest men.  He originally wrote this on June 2, 1877, in Oxford. Later, that year in Kimberley, 
he made some additions and changes. What follows is that amended statement.] 

 

It often strikes a man to inquire what is the chief good in life; to one the thought comes that it is a 
happy marriage, to another great wealth, and as each seizes on his idea, for that he more or less works 
for the rest of his existence. To myself thinking over the same question the wish came to render myself 
useful to my country. I then asked myself how could I and after reviewing the various methods I have 
felt that at the present day we are actually limiting our children and perhaps bringing into the world 
half the human beings we might owing to the lack of country for them to inhabit that if we had retained 
America there would at this moment be millions more of English living. 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. 
Just fancy those parts that are at present inhabited by the most despicable specimens of human beings 
what an alteration there would be if they were brought under Anglo-Saxon influence, look again at the 
extra employment a new country added to our dominions gives. I contend that every acre added to our 
territory means in the future birth to some more of the English race who otherwise would not be 
brought into existence. Added to this the absorption of the greater portion of the world under our rule 
simply means the end of all wars….  

The idea gleaming and dancing before ones eyes like a will-of-the-wisp at last frames itself into a plan. 
Why should we not form a secret society with but one object the furtherance of the British Empire and 
the bringing of the whole uncivilised world under British rule for the recovery of the United States for 
the making the Anglo-Saxon race but one Empire. What a dream, but yet it is probable, it is possible. I 
once heard it argued by a fellow in my own college, I am sorry to own it by an Englishman, that it was 
good thing for us that we have lost the United States. There are some subjects on which there can be no 
arguments, and to an Englishman this is one of them, but even from an American’s point of view just 
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picture what they have lost, look at their government, are not the frauds that yearly come before the 
public view a disgrace to any country and especially theirs which is the finest in the world. Would they 
have occurred had they remained under English rule great as they have become how infinitely greater 
they would have been with the softening and elevating influences of English rule, think of those 
countless 1000’s of Englishmen that during the last 100 years would have crossed the Atlantic and 
settled and populated the United States. Would they have not made without any prejudice a finer 
country of it than the low class Irish and German emigrants? All this we have lost and that country 
loses owing to whom? Owing to two or three ignorant pig-headed statesmen of the last century, at their 
door lies the blame. Do you ever feel mad? Do you ever feel murderous?  I think I do with those men. I 
bring facts to prove my assertion. Does an English father when his sons wish to emigrate ever think of 
suggesting emigration to a country under another flag? Never; it would seem a disgrace to suggest such 
a thing. I think that we all think that poverty is better under our own flag than wealth under a foreign 
one. 

Put your mind into another train of thought. Fancy Australia discovered and colonised under the 
French flag? What would it mean? Merely several millions of English unborn that at present exist. We 
learn from the past and to form our future. We learn from having lost to cling to what we possess. We 
know the size of the world; we know the total extent. Africa is still lying ready for us. It is our duty to 
take it. It is our duty to seize every opportunity of acquiring more territory and we should keep this one 
idea steadily before our eyes that more territory simply means more of the Anglo-Saxon race, more of 
the best, the most human, most honorable race the world possesses. 

To forward such a scheme what a splendid help a secret society would be: a society not openly 
acknowledged but who would work in secret for such an object. 

I contend that there are at the present moment numbers of the ablest men in the world who would 
devote their whole lives to it. I often think what a loss to the English nation in some respects the 
abolition of the Rotten Borough System has been. What thought strikes a man entering the House of 
Commons, the assembly that rules the whole world? I think it is the mediocrity of the men but what is 
the cause? It is simply an assembly of wealthy men whose lives have been spent in the accumulation of 
money and whose time has been too much engaged to be able to spare any for the study of past history. 
And yet in hands of such men rest our destinies. Do men like the great Pitt, and Burke and Sheridan 
not now exist?  I contend they do. There are men now living [who] … live and die unused,  
unemployed. What has the main cause of the success of the Romish Church? The fact that every 
enthusiast, call it if you like every madman finds employment in it. Let us form the same kind of 
society a Church for the extension of the British Empire. A society which should have members in 
every part of the British Empire working with one object and one idea we should have its members 
placed at our universities and our schools and should watch the English youth passing through their 
hands just one perhaps in every thousand would have the mind and feelings for such an object, he 
should be tried in every way, he should be tested whether he is endurant, possessed of eloquence, 
disregardful of the petty details of life, and if found to be such, then elected and bound by oath to serve 
for the rest of his life in his County. He should then be supported if without means by the Society and 
sent to that part of the Empire where it was felt he was needed. 

Take another case, let us fancy a man who finds himself his own master with ample means of attaining 
his majority whether he puts the question directly to himself or not, still like the old story of virtue and 
vice in the Memorabilia a fight goes on in him as to what he should do. Take if he plunges into 
dissipation there is nothing too reckless he does not attempt but after a time his life palls on him, he 
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mentally says this is not good enough, he changes his life, he reforms, he travels, he thinks now I have 
found the chief good in life, the novelty wears off, and he tires, to change again, he goes into the far 
interior after the wild game he thinks at last I’ve found that in life of which I cannot tire, again he is 
disappointed. He returns he thinks is there nothing I can do in life? Here I am with means, with a good 
house, with everything that is to be envied and yet I am not happy I am tired of life… ; to such a man 
the Society should go, should test, and should finally show him the greatness of the scheme and list 
him as a member. 

Take one more case of the younger son with high thoughts, high aspirations, endowed by nature with 
all the faculties to make a great man, and with the sole wish in life to serve his Country but he lacks 
two things the means and the opportunity.  Ever troubled by a sort of inward deity urging him on to 
high and noble deeds, he is compelled to pass his time in some occupation which furnishes him with 
mere existence, he lives unhappily and dies miserably. Such men as these the Society should search out 
and use for the furtherance of their object. 

In every Colonial legislature the Society should attempt to have its members prepared at all times to 
vote or speak and advocate the closer union of England and the colonies, to crush all disloyalty and 
every movement for the severance of our Empire. The Society should inspire and even own portions of 
the press for the press rules the mind of the people. The Society should always be searching for 
members who might by their position in the world by their energies or character forward the object but 
the ballot and test for admittance should be severe. 

Once make it common and it fails. Take a man of great wealth who is bereft of his children perhaps 
having his mind soured by some bitter disappointment who shuts himself up separate from his 
neighbors and makes up his mind to a miserable existence. To such men as these the society should go 
gradually disclose the greatness of their scheme and entreat him to throw in his life and property with 
them for this object. I think that there are thousands now existing who would eagerly grasp at the 
opportunity. Such are the heads of my scheme. 

For fear that death might cut me off before the time for attempting its development I leave all my 
worldly goods in trust to S. G. Shippard and the Secretary for the Colonies at the time of my death to 
try to form such a Society with such an object. 

Source: http://www.uoregon.edu/~kimball/Rhodes-Confession.htm.  Minor revisions in punctuation and spelling by EJC. 

 

2. John G. Paton: Letter Urging the Annexation 
of The South Sea Islands (1883) 
[Editor’s note: Paton was a missionary in the New Hebrides islands.]

 

For the following reasons we think the British government ought now to take possession of the New 
Hebrides group of the South Sea islands, of the Solomon group, and of all the intervening chain of 
islands from Fiji to New Guinea: 
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1. Because she has already taken possession of Fiji in the east, and we hope it will soon be known 
authoritatively that she has taken possession of New Guinea at the northwest, adjoining her Australian 
possessions, and the islands between complete this chain of islands lying along the Australian coast.  

2. The sympathy of the New Hebrides natives are all with Great Britain, hence they long for British 
protection, while they fear and hate the French, who appear eager to annex the group, because they 
have seen the way the French have treated the native races in New Caledonia, the Loyalty Islands, and 
other South Sea islands. 

3. Until within the past few months almost all the Europeans on the New Hebrides were British 
subjects, who long for British protection. 

4. All the men and all the money used in civilizing and Christianizing the New Hebrides have been 
British. Now fourteen missionaries and the Dayspring mission ship, and about 150 native evangelists 
and teachers are employed in the above work on this group, in which over #6000 yearly of British and 
British-colonial money is expended; and certainly it would be unwise to let any other power now take 
possession and reap the fruits of all this British outlay. 

5. Because the New Hebrides are already a British dependency in this sense--all its imports are from 
Sydney and Melbourne and British colonies, and all its exports are also to British colonies. 

6. The islands on this group are generally very rich in soil and in tropical products so that if a 
possession of Great Britain, and if the labor traffic stopped so as to retain what remains of the native 
populations on them, they would soon, and for ages to come, become rich sources of tropical wealth to 
these colonies, as sugar cane is extensively cultivated on them by every native of the group, even in his 
heathen state. . .The islands also grow corn, cotton, coffee, arrowroot, and spices, etc., and all tropical 
products could be largely produced on them. 

7. Because if any other nation takes possession of them, their excellent and spacious harbors, as on 
Efate, so well-supplied with the best fresh water, and their near-proximity to Great Britain's 
Australasian colonies, would in time of war make them dangerous to British interests and commerce in 
the South Seas and her colonies. 

8. The thirteen islands of this group on which life and property are now comparatively safe, the 8000 
professed Christians on the group, and all the churches formed from among them are, by God's 
blessing, the fruits of the labors of British missionaries, who, at great toil, expense, and loss of life 
have translated, got printed, and taught the natives to read the Bible in part or in whole in nine different 
languages of this group, while 70,000 at least are longing and ready for the gospel. On this group 
twenty-one members of the mission families died or were murdered by the savages in beginning God's 
work among them, not including good Bishop Peterson, of the Melanesian mission, and we fear all this 
good work would be lost if the New Hebrides fall into other than British hands. 

For the above reasons, and others that might be given, we sincerely hope and pray that you will do all 
possible to get Victoria and the other colonial governments to help and unite in urging Great Britain at 
once to take possession of the New Hebrides group. Whether looked at in the interests of humanity, or 
of Christianity, or commercially, or politically, sure it is most desirable that they should at once be 
British possessions. 
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Source: Accounts and Papers 1883, (London: HMSO, 1883), Vol. XLVII, 29-30.  Scanned by: J. S. Arkenberg, Dept. of 
History, Cal. State Fullerton. Prof. Arkenberg has modernized the text.  

This text is part of the Internet Modern History Sourcebook. The Sourcebook is a collection of public domain and copy-
permitted texts for introductory level classes in modern European and World history.   Unless otherwise indicated the 
specific electronic form of the document is copyright. Permission is granted for electronic copying, distribution in print 
form for educational purposes and personal use. If you do reduplicate the document, indicate the source. No permission is 
granted for commercial use of the Sourcebook.   © Paul Halsall, July 1998   halsall@murray.fordham.edu  

http://www.fordham.edu/halsall/mod/1883hebrides.html

 

3. Jules Ferry, Speech Before the French 
Chamber of Deputies (1884) 
[Editor’s note: Ferry (1832-1893) was twice prime minister of France, from [1880-1881, 1883-1885]. He is especially 
remembered for championing laws that removed Catholic influence from most education in France and for promoting a 
vast extension of the French colonial empire.] 

 

The policy of colonial expansion is a political and economic system ... that can be connected to three 
sets of ideas: economic ideas; the most far-reaching ideas of civilization; and ideas of a political and 
patriotic sort. 

In the area of economics, I am placing before you, with the support of some statistics, the 
considerations that justify the policy of colonial expansion, as seen from the perspective of a need, felt 
more and more urgently by the industrialized population of Europe and especially the people of our 
rich and hardworking country of France: the need for outlets [for exports]. Is this a fantasy? Is this a 
concern [that can wait] for the future? Or is this not a pressing need, one may say a crying need, of our 
industrial population? I merely express in a general way what each one of you can see for himself in 
the various parts of France. Yes, what our major industries, irrevocably steered by the treaties of 1860-
1 into exports, lack more and more are outlets. Why? Because next door Germany is setting up trade 
barriers; because across the ocean the United States of America have become protectionists, and 
extreme protectionists at that; because not only are these great markets ... shrinking, becoming more 
and more difficult of access, but these great states are beginning to pour into our own markets products 
not seen there before. This is true not only for our agriculture, which has been so sorely tried ... and for 
which competition is no longer limited to the circle of large European states.... Today, as you know, 
competition, the law of supply and demand, freedom of trade, the effects of speculation, all radiate in a 
circle that reaches to the ends of the earth.... That is a great complication, a great economic difficulty; 
... an extremely serious problem. It is so serious, gentlemen, so acute, that the least informed persons 
must already glimpse, foresee, and take precautions against the time when the great South American 
market that has, in a manner of speaking, belonged to us forever will be disputed and perhaps taken 
away from us by North American products. Nothing is more serious; there can be no graver social 
problem; and these matters are linked intimately to colonial policy. 
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Gentlemen, we must speak more loudly and more honestly! We must say openly that indeed the higher 
races have a right over the lower races.... I repeat, that the superior races have a right because they 
have a duty. They have the duty to civilize the inferior races.... In the history of earlier centuries these 
duties, gentlemen, have often been misunderstood; and certainly when the Spanish soldiers and 
explorers introduced slavery into Central America, they did not fulfill their duty as men of a higher 
race.... But, in our time, I maintain that European nations acquit themselves with generosity, with 
grandeur, and with sincerity of this superior civilizing duty. 

I say that French colonial policy, the policy of colonial expansion, the policy that has taken us under 
the Empire [the Second Empire, of Napoleon III], to Saigon, to Indochina [Vietnam], that has led us to 
Tunisia, to Madagascar--I say that this policy of colonial expansion was inspired by... the fact that a 
navy such as ours cannot do without safe harbors, defenses, supply centers on the high seas.... Are you 
unaware of this? Look at a map of the world. 

Gentlemen, these are considerations that merit the full attention of patriots. The conditions of naval 
warfare have greatly changed.... At present, as you know, a warship, however perfect its design, cannot 
carry more than two weeks' supply of coal; and a vessel without coal is a wreck on the high seas, 
abandoned to the first occupier. Hence the need to have places of supply, shelters, ports for defense 
and provisioning.... And that is why we needed Tunisia; that is why we needed Saigon and Indochina; 
that is why we need Madagascar... and why we shall never leave them! ... Gentlemen, in Europe such 
as it is today, in this competition of the many rivals we see rising up around us, some by military or 
naval improvements, others by the prodigious development of a constantly growing population; in a 
Europe, or rather in a universe thus constituted, a policy of withdrawal or abstention is simply the high 
road to decadence! In our time nations are great only through the activity they deploy; it is not by 
spreading the peaceable light of their institutions ... that they are great, in the present day. 

Spreading light without acting, without taking part in the affairs of the world, keeping out of all 
European alliances and seeing as a trap, an adventure, all expansion into Africa or the Orient--for a 
great nation to live this way, believe me, is to abdicate and, in less time than you may think, to sink 
from the first rank to the third and fourth. 

 

Source:  Discours et Opinions de Jules Ferry, ed. Paul Robiquet (Paris: Armand Colin & Cie., 1897): 199-201, 210-11, 
215-18. Translated by Ruth Kleinman in Brooklyn College Core Four Sourcebook.   Scanned by: J. S. Arkenberg, Dept. of 
History, Cal. State Fullerton. Prof. Arkenberg has modernized the text.  

This text is part of the Internet Modern History Sourcebook. The Sourcebook is a collection of public domain and copy-
permitted texts for introductory level classes in modern European and World history.   Unless otherwise indicated the 
specific electronic form of the document is copyright. Permission is granted for electronic copying, distribution in print 
form for educational purposes and personal use. If you do reduplicate the document, indicate the source. No permission is 
granted for commercial use of the Sourcebook.   © Paul Halsall, July 1998    halsall@murray.fordham.edu  

http://www.fordham.edu/halsall/mod/1884ferry.html
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4. Paul Leroy-Beaulieu: On the Desirability of 
Imperialism (1891)  

 

It is impossible not to consider imperialism as one of the tasks imposed on the civilized states for the 
last four centuries, more particularly on our age. 

The present-day world is composed of four different parts in terms of types of civilization. [First is] 
that of Western civilization--our own part. A second part [is] inhabited by people of a different 
civilization, but organized in compact, coherent and stable societies and destined by their history and 
present character to govern themselves--the Chinese and Japanese peoples for example. In the third 
part live peoples advanced enough in some respects, but ones which either stagnated or had not been 
able to constitute themselves as unified, peaceful, progressive nations, following a regular 
development. . . . India before the British conquest, Java, and the Indochinese peninsula represent 
particularly this third type. Finally, a great part of the world is inhabited by barbarian tribes or savages, 
some given over to wars without end and to brutal customs, and others knowing so little of the arts and 
being so little accustomed to work and to invention that they do not know how to exploit their land and 
its natural riches. They live in little groups, impoverished and scattered, in enormous territories which 
could nourish vast numbers of people with ease. 

This state of the world implies for the civilized people a right of intervention . . . In the affairs of the 
peoples of the last two categories. 

It is neither natural nor just for the civilized people of the West to be cooped up indefinitely and 
jammed into the restricted spaces which were their first home. Nor is it natural and just that they there 
accumulate the marvels of science, the arts and civilization, that they see the rate of interest fall more 
each day for lack of good investment Opportunities, while they leave perhaps half the world to little 
groups of ignorant, ineffectual men who are like feeble children . . . or to exhausted populations, 
without energy, without direction, who may be compared to old men. 

Imperialism is often confused with commerce or with the opening of commercial markets. . . . 
Imperialism means something quite different from the sale or purchase of commodities. It entails a 
profound action on a people and a territory, providing the inhabitants with some education and regular 
justice, teaching them the division of labor and the uses of capital when they are ignorant of these 
things. It opens an area not only to the merchandise of the mother country, but to its capital and its 
savings, to its engineers, to its overseers, to its emigrants. . . . Such a transformation of a barbarian 
country cannot be accomplished by simple commercial relations. 

Imperialism is thus the systematic action of an organized people upon another people whose 
organization is defective; and it presupposes that it is the state itself, and not only some individuals, 
which is responsible for the mission. 

* * * 

The great value of colonies . . . is not only that they serve to catch the overflow population of the 
mother country, nor even that they open a particularly reliable area of investment for excess capital, it 
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is also that they give a sharp stimulus to the commerce of the country, that they strengthen and support 
its industry and furnish to its inhabitants--industrialists, workers, consumer--a growth of profits, of 
wages, or of interest. But . . . these advantages resulting from the prosperity of the colonies, are not 
limited just to the mother countries; they extend to all the countries of the old world and in fact there is 
not a nation which does not derive a real benefit from this increase in the productivity of humanity. . . . 
Imperialism has caused the opening of new sources of production. . . . It is thus that unknown products 
have been brought to the consumers of Europe to increase their comfort. . . . That is the first and 
incontestable result of imperialism. And this is the second: It is to open the new markets for the sale of 
products manufactured in Europe, markets more profitable and more expandable than those we have 
been limited to previously, because the new societies have an ability to grow and to create and 
accumulate riches infinitely greater than the old societies. Thus trade is stimulated and extended, the 
division of labor is augmented; industry having before it wider openings can and must produce more 
and such production on a greater scale calls for new improvements and new advances…. 

The advantages of which we have been speaking so far are general and apply not only to the mother 
countries, but to all the civilized countries, even those without colonies. . . . [But] it appears to us 
incontestable that the home countries gain a special advantage from their own colonies: first, it is the 
capital of the citizens of the mother country which is sent there, and in this more productive field it is 
assured of higher interest, which improves the fortunes of the investors, of which a good number 
without doubt remain in the mother country. Further, the community of language, habits, and 
traditions, gives an advantage to the home country over all foreign nations even in free trade with the 
colonies. The colonists retain for a long time the tastes of the mother country, [and] their relations with 
her have a degree of intimacy which she rarely has with other nations…. 

It is extremely rare that a colony furnishes a net revenue to the mother country: in infancy it is not able, 
in maturity it does not want to. . . . Inasmuch as a colony must be administered by functionaries, and 
defended by soldiers and sailors, drawn from the mother country, it is probable that the mother country 
will be out of pocket a considerable sum….  Thus it is a great illusion to found colonies in the hopes of 
revenue: But on the other hand, the costs of colonies to the metropole have been singularly 
exaggerated by the adversaries of colonization. 

 

Source: Paul Leroy-Beaulieu, De la colonisation chez les peuples modernes, 4th edition (Paris, 1891), pp. 841-846, 705-
706, 712-718, 737-740. Slightly adapted.      http://www.mtholyoke.edu/acad/intrel/beaulieu.htm

 

 5. Joseph Chamberlain, Speech to the Royal 
Colonial Institute (1897) 

[Editor’s note: The 60th anniversary (or Jubilee) of Queen Victoria's assumption of the British throne was in 1897. The tone 
of abounding self-confidence and imperial self-congratulation evident in 1887 was noticeably absent on this occasion. The 
darker side of imperialism had been exposed in the aggressive inroads of French, British and German intruders against the 
native peoples. In West Africa, the British occupied the territory of the Ashanti whose king, Prempeh of Kumasi, was 
creating difficulties for the extension of British trade. In 1893 had occurred the treacherous attack on King Lobengula and 
his Matabele warriors by the British South Africa Company in which the King was forced to flee, his people massacred, 
and his territory occupied. Moreover, Germany's insistence on her 'place in the sun' as well as the rapid advance of the 
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U.S. as an industrial giant seemed to diminish the hitherto dominant role played by Britain in world affairs. The time had 
come to reassert the idea of empire.] 

 

I have now the honor to propose to you the toast of "Prosperity to the Royal Colonial Institute." The 
institute was founded in 1868, almost exactly a generation ago, and I confess that I admire the faith of 
its promoters, who, in a time not altogether favorable to their opinions, sowed the seed of Imperial 
patriotism. 

It seems to me that there are three distinct stages in our Imperial history. We began to be, and we 
ultimately became a great Imperial power in the eighteenth century, but during the greater part of that 
time, the colonies were regarded, not only by us, but by every European power that possessed them, as 
possessions valuable in proportion to the pecuniary advantage which they brought to the mother 
country, which, under that order of ideas, was not truly a mother at all, but appeared rather in the light 
of a grasping and absentee landlord desiring to take from his tenants the utmost rents he could exact. 
The colonies were valued and maintained because it was thought they would be a source of profit--of 
direct profit--to the mother country. That was the first stage, and when we were rudely awakened by 
the War of Independence in America from this dream that colonies could be held for our profit alone, 
the second chapter was entered upon, and public opinion seems then to have drifted to the opposite 
extreme; and because the colonies were no longer a source of revenue, it seems to have been believed 
and argued by many people that their separation from us was only a matter of time, and that that 
separation should be desired and encouraged lest haply they might prove an encumbrance and a source 
of weakness. 

It was while these views were still entertained, while the little Englanders were in their full career, that 
this institute was founded to protest against doctrines so injurious to our interests and so derogatory to 
our honor; and I rejoice that what was then, as it were, "a voice crying in the wilderness" is now the 
expressed and determined will of the overwhelming majority of the British people. Partly by the efforts 
of this institute and similar organizations, partly by the writings of such men as Froude and Seeley 
[Note: English historians and apostles of imperialist expansion], but mainly by the instinctive good 
sense and patriotism of the people at large, we have now reached the third stage in our history, and the 
true conception of our Empire. 

What is that conception? As regards the self-governing colonies we no longer talk of them as 
dependencies. The sense of possession has given place to the sense of kinship. We think and speak of 
them as part of ourselves, as part of the British Empire, united to us, although they may be dispersed 
throughout the world, by ties of kindred, of religion, of history, and of language, and joined to us by 
the seas that formerly seemed to divide us. But the British Empire is not confined to the self-governing 
colonies and the United Kingdom. It includes a much greater area, a much more numerous population 
in tropical climes, where no considerable European settlement is possible, and where the native 
population must always outnumber the white inhabitants; and in these cases also the same change has 
come over the Imperial idea. Here also the sense of possession has given place to a different sentiment 
--the sense of obligation. We feel now that our rule over these territories can only be justified if we can 
show that it adds to the happiness and prosperity of the people, and I maintain that our rule does, and 
has, brought security and peace and comparative prosperity to countries that never knew these 
blessings before. 
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In carrying out this work of civilization we are fulfilling what I believe to be our national mission, and 
we are finding scope for the exercise of those faculties and qualities which have made of us a great 
governing race. I do not say that our success has been perfect in every case, I do not say that all our 
methods have been beyond reproach; but I do say that in almost every instance in which the rule of the 
Queen has been established and the great Pax Britannica has been enforced, there has come with it 
greater security to life and property, and a material improvement in the condition of the bulk of the 
population. No doubt, in the first instance, when those conquests have been made, there has been 
bloodshed, there has been loss of life among the native populations, loss of still more precious lives 
among those who have been sent out to bring these countries into some kind of disciplined order, but it 
must be remembered that that is the condition of the mission we have to fulfill.  

There are, of course, among us--there always are among us, I think--a very small minority of men who 
are ready to be the advocates of the most detestable tyrants, provided their skin is black--men who 
sympathize with the sorrows of Prempeh and Lobengula, and who denounce as murderers those of 
their countrymen who have gone forth at the command of the Queen, and who have redeemed districts 
as large as Europe from the barbarism and the superstition in which they had been steeped for 
centuries. I remember a picture by Mr Selous [Note: African hunter and explorer] of a philanthropist--
an imaginary philanthropist, I will hope--sitting cozily by his fireside and denouncing the methods by 
which British civilization was promoted. This philanthropist complained of the use of Maxim guns and 
other instruments of warfare, and asked why we could not proceed by more conciliatory methods, and 
why the impis [Note: native soldiers] of Lobengula could not be brought before a magistrate, and fined 
five shillings and bound over to keep the peace. No doubt there is humorous exaggeration in this 
picture, but there is gross exaggeration in the frame of mind against which it is directed. You cannot 
have omelets without breaking eggs; you cannot destroy the practices of barbarism, of slavery, of 
superstition, which for centuries have desolated the interior of Africa, without the use of force; but if 
you will fairly contrast the gain to humanity with the price which we are bound to pay for it, I think 
you may well rejoice in the result of such expeditions as those which have recently been conducted 
with such signal success in [West and East Africa]; expeditions which may have, and indeed have, cost 
valuable lives, but as to which we may rest assured that for one life lost a hundred will be gained, and 
the cause of civilization and the prosperity of the people will in the long run be eminently advanced. 
But no doubt such a state of things, such a mission as I have described, involves heavy responsibility. . 
. . and it is a gigantic task that we have undertaken when we have determined to wield the scepter of 
empire. Great is the task, great is the responsibility, but great is the honor; and I am convinced that the 
conscience and spirit of the country will rise to the height of its obligations, and that we shall have the 
strength to fulfill the mission which our history and our national character have imposed upon us. 

. . . It seems to me that the tendency of the time is to throw all power into the hands of the greater 
empires, and the minor kingdoms--those which are non-progressive--seem to be destined to fall into a 
secondary and subordinate place. But, if Greater Britain remains united, no empire in the world can 
ever surpass it in area, in population, in wealth, or in the diversity of its resources.... 

 

Source: http://web.jjay.cuny.edu/~jobrien/reference/ob70.html
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6. Rudyard Kipling, The White Man's Burden 
(1899) 
[Editor’s note: This famous poem, written by Britain's imperial poet, was a response to the American take over of the 
Philippines after the Spanish-American War.] 

 
 
Take up the White Man's burden-- 
Send forth the best ye breed-- 
Go bind your sons to exile 
To serve your captives' need; 
To wait in heavy harness, 
On fluttered folk and wild-- 
Your new-caught, sullen peoples, 
Half-devil and half-child. 
 
Take up the White Man's burden-- 
In patience to abide, 
To veil the threat of terror 
And check the show of pride; 
By open speech and simple, 
An hundred times made plain 
To seek another's profit, 
And work another's gain. 
 
Take up the White Man's burden-- 
The savage wars of peace-- 
Fill full the mouth of Famine 
And bid the sickness cease; 
And when your goal is nearest 
The end for others sought, 
Watch sloth and heathen Folly 
Bring all your hopes to nought. 
 
Take up the White Man's burden-- 
No tawdry rule of kings, 
But toil of serf and sweeper-- 
The tale of common things. 

The ports ye shall not enter, 
The roads ye shall not tread, 
Go mark them with your living, 
And mark them with your dead. 
 
Take up the White Man's burden-- 
And reap his old reward: 
The blame of those ye better, 
The hate of those ye guard-- 
The cry of hosts ye humour 
(Ah, slowly!) toward the light:-- 
"Why brought he us from bondage, 
Our loved Egyptian night?" 
 
Take up the White Man's burden-- 
Ye dare not stoop to less-- 
Nor call too loud on Freedom 
To cloke your weariness; 
By all ye cry or whisper, 
By all ye leave or do, 
The silent, sullen peoples 
Shall weigh your gods and you. 
 
Take up the White Man's burden-- 
Have done with childish days-- 
The lightly proferred laurel, 
The easy, ungrudged praise. 
Comes now, to search your manhood 
Through all the thankless years 
Cold, edged with dear-bought wisdom, 
The judgment of your peers! 

 
This text is part of the Internet Modern History Sourcebook. The Sourcebook is a collection of public domain and copy-
permitted texts for introductory level classes in modern European and World history. Unless otherwise indicated the 
specific electronic form of the document is copyright. Permission is granted for electronic copying, distribution in print 
form for educational purposes and personal use. If you do reduplicate the document, indicate the source. No permission is 
granted for commercial use of the Sourcebook. (c)Paul Halsall Aug 1997   halsall@murray.fordham.edu  
 
http://www.fordham.edu/halsall/mod/Kipling.html
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