CHAPTER 1
Imperialism, History,
Writing and Theory

The master’s tools will never dismantle the master’s house.
Audre Lorde!

Imperialism frames the indigenous experience. It is part of our story,
our version of modernity. Writing about our experiences under imperial-
ism and its more specific expression of colonialism has become a
significant project of the indigenous world. In a literary sense this has
been defined by writers like Salman Rushdie, Ngugi wa Thiong’o and
many others whose literary origins are grounded in the landscapes,
languages, cultures and imaginative worlds of peoples and nations whose
own histories were interrupted and radically reformulated by European
imperialism. While the project of creating this literature is important,
what indigenous activists would argue is that imperialism cannot be
struggled over only at the level of text and literature. Imperialism still
hurts, still destroys and is reforming itself constantly. Indigenous peoples
as an international group have had to challenge, understand and have a
shared language for talking about the history, the sociology, the psychol-
ogy and the politics of imperialism and colonialism as an epic story
telling of huge devastation, painful struggle and persistent survival. We
have become quite good at talking that kind of talk, most often amongst
ourselves, for ourselves and to ourselves. “The talk® about the colonial

past is embedded in our political discourses, our humour, poetry, music, .

story telling and other common sense ways of passing on both a narra-
tive of history and an attitude abdut history. The lived experiences of
imperialism and colonialism contribute another dimension to the ways
in which terms like ‘imperialism’ can be understood. This is a dimen-
sion that indigenous peoples know and understand well.

In this chapter the intention is to discuss and contextualise four
concepts which are often present (though not necessarily clearly visible)
in the ways in which the ideas of indigenous peoples are articulated;
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imperialism, history, writing, and theory. These terms may seem to make
up a strange selection, particularly as there are more obvious concepts
such as self-determination or sovereignty which are used commonly in
indigenous discourses. I have selected these words because from an
indigenous perspective they are problematic. They are words which tend
to provoke a whole array of feelings, attitudes and values. They are
words of emotion which draw attention to the thousands of ways in
which indigenous languages, knowledges and cultures have been silenced
or misrepresented, ridiculed or condemned in academic and popular
discourses. They are also words which are used in particular sorts of
ways or avoided altogether. In thinking about knowledge and research,
however, these are important terms which underpin the practices and
styles of research with indigenous peoples. Decolonization is a process
which engages with imperialism and colonialism at multiple levels. For
researchers, one of those levels is concerned with having a more critical
understanding of the underlying assumptions, motivations and values
which inform research practices.

Imperialism

There is one particular figure whose name looms large, and whose
spectre lingers, in indigenous discussions of encounters with the West:
Christopher Columbus. It is not simply that Columbus is identified as
the one who started it all, but rather that he has come to represent a
huge legacy of suffering and destruction. Columbus ‘names’ that legacy
more than any other individual.?2 He sets its modern time frame (500
years) and defines the outer limits of that legacy, that s, total destruction.?
But there are other significant figures who symbolize and frame
indigenous experiences in other places. In the imperial literature these
are the ‘heroes’, the discoverers and adventurers, the ‘fathers’ of
colonialism. In the indigenous literature these figures are not so admired;
their deeds are definitely not the deeds of wonderful discoverers and
conquering heroes. In the South Pacific, for example it is the British
explorer James Cook, whose expeditions had a very clear scientific

purpose and whose first encounters with indigenous Feoplcs were

what Cook brought to the Pacific includes: ‘capitalism, Western political
ideas (such as predatory individualism) and Christianity. Most destructive
of all he brought diseases that ravaged my people until we were but a
remnant of what we had been on contact with his pestilent crew.”* The
French are remembered by Tasmanian Aborigine Greg Lehman, ‘not
[for] the intellectual hubbub of an emerging anthrologie or even with
the swish of their travel-weary frocks. It is with an arrogant death that
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they presaged their appearance....”> For many communities there were
waves of different sorts of Europeans; Dutch, Portuguese, British,
French, whoever had political ascendancy over a region. And, in each
place, after figures such as Columbus and Cook had long departed, there
came a vast array of military personnel, imperial administrators, priests,
explorers, missionaries, colonial officials, artists, entrepreneurs and
settlers, who cut a devastating swathe, and left a permanent wound, on
the societies and communities who occupied the lands named and
claimed under imperialism.

The concepts of imperialism and colonialism are crucial ones which
are used across a range of disciplines, often with meanings which are
taken for granted. The two terms are interconnected and what is
generally agreed upon is that colonialism is but one expression of
imperialism. Imperialism tends to be used in at least four different ways
when describing the form of European imperialism which ‘started’ in
the fifteenth century: (1) imperialism as economic expansion; (2)
imperialism as the subjugation of ‘others’; (3) imperialism as an idea or
spirit with many forms of realization; and (4) imperialism as a discursive
field of knowledge. These usages do not necessarily contradict each
other; rather, they need to be seen as analyses which focus on different
layers of imperialism. Initially the term was used by historians to explain
a series of developments leading to the economic expansion of Europe.
Imperialism in this sense could be tied to a chronology of events related
to ‘discovery’, conquest, exploitation, distribution and appropriation.

Economic explanations of imperialism were first advanced by English
historian J. A. Hobson in 1902 and by Lenin in 1917. Hobson saw
imperialism as being an integral part of Europe’s economic expansion.
He attributed the later stages of nineteenth-century imperialism to the
inability of Europeans to purchase what was being produced and the
need for Europe’s industrialists to shift their capital to new markets
which were secure. Imperialism was the system of control which secured
the markets and capital investments. Colonialism facilitated this expan-
sion by ensuring that there was European control, which necessarily
meant securing and subjugating the indigenous populations. ike
Hobson, [eni i i i '
expansion was linked to imperialism, although he argued that the export
of capital to new markets was an attempt to rescue capitalism because
Europe’s workers could not afford what was being produced.

A second use of the concept of imperialism focuses more upon the
exploitation and subjugation of indigenous peoples. Although economic
explanations might account for why people like Columbus were funded
to explore and discover new sources of wealth, they do not account for
the devastating impact on the indigenous peoples whose lands were




22 DECOLONIZING METHODOLOGIES

invaded. By the time contact was made in the South Pacific, Europeans,
and more particularly the British, had learned from their previous
encounters with indigenous peoples and had developed much more
sophisticated ‘rules of practice’.” While these practices ultimately lead to
forms of subjugation, they also lead to subtle nuances which give an
unevenness to the story of imperialism, even within the story of one
indigenous society. While in New Zealand all Maori tribes, for example,
lost the majority of their lands, not all tribes had their lands confiscated,
were invaded militarily or were declared to be in rebellion. Similarly,
while many indigenous nations signed treaties, other indigenous
communities have no treaties. Furthermore, legislated identities which
regulated who was an Indian and who was not, who was a me#is, who
had lost all status as an indigenous person, who had the correct fraction
of blood quantum, who lived in the regulated spaces of reserves and
communities, were all worked out arbitrarily (but systematically), to
serve the interests of the colonizing society. The specificities of
imperialism help to explain the different ways in which indigenous
peoples have struggled to recover histories, lands, languages and basic
human dignity. The way arguments are framed, the way dissent is
controlled, the way settlements are made, while certainly drawing from
international precedents, are also situated within a more localized
discursive field.

A third major use of the term is much broader. It links imperialism
to the spirit which characterized Europe’s global activities. MacKenzie
defines imperialism as being ‘more than a set of economic, political and
military phenomena. It is also a complex ideology which had widespread
cultural, intellectual and technical expressions’.® This view of imperialism
locates it within the Enlightenment spirit which signalled the trans-
formation of economic, political and cultural life in Europe. In this wider
Enlightenment context, imperialism becomes an integral part of the
developmént of the modern state, of science, of ideas and of the
‘modern’ human person. In complex ways imperialism was also a mode
through which the new states of Europe could expand their economies,
through which new ideas and discoveries could be made and harnessed,
and through which Europeans could develop their sense of European-
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possibility that new worlds, new wealth and new possessions existed that
could be discovered and controlled. This imagination was realized
through the promotion of science, economic expansion and political
practice.

These three interpretations of imperialism have reflected a view from
the imperial centre of Europe. In contrast, a fourth use of the term has
been generated by writers whose understandings of imperialism and
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colonialism have been based either on their membership of and
experience within colonized societies, or on their interest in under-
standing imperialism from the perspective of local contexts. Although
these views of imperialism take into account the other forms of analysis,
there are some important distinctions. There is, for example, a greater
and more immediate need to understand the complex ways in which
people were brought within the imperial system, because its impact is
still being felt, despite the apparent independence gained by former
colonial territories. The reach of imperialism into ‘our heads’ challenges
those who belong to colonized communities to understand how this
occurred, partly because we perceive a need to decolonize our minds,
to recover ourselves, to claim a space in which to develop a sense of
authentic humanity. This analysis of imperialism has been referred to
more recently in terms such as ‘post-colonial discourse’, the ‘empire
writes back’ and/or ‘writing from the margins’. There is a more political
body of writing, however, which extends to the revolutionary, ant-
colonial work of various activists (only some of whom, such as Frantz
Fanon, actually wrote their ideas down) that draws also upon the work
of black and African American writers and other minority writers whose
work may have emerged out of a concern for human and civil rights,
the rights of women and other forms of oppression.

Colonialism became imperialism’s outpost, the fort and the port of
imperial outreach. Whilst colonies may have started as a means to secure
ports, access to raw materials and efficient transfer of commodities from
point of origin to the imperial centre, they also served other functions.
It was not just indigenous populations who had to be subjugated.
Europeans also needed to be kept under control, in service to the greater
imperial enterprise. Colonial outposts were also cultural sites which
preserved an image or represented an image of what the West or
‘civilization” stood for. Colonies were not exact replicas of the imperial
centre, culturally, economically or politically. Europeans resident in the
colonies were not culturally homogeneous, so there were struggles
within the colonizing community about its own identity. Wealth and
class status created very powerful settler interests which came to
dominate the politics of a colony. iali i i
imperialism, a particular realization of the imperial imagination. It was
also, in part, an image of the future nation it would become. In this
image lie images of the Other, stark contrasts and subtle nuances, of the
ways in which the indigenous communities were perceived and dealt
with, which make the stories of colonialism part of a grander narrative
and yet part also of a very local, very specific experience.

A constant reworking of our understandings of the impact of
imperialism and colonialism is an important aspect of indigenous cultural
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politics and forms the basis of an indigenous language of critique. Within
this critique there have been two major strands. One draws upon a
notion of authenticity, of a time before colonization in which we were
intact as indigenous peoples. We had absolute authority over our lives;
we were born into and lived in a universe which was entirely of our
making. We did not ask, need or want to be ‘discovered’ by Europe.
The second strand of the language of critique demands that we have an
analysis of how we were colonized, of what that has meant in terms of
our immediate past and what it means for our present and future. The
two strands intersect but what is particularly significant in indigenous
discourses is that solutions are posed from a combination of the time
before, colonized time, and the time before that, pre-coloniged time.
Decolonization encapsulates both sets of ideas.

There are, however, new challenges to the way indigenous peoples
think and talk about imperialism. When the word globalization is
substituted for the word imperialism, or when the prefix ‘post’ is
attached to colonial, we are no longer talking simply about historical
formations which are still lingering in our consciousness. Globalization
and conceptions of a new world order represent different sorts of
challenges for indigenous peoples. While being on the margins of the
world has had dire consequences, being incorporated within the world’s
marketplace has different implications and in turn requires the mounting
of new forms of resistance. Similarly, post-colonial discussions have also
stirred some indigenous resistance, not so much to the literary
reimagining of culture as being centred in what were once conceived of
as the colonial margins, but to the idea that colonialism is over, finished
business. This is best articulated by Aborigine activist Bobbi Sykes, who
asked at an academic conference on post-colonialism, “What? Post-
colonialism? Have they left”” There is also, amongst indigenous
academics, the sneaking suspicion that the fashion of post-colonialism
has become a strategy for reinscribing or reauthorizing the privileges of
non-indigenous academics because the field of ‘post-colonial’ discourse
has been defined in ways which can still leave out indigenous peoples,
out ways of knowing and our current concerns.

Research within late-modern and late-colonial conditions continues

exploitation and appropriation. Researchers enter communities armed
with goodwill in their front pockets and patents in their back pockets,
they bring medicine into villages and extract blood for genetic analysis.
No matter how appalling their behaviours, how insensitive and offensive
their personal actions may be, their acts and intentions are always
justified as being for the ‘good of mankind’. Research of this nature oz
indigenous peoples is still justified by the ends rather than the means,
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particularly if the indigenous peoples concerned can still be positioned
as ignorant and undeveloped (savages). Other researchers gather
traditional herbal and medicinal remedies and remove them for analysis
in laboratories around the world. Still others collect the intangibles: the
belief systems and ideas about healing, about the universe, about
relationships and ways of organizing, and the practices and rituals which
go alongside such beliefs, such as sweat lodges, massage techniques,
chanting, hanging crystals and wearing certain colours. The global hunt
for new knowledges, new materials, new cures, supported by inter-
national agreements such as the General Agreement on Tariffs and
Trade (GATT) brings new threats to indigenous communities. The ethics
of research, the ways in which indigenous communities can protect
themselves and their knowledges, the understandings required not just
of state legislation but of international agreements — these are the topics
now on the agenda of many indigenous meetings.

On Being Human

The faculty of imagination is not strongly developed among them, although they
permitted it to run wild in believing absurd superstitions.

(A. S. Thompson, 1859)°

One of the supposed characteristics of primitive peoples was that we
could not use our minds or intellects. We could not invent things, we
could not create institutions or history, we could not imagine, we could
not produce anything of value, we did not know how to use land and
other resources from the natural world, we did not practice the ‘arts’ of
civilization. By lacking such virtues we disqualified ourselves, not just
from civilization but from humanity itself. In other words we were not
‘fully human’; some of us were not even considered partially human.
Ideas about what counted as human in association with the power to
define people as human or not human were already encoded in imperial
and colonial discourses prior to the period of imperialism covered here.!0
Imperialism provided the means through which concepts of what counts
as human could be applied systematically as forms of classification, for

In conjunction with imperial power and with ‘science’, these classifica-
tion systems came to shape relations between imperial powers and
indigenous societies.

Said has argued that the ‘oriental’ was partially a creation of the West
based on a combination of images formed through scholarly and
imaginative works. Fanon argued earlier that the colonized were brought
into existence by the settler and the two, settler and colonized, are
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mutual constructions of colonialism. In Fanon’s words ‘we know each
other well’.!! The European powers had by the nineteenth century
already established systems of rule and forms of social relations which
governed interaction with the indigenous peoples being colonized. These
relations were gendered, hierarchical and supported by rules, some
explicit and others masked or hidden. The principle of ‘humanity’ was
one way in which the implicit or hidden rules could be shaped. To
consider indigenous peoples as not fully human, or not human at all,
enabled distance to be maintained and justified various policies of either
extermination or domestication. Some indigenous peoples (‘not human’),
were hunted and killed like vermin, others (‘partially human’), were
rounded up and put in reserves like creatures to be broken in, branded
and put to work.

The struggle to assert and claim humanity has been a consistent
thread of anti-colonial discourses on colonialism and oppression. This
struggle for humanity has generally been framed within the wider
discourse of humanism, the appeal to human ‘rights’, the notion of a
universal human subject, and the connections between being human and
being capable of creating history, knowledge and society. The focus on
asserting humanity has to be seen within the anti-colonial analysis of
imperialism and what were seen as imperialism’s dehumanizing impera-
tives which were structured into language, the economy, social relations
and the cultural life of colonial societies. From the nineteenth century
onwards the processes of dehumanization were often hidden behind
justifications for imperialism and colonialism which were clothed within
an ideology of humanism and liberalism and the assertion of moral
claims which related to a concept of civilized ‘man’. The moral justifica-
tions did not necessarily stop the continued hunting of Aborigines in
the early nineteenth century nor the continued ill-treatment of different
indigenous peoples even today.

Problems have arisen, however, within efforts to struggle for
humanity by overthrowing the ideologies relating to our supposed lack
of humanity. The arguments of Fanon, and many writers since Fanon,
have been criticized for essentializing our ‘nature’, for taking for granted—
the binary categories of Western thought, for accepting arguments

—supportng cultoral” .
idealistic and romantic, and for simply engaging in an inversion of the
colonizer/ colonized relationship which does not address the complex
problems of power relations. Colonized peoples have been compelled
to define what it means to be human because there is a deep under-
standing of what it has meant to be considered not fully human, to be
savage. The difficulties of such a process, however, have been bound
inextricably to constructions of colonial relations around the binary of
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colonizer and colonized. These two categories are not just a simple
opposition but consist of several relations, some more clearly
oppositional than others. Unlocking one set of relations most often
requires unlocking and unsettling the different constituent parts of other
relations. The binary of colonizer/colonized does not take into account,
for example, the development of different layerings which have occurred
within each group and across the two groups. Millions of indigenous
peoples were ripped from their lands over several generations and
shipped into slavery. The lands they went to as slaves were lands already
taken from another group of indigenous peoples. Slavery was as much
a system of imperialism as was the claiming of other peoples’ territories.
Other indigenous peoples were transported to various outposts in the
same way as interesting plants and animals were reclimatized, in order
to fulfil labour requirements. Hence there are large populations in some
places of non-indigenous groups, also victims of colonialism, whose
primary relationship and allegiance is often to the imperial power rather
than to the colonized people of the place to which they themselves have
been brought. To put it simply, indigenous peoples as commodities were
transported to and fro across the empire. There were also sexual rela-
tions between colonizers and colonized which led to communities who
were referred to as ‘half-castes’ or ‘half-breeds’, or stigmatized by some
other specific term which often excluded them from belonging to either
settler or indigenous societies. Sometimes children from ‘mixed’ sexual
relationships were considered at least half-way civilized; at other times
they were considered worse than civilized. Legislation was frequently
used to regulate both the categories to which people were entitled to
belong and the sorts of relations which one category of people could
have with another.

Since the Second World War wars of independence and struggles for
decolonization by former parts of European empires have shown us that
attempts to break free can involve enormous violence: physical, social,
economic, cultural and psychological. The struggle for freedom has been
viewed by writers such as Fanon as a necessarily, inevitably violent
process between ‘two forces opposed to each other by their very
nature’.!? Fanon argues further that ‘Decolonization which sets out to
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disorder.’’3 This introduces another important principle embedded in
imperialism, that of order. The principle of order provides the under-
lying connection between such things as: the nature of imperial social
relations; the activities of Western science; the establishment of trade;
the appropriation of sovereignty; the establishment of law. No great
conspiracy had to occur for the simultaneous developments and
activities which took place under imperialism because imperial activity
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was driven by fundamentally similar underlying principles. Nandy refers
to these principles as the ‘code’ or ‘grammar’ of imperialism.!* The idea
of code suggests that there is a deep structure which regulates and
legitimates imperial practices.

The fact that indigenous societies had their own systems of order was
dismissed through what Albert Memmi referred to as a series of
negations: they were not fully human, they were not civilized enough to
have systems, they were not literate, their languages and modes of
thought were inadequate.’> As Fanon and later writers such as Nandy
have claimed, imperialism and colonialism brought complete disorder to
colonized peoples, disconnecting them from their histories, their
landscapes, their languages, their social relations and their own ways of
thinking, feeling and interacting with the world. It was a process of
systematic fragmentation which can still be seen in the disciplinary carve-
up of the indigenous world: bones, mummies and skulls to the museums,
art work to private collectors, languages to linguistics, ‘customs’ to
anthropologists, beliefs and behaviours to psychologists. To discover
how fragmented this process was one needs only to stand in a museum,
a library, a bookshop, and ask where indigenous peoples are located.
Fragmentation is not a phenomenon of postmodernism as many might
claim. For indigenous peoples fragmentation has been the consequence
of imperialism.

Writing, History and Theory

A critical aspect of the struggle for self-determination has involved
questions relating to our history as indigenous peoples and a critique
of how we, as the Other, have been represented or excluded from
various accounts. Every issue has been approached by indigenous
peoples with a view to rewriting and rerighting our position in history.
Indigenous peoples want to tell our own stories, write our own versions,
in our own ways, for our own purposes. It is not simply about giving
an oral account or a genealogical naming of the land and the events
which raged over it, but a very powerful need to give testimony to and
restore a spirit, to hring back into existence a world fragmented and

: ches 15 not the
same thing as the discipline of history, and so our accounts collide,
crash into each other.

Writing or literacy, in a very traditional sense of the word, has been
used to determine the breaks between the past and the present, the
beginning of history and the development of theory.!* Writing has been
viewed as the mark of a superior civilization and other societies have
been judged, by this view, to be incapable of thinking critically and




