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Rudyard Kipling exuberantly welcomed the United States into 
the nineteenth-century’s global imperialist endeavor by writ-

ing “White man’s Burden.” The poster-child for imperialism, Kipling saw 
it as the West’s duty to colonize the world. in a frenzied dash, the western 
powers first began the Scramble for africa laying claim to every inch of land 
and then expanded their interest to the entire globe. as dawn rose over the 
nineteenth century, european powers held sway over ten percent of the 
african continent. This number had not fluctuated significantly during the 
previous 300 years. Until 1880, the colonization of africa remained in the 
hands of private industry and individual efforts. By 1914, ninety percent of 
africa was under the control of nine european nations; only ethiopia and 
liberia escaped european domination. However, africa was not a unique 
case. By the twentieth century the West’s avaricious desire for new colonies 
became a global phenomenon. This raucous invasion of the world resulted 
in a confused and often belligerent situation as nations tussled with one 
another for domination. What driving force led to this sudden and rabid 
new form of imperialism? many authors have postulated definitions of this 
“New imperialism” utilizing various theories and methodological tools, 
but no one has developed a unifying or compelling system to adequately 
describe the West’s sudden desire for global domination through colonial 
expansion.

in researching the “New imperialism,” it became readily apparent 
that no work could begin without first considering J. a. Hobson’s semi-
nal monograph Imperialism. Deference to Hobson owes not only to the 
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simple reality that his was the first great work on the topic but also to the 
argument’s compelling nature. Not wishing to demonstrate irreverence for 
tradition, this investigation will also begin ab initio with Hobson. Hobson’s 
investigation centered on the roots of all imperialism. He did not focus 
solely on the colonization of africa by Britain; instead, he tried to find 
universal motive forces driving the “New imperialism.” Hobson sought 
universal causes to historical events and attempted to provide a methodol-
ogy by which one could investigate all history. He defined imperialism as 
“the endeavor of the great controllers of industry to broaden the channel 
for the flow of their surplus wealth by seeking foreign markets and foreign 
investments to take off the goods and capital they cannot sell or use at 
home.”1 The most important economic factor of imperialism for Hobson 
was foreign investment. an economic historian, Hobson saw imperialism as 
the child of market forces gone awry.

economic determinism is a form of structural history. Without re-
gard for individual agency, economic historians point to “the market” as the 
defining superstructure driving historical events. marx, often accused of be-
ing an economic determinist, focused on a division within society between 
an economic base and a superstructure comprising other social institutions, 
values, and ideas. While struggle amongst the classes is the key to histori-
cal change and historical understanding, in marxist theory, pure economic 
determinists attribute historical occurrences to the market itself without any 
regard for classes or agents. if pressed to reveal any agent oriented power, 
the economic determinist will, at best, acknowledge the influence of human 
acquisitive impulses. The need to secure more and greater wealth influences 
the market economy. Unlike marx, for strict economic determinists, the 
market represents the totality of historical investigation and is sufficient 
for the understanding of any event. This often leads critics to dismiss the 
theory as structure reductionism since it completely removes individual 
agency from the equation.

Squarely set in economic theory, Hobson placed economic/market 
forces above all other interests in his investigation. all of his sources were 
economic in nature. ignoring mentalities, culture, class, and geography, 
Hobson focused solely on the market and foreign investments. The mar-
ket is composed of consumers and producers. Balancing these two groups 
is imperative for the market’s health. The nature of industrialized europe 

1.  J. a. Hobson, Imperialism (michigan: The University of michigan Press, 1965), 91.
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threw this balance out of kilter to the point where production far out-
stripped consumer needs. in Hobson’s estimation, “the struggle for markets, 
the greater eagerness of producers to sell than of consumers to buy, is the 
crowning proof of a false economy of distribution”; to wit, “imperialism is 
the fruit of this false economy.”2 instead of drawing in the reins on produc-
tion to balance out supply and demand, european merchants sought out 
new markets. Hobson surveyed the situation and realized “everywhere 
appear excessive powers of production, excessive capital in search of invest-
ment . . . it is this economic condition of affairs that forms the tap-root 
of imperialism.”3 The West became too good at producing goods without 
balancing this production against consumer desire. in an inverse of the 
supply and demand curve, Hobson postulated that supply was the control-
ling agent that sought out demand. instead of a system in which industry 
replied to consumer need, Hobson viewed the West as actively forcing its 
production on markets whether desired or not.

Hobson asked why the commonwealth would involve itself in an 
economically unsound practice and found his answer in Thomas moore’s 
quote: “everywhere do i perceive a certain conspiracy of rich men seeking 
their own advantage under the name and pretext of the commonwealth.”4 
While imperialism was bad for the nation, it did serve the needs and pock-
etbooks of certain classes and trades. These groups included foreign inves-
tors, engineers, missionaries, speculative miners, ranchers, and exporters, 
as well as posts for soldiers and sailors.5 Hobson also attributed collusion 
between these parties and the government at large owing to the reality that 
“the accepted necessity of secrecy in diplomacy, and of expeditious, unob-
trusive action, seem to favour and even to necessitate a highly centralised 
autocratic and bureaucratic method of government.”6 This return to autoc-
racy weakened the powers of popular control. as a result, “not only is impe-
rialism used to frustrate those measures of economic reform now recognized 
as essential to the effectual working of all machinery of popular govern-

2.  Hobson, 88.

3.  Hobson, 81.

4.  Hobson, 46.

5.  Hobson, 48.

6.  Hobson, 149.
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ment, but it operates to paralyse the working of that machinery itself.”7 
Hobson argued imperialism was an inherently dangerous mechanism that 
served only special interests and autocracy. it is an aberration of the capital-
ist system driven by forces that can only lead to a system collapse, or worse, 
a regression to earlier social structures like feudalism.

Hobson’s sole focus upon economic factors is the greatest weak-
ness in his thesis. Nowhere did he offer alternative forces that might enter 
into play. instead, he placed everything upon the “sinister international 
financiers” who he depicted controlling everything from behind dark 
curtains. and, in no uncertain terms, Hobson defines these financiers as 
foreign Jews. one envisions Hobson with a pen in one hand and a copy 
of The Protocols of the Learned Elders of Zion in the other. Hobson himself 
acknowledged later in his Confessions of an Economic Heretic he was once an 
excessive and perhaps oversimplified advocate of the economic determina-
tion of history.

marxist interpretation is another economically focused method-
ological approach that delved into the phenomenon of imperialism. in the 
marxist system, imperialism represents the highest expression of capitalism. 
mature capitalism suffers simultaneously from an ever-increasing accumula-
tion of production and investment capital that outgrows the native market 
and investment opportunities. in this eventuality, the bourgeoisie sets its 
eyes on new, open markets to exploit. to achieve this goal, the capitalist 
bourgeoisie seize full control of the state and the military means to engage 
in imperialistic conquest. imperialism is a unique form of aggression since 
it is tied completely to the capitalist system. 

V. i. lenin furthered the marxist model leading to the eponymous 
methodology: leninism. He defined imperialism as the partition of the 
world, and the exploitation of other countries.8 lenin agreed in spirit with 
Hobson’s assessment of the imperial situation, especially concerning the 
notion that it “creates the economic possibility of corrupting the upper 
strata of the proletariat, and thereby fosters, gives form to, and strengthens 
opportunism.”9 imperialism is a necessity of capitalism since only the pos-
session of colonies gives complete guarantee of success to the monopolies 

7.  Hobson, 145.

8.  V. i. lenin, Imperialism: the Highest Stage of Capitalism (New york: international   
 Publishers, 1979), 104.

9.  lenin, 104.
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against all the risks of the struggle with competitors, including the risk that 
the latter will defend themselves by establishing a state monopoly through 
the passage of laws.10

lenin specified five stages in the development of imperialism. first, 
the concentration of production and capital reach such a high stage that it 
creates monopolies. Second, the union of bank and industrial capital form 
the creation of a financial oligarchy. Third, there is a shift to the export of 
capital instead of the standard export of commodities. fourth, international 
capitalist monopolies form, which share the world amongst themselves. 
fifth, and finally, the greatest of the capitalist powers completely divide the 
world between themselves.11 Paradoxically, these monopolies are the an-
tithesis of free trade, the hallmark of capitalism, yet they are born from the 
actions of free trade.

to illustrate his theory, lenin investigated the world banks, finance 
capital, concentrations of capital, and territorial division of the world 
amongst the great powers. lenin used the holdings of the Deutsche Bank to 
illustrate the involvement of banks in world affairs. He listed all the banks 
dependent to the Deutsche Bank and their subsidiaries. He also cited the 
monetary holdings of the banks and the amounts they hold in savings. 
Through his evidence, he attempted to show how the banks were mov-
ing toward monopoly and a lessening of options for credit, since so many 
banks were in reality simply aspects of the Deutsche Bank. lenin saw this 
as “the turning point from the old capitalism to the new, from the domi-
nation of capital in general to the domination of finance capital.”12 His 
investigation into banks led him to the issue of finance capital. to illustrate 
the monopoly inherent in financial capital, lenin cited the assets and stock 
shares of large corporations, like the General electric Company, which 
held shares in between 175 and 200 other companies. for capital exports, 
lenin included the figures from over a fifty year period for national gross 
exports from Great Britain, france, and Germany. finally, lenin looked at 
total imperial holdings of various nations. While he formulated his fiscal 
and numerical data well, lenin based his key arguments mostly on marxist 
presuppositions. in dealing with Britain’s colonial intents, he stated, “When 
free competition in Great Britain was at its zenith . . . the leading British 

10.  lenin, 82.

11.  lenin, 89.

12.  lenin, 46.
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bourgeois politicians were opposed to colonial policy.”13 Unfortunately, he 
offers no details as to who these British bourgeoisie are and how he came 
to the belief that they were against imperialism, other than the convenience 
that their having done so fit his theory.

lenin relied heavily on the marxist model of class-oriented conflict. 
The monopolies captured the most important sources of raw materials, 
which heightened “the antagonism between cartelized and noncartelized 
industry.”14 This animosity between both classes and nations led to open 
conflict since “the fact that the world is already divided up obliges those 
contemplating a new division to reach out for any kind of territory;” often 
the reason for aggression was not “directly for themselves as to weaken the 
adversary and undermine his hegemony.”15 for lenin, then, imperialism 
was often a willful act of spite against an economic foe. 

While lenin agreed with Hobson on many points, the two differed 
significantly over the ultimate fate of imperialism and the capitalist system. 
in Hobson’s view, imperialism was an aberration of the system owing its 
existence to overabundant production, but this impulse towards overabun-
dance could be stifled through controls that would invariably lead to the 
death of imperialism. for lenin, this was simply impossible. imperialism 
was a natural evolution of the capitalist instinct; therefore, the application 
of human will could not circumvent it. in the leninist model, the only 
solution to imperialism was to await the proletariat revolt culminating in 
the communist state. While the marxist/economic approach to the topic of 
imperialism reached its apogee early with lenin, later economic historians, 
like Joseph Schumpeter, would reformulate the underlying forces of the 
economic model.

in his work Imperialism and Social Classes, Joseph Schumpeter 
paid heed to the power of class structures but broke cleanly from marxism 
in three crucial areas. first, unlike marx’s compartmentalized periods of 
historical revolution, Schumpeter emphasized the linearity of history chain-
ing each epoch to another. Second, he acknowledged the power of class 
structures, but denied marx’s model of historical revolution through class 
struggles. finally, Schumpeter insisted that capitalism’s eventual replace-
ment will arrive “because the achievements of capitalism are likely to make 

13.  lenin, 78.

14.  lenin, 123, 127.

15.  lenin, 91-92.
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it superfluous, not because its internal contradictions are likely to make its 
continuance impossible.”16 Schumpeter never denied the power of econom-
ics, only its preeminence, insisting that “industry was the servant of state 
policy to a greater extent than state policy served industry.”17 He still be-
lieved in economic powers and their rôle in history, but he relegated them 
to lesser importance.

if not the necessities of capitalism, what then was imperialism’s 
driving force according to Schumpeter? The answer rests in cognitive 
structures that supersede pure economic drives. These atavistic drives 
involved war instinct, overlordship, male supremacy, and triumphant glory; 
all of these are inherent forces that “ultimately stem from the conditions of 

“ If not the necessities 
of capitalism, what then 
was imperialism’s driving 
force?”

production” but “cannot be explained from 
capitalist production methods alone.”18 for 
Schumpeter, these cognitive structures 
were “a heritage of the autocratic state, of 
its structural elements, organizational 
forms, interest alignments, and human 
attitudes, the outcome of pre-capitalist 
forces.”19 in many ways this is similar to 
marx’s view in The Eighteenth Brumaire of 

Lois Bonaparte that “the feverishly youthful movement of material produc-
tion, that has a new world to make its own, has left neither time nor 
opportunity for abolishing the old spirit world.”20 These subconscious 
autocratic structures survived the bourgeois cultural revolution between the 
medieval world and the modern era. 

When dealing specifically with export monopolism, Schumpeter 
maintains its continued existence owes in large part to the momentum of a 
situation once created and not to any inherent logic of capitalism. The im-
personal motive forces of imperialism are rooted in the autocratic societies 
of the medieval past, with Schumpeter noting, “The ancient truth that the 

16.  Joseph a. Schumpeter, Imperialism and Social Classes (New york: augustus m. Kelly  
 inc., 1951), 108.

17.  Schumpeter, 78.

18.  Schumpeter, 129.

19.  Schumpeter, 128.

20.  Karl marx and friedrich engels, The Marx-Engels Reader, second edition, edited by  
 Robert C. tucker (New york: W. W. Norton & Company, 1978), 602.
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dead always rule the living.”21 This echoes closely marx’s claim that, “The 
tradition of all dead generations weigh like a nightmare on the brain of the 
living.”22 for both historians, uncontrolled structures survive from age to 
age influencing the nature of each subsequent generation. Where the two 
differed was over the question of agency and class. While marx reduced all 
historical issues to class conflict, Schumpeter placed primacy on the psycho-
logical makeup of both the individual and society.

Schumpeter blends Weberian theories with freudian psychoana-
lytic methodology. max Weber sought an understanding of the meaning 
behind social actions. This understanding could only be found through an 
intuitive and empathetic comprehension based on an imaginative reliv-
ing (erlebnis) of historic experience which he termed verstehen. for Weber, 
neither the state nor classes possess a collective conscience. They do not act; 
only individuals can perform meaningful actions. to understand motives 
and actions, Weber posited the theory of the ideal type. in The Protestant 
Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, he stated the necessity of this process 
exists “because of the impossibility of drawing sharp boundaries in histori-
cal reality we can only hope to understand their specific importance from 
an investigation of them in their most consistent and logical form.”23 By 
creating this ideal type, and then comparing it to actual historic events, one 
can discern the motivating forces of change through an appreciation of the 
event’s deviation from the constructed ideal. Weber also aimed attention on 
the internalization of ideas in shaping society. While marx ignored culture 
and personal agency, Weber places significant interest in them. 

Understanding the psychology of the individual is the rôle of psy-
choanalysis. Sigmund freud developed a method by which all individuals 
could be analyzed and compared against a myriad of case studies. Similar to 
Weber’s ideal types, the case studies allow the psychoanalyst an appreciation 
of an individual’s psychoses by studying how they deviate from the norm. 
freud further posited, like Weber, that society and the state were simply the 
individual writ large. Characteristics that are true of each individual find 
themselves replicated in the state. Therefore, if traits found in individuals 
can be ascribed to the state, then historians can employ the psychoanalytical 

21.  Schumpeter, 130.

22.  marx, 595.

23.  max Weber, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, translated by talcott  
 Parsons (New york: Routledge Classics, 2001), 56.
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method for understanding the state and its activities in a historical context.
Schumpeter was interested in both social structures and psycho-

logical dispositions. like Weber, Schumpeter constructed ideal types when 
examining the question of imperialism; his view of pure capitalism was 
clearly that of an ideal type and not one grounded strictly in historic reality. 
His three case studies resembled ideal types and functioned as models for 
comparison and analysis with actual historical events. His first model was 
egyptian imperialism, second was the imperialism of the Salian franks, 
and third was Roman imperialism. each represented not only a historical 
moment but also motivational forces. egyptian imperialism was shaped by 
wars of independence against the Hyksos, the Salian franks desired more 
land, and the Romans were driven by political tensions and class interests. 
These models gain their validity from his belief that imperialisms differ 
greatly in detail but all share a unifying trait allowing for a singular socio-
logical problem of imperialism in all ages. By constructing an ideal type, 
Schumpeter investigated each period and attained an understanding by 
seeking each one’s aberration from the ideal.

Schumpeter utilized freudian language when postulating that the 
imperialistic drive “alone arouses the dark powers of the subconscious, calls 
into play instincts that carry over from the life habits of the dim past.”24 
Nations, like individuals, possess an irrational id filled with acquisitive 
desires and selfish needs. a core aspect of imperialism, for Schumpeter, was 
nationalism which he described as:

. . . the irrational which consists of belligerence, the need to 
hate, a goodly quota of inchoate idealism, the most naïve (and 
hence also the most unrestrained) egotism. . . . it satisfies the 
need for surrender to a concrete and familiar super-personal 
cause, the need for self-glorification and violent self-assertion.25

History, then, is the expression of these atavistic drives which find root in 
the dark territory of the freudian id. Societies, like individuals, possess the 
same internal struggles between ego and id.

24.  Schumpeter, 14.

25.  ibid.
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Schumpeter envisioned the importance of class not as marxist 
competition but as cognitive forces. in language reminiscent of Weber, 
Schumpeter said, “[People] believe certain things to be really true, others to 
be really false. . . . this simplicity and solidity of social and spiritual position 
extends their power far beyond their actual bases . . . in a word, gives them 
prestige.”26 Similar to Weber, Schumpeter described capitalism as rational 
while primitive instincts were irrational forces. Capitalism was not the 
revolutionary result of class struggle over relations to production. for 
Schumpeter, capitalist nations and peoples were “rationalized, because the 
instability of economic position made their survival hinge on continual, 
deliberately rationalistic decisions . . . trained to economic rationalism, 
these people left no sphere of life unrationalized.”27 analogous in many 
ways to Weber’s interpretation of Protestantism as the basis of the modern 

“ the atavistic drives to-
ward militarism now found 
themselves imbedded within 
the human subconscious even 
though they no longer serve a 
rational purpose.”

work ethic, Schumpeter argues that 
imperialism, while once necessary for 
dealing with a “vital need,” eventually 
became an internalized cognitive 
system, which although originally 
“created by wars that required it, the 
machine now created the wars it 
required.”28 further, these cognitive 
systems intertwine within social 
structures and traditions making 
them difficult to expunge. like the 
modern work ethic, which continued 

to exist beyond its original purpose of promoting religious ideals, the 
atavistic drives toward militarism now found themselves imbedded within 
the human subconscious even though they no longer serve a rational 
purpose. 

following the psychoanalytic method, Schumpeter constructed 
a series of three case studies. The first was a people’s desire to regain or 
maintain independence from foreign rule. The second was the desire for 
additional territory. Third, and finally, was the existence of class interests 
and political tensions that induce the commission of conquest and war. 

26.  Schumpeter, 123.

27.  Schumpeter, 89.

28.  Schumpeter, 33.
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from these three case studies he psychoanalyzed humanity and posited the 
eventual demise of this militaristic “will to war.” Schumpeter arrives at this 
positive diagnosis through the realization that capitalism invokes the devel-
opment of rationalization, and everything that is purely instinctual is driven 
into the background by this development. in the face of capitalism and its 
rationalizing forces “traditional habits, merely because they were traditional, 
could no more survive than obsolete economic forms.”29 far from “the 
highest stage of capitalism,” imperialism became, in the theories of Schum-
peter, “an atavism in the social structure, in individual, psychological habits 
of emotional reaction.”30 Schumpeter concluded that imperialism was an 
aberration of the subconscious past and not an aspect of capitalism. in the 
not too distant future, thanks to capitalism, argued Schumpeter, the dead 
shall no longer rule over the living.

Situated on the far end of the causal spectrum from economic de-
terminism is the work of Ronald Robinson and John Gallagher entitled Af-
rica and the Victorians. Their investigation attempted to remove economics, 
at least in its deterministic form, completely from the imperial equation. 
instead of economic determinants, they wished to show the mentalities of 
the government officials as the key factor controlling the development of 
British imperial drives during the late nineteenth century. in dealing with 
the issue of imperialism writ large, Robinson and Gallagher opted to focus 
exclusively upon the British involvement in the scramble for africa. They 
argued, the “first task in analyzing the late-Victorians’ share in the partition 
is to understand the motives of the ministers who directed it, and the study 
of official thinking is indispensable to this”; hence, “policy making, in other 
words, is the unified historical field in which all the conditions for expan-
sion were brought together.”31 By looking at the major players in the British 
government, the “official thinking,” they hoped to discern the set of men-
talities that led to furthering the empire.

Harkening back to the methodological era of leopold von Ranke, 
Robinson and Gallagher focused solely upon foreign and Colonial office 
records and the private papers of the Third marquess of Salisbury for their 
source material. They also included five rather perfunctory tables covering 

29.  Schumpeter, 89.

30.  Schumpeter, 65.

31.  Ronald Robinson and John Gallagher with alice Denny, Africa and the Victorians: The  
 Official Mind of Imperialism (New york: St. martin’s Press, 1961), 19.
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import, export, revenue and expenditure for British West africa, Nigeria, 
and lagos. While limiting themselves only to these primary sources, they 
still insisted, “We must go deeper than the symbolism of their [the policy-
makers’] conscious calculations” in order to deduce the “tone and spirit 
of the collective mind which more or less directed, and perhaps partly 
impelled the imperial movement into africa.”32 However, with no speci-
fied theoretical model for interpreting mentalities and such tightly focused 
sources, the reader is left wondering how they intended to justify their in-
terpretations. Their belief in the primacy of political documents and private 
papers is also highly questionable. Their interpretations were no more than 
guesswork since they lack any objective outside references. further, it is not 
clear the micro case of Britain and the african question accurately corre-
sponds to a wider interpretation of imperialism as a whole. Despite these 
concerns, they did provide an interesting alternative to economic determin-
ism.

Robinson and Gallagher turned the determinist issue on its head by 
insisting, “The actual powers of industry however were as nothing com-
pared with the expansive spirit which their discovery inspired in the early 
and mid-Victorians.”33 They saw the spirit of Victorian england wagging 
the dog of economics. instead of economic forces controlling people, as per 
the marxist model, the zeitgeist of nineteenth-century europe dictated the 
direction and purpose of economic endeavors. They demolished the very 
concept of imperialism by arguing that the “imperial Period” was essentially 
no different than the mid-Victorian period characterized by free trade. The 
difference was only one of appearance. By the late Victorian period, various 
local crises compelled Britain to formalize its holdings. Robinson and Gal-
lagher argued that the “security of the routes to the east was the one inter-
est with which British cabinets could not afford to gamble.”34 Therefore, 
imperialism, far from finding its basis in a strong will to empire by Britain, 
derived from an almost involuntary reaction to african national move-
ments.35 finally, they insisted, “it was not the pomps or profits of governing 
africa which moved the ruling élite, but the cold rules for national safety 

32.  Robinson, Gallagher, and Denny, 25.

33.  Robinson, Gallagher, and Denny, 1.

34.  Robinson, Gallagher, and Denny, 159.

35.  Robinson, Gallagher, and Denny, 161.



clio HiStoRy JoURNal110

handed on from Pitt, Palmerston and Disraeli.”36 Where the mid-Victorian 
could ignore political measures, the late-Victorian demanded them. The 
mentality of security became the watchword of British imperialism and not 
economic gain.

The previous historians all shared a focus on human social struc-
tures in their various aspects (be it purely economic, purely cultural, or an 
amalgam of both), but others approached the topic of imperialism through 
purely material interests. one defining characteristic of humanity is the 
ability to create and adapt tools for specific needs, which begs the question, 
“do tools define man, or does man define the tools?” in his work The Tools 
of Empire, Daniel Headrick delved into the technological advantages avail-
able to the Western World during the nineteenth century. Headrick wished 
to “defy an axiom of Western historiography: that history results from the 
interaction of human decisions.”37 abandoning the traditional primacy of 
human motives, Headrick utilized an extreme materialism in his method-
ological approach. He sorted the unwieldy classification of ‘cause’ into the 
categories of “motives” and “means.” for Headrick, complex processes like 
imperialism result from both appropriate motives and adequate means.38 
Human decisions and desires fall into the realm of motives, but without 
means, Headrick argued, the motives would go unfulfilled. Therefore, 
means became the sine qua non for understanding history; in the case of im-
perialism, the means were the technological achievements of the West. 

Headrick divided his work into three phases: tools of penetra-
tion, guns and conquest, and the communication revolution. The tools 
of penetration were steamboats and quinine. Steamboats, refitted to gun-
boats, allowed for deeper penetration into the african interior, and the 
entire imperial endeavor would have been scrapped at inception without 
quinine to protect the colonists from malaria. in his guns and conquest 
section, Headrick dwelt on the superior arms of the imperial powers, like 
the breechloader rifle, and the disparity it created between adventurers such 
as Stanley with his maxim gun and the african tribes. The communication 
revolution included the steam engine, railroads, telegraphs, and the abil-
ity to create such massive works as the Suez Canal. Communication and 

36.  Robinson, Gallagher, and Denny, 463.

37.  Daniel R. Headrick, The Tools of Empire. Technology and European Imperialism in the  
 Nineteenth Century (oxford: oxford University Press, 1981), 9.

38.  ibid.
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transportation networks were a necessity for maintaining fiscal solvency in 
colonial endeavors; only the West controlled the technological innovations 
to make them a reality. Previous generations did not control these means 
and were therefore incapable of pursuing or maintaining colonial control 
on the scale of the nineteenth-century West. like Schumpeter, Headrick 
argued that the will to dominate is an atavistic impulse within the human 
psyche. Headrick did not deny the power of human impulses, economics, 
and social structures, but he did subordinate them to means. History is no 
longer a question of human desire but instead an investigation of who had 
the means to realize those desires, which in the case of imperialism was the 
industrialized West.

The Tools of Empire is a monograph of questionable sources and the-
sis. Headrick relied completely upon secondary sources to develop his argu-
ment. The greatest weakness in Headrick’s thesis rests in his lack of coun-
terfactuals (but for X, then y). While he admits, “few of the inventions that 
affected the course of empire in the nineteenth century were indispensable”, 
nowhere did he suggest what state of affairs would actualize in the absence 
of these ingredients.39 finally, Headrick’s subjugation of all human will to 
technology is overtly reductionist if not morally questionable. The modern 
human seems inexorably tied to Kubrick’s depiction of jawbone wielding 
hominids in 2001. in Headrick’s estimation, no sooner did humans find a 
new weapon than they were compelled to use it for the fulfillment of atavis-
tic desires. Such a view, with its rigorous denial of human will, when played 
out to its logical conclusion would signal the end of history itself.

With so many conflicting theories and methodologies, the in-
vestigator is left to ponder what if anything is the definitive cause of the 
scramble for africa and the meteoric rebirth of global imperialistic drives 
in nineteenth-century europe. The marxist approach, with its myriad of 
proponents, arrived early to the debate and has held a commanding pres-
ence ever since. later historians either attempt to tweak the marxist model 
in regards to the “New imperialism” or attempt to refute its hold. Those ral-
lied against marxism point to the extreme expense of imperialistic endeav-
ors. Not only did imperialism fail as a means of exploiting other countries, 
as per lenin’s definition, they actually served as an economic sink to the 
european nations draining off far more in capital than they ever provided. 
or does the truth of imperialism lie with Schumpeter in structural class 

39.  Headrick, 205.
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driven constructs; are the impulses of imperialism derived from the ghost 
of an autocratic past imposing upon the societies of europe a subconscious 
yet irresistible drive to dominate and control? or, does Western europe 
owe its near embarrassing successes at global domination purely to tech-
nical innovation as Headrick purports? The wearied searcher might well 
ponder conspiratorially whether the very attempt to conceptualize a gran-
diose category such as “imperialism” is in fact a pons asinorum and sud-
denly find themselves back on page one of Hobson’s Imperialism where he 
sagaciously warned, “to lay one’s finger accurately upon any ‘ism’ so as to 
pin it down and mark it out by definition seems impossible.”40 in the final 
analysis, since it is nearly impossible to disregard completely any one of 
these approaches the issue becomes a question of hierarchical organization 
of causes. Which cause deserves highest regard and which the least? The 
capstone investigation into the nature of the “New imperialism” will most 
likely involve the amalgamation of these various methodologies into a co-
herent package emphasizing each in its due share. The truth of imperialism 
most likely exists on the ternary axes of class structures, economic forces, 
and mentalities.

40.  Hobson, 1.


