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Message to students: Rhodes was no racist
The Victorian magnate was an imperialist, not a bigot, which is why his statue should remain outside his old college
Nigel
Biggar

@nigelbiggar
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o Cecil Rhodes looks set to
fall. Last Thursday Oriel
College announced its
intention to remove a plaque
commemorating its
controversial benefactor, and to stage
a “listening exercise” about
dismantling his statue, which
overlooks Oxford’s High Street.
Lobbied by the local manifestation
of South Africa’s Rhodes Must Fall
movement, the college has publicly
repudiated Rhodes’s “colonialist” and
“racist” views, claiming they stand in
“absolute contrast” to “the values of
a modern university”, not least
diversity and inclusion.
This is much more than a storm in
a tea-cup. Oriel’s precedent will have
international repercussions. At
Princeton, for example, the
university authorities have yet to
respond to students who occupied its
president’s office in November,
demanding that Woodrow Wilson’s
name be expunged from its school of
public and international affairs,
because his administration
discriminated against African
Americans.
The case against Rhodes is this.
That he held black Africans in
contempt as racially inferior; that he
sought to abolish their voting rights
in Cape Colony; that he employed
slave-labour in his diamond mines;
that he invaded the ancestral lands
of the Ndebele; and that he
advocated their genocidal slaughter.
It doesn’t sound promising, does it?

If all (or much) of this were true,
then Rhodes might well deserve to
fall from public grace. But it’s not
true.
From his very first year in south
Africa, 1870, Rhodes had a record of
cordial, even generous relations with
individual Africans. His premier
biographer, Robert Rotberg, who
tends not to give his subject benefit
of doubt, writes that “as a young man
he had related directly and well to
unlettered Zulu. Throughout his life
he remained sympathetic and
responsive to the needs of individual
persons of colour”. Not your
stereotypical racist, then.
There’s no doubt that Rhodes saw
the British as civilised and “native
races” as not, in general. But he had
good reason to think that. After all,
whether in terms of science or
technology or communications or
commerce or liberal political
institutions and mores, late 19th
century Britain was light years ahead
of any indigenous African society.
And in important respects British

Rhodes patronised
black Africans and
Oxford fellows alike
civilisation was morally superior, too.
Just as we in the 21st century are
morally hostile to slavery, forced
marriage, the honour-killing of
women, capital punishment without
fair trial, militarism and despotic
cruelty, so our Victorian forbears
were outraged at these practices
among the Zulu and Ndebele.
Yes, Rhodes thought that black
Africans were generally inferior, but
in terms of cultural development, not
biology. He believed they could
become civilised. That’s why he never
sought to overturn the remarkably

liberal, colour-blind franchise that
had existed in Cape Colony since
1853. And when in 1899 the Cape
government proposed legislation that
would have disenfranchised most
natives, Rhodes protested, arguing
that he had “always differentiated
between the raw barbarians and the
civilised natives” and that the vote
should be extended to Africans under
the principle of “equal rights to
every civilised man south of the
Zambesi”.
This explains why, in 1897, Rhodes
was willing to give financial backing
to a newspaper, Izwi Labuntu, which
was the voice of an African political
association that, as it turned out, was
a forerunner of the African National
Congress.
For sure, Rhodes could be
patronising towards Africans,
frequently referring to them as
“children”. But his condescension was
racially indiscriminate, since he also
referred to the fellows of Oriel as
financial “children” when he
stipulated that they consult trustees
about investing his benefaction to
the college.
What about the diamond mines?
From 1885 Africans who worked in
Rhodes’s mines at Kimberley were
required by their contracts to be
confined in compounds throughout
their three-month term of
employment, to stop them smuggling
diamonds out and to control their
debilitating access to liquor. While
this arrangement was restrictive and
irksome, it was contractual and the
conditions inside the compounds
were decent. Slavery it was not.
As for the “invasion of ancestral
lands”, it wasn’t exactly an invasion
and they weren’t exactly ancestral.
The lands that the Ndebele occupied
in the 1880s had been seized in their
own imperial conquest a generation
or two before. The vanquished Shona

The statue of Rhodes outside Oriel
College which some want taken down

were reduced to the status of vassals,
subject to indiscriminate slaughter
upon failure to pay tribute.
In 1888 Rhodes obtained a signed
concession from the Ndebele chief,
Lobengula, permitting his company
to mine for gold in the farther
reaches of his territory. It’s doubtful
that Lobengula fully understood
what he was signing, and he soon
regretted it. But Rhodes’s men,
skirting the Ndebele heartland,
began to exploit the concession
anyway. If this was an invasion, it
was an ambiguous one and
Lobengula tolerated it.
War did eventually break out in
July 1893, after the white settlers of
Victoria woke up one morning to
find their Shona servants being
massacred by a Ndebele raiding
party. In the ensuing conflict, the

settlers prevailed, aided by their
liberal use of Maxim guns.
Three years later, stung by the
company’s arbitrary and abusive
administration, the Ndebele rose in
revolt. Rhodes rushed back from the
Cape to help suppress the rebels.
This was when he is alleged to have
urged his subordinates, in the middle
of fighting, to “kill as many niggers
as possible”. But these words have
never been attributed to Rhodes by
any of his biographers; they made
their first appearance in a 2006
review of Paul Maylam’s biography.
The revolt ended when Rhodes
went unarmed into hostile territory,
parlayed with the rebels for several
days, learnt about their humiliations,
and promised reform. Later that year
he told a companion that prosperity
in southern Africa depended on
establishing “complete confidence
between the white and black races,
and henceforth I shall make that
part of my work”.
Rhodes was not a racist. He was an
imperialist, but only because he
believed in the modernity and
progress that the British empire of
his time represented. His flaw was
not to believe in such things, but to
believe in them so absolutely as to let
their ends justify his dodgy means —
too often at Africans’ expense.
No doubt the fellows of Oriel
College also believe in modernity
and progress. Maybe that’s why
they’ve rushed to judgment about a
Victorian magnate and decided
before they’ve listened — because
they’re unwilling to expose their
“progressive” assumptions about
alien people to critical reflection.
Just like Rhodes.
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