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Trevor Phillips was defending the Oxford professor whose article sparked an academic backlash
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A leading race relations campaigner has defended the consequences of
colonialism, saying that the empire made Britain a diverse and multiracial modern
nation.
Trevor Phillips said he had no personal reason to make a case for colonialism,
given that the ﬁrst years of his life were spent in a brutal state of emergency in
British Guiana, with friends and family locked up for sedition. He said, however,
that its outcomes should be continually re-examined.
Nigel Biggar called for a balanced
reappraisal of colonial history
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Mr Phillips was defending Nigel Biggar, the academic who has ignited controversy
with an article in The Times entitled “Don’t feel guilty about our colonial history”,
in which he called for a balanced reappraisal of the past.
Mr Biggar, a Regius professor of theology at Oxford, is leading a ﬁve-year project
entitled Ethics and Empire to reappraise colonialism.
Dozens of Oxford academics have responded to his work in an open letter calling
his views simple-minded. They said his approach, which said that any beneﬁts of
colonialism balanced out atrocities, was not serious history. They added that their
criticism was not an attempt to silence the professor or curb free speech and said
he had “every right to hold and to express whatever views he chooses or ﬁnds
compelling, and to conduct whatever research he chooses in the way he feels
appropriate”.
Mr Phillips has criticised their approach, saying that it was important to look at the
full picture. “I have no reason to defend colonialism. But we should constantly
reappraise its consequences, one of which is today’s multi-ethnic Britain,” he said
in a letter to The Times. “It may be that the 58 Oxford academics would prefer to
inhabit the largely mono-ethnic, pre-Windrush Britain (a population mix
somewhat preserved in their own university) but it is a fact that we are only here
because you were there.”

https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/colonialism-not-all-bad-says-equality-campaigner-trevor-phillips-zvmbzdcst

3/25

1/4/2018

Colonialism not all bad, says equality campaigner Trevor Phillips | News | The Times & The Sunday Times

He also warned Professor Biggar’s opponents to beware of their language.
“Students’ misreading of history is entirely understandable if they are instructed
by the academics who criticise Nigel Biggar for asking ‘the wrong questions, using
the wrong terms’, an attack line of which Joseph Stalin would have been proud.”
Professor Biggar has also been defended by the Irish author Mary Kenny, who said
that colonialism often brought progressive measures for women. Irish
missionaries, working under the aegis of the British Empire, campaigned against
foot-binding in China in the 1900s, she said in a second letter. The Church of
Scotland attempted to end female genital mutilation in Africa from the 1920s,
which Jomo Kenyatta, Kenya’s ﬁrst president, denounced as imperialist
“meddling”.
Professor Biggar has also been attacked by Oxford students. Common Ground, a
race rights group based in Oxford, called him an “inappropriate leader” for the
project and accused him of “whitewashing” the British Empire.
Oxford University said it supported Professor Biggar’s right to consider the
historical context of the British Empire. It said he was an internationally
recognised authority on the ethics of empire and was entirely suitable to lead the
Ethics and Empire project.
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Roger Hicks 5 days ago
When the British state, Parliament and capital were exploiting the peoples of the Empire,
they were also exploiting their own working class, even to the extent of sending British
children to work in factories and mines.
"it is a fact that we [people of colour] are only here because you [whites] were there.”
This is not true. People of colour are here because it suited the British state, Parliament and
capital to have them here, as cheap labour, of course, but also as pawns in the state’s age-old
strategy of divide and rule, whereby society is divided into a morally superior, now
supposedly non-tribal, unprejudiced, "colour-blind" and xenophilic elite, on the one hand,
and the morally inferior, naturally (evolved human nature being what it is) tribal, prejudiced,
not colour-blind, but nativist and xenophobically-inclined masses, on the other, who must
submit to the authority of and domination by their "moral superiors".
This strategy requires an ideology, of course, which was provided by the overreaction to
Nazism and the Holocaust. Basically it is the exact but equally extreme and insane opposite
of Nazi racial ideology, which now serves the state and its elites as an instrument of sociopolitical intimidation and control, just as medieval church ideology once did.
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I elaborate on these ideas in my blog: http://philosopherkin.blogspot.co.uk/2016/10/politicalimplications-of-evolutionary.html
Recommend
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Ralph Musgrave 7 days ago
I’m thrilled to learn Britain, according to Trevor Phillips, is a “diverse and multiracial modern
nation”. So China and Japan which are extremely “un-multiracial” are not “modern”? Strikes
me that given they are both technologically in advance of Europe in some respects, they are
very much modern. Plus much the most important respect in which Britain is modern (and
helped the rest of the world modernise) was the industrial revolution, which was down
entirely to British ingenuity and no thanks to immigrants from the third world, like Trevor
Phillips, who have subsequently swarmed into the UK.
Recommend

Reply

Mr David Devore 8 days ago
This article contains the following sentence:
" They said his approach, which said that any beneﬁts of colonialism balanced out atrocities,
was not serious history".
As written, this sentence asserts that Prof. Biggar's approach is to balance beneﬁts against
atrocities.
Professor Biggar has, in fact, written to the Times to reject the simple notion that beneﬁts
cancel out atrocities.
On 23 Dec he wrote, " Nowhere have I argued that the sins of empire are outweighed by its
beneﬁts...I don’t believe in crude, utilitarian analyses: the goods and evils involved are far too
various in kind to be “weighed” or “balanced” in any truly rational way. Most cost-beneﬁt
analysis is merely prejudice masquerading as mathematics."
Rosemary Bennet of The Times has thus traduced Prof. Biggar. I think an apology is in order.
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More tea please 7 days ago
@Mr David Devore Something that stood out to me, too, as being seemingly
inconsistent with Biggar's statements. It deserves and needs a correction.
Recommend

Reply
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GW 8 days ago
Perhaps there is no deﬁnitive answer.
But a very good debating subject.
1

Dorothy Dachshund 8 days ago
The British outlawed the depraved practice of Suttee in India. Without British intervention
and Christian morals, Indian widows would still be expected to ﬂing themselves into the
ﬂames with their dead husbands. And I use the word "still" deliberately given how Hinduism
and Islam have failed to liberalise in India even in the twenty ﬁrst century. Women are
second class citizens in both India and Pakistan and their lives are dominated by the rules set
by men.
1
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RECH 8 days ago
@Dorothy Dachshund They did indeed - and they did it magniﬁcently too. Charles
Napier, one of the ﬁlthy imperialist administrators intent on pillaging India, was
confronted by a group of Hindus planning to burn a widow. When he protested, they
replied that it was their custom (today I suppose they would have gone on to accuse
him of attempted cultural imperialism).
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Napier's response was legendary: "Be it so. This burning of widows is your custom;
prepare the funeral pile. But my nation has also a custom. When men burn women
alive we hang them, and conﬁscate all their property. My carpenters shall therefore
erect gibbets on which to hang all concerned when the widow is consumed. Let us all
act according to national customs".
The woman was not burned.
6
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Michael Dawlish 8 days ago
The argument that colonialism was all bad would sound better if more ex colonies (of all
countries) were now thriving democracies.
4
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Lucy's dad 8 days ago
That's Trevor Phillips denounced as a racist then.

Prabhat 8 days ago
I think if we are going to do a toss-up about whether colonialism was beneﬁcial or otherwise,
let's stick to whether it was beneﬁcial to the UK only. There is little point (and merit) in
telling the ex-colonies that we left you in a better position than when we came in. That has
been debunked roundly many times over.
4
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Lucy's dad 8 days ago
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@Prabhat You could say the same about the French German Spanish and Belgian
nations and their colonies.
Recommend

Reply

Serena Huda 8 days ago
Trevor Phillips said that the outcomes of colonialism "should be continually re-examined".
That is exactly the correct approach. Both the negative and the positive outcomes are worthy
of study.
10
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Christopher Brodie 8 days ago
My father as a young army doctor in what is now South Sudan while on camel patrol with an
o cer and four Askaris came on two tribes facing o for a battle. They talked to the two
chiefs and once they were both laughing at his jokes the battle was o . Later he helped
establish the medical school in Nairobi and then ran the medical school in Makerere
University Uganda. We lived in Cooke’s House on Makinde hill in Kampala, he was the doctor
who established and ran the ﬁrst hospital in Uganda in the late 19th century.
Anyone who says all aspects of colonialism were bad clearly is unfamiliar with the subject.
20
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Attrix 8 days ago
@Christopher Brodie Ah, at last a comment of reality rather than a personal distorted
view of history.
3
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David Tallboys 8 days ago
The pernicious error is that of judging the past by the present.
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Swahili man 8 days ago
I was born in Kenya before the end of Empire. The ludricuous left wing stance that nothing
good came from the Empire is quite simply absurd. For example, I was born in a hospital built
by the colonials. My family employed African servants, my folk drove them to this hospital in
the middle of the night when they were ill thus limiting serious illnesses.
As for so called left wing ‘historians’ ignore the lot. A recent book that received a Pulitzer
Prize absurdly described the Kenya colonials as very wealthy, promiscuous, drug takers. This
of course relates only to the so called Happy Valley set who were loathed by most of the other
colonialists! The left wing think in stereotypes.
When I see ludicrous lefties like Owen Jones on TV ranting about the Mau Mau thugs I fall
about laughing, since when the Brits left Kenya Kenyatta was very rude indeed about the Mau
It is good to see folk of various types arguing against left wing colonial history as such so
called history is so biased that it really is not worth reading!
13
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Stephen Burnett 8 days ago
Great to see someone like Trevor Phillips trying to bring a bit of balance into this emotionally
charged debate.
17

Recommend
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Anthony Lee 8 days ago
It's not so often I ﬁnd myself agreeing with Trevor Phillips, but he's spot on here. Quite apart
from the self righteous reaction of those that consider themselves not only to know better,
but also to have some divine right to judge our history for us; is't it wonderful that so many
academics, universities etc are so o ended by what is really a perfectly reasonable (if
alternative) rationale. In a world full of political correctness it is so good for our souls for
people to be o ended.
https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/colonialism-not-all-bad-says-equality-campaigner-trevor-phillips-zvmbzdcst

10/25

1/4/2018

Colonialism not all bad, says equality campaigner Trevor Phillips | News | The Times & The Sunday Times

9

Recommend

Reply

Chris Bowley 8 days ago
Britain didn't become "diverse and multiracial" until after the Empire, most of it
comparatively recently. It is much more to do with the rise of the welfare state than the
Empire.
10
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Mr K Miller 8 days ago
@Chris Bowley You are overlooking the strong 'colonial' links that drove the ﬁrst
wave of immigrants to the UK - immigrants from the Caribbean and the Indian sub
continent came and still come because of empire and the Commonwealth not the
welfare state.
8
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Philip Cordery 8 days ago
@Mr K Miller @Chris Bowley and what about Huguenots, Germans, Dutch etc?

Was Britain diverse and multiracial in 1878 when a young Michael Marks left Slonim
in Polish Russia and arrived in Hartlepool?
Was Guglielmo Marconi (whose premises were used for the ﬁrst BBC broadcast in
1922) not part of a diverse and multiracial society ?
Were research chemist Ludwig Mond & John Brunner whose Brunner-Mond
company merged with Castner-Keller & others to form chemicals giant ICI also part
of a diverse international society ?
Until the Aliens Act 1905 (the passage of which was opposed by a young MP by the
name of Winston Churchill who left the Conservative Party to join the Liberals that
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year) there were no immigration controls to enter the economic success story of the
UK. The USA had no immigration controls either & it too was an economic giant.
The holders of the much-beloved Blue British passport were a quarter of the world's
population all with the right (if not the means) to enter the UK
6
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Mr K Miller 8 days ago
@Philip Cordery @Mr K Miller @Chris Bowley Quite. Too many people would like to
attribute immigration to our recent welfare policies and the EU and ignore the fact
that we have a long history of welcoming and beneﬁting from immigrants.
2

Recommend
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Chris Bowley 7 days ago
@Philip Cordery If you look at the ﬁgures, the entire Huguenot immigration over
decades was the equivalent by proportion of population of a single year's
immigration now and that was considered to be the big example of immigration. At
their peak they numbered only about 1% of London's population and far less in the
country as a whole. None of the examples you give are of people migrating from the
Empire. The 1931 census (the last proper census before the start of mass
immigration) shows only about 1.75% of England and Wale's population being
foreign-born. The politically correct story that is pumped out of the UK historically
being a recipient of signiﬁcant numbers of immigrants in order to justify the current
numbers is essentially a deception.
Recommend

Reply

Mike TC 8 days ago
It is all a question of balance. There have been empires and colonialism for the past 3000
years and Britain has also been subjected to it by the Romans, Anglo-Saxons and Normans
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over the past 2000 years.
The principle of colonialism may be perceived as morally wrong (subjugating and exploiting a
people in their own lands) but like most things in life the nature and outcome of colonialism
varied considerably from colonialist, colonised and historical timeframe.
Whilst the vast majority of us would oppose and condemn colonialism in principle we can
also recognise some legacy beneﬁts such as those we experienced from the Roman, Saxon
and Norman era's.
Some people should stop being absolutists about many of these issues. It is both academically
unsound and often just reveals some personal emotional hang up or victim culture
manifestation by the vocal complainer !
10

Recommend
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rand064 8 days ago
@Mike TC "There have been empires and colonialism for the past 3000 years and
Britain has also been subjected to it by the Romans, Anglo-Saxons and Normans over
the past 2000 years."
Not true. Wars, the seizure of land, goods and people are as old as the human race.
Colonialism is a recent phenomena in human history only about 400 - 500 years old.
Modern colonialism is only about 150 -200 years old. Colonialism started with the
emergence of the political state not before.
2
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Mike TC 8 days ago
@rand064 You clearly don't understand history !
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Colonialism = The policy or practice of acquiring full or partial political control over
another country, occupying it with settlers, and exploiting it economically. OED
The Romans created a great colonial empire over 2000 years ago.
The 7th century Islamic Rashidun Caliphate covered the whole of todays Middle East
and the Mediterranean areas of modern Egypt and Libya.
The Mongol empire in the 13th century was probably the largest in history in terms
of landmass occupied.
6

Recommend
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rand064 8 days ago
@Mike TC @rand064 I don't doubt your historical ﬁgures but they are nothing to do
with colonialism. Colonialism wasn't around 2000 years ago though empires
certainly were. Read what you have copied from the OED.
"Colonialism = The policy or practice of acquiring full or partial political control over
another country..."

As per my comment. Colonialism emerged after the political state not before.
1
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Mike TC 8 days ago
@rand064 "Colonialism wasn't around 2000 years ago though empires certainly
were."
What nonsense !
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So the neither the Greeks or the Romans acquired full or partial control over any
other country and established settlements there. Ancient Israel was never colonised
and most Jews were never driven out. The Franks never invaded and settled in
ancient Gaul after the Roman Empire was in retreat. During the Middle Ages the
Vikings never colonised and settled in Iceland and Greenland. The Huns never
colonised and settled in Hungary and the Anglo-Saxons never colonised and settled
in England.
It looks like you need to start reading some history books !
Recommend
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Attrix 8 days ago
@rand064 @Mike TC "Empire = an extensive group of states or countries ruled over
by a single monarch, an oligarchy, or a sovereign state..."
now this really is a subtle di erence!
Grow up rand.
Recommend

Reply

John Rhys-Davies 8 days ago
@Mike TC @rand064 The Greeks had colonies , Syracuse was founded by Corinth in
734BC; and don't I recall that the Philistines were Greek colonists on the Coast of
modern Israel?
Recommend
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M'Iomhair 8 days ago
@Mike TC I really mourn the decline of proper historical scholarship.
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Add to that the people - the majority - who dont bother to consider the historical
context of anything.
Since records began - scratched in stone - groups of people have migrated here and
there, and claimed dominance over the territory they claimed. In time they became
the 'indigenous' until another group appeared.
By the 16th century this was recorded more meticulously by Europeans, as they
moved across the seas. But other groups were doing it too.
Why does nobody ever 'question' and judge the Muslim conquest of Spain or India?
The Russian expansion across Siberia? The Aztec over the preColumbian peoples of
Mexico? The Han across the western reaches of what is now China?
It is a human process and natural as human existence. We should study it,
understand it, analyse it. But not apply simplistic terms like 'colonialism' to it, nor
idiotic 'good' or 'bad' labels.

7
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Attrix 8 days ago
@M'Iomhair @Mike TC Good comment M'lomhair.

Dies Irae 8 days ago
My family were colonial subjects in India and so I have some interest in this project. What I
ﬁnd exasperating is that so many people including, it seems, numerous academics at Oxford,
are unable to distinguish between studying the long term e ects of colonial rule and
supporting it as an ethical stance.
One can expect undergraduate lobby groups to resort to emotional protest without doing any
particularly deep thinking about the topic, but it is supremely ironic that a group of senior
academics accuse Prof Biggar of failing to understand the delicate nuances of history, when
https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/colonialism-not-all-bad-says-equality-campaigner-trevor-phillips-zvmbzdcst
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their alternative appears to be a shallow, one-dimensional condemnation of colonialism as
immoral and, by extension, the portrayal of colonial subjects as morally irreproachable
victims of the British. My Indian grandfather would have put them straight.
Thank you, Trevor Phillips, for bringing some literacy and balanced judgement to this febrile
debate.
35
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rand064 8 days ago
@Dies Irae "numerous academics at Oxford, are unable to distinguish between
studying the long term e ects of colonial rule and supporting it as an ethical stance. "
It is you that has been unable to distinguish the di erence between the two. This
furore has broken out because Professor Biggar has argued his case from an ethical
stance, colonialism was good for the countries enslaved by it and furthermore Britain
should not feel guilty about its colonial past.
This was the title of his Times article - 'Don’t feel guilty about our colonial history'
As for Trevor Phillips unable to hit the headlines any longer by attacking the system
he courts controversy by supporting it. That colonialism bought beneﬁts is as
puerile as arguing if I didn't own slaves these people would have probably starved to
death. One could take it a step further and argue if it wasn't for the Holocaust would
the state of Israel exist today.
1

Recommend

Reply

Serena Huda 8 days ago
@rand064 @Dies Irae
"if it wasn't for the Holocaust would the state of Israel exist today."
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Another Israel obsessive? Why bring Israel into a discussion of Trevor Phillips's
views on colonialism?
.
After the collapse of the Ottoman Empire in 1918, the League of Nations handed the
Mandate to Britain to establish a national home for the Jewish people. Unless you
have no grasp of chronology, that legal instrument preceded the Holocaust by a few
decades.
http://avalon.law.yale.edu/20th_century/palmanda.asp
1

Recommend

Reply

Penelope Standen 8 days ago
@rand 064. Surely, by deﬁnition, the person who introduces the ethical stance is the
one who ﬁrst says we should feel guilty. What is that, if not an ethical stance?
You may disagree with Professor Biggar bur you cannot accuse him of being the one
to have intruced the ethical stance, simply because he is challenging the one taken by
others (including you, so it would seem).
1
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Rafaista 8 days ago
Oh come on, there approach is nuanced. So is Biggar's. You have failed to
acknowledge the weight they give to Biggar's analysis. They just dismiss the view
that any beneﬁt could ever compensate for the irreparable harm caused. Biggar is a
bit of a silly billy. Yes the Romans brought the "beneﬁts" of Rome, after putting you to
the sword!
Recommend

Reply

AdamD 8 days ago
One would expect Oxford academics to take the line " I might disagree with what he says but
I will ﬁght for his right to say it."
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Despite its elite reputation, Oxford is very left wing. In the last election Labour got 65% of the
vote in Oxford East.

10

Recommend
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Mike TC 8 days ago
@AdamD The residents of Oxford East do not necessarily mirror the demographics
of sta and students at Oxford University !
Recommend

Reply

GC 8 days ago
@AdamD
Come on - as an ‘academic’ and Regius Professor at Christchurch, Biggar does not
need his peers to ﬁght for his right to say it. They have stated he can say what he
wants- it is up to Biggar to defend what he has said academically and morally when
challenged. That’s what Oxford is about. And let’s see what Biggar comes up with.
His research work will be judged by his peers. Period.
1
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LapsedScientist 8 days ago
Well said, Trevor Phillips.
I suspect it is being over-reported, but from recent Times articles there seems to be a
disturbing increase in fascism in some student and academic circles - 'our views are the only
correct ones'.
11

https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/colonialism-not-all-bad-says-equality-campaigner-trevor-phillips-zvmbzdcst

Recommend

Reply

19/25

1/4/2018

Colonialism not all bad, says equality campaigner Trevor Phillips | News | The Times & The Sunday Times

GC 8 days ago
Biggar can raise it for debate but in the ﬁnal analysis, it is about power and oppression of one
country over another. Look what it led to - misery for millions in the partition , slave trade,
plunder of wealth etc
The building of roads and railways was merely to move goods and people so money could be
made not for any other reason.
Biggar claimed he had been ‘bullied’ by the other academics but hey let’s not pretend to be a
shy wall ﬂower suddenly or that colonialisation can ever be a good thing.
As for ‘multiculturalism’, well the Empire strikes back in a perverse way
2

Recommend
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LapsedScientist 8 days ago
@GC With respect, I think I'd rather read the expert's analysis on it than yours.
For example, slavery was not a result of colonialism - it is from much older human
history. The British Empire was of course involved in slavery, but it also contributed
to its abolition.
23
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GC 8 days ago
D@lapsed scientist, @ Mike TC
Please do read the open letter in The Conversation by the Oxford experts
Being involved in slavery was a dark period morally and historically but of course
contribution to its abolition is redemption somewhat. But for descendants of slaves
today, it’s still painful .
Yes , Biggar never said colonialism could be a good thing but there was the
implication it could ; according to his peers at Oxford University, he was asking the
wrong research question and therefore the premise of his research may well be
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misleading and worse misconstrued. He has been challenged and he has to defend it
- so let’s wait and see
Recommend

Reply

Penelope Standen 8 days ago
@GC. “But for the descendants of slaves today, it’s still painful”.
Why? What is the matter with people who still feel pain today for something that
happened to their ancestors several generations ago? Unless they are looking for
something to feel pained about?
I think Professor Biggar’s peers at Oxford believe he asked “the wrong research
question” because they are afraid it might result in answers that challenge some of
their preconceived notions that we should all feel guilty.
2
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Attrix 8 days ago
@Penelope Standen " they are looking for something to feel pained about"
It is exactly that Penelope. In my opinion it arises from a sense of inadequacy.
1
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Mike TC 8 days ago
@GC "for descendants of slaves today, it’s still painful "
What rubbish. You could say the same about people whose descendants were killed
in WW1 and WW2 etc. What happened to ancestors is not "painful" to todays
generation who have their own issues to deal with.

"Biggar never said colonialism could be a good thing but there was the implication it
could"
https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/colonialism-not-all-bad-says-equality-campaigner-trevor-phillips-zvmbzdcst

21/25

1/4/2018

Colonialism not all bad, says equality campaigner Trevor Phillips | News | The Times & The Sunday Times

No there wasn't - you should get rid of that massive chip on your shoulder !
2
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Rafaista 8 days ago
Biggar is not an expert on Empire. He is a Professor of bollacx

Mike TC 8 days ago
@Rafaista What an intelligent riposte. Bollacx - whatever that is - must be your
lingua franca !
3
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Rafaista 8 days ago
Ooh lingua franca, aren't we learned!

Mike TC 8 days ago
@GC He never said that 'colonialism could be a good thing'. Stop inventing a
strawman scenario to attack and decry !
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