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= ecil Rhodes (1853-1902) epitomized the
dynamism and the ruthlessness of the new imperial-
ism. He built a corporate monopoly, claimed vast
tracts in Africa, and established the famous Rhodes
scholarships to develop colonial {and American) lead-
ers who would love and strengthen the British Em-
pire. But to Africans, he left a bitter legacy,

Rhodes came from a large middle-class family and
at seventeen went to southern Africa to seek his for-
tune. He soon terned to diamonds, newly discovered
at Kimberley, picked good pariners, and was wealthy
by 1876. But Rhodes, often called a dreamer, wanted
more. He entered Oxford University, while retumning
periodically to Africa, and his musings crystallized in
a belief in progress through racial competition and
territorial expansion. “I contend,” he wrote, “that
we [English] are the finest race in the world and the
more of the world we inhabit the better it is for the
human race.”*

Rhodes’s belief in British expansion never wavered.
In 1880 he formed the De Beers Mining Company, and
by 1888 his firm monopolized southern Africa’s dia-
mond production and earned fabulous profits. Rhodes

iso entered the Cape Colony’s legislature and became
che all-powerful prime minister from 1890 ro 1896.
His main objective was to dominate the Afrikaner
republics and to impose British rule on as much fand as
possible beyond their northern borders. Working
through a state-approved private company financed in
part by De Beers, Rhodes’s agents forced and cajoled
African kings to accept British “protection,” then put
down rebellions with Maxim machine guns. Britain
thus obtained a grear swath of empire on the cheap.

But Rhodes, like many high achievers obsessed
with power and personal aggrandizement, went too
far. He backed, and then in 1896 failed vo call back, a
failed invasion of the Transvaal, which was designed
to topple the Dutch-speaking republic. Repudiated by
top British leaders who had encouraged his plan,
Rhodes had to resign as prime minister. In declining
health, he continued to agitate against the Afrikaner
republics. He died at age forty-nine as the Boer War
{1899-1902) ended.

In accounting for Rhodes’s remarkable but flawed
achievements, both sympathetic and critical biogra-
phers stress his imposing size, enormous energy, and
powerful personality. His ideas were commonplace
but he believed in them passionately, and he could
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Cecil Rhodes, after crushing the last African revolt in
Rbodesia in 1896. (Brown Brothers)
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persuade and inspire others to follow his lead.
Rhodes the idealist was nonetheless a born negotiator,
a crafty dealmaker whao believed that everyone could
be had for a price. According to his best biographer,
Rhodes’s homosexuality—discreet, partially
repressed, and undeniable—was also “a major com-
ponent of his magretism and his success.” Never
comfortable with women, he loved male companion-
ship. He drew together a “band of brothers,” both
gay and straight, to share in the pursuit of power.

Rhodes cared nothing for the rights of blacks. Ever
a combination of visionary and opportunist, he
looked forward to an eventual reconciliation of
Afrikaners and British in a united white front. There-
fore, as prime minister of the Cape Colony, he broke
with the colony’s liberal tradition and supported
Afrikaner demands to reduce drastically the number
of black voters and limit black freedoms. This helped
lay the foundation for the Union of South Africa’s
brutal policy of racial segregation known as apartheid
after 1948.

Questions for Analysis

1. How did Rhodes relate to Afrikaners and to black
Africans? How do you account for the differences
and the similarities?

2. In what ways does Rhodes’s career throw addi-
tional light on the debate over the causes of the
new imperialism?

*Robert Rotberg, The Founder: Cecil Riodes and the Pursuit of
Power (New York: Oxford University Press, 1988}, p. 150.
.. p. 408.
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