
Imperialism 

Imperialism dates further back in history, as it is traced back to the disintegrated Roman Empire. Imperialism 
can be described as an orientation which holds that a country can gain political or economic power over another 

through imposed sovereignty or more indirect mechanisms of control. Imperialism does not focus only on 
political dominance, but also conquest over expansion. It is particularly focused on the acquisition of power by 

a state over another group of people. It is also described as a state policy, practice or advocacy of extending 
power and dominion, especially by direct territorial acquisition or by gaining political and economic control of 
other areas. As Michael Parenti describes it, Western European imperialism first took place against other 

Europeans such as when Ireland became the first colony of what later became known as the British Empire 
(Parenti 2011, 11). However, those who virtually faced the thrust of the European, North American, and 

Japanese imperial powers have been states in Africa, Asia, and Latin America (Parenti 2011, 13).  

An understanding of the basic modus operandi of imperialism suggests that foreign governments can govern a 
territory without significant settlement, quite unlike colonialism in which settlement is a key feature. 

Imperialism is merely an exercise of power over the conquered regions without immigration of any form. 

In his book Decolonising the Mind, Ngugi wa Thiong’o explicates the nature of imperialism, particularly as it 
affects the culture and language of the African. Wa Thiong’o asserts that imperialism has absolute effects on 
the economic, political, military, cultural and psychological wellbeing of the people affected. He describes the 

effect of imperialism on Africa from two main perspectives. First is the socio-economic and political effect of 
the imperialist tradition on “consolidated finance capital” (Wa Thiong’o 1986, 2). He maintains that the 

subjugation of Africa’s economic life is done through the use of multinational corporations, and particularly 
how most African countries have been lured into accepting loans from the International Monetary Fund (IMF). 
Wa Thiong’o’s concern about the IMF is that the economic life of every worker and peasant of such countries 

that have taken the loans are mortgaged forever. This is because as such countries continue to service the IMF 
loans, the organization is entrusted with the power to dictate the direction of the economic policies of those 

states. This can also be said of the imperialist domination of politics where it is ensured that African states rely 
on Western models of politics, policing, judiciary practice, and education. 

Wa Thiong’o’s second perspective on the consequences of imperialism relates to what he calls “effect of 
cultural bomb” (Wa Thiong’o 1986, 3). According to him, imperialism uses a cultural bomb to isolate people 

and estrange them from their identity. This is done by annihilating the people from their heritage, their 
environment, their names and, above all, their language. Wa Thiong’o asserts that language remains the most 

essential vehicle through which the human soul can be held captive. In this case, the imperialists are fully aware 
of this essence and deliberately use “language as a means of spiritual subjugation” (Wa Thiong’o 1986, 9). So 
in Wa Thiong’o’s submission, this cultural and psychological form of imperialism remains the biggest weapons 

that undermine the value of the human person and erodes the dignity of the people’s identity. This form of 
imperialism has the tendency to make people embrace the imperialists’ alien culture, language, and way of life, 

and be far removed from their indigenous heritage and identity. 

The study of the dignity of the African in every form is central to African philosophy. The need to embrace the 
value of Africa’s cultural heritage that is devoid of any form of imperialist subjugation is essential for the 
promulgation of African philosophy. It is in the light of this that, as a theme of African philosophy, the study of 

imperialism remains crucial to understanding its methods and its effects on the socio-economic, political, and 
cultural life of the African. 
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