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Given his destructive legacy of empire-building, Cecil Rhodes, born in 1853 and who died in 1902, 

undoubtedly remains the greatest individual historical symbol of imperialism in the Victorian age. 

First businessman, Cecil John Rhodes managed to built his own mine monopoly in 

South  Africa  that  allowed  him to  become a major  actor  of  the  british  imperialism policy.  His  

personal empire - built  on diamond - quickly gave him the possibility to assert  him self  as an 

Empire-Builder. Although he used his economical power to expend the crown territory that he ran 

as a real entrepreneur. Politician also he was both prime minister of the Cap Colony – owned by the 

brits since 1806 – from 1890 to 1895 and the director of the British South Africa Company (BSAC).  

This one modeling on the British East India Company,  had as aim the enable colonization and 

economic exploitation across much of south-central Africa, as part of the '' Scramble for Africa”. 

Rhodes's politics in Southern Africa and globally in Africa was to increase his territorial control and 

the british Empire. Thus ardent believer in this colonialism, he was the founder of the southern 

African territory of Rhodesia, which was named after him in 1895.

His action acquire during the latter half of the 19th century when dramatic changes 

occurred : the Industrial Revolution and the growth of nationalism strengthened European nations. 

In the 1870s, Europeans were seeking new resources and markets. They found these resources and 

outlets in many parts of the world, including Africa.  Europeans began to explore the continent's 

interior,  and by 1914,  virtually  the  entire  continent  was  colonized  by one  or  the  other  of  the 

competing European countries. The  Berlin Conference which took place from november 1884 to 

february 1885, was an effort to avoid war, but it allowed European diplomats to draw lines on maps 

and carve Africa into colonies. The result was a transformation of the political and economic shape 

of Africa. As other England was part of “the rush for Africa”. Between 1815 and 1914, the period 

referred to as Britain's "imperial century" by some historians, around 10,000,000 square miles of 

territory and roughly 400 million people were added to the British Empire. In southern Africa, the 

brits had to deal with other power : the Boers - native from Netherlands – settled in South Africa 

since the 18th century and organized  in republic since the 19th century but also the German and 

Spain who had some view on the region. The British wanted has others to expend the empire to 

have more and more control on territory but always with the idea that colonialism would have to 

pay for it self. Cecil Rhodes was part of this ideological work as he decided to extend the british 

empire as he develop economical incomes for him and the crown. Cecil Rhodes's colonial action in 

Southern Africa rest indeed on two model that has permitted his personal success and project. The 

Dominion British system implies more autonomy for the colony  notably in finances and domestic 

policy. Added to the system of Chartered Colony (BSAC) based on the idea that it is the commercial  

company that  manages the administration. The history of Cecil Rhodes in Southern Africa has thus 

need to be study with the idea that his participation to british imperialism was possible because of a 



certain economical, politic and administration system proper to that region. 

Many  author  could  be  use  for  our  subject.  According  to  historian  Richard  A. 

Mcfarlane Rhodes was “as integral a participant in southern African and British imperial history as 

George Washington or Abraham lincoln are in their respective eras in United States history. Most 

histories of South Africa covering the last decades of the nineteenth century are contributions to the  

historiography  of  Cecil  Rhodes.”.  However  the  historiography  of  Cecil  John  Rhodes  may  be 

divided into two broad categories: chauvinistic approval or utter vilification. In the Introduction to 

Colossus of Southern Africa,  J.G. Lockhart and C.M.Woodhouse who are probably the two main 

sources for Cecil Rhodes - wrote : “Those who hated [Rhodes] most wee those who knew him least, 

and those most admired and loved him were those who knew him best. The earlier works written 

soon after Rhodes death, and usually by his “intima[te]” friends constitute the first group. Later 

works written by historians and journalists largely constitute the second group. Generally speaking, 

the category into which a particular biography or history is placed has a strong correlation to time it 

was written. Chronologically, these two groups divide at about 1945, when the last of Rhodes's 

intimate companion died and the British Empire was beginning to be dismantled. 

Thinking about Cecil Rhodes career in Southern Africa at the end of the XIX century 

or more globally as a promotor of the British imperialism - it's trying to understand how this actor 

was involved in the British conception of imperialism. The idea that the Cecil Rhodes has served 

the british imperialism in Africa and conversely that the imperial system was used by Cecil Rhodes 

to built his career and that it had given him a favorable framework for his ambition.

 

Thus we will try to understand What was Cecil Rhodes' part in the colonial strategy 

of the British power in Southern Africa ?

To answer this question first it will possible to examine Cecile Rhodes's participation 

and implication in the economical pattern of imperialism in Southern Africa. Then, Cecil Rhodes's 

action in expanding the british empire and influence area could be a second thrust of reflexion. 

Finally his contribution to british imperialism as a political leader and he posterity will be seen in a 

last point. 

I. The economic imperialism : A private investor in the name of the Crown.

1. The origin of his ambition 

Cecil Rhodes was born on 5 July 1853. He grew up at a time when England 

was going through a period of bloody wars :  the Crimean War; the  Indian Mutiny;  the  armed 

intervention in Mexico; a conflict  with the United States; a bombardment of Japanese ports; an 

uprising  in  Ireland..  The British empire  was feeling  the  first  consequences  of  the  imperialistic 

labour-pains. It was such a time of flag-waving that it would make a great patriotic impression on 

any boy, including the young Cecil Rhodes. But anyway, when Cecil finished school in 1869 at the 



age of sixteen; even in this context of imperial fervor, he was convinced that he was not suited for a 

career in the Army like his three elder brothers. 

Moreover, He began to ail, he was asthmatic and the doctor advised his father to send him as soon 

as  possible  away from England's  “murderous climate” to  a  sunnier  land. What  would be more 

natural than that Cecil join his eldest brother Herbert in Natal where he could surely soon regain his 

health with the help of the African sun? 

When Cecil Rhodes arrived in Southern Africa, his brother Herbert was already a planter but had 

not been very successful with his cotton-growing. They decided to work together in a plantation 

near to the Umkomanzi river. Like so many other white  agricultural  experiments in Africa,  the 

British attempt to make Natal pay was plagued by ignorance and self-deception.  There was an 

insufficient awareness of even the most rudimentary transportation and marketing prospects and the 

White refused to benefit from the knowledge of Africans. It wasn't a success. 

Even if his experience in the cotton fields gave him the opportunity to make his first steps in the 

Southern African business; this venture was far from his ambition. 

In 1873, Rhodes left  his farm field in the care of a business partner and sailed for England to  

complete his studies. He was admitted to the Oriel College in Oxford where he stayed for only one 

term in 1873. Then he returned to South Africa and did not return for his second term at Oxford  

until 1876. 

In Oxford, Rhodes became enthused by imperial fervor. Most of the biographers talked about the 

influence of Disraeli and Gladstone on Cecil Rhodes; but also the influence of John Ruskin and 

especially his famous inaugural lecture in 1870. John Ruskin is the “trumpet call of racial pride and 

imperial enthusiasm”1 who said “England must found colonies as fast and as far as she is able.. 

seizing every piece of fruitful waste ground she can set her foot on, and there teaching these her 

colonists that.. their first aim is to be to advance the power of England by land and sea.”. But the 

historian Robert I. Rotberg contests Rhodes's link with Ruskin. His famous lecture was in 1870, 

long before Rhodes reached Oxford. The lecture was printed, and widely distributed but we can't be 

sure that Cecil Rhodes ever read it. Whatever course of study Rhodes pursued in his own, however 

much he was or not shaped by Oxford ideas of the 1870's, it is known that he continued to read and 

argue about the meaning of the great books to which he had always been partial : Artistole's Ethics, 

Plato's  Republic,  Marcus  Aurelius'  Meditations and  Plutarch's  Lives...  He  also  reread  Edward 

Gibbon's  The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire. From this books he built his own idea that 

Britain was Rome's successor in world leadership; that England was both mighty and right. That it  

was obligated to extend its grasp to make the world better, a purer place. 

From 1874 to 1880, Rhodes went to Kimberly. If it was Oxford which gave Rhodes the intellectual 

framework for his imperialistic fantasies; he learned in Kimberley that the possible was steadily 

moving towards his own fantasy. His aim was no longer the securing of a comfortable living but the 

amassing of a huge fortune. It  was not materialistic,  for Rhodes money was power,  and in the  

exercise of power he might realize his fantasies. In 1877 He suffered the severest  heart  attack,  

1 Lockart



Rhodes knew that he would not live to be an old man : whatever he could accomplish had to be 

done quickly. Kimberley diamonds would soon give Rhodes the source from which he could amass 

his fortune after 1874.  

2. A favorable context : The British “cheap imperialism”.

In 1870's a fervor for imperialism was apparent in England. In 1874 the liberal government 

of Prime Minister Gladstone was replaced by a Tory government led by the much more romantic 

and expansionist Benjamin Disraeli. This government annexed Fiji, gained greater influence than 

before in Malaya, and acquires shares in the Suez Canal, thus stimulating conflict between Britain 

and France. Meanwhile, in 1877, Queen Victoria was proclaimed Empress of India... So, Rhodes 

have been in some way aware and influenced by this sentiment that presents expansion as a virtue. 

It gave the appearance of being activated by a new surge of imperial feelings. 

But actually, Britain was already a parliamentary regime with a broad, almost democratic, base, and 

« Imperialism » in Africa may have did not embrace any wish on the part of the British Tax payers. 

If there was to be a revival of the British imperialism, it must be an imperialism on the cheap. 

If the British were determined to expand their empire on the cheap, then they will must count on the 

initiatives from colonies like the Cape, or even perhaps from private individuals or companies.

So,  British  obsessions  with  financial  economy  played  into  the  hands  of  private  interests.  The 

taxation, even for a minimal administration, could only come from an efficient industry organized 

on corporate. 

Therefore the British “imperialism on the cheap” widely opened the South Africa to private interests  

and further more, facilitated the business in this region. By the beginning of the XX e century, this  

sort  of imperialism included two main systems :  the Dominion and the Chartered company. In 

English common law, the Dominions of the British Crown ware all the realms and territories under 

the sovereignty of the Crown.  The colonial conference of 1907 referred as “Dominions” the self-

governing  colonies  of  Canada  and  the  Commonwealth  of  Australia.  Two other  self-governing 

colonies, New Zealand and Newfoundland, were also granted the status of Dominion that year. The 

other system is the Chartered company, a commercial company which obtained the commercial 

monopoly on a geographical area. They also have the sovereignty on the territories which permit 

them to have an army, to dispense justice and to issue money. In return, they must organize a liaison 

between the home country and their territory. In this domain, the example is given by two countries 

where  important  private  capital  have  been  accumulated  :  England  and  Holland.  The  English 

Company of East Indies obtains in 1600 for fifteen years the monopoly on the trade in East Indies 

and the full property of the territories she could acquire. In 1602, the Dutch Company of East Indies 

is created in 1602 and establishes the “model” of these colonial companies. It has the monopoly of 

the traffic and the navigation between the Cape and the Magellan Strait. 

These two systems allowed the British Crown to expend its influence and power in the world, while  

not investing itself a lot of money. And it permitted to install a rather autonomous power in Africa 



and allowed prospectors to have a free access to business in this region. Cecil Rhodes will be one of 

the beneficiary of this favorable economical politic of the British Empire.

3. The Stranglehold for Diamonds

As we saw before, South Africa until 1870 had been a poor, neglected land, unsettled  in 

four regions. The discovery of diamonds changed the scene dramatically. A year earlier no one had 

been much interested in South Africa; then in a few months it became the new El Dorado. The 

discoveries  which  began  on  the  banks  of  the  Orange  and  Vaals  Rivers  attracted  some  10,000 

prospectors. 

Rhodes heard about the discovery of the first diamonds in Kimberley and Dutoistpan in 1867. This 

region became the most productive region in the world in five years. The two brothers thought at 

first that they will amass enough money with the cotton fields but they were not successful and 

decided to try their luck with diamonds in 1871. His talent rapidly began to hit the bull's eye in the 

region and he bought back the concessions to those who didn't find the success in the mines. In a 

few months, he built himself a very good reputation and he became very friendly with Charles 

Dunnel Rudd and John Xavier Marrimen with whom he established what will be called afterward 

the De Beers Company in 1872. In summer 1873 he has already accumulated 10000 pounds, what is 

widely sufficient to return in England to finish his university program there. The disastrous weather 

conditions of 1874 plunged the mines into a state of crisis; which allowed Rhodes to also become 

the owner  of the Vooruitzicht mine. In 1875, both partners Rhodes and Rudd decided to rationalize 

the organization of their mines by making a fusion. When he came back from Oxford in 1876, a 

new  competitor  arrived  on  the  market  of  diamonds  :  Barney  Barnato,  an  ambitious  diamond 

prospector; son of a rich jewish businessman. But Cecil Rhodes finally turned the situation to his 

favor and bought back his concession too. Through the acquisition of all these diamonds mines, 

Rhodes built his monopoly over the diamonds of the region : employing a variety of questionable 

financial and personal tactics, he lead to the amalgamation of the rival firms on the De Beers mine. 

Rhodes had a long-term goals, too, but he usually advanced objective by objective. 

In 1889, Cecil  Rhodes has extended his reach beyond the Limpopo. He now intended to bring 

within his personal domain what would become three provinces of the Crown. At thirty-six, Rhodes 

with his diamond wealth and his political connections, was becoming the most powerful man if 

Africa and, potentially, one of the most creative person in the Queen Victoria's vast empire; we will 

now see how I expended Her Majesty's empire.  

II. Cecil Rhodes expanding the British Empire 

1. Political situation of Southern Africa at Rhodes' arrival 



Southern Africa is  at  the end of nineteenth century a region were europeans and 

whites settlers are already present since the beginning of the XVII century. In 1652 the dutch East 

India Company established a small white settlement on the present site of Cape town in South 

Africa.  Those first dutsh-speaking settlers were called hereon the Boers. By the early 1800s the 

number of british ships sailing to and form their colony of india had increased enormously. Like the 

Dutch before them , the British needed a supply station for their ships. They also wanted a naval 

base from which  to protect their shipping possible attack by rival Europeans navies. After the 

Dutch East India Company had by then become bankrupt and that the French navy was defeated by 

the British, they definitely get the control of the Cap colony in 1806. But if the brits had a large in 

influence in Southern Africa since the beginning of the 19 th century other political organization and 

european powers were present. Indeed in when Cecil Rhodes enter into his conquest of Africa, he 

had  to  deal  with  mainly  with  the  Boers  republic,  the  German  and  the  Portuguese.  After  they 

abandoned the Cap colony, the Boers decided to created the Natal Republic (East side on the South 

African coast) in 1838 after their victory on the Zoulou. In the 1842 the Natal formed an union with 

the Transvaal an other Boers colony. Those two Boers establishment had as principal rival - the 

British wanted to unify their possessions in the region and get rid of those independent republic. In 

1842 the Brits decided to occupy Port-Natal (actual Durban) and to annexe the Natal republic in 

1843 who became administration of the governor of the Cape colony. This annexation of the Natal 

caused the Boers migration how established a new settlement : the Orange free State. Great Britain 

took  again  the  control  of  those  territories  and then  finally  recognized there  independence  :  In 

january 1852 for the Transvaal and in February 1854 for the Orange free State. Add to those Boers 

colony we can of course mention the Africans Kingdoms present in the region. The Zulu are present 

in the region of the Zululand – were the Ndebele (or Matebele) are native from. Those had in  

particular had become enemy of the zulu after a raid in 1821 and decided to established in the 

region of Pedi (located in the north of the Transvaal). The region of swazi was also occupied by 

some bantoue population. An other african chiefdom could by told as the Venda situated north east  

of the Transvaal republic.

 However the point is not here to list all the native present in Southern Africa but to 

show that many population were coexisting before Rhodes's  arrival  and that war where  often. 

Many conflicts occurred before and while Cecile Rhodes was in Southern Africa. In 1871 the Boers 

and the brits were fighting for the annexation of the diamond fields that was finally given to the 

brits. In 1876 the Transvaal and the Pedi were in war. In 1877, Transvaal was annexed again by the 

British colony that ended with the first Anglo -Boer War in 1880-1881. Other major conflict that 

took place when Cecil Rhodes was in Southern Africa was the Anglo-Zulu war in 1879. If the Zulu 

successfully defense their kingdom and ended British plan for the federation of Southern African 

States (that is, the joining of separate states to form one large unified state), they were managed to 

be separated into thirteen separate chiefdom that was mainly the reason of the civil war that took 

place in 1880. On the top of those conflict that took place between Boers and Africans – Africans 

and British – British and Boers, the region of Southern Africa was also at  the end of the XIX 



century the field of competition between other europeans power.  The german were dangerously 

approaching the cape colony with a major territory in South-west Africa and on the other side the 

Portuguese were owning a large territory on the east side of Africa north the Zululand.  Cecil Rhode 

in that time wanted to have as much territory to carry out his plans of mines expansion. Although he 

took part of the conflicts and the annexation of many land that administrated almost by himself and 

his company.    

2. Rhodes ambition and territorial expansion 

"To think of these stars that you see overhead at night, these vast worlds which we 

can never reach. I would annexe the planets if I could; I often think of that. It makes me sad to see 

them so clear and yet so far.” Cecil Rhodes ambition and dream was to create a British Empire in 

new territories to the north by obtaining mineral concession from the most powerful indigenous 

chiefs and that by the way territories that was not under the british protectorate  yet. Indeed the 

opening of the Wiitwatersrand goldfields stimulated further colonial expansion all over Southern 

Africa. As we saw previously in a little more than a decade the remaining independent African 

states were brought under colonial control. Mining capitalism and colonial while speculators bought 

land for its mineral wealth and sought mining concessions from independent African rulers.

 In  the  case  of  Cecile  Rhodes,  his  plan  was  a  territorial  expansion  and  capital 

investment that goes hand in hand.  With the major African kingdoms out of the way and the Boer 

Republics under British authority, the way was clear for the British imperialists to carry out his  

plans.  Nevertheless some territory  were  still  not  under  the  british  control  as  the  region  of  the 

Zimbabwe. Rhode's competitive advantage over other mineral prospecting companies (part I) was 

his combination of wealth and astute political instincts, also called the '' imperial factor' as he used 

the  British  commissioners,  and  though  them  organized  British  protectorates  over  the  mineral 

concession  areas via separate but related treaties. In this way he obtained both legality and security 

for mining operations. So Rhodes's expansion mainly took place in the region of the Matabeleland 

and  Mashonaland  (Zimbabwe).  Indeed  the  existence  of  ancient  African  gold  workings  on  the 

Zimbabwe plateau was well know in the colonial South Africa. It was believed by some, especially 

Rhodes, that the use of modern scientific mining techniques on the ancient goldfields of this region 

could turn into a 'Second Rand'. But the territory was still under independent African control. In 

February  1888,  Cecile  Rhodes  decided  to  sign  a  treaty  with  the  chief  of  the  Matabeleland  - 

Logengula  –  to  obtained  a  mining  concession  and  by  this  way  keep  the  Boers,  Germans  and 

portuguese out of the region. In october 1888 Rhodes's agent Charles Rudd tricked Lobengula into 

granting him exclusive right over minerals in the kingdom. Lobegula believed the Rudd Concession 

only concerned a handful of prospectors. In fact it ave Rhode's men a free hand to take whatever 

action they consider necessary to exploit the mineral resources of the kingdom. Despite Lobengula 

protests the British Government favored Rhodes's scheme of colonization by private company. In 



1889 Rhode's with his British South Africa Company went to Zimbabwe and settle in Mashonaland. 

The towship of salisbury was founded. The second step was the invasion of the Matabeleland that 

occurred in 1893 after the fall of the king Lobengula. The BSA Company settlers then claimed that 

all Matabeleland cattle now belonged to them by right of conquest. Over the next two years they 

seized land and cattle and pushed the Matabele into “reserves”. The Company ruled by Rhodes now 

laid  claim to  the  whole  of  modern Zimbabwe and began to  call  the  territory  “Rhodesia”.  The 

Matabale (or Ndebele) rebelled a last time during the two Matabele Wars (1893-1894 and 1896-97) 

but the BSAC defeated them ince again. Cecil Rhodes had once against won to extend his colony.

      3.The established Empire

By the end of 1894, the territories over which the BSAC had concessions or treaties, 

collectively called "Zambesia" after the Zambezi River flowing through the middle, comprised an 

area of 1,143,000 km² between the Limpopo Rive and Lake Tanganyika. In May 1895, its name was 

officially changed to "Rhodesia", reflecting Rhodes' popularity among settlers who had been using 

the name informally since 1891. The designation Southern Rhodesia  was officially adopted in 1898 

for  the  part  south  of  the  Zambezi,  which  later  became Zimbabwe and the  designations  North 

Rhodesia  were used from 1895. This large territory conquered by the company of Rhodes needed 

to be added to the Bechuanaland protectorate declared by the British in 1885. This one extended 

north only as far as Latitude 22 degrees south. Rhodes, had with the monopole of his company the 

possibility to make new treaties and concessions from the Limpopo River to the great lakes of 

Central Africa. He obtained further concession and treaties north of the Zambezi and in the Lake 

Mweru area.  However Rhodes action with his company had permitted the British to control a large 

part of south Africa. Rhodes had the economical power also to convince the Colonial Office in 

London to not interfere that much in his business. He wanted British settlers and local politicians 

and governors to run it.  But  Rhodes won because he add the average to pay to administer the 

territories. Rhodes promoted his business interests as in the strategic interest of Britain, preventing 

the Portuguese, the Germans or the Boers from moving into south-central Africa. 

One  of  Rhodes'  dreams  (and  the  dream  of  many  other  members  of  the  British 

Empire) was for a "red line" on the map from the Cape to Cairo. Rhodes had been instrumental in  

securing southern African states for  the  Empire.  He and others felt  the best  way to "unify  the 

possessions, facilitate governance, enable the military to move quickly to hot spots or conduct war, 

help settlement, and foster trade" would be to build the "Cape to Cairo Railway”. His action in 

creating a protectorate on the Bechuanaland but also on unifying the north East territory know as 

Rhodesia was part of his ambition to connect adjacent African possessions of the British Empire 

through a continuous line from Cape Town, South Africa to Cairo.

Those major territorial changes realized by Cecil Rhodes was of course linked to his company that 



was searching for new resources. He had a major part in the business-concession that permitted him 

to annex new territories . But it's would not have been possible if he hadn’t been a politician capable 

to hardly negotiate with African, with the other europeans power and the British Council.

III. From the business to the political leader

1. The royal charter and the British South African Company

As we saw in the first  part  of our  study,  British  politic  in  Africa was an 

“imperialism on the cheap”. Rhodes understood that the British government would be partial to a 

company which proposed to pay the expenses of administering and exploiting the mineral riches of 

any new country. British government now favored the extension of empire by means of a chartered 

company which had been reintroduced by Gladstone's government when it empowered the British 

North Borneo Company to govern that Asian possession. Imperialism on the cheap had always been 

the British way. In 1880's, with so many overseas responsibilities, so many new demands, and so 

much caution and indecision; encouraging private enterprise to extend the empire made excellent 

sense to almost everyone. Rhodes possessed financial resources, political legitimacy and territorial 

influence, so that The British South Africa Company received a royal chart on 29 october. The 

charter of incorporation of the British South Africa company defined its sphere of operations in an 

almost limitless manner : “the region of South Africa is lying immediately to the North of British 

Bechuanaland,  to  the  north  and  west  of  the  South  African  Republic,  and  to  the  west  of  the 

Portuguese Dominions.”  There was no mention of the Germans,  or the Congo State,  or of any 

northern or western bounds. That way, it permitted Rhodes to acquire what he could acquire - as we 

saw in the second part of our study - and that was one of the purpose of that charter. So, in 1889 

Rhodes  established the  British  South Africa  Company (BSAC) in  order  to  claim and colonize 

territories on the north of the Limpopo river, in the name of the crown; the company remaining 

“british in character and domicile”. 

The company was empowered to form banks; to own and manage lands; to trade with African rulers 

as King Lobengula; to raise a police force : The British South Africa Police. In return, the company 

has the duty to develop the territory, to respect existing African laws, to allow free trade in its  

territory and to respect all religions. In reality, Rhodes and White settlers were attracted by more  

and more power and money, they were looking for ever more mineral rights and more territorial 

concessions from the African peoples, establishing their own governments, and introducing laws 

with little concern or respect for African laws. 

The company had the right to recruit  its own army, which allowed it to defeat and replace the 

Matabele Kingdom and to resist during the First and the Second Matabele War. The company later 

administered a territory which it  named Zambezia,  and later,  Rhodesia from the name of Cecil 

Rhodes. Today these areas are occupied by the republics of Zambia and Zimbabwe.

Cecil Rhodes already entered politic and public life in 1881 when he took his seat in the Cape of 



Good Hope House of Assembly but the creation of the BSAC thanks to the British Crown gave him 

the opportunity to embody a new and stronger politic part in South Africa. That was in the 

framework of his company that he became a major politician. 

2. Cecil Rhodes as a prime minister and his domestic policy

On domestic politics within the United Kingdom, Rhodes was a supporter of the Liberal 

Party. His only major impact on domestic politics within the United Kingdom was his support of the  

Irish nationalist party, led by Charles Stewart Parnell. 

But in South Africa, obviously his part was far greater. During the last fifteen years of the XIXth 

century,  Cecil  Rhodes  had  an  administration  and  politic  role.  When  he  was  only  a  private 

entrepreneur, he already calculated his investments in mines in function of British imperialism. 

When  he  became  the  prime  minister  of  South  Africa  in  1890,  Rhodes'  policies  were  also 

instrumental in the development of British imperial interests. For example, even if he didn't have a 

direct political power over the Boer Republic of the Transvaal, he believed he could use his power 

and  his  money  to  overthrow  the  Boer  government  and  install  a  British  colonial  government 

supporting Britain and it mine-owners' interests in its place. 

His construction of a railroad between the Cap and Transvaal met a great success in 1892 but create 

a deep disagreement between Rhodes and Paul Kruger - a boer politician, president of the Transvaal 

South African republic from 1883 to 1902 – who wanted to preserve the autonomy of Transvaal and 

to protect his farmers. There was a lot of gold in the republic of Transvaal; so Rhodes' interest for 

this region was economical and imperialist. He would like this republic to be overthrown or at least 

to adopt a favorable politic towards British and mining companies. 

Also, as a prime minister, he passed laws favorable to mine and industries. The Glen Grey Act in 

1895 encouraged black population to quit rural area to live near to urban areas in order to find work 

over there. These populations were seen as a work-force source for mining industries. 

Rhodes was more tolerant with the Dutch-speaking whites, he supported teaching Dutch as weel as 

English in public schools in the Cape Colony. He was not particularly favorable to English-speaking  

whites in the Cape colony; he helpes to remove most of the legal disabilities that English-speaking 

whites had imposed on Dutch-speaking whites. Rhodes had a large support beyond Afrikaner, it was 

largely thanks to Afrikaners that he became the Prime Minister, being a friend of their leader, Jan 

Hofmeyr. 

Rhodes advocated a greater self-government for the Cape Colony because he has the preference for 

the empire to be controlled by local settlers  rather than by London politician.  The autonomous 

politic was possible thanks to the British Cheap imperialism and its minor involvement in African 

colonialism and the Rhodes' venture. That's the reason why we can more talk about “colonialism” 

as a local self-government of the type Rhodes supported; than an “imperialism” known as a control 

of a colony from London. Anyway, Rhodes acted for his private and personal interest but also in the 

name of the Crown and to promote British imperialism.



3. From the Fall to the Posterity

Rhodes was named in the private council in 1895 by the Lord Roseberry and the Queen 

Victoria and became very influential. He began to plot with the members of the mining community 

to overthrown the Boer Republic. He was secretly supported by Joseph Chamberlain, the Secretary 

of State for the colonies. By the end of 1895, Leander Staar Jameson tried to attack Transvaal and 

invaded the region with the BSAC army of 600 soldiers. He lost the battle of Doornkop againt the 

General Cronjé and he is expelled to England. This episode will lead to the Boer war. And the 

refusal of Rhodes to reject Jameson led to his forced resignation in January 1896 at his function of 

Prime minister and president of the De Beers.. 

From 1896 to 1898 he found again a political influence. In 1896, the Loyal Colonial League has  

been established in  order  to promote the British supremacy on South Africa and to  expand its 

influence on Transvaal and Natal under Rhodes' presidency. 

Even if he got back the presidency of the De Beers in 1899, he was absent in the second Boer war,  

which traduced his progressive but definitive withdrawal from the South African scene. The war 

was significant for him; this confrontation between the Boers and the British showed him that he 

was no longer in the center of the matter. His health deteriorated and he went back to London in 

1900 where he defended his innocence in the Raid's business. 

He died on 26th march 1902 in his  house in Muizenberg by having insured his posterity.  Cecil 

Rhodes ends his life in South Africa, hurt by the consequences of the Jameson Raid because this 

event led to the war which was the contrary of his ambition : the peace and the prosperity under the 

British Domination. The Rhodesia which bear his name became independent only in the second half 

of the Xxth century. As for his railroad line, it hardly overtook Bulawo when he died. But we can 

admit that he was one of the builder – thanks to his expansion - of the The South African Union 

which happened after his death on May 31st 1910. 

His largest  ambition was to gather the British Commonwealth and the United States.  To do it,  

Alfred Milner contributed to the creation of “Cecil Rhode” scholarship in 1904 to finance an Anglo-

American university program. There was also the creation of a semi-occult society in 1909 named 

“The  Rhodes-Milner  Round Table  Groups”  with  the  aim of  promoting  an  union more  narrow 

between the British Empire and the United States.  

Conclusion 

So as we can see, until his death, the Cecil Rhodes' first wish has always been to 

promote the expansion of the British Empire's influence in the world. We showed through this study 

that his place and his relationship to the British imperial strategy has many facets. 



He first participate of the economic imperialism in Southern Africa by organizing the exploitation 

of African minerals - one of the richest resource of the continent – which has been facilitated and 

encouraged  by  the  British  Empire  and  its  “cheap”  ideology.  Today,  the  consequences  of  this 

imperialism which allowed companies to trade and exploit territories and resources in Africa are 

still  visible  and  a  great  argument  of  the  “Africa's  underdevelopment  issue”  which  discuss  the 

responsibility of european imperialism in actual African crisis.

In the same time, Cecil Rhodes was unmistakably an actor of the british imperialism because he had 

participated to the expansion of the British empire in Southern Africa. He conducted war against 

African  Settlement  in  some case  but  mainly  used  his  company  to  annexe  a  large  part  of  the 

territories around the Cape Colony. The colony of Rhodesia in probably the main example to his 

contribution to the economical and political sovereignty of the British Crown in Africa but in the 

same  to  the  large  influence  and  autonomy  that  obtained  from the  metropole  due  to  his  large 

contribution to the colony's administration. His huge financial resources that he pull from his mines 

and then his company was definitely linked to his imperialism ambition to unified from north to  

south the British possession in Africa. 

And to finish we can say that He was a main character in the British imperial strategy in Southern 

Africa because of his important political involvement. This man who was at first only a private 

investor,  finally  introduced sort  of a formal  politic  influence on Southern Africa territories and 

populations. He achieved his imperial masterpiece by reorganizing the map of Southern Africa and 

by settling a effective and autonomous political power in a region that the Home country barely 

ruled. We could see in this observation a contradiction between Rhodes and the British Empire 

interests, but on the contrary, we can conclude with this argument : Rhodes' venture with diamonds 

and his access to political life has been permitted by the Empire's strategy; and He gave the United 

Kingdom its change by always acting for its imperial ideology, participating to its expansion and 

introducing its law and capital in Africa without ruining it. The key to success of Rhodes' work was 

the coherence and the mutual support between his interests and the British Empire's interests. 
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