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ABSTRACT 

My research leads me to the conclusion the international human rights system's separation of the 
“indigenous problem” from the “colonial problem” is important.  It is important to the way in we 
understand indigenous rights today, and it is important in terms of the ways in which we 
understand this fundamentally statist system.  

First, we must first ask in what sense and to whom these "problems" are problems requiring 
resolution.  In theory, the UN system is established to safeguard the basic rights of all peoples to 
a dignified existence.  And yet, to believe that this represents the UN founders’ intentions for the 
new system would be tantamount to believing that America’s founders intended to protect the 
equal rights of Black peoples when they drafted Article 1, Section 2, Clause 3—the three fifths 
clause—of the US Constitution.  The issues are further clarified if we ask why the UN posed and 
then bifurcated the questions of what to do with: (1) colonized peoples, and (2) Indigenous 
peoples.  The world system continues to deem it necessary to push the discussion of the 
multitude of problems presented by European colonization along two discrete tracks, with 
neither track on course to reach any destination.   

As the leaders of the euro-derivative world order strive to convince everyone that they have put 
an end to the colonial destruction of every Indigenous culture on the planet, a primary strategy is 
to bifurcate the problem of European overseas colonialism and to treat both of the resulting 
halves of discussion as if the other half never existed.  This division permits the United Nations 
(UN) and the International Labour Organisation (ILO) to engage in discourse regarding 
Indigenous peoples that are so misrepresentative that they would qualify as farce if the actual 
problems were not so tragic.  It also facilitates revolutions in social consciousness, 
producing gaps in social memory that are filled by new narratives celebrating the new tragedies 
in the making, those posed by hyper-individualism-based market logics and deculturation 
through statist democracy building and large-scale structural integration programs.  Indigenous 
societies remain under attack, and post-colonialism perpetuates the status quo of colonial 
territoriality and neocolonial economic dependency.  The international system and its discourse 
plays an important role in this perpetuation.  The "new" mode of thought and material production 
that emerged in the prelude to the “decolonization era” puts all life on an omnicidal track.  !
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CHAPTER 1 
Beginnings 

Kids in the Congo are being sent down into mines to die so that kids in Europe and America can 
kill imaginary aliens in their living rooms.  1

-Oona King 

Like the miner's canary, the Indian marks the shifts from fresh air to poison gas in our political 
atmosphere….  2

-Felix Cohen 

A tale of two colonizations   

This is a story on the accretion of layers of colonizing discourse, dispossession, deceit, and 
destruction, over time and territories.  At the center of the story are Indigenous nations and the 
process of formal decolonization within the United Nations (UN) system. But many more 
institutions, peoples, and places inform its shape.  Before arriving at this story’s center, we must 
first locate a station of departure, a provisioning context, a place of origin.  This question, a 
doozy; all its markers confound: a storm, traces of the site of inception, objective moments of 
birth, glints of archival beginnings, now vanished by dark shrouds, wisps of churning vapor in 
dance.  

Nonetheless, as this story is for our ancestors, ourselves, and our children, it is vital we start 
somewhere. We therefore pick up the trail at the fin-de-siècle, toward the end of the late- 
Victorian period of holocausts, with two true tales of terror, tragedy, and obliterative 
transformation set, respectively, along the shores of the Putumayo and the Congo rivers, or 
however those lands are known by their proper names.  And while both stories are known—one 
more so than the other, owing, in large part, to the instant splash and enduring celebrity of 
Conrad’s The Heart of Darkness—I believe it is important to retell them here, not merely because 
of their convenience as an opening and the aptness of the anecdotes to my broader theses, but 
also for the reasons of remembrance, reminders of the victims of acts of unfathomable cruelty, 
despicable misdeeds of criminality and avarice, all building blocks of the social orders we 
inhabit today.  3

 Kabamba, Patience. "Heart of Darkness.” Anthropological Theory, vol. 10, no. 3 (2010) p. 296.1

 Cohen, Felix S., “The Erosion of Indian Rights, 1950-53: A Case Study in Bureaucracy.” Yale Law 2

Journal, vol. 62 (1953) p. 349.

 The first paragraphs are, in part, inspired by Edward Said’s second book, an extended meditation on the 3

themes of beginnings, originality, and authenticity. Said, Edward W., Beginnings: intention and method. 
(New York: Basic Books, 1975).
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I chose these two stories to show the arbitrary nature of the United Nations’ decision to separate 
the “indigenous problem” from the “colonial problem” in the mid-20th century program for 
decolonization.  They suggest little more than a hint of the violence perpetrated in pursuit of 
rubber profits.  The notorious Putumayo and Congo rubber regimes amount themselves, 
moreover, to mere tributaries.  A river of blood, drained from Indigenous peoples’ bodies and 
soils, charts the history of European colonial expansion over the past five centuries.   

Yet, within the UN’s world system, these regimes are treated as distinctly different maladies. One 
is prescribed formal decolonization, itself a bad cure.  The other is prescribed formal integration, 
dissolution into the anonymous masses of settler colonial society.  Before long, we will return 
with a far fuller explanation of this barely introduced matter of the false division drawn by the 
UN.  But first, we must provide the already promised accounts of two equatorial hells. 

Colonial violence: Congo 

According to the Belgian government, over the course of the last quarter of the 19th century, 
King Leopold II’s forces work to establish a “philanthropic system of liberating the natives” in 
the Congo Free State.  When the Belgian sentries arrive in a new village, they pose the question: 
“Will you work india-rubber?”  When complete strangers show up to your villagers at sunset 
with such bewildering demand, the most natural response is, of course, “no.”  What follows, “the 
usual procedure adopted,” a declaration of war against the village by these mercenaries for the 
Belgian colony’s regional commissioner.  A village elder is then shot and mutilated and every 
adult male is sent into the forest with a quota of the quantity of rubber he must bring back.   

While the mercenaries wait for the men to return, “monstrous demands” are placed “upon the 
people” who remain in the village.  In the morning, the men return short-handed to the village, 
the rubber quotas proving almost always unattainable.  When this happens, the mercenaries chop 
off one hand and order them to return to the forest until the demanded quantity of rubber has 
been fulfilled.  The village is then burned to the ground, but the hands are collected in baskets, 
later submitted to the regional colonial commissioner’s office in exchange for payment and 
bullets.  “Every cartridge expended required a right hand as tally.”  Other baskets hold human 
heads, irredeemable, saved as souvenirs.    4

After years under these conditions, traditional wellsprings for redemption dry up. “Mutilation 
and outrage frequent and habitual.”  Families fall apart.  “Slavery forced upon the people—that 
is, selling relatives—in order to meet State demands.”   Suffering is widespread, torture and 5

famine dispersed across recent cornucopias, throughout a region more than eighty times the area 
of Belgium.  A British tourist along the “eastern frontier” cannot believe his eyes, relaying for 
probative value: “I do not make such statements without having gone into the matter …. Every 

 Morel, E.D., Red Rubber. (London: T. Fisher Unwin, 1906) p. 49.4

 Ibid. p. 68.5
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village has been burnt to the ground, and as I fled from the country I saw skeletons, skeletons 
everywhere; and such postures, what tales of horror they told!”       6

Colonial violence: Peru 

Roughly a decade later, this time in South America, we find the following descriptions of rubber 
pursuits. “The Liberal is to-day a veritable phantom ship, the whistle of which raises terror in the 
inhabitant in those forests,” attests one witness.   The steamer, owned by the London-based 7

Peruvian Amazon Company, skulks the surface of the Putumayo River, an Amazon tributary in 
search of human bounty, Indigenous people to capture and work to death in service of rubber 
profit.   A company officer admits “that there were days in 1906 and 1907 ‘when you could not 8

eat your food on account of the dead Indians lying around the house.’”   Cannibalism by 9

company men is documented.  Consuming the body of an Indian man who had attempted to 
escape enslavement was a satanic festivity: “they were dancing that night … they were eating 
him.”    10

This is but one of innumerable atrocities committed in the Putumayo region “under British 
auspices—that, is to say, through an enterprise with headquarters in London and employing both 
British capital and British labor to ravage and depopulate the wilderness.”   As one observer put 11

it:  

Think of nine-year-old girls torn from their homes, ravished, and afterwards 
tortured or flogged to death; of sucking infants snatched from their mothers’ arms 
and their heads smashed against a tree; of a wife having her legs cut off merely 
for refusing to become one of the concubines of these bandits; of men flogged 
until …* or of old fathers shot to death before their sons’ eyes merely because 
they were old and could work no longer!  12

 Ibid. p. 64.6

 US Congress, Papers relative to slavery in Peru. House Committee on Foreign Affairs (Washington, 7

D.C.: GPO, 1913) pp. 96–7.

 On page 433 of Papers relative to slavery in Peru the GPO reproduces a February 5, 1912 letter from 8

British Consul Roger Casement in which he observes: “The short-sighted policy which ends in working 
him to death, and denuding whole regions of their entire population, is only what has been the settled 
custom and practice of well-nigh 400 years of Iberian occupation of that part of the world.” 

 Hardenburg, W. E.,  The Putumayo: the Devil’s Paradise. (London: T. Fisher Unwin, 1913) p. 331.9

 US Congress, Papers relative to slavery in Peru. pp. 399–400.10

 Ibid. p. 433.11

 Hardenburg, op. cit., p. 198.12
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The ellipsis and asterisk attach to a footnote.  “This account cannot be printed. -EDITOR.”   The 13

editor’s comment is understandable.  British Consul Sir Roger Casement’s report on the crimes 
committed against the Indigenous peoples of the Putumayo, all for the profit of a British rubber 
company, contain such detailed and gruesome expositions of human cruelty as to scar the psyche 
of the reader.    14

Casement, who rises to high rank in the British foreign office and gains international 
commendations for his reportage on the crimes in the Putumayo and in King Leopold II’s Congo 
Free State, discussed above, is himself martyred several years later.  In 1916, Casement is 
hanged by his former employer, the British government, for his alleged role in negotiating train 
transport for the arms the Irish Republican Brotherhood use to carry out Éirí Amach na Cásca 
(Easter Rising).  If Casement, an Irish national, was, in fact, guilty of high treason, it is not 
difficult to understand his motivations or to empathize with his decision to support insurrection 
against Britain’s colonial occupation of Ireland, especially given his first-hand experience with 
the evils of colonization in Africa and South America. 

Political bifurcations 

In presenting the two stories of the rubber regimes’ megalomania side by side, my purpose has 
been to represent each as an important episode in the ongoing history of actually existing 
colonialism.  Yet, in the mid-20th century, when the United Nations’ international system 
declares its ambition to put an end to abhorrent colonizing practices, only the crimes committed 
against the Indigenous peoples of the Congo would meet its formal definition of colonialism.  
The crimes in the Putumayo do not fall under the contemporary international system’s criteria for 
colonialism because they are perpetrated within the domestic jurisdiction of a state, Peru, which 
is recognized as independent under international law.  Although the reasons behind this 
definitional division are almost entirely political, the cleavage continues to be considered, when 
it is considered at all, as a somehow natural historical outcome.   

It is the intention of this dissertation to problematize the naturalness of the prevailing, statist 
definitions of colonialism.  I not only hope to chronicle the political strategies that went into the 
formal construction of international legal and geopolitical categories related to colonization, I 
also attempt to show that these categories were designed to ensure the extension of actually 
existing colonial relations while purporting to proscribe colonialism.   

The substance of this story begins in Chapter 2 with a bit of backstory, most of which concerns 
the international system’s 1920s efforts to build a stable framework for Western Europe’s 
exploitation of Africa.  The chapter focuses on the discussions of the League of Nations’ 
Permanent Mandates Commission and the International Labour Organization (ILO) weighing the 
merits and drawbacks of implementing slavery and forced labor systems in colonial development 

 Ibid.13

 Ibid. pp. 264–338.14
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schemes.  The bulk of Chapter 3 is dedicated to parsing a 1935 study, drafted by the ILO’s 
Committee of Experts on Native Labour, on how to regulate the damage to Indigenous societies 
caused by the “excesses” of labor recruitment practices in “Colonies and in Other Territories 
with Analogous Labour Conditions.”  The study’s bridging of the treatment of externally 
colonized Indigenous peoples in formally dependent territories to the treatment of internally 
colonized Indigenous peoples in independent states is later used to qualify the ILO to take the 
lead in developing a “solution” to the “indigenous problem.”  In the 1950s, the capacity of the 
ILO to take on this assignment proves critical to the maintenance of the colonial status quo 
because it allows the international system to avoid, for the most part, issues related to the internal 
colonization of Indigenous nations in the concurrent and far more widely broadcast discussion of 
the “colonial problem” by the UN General Assembly. 

Chapter 4 covers several attempts by UN agencies to reckon with the “indigenous problem” 
during the 1940s, the most notable of which is probably a Soviet push to turn a Bolivian draft 
proposal on the situation of Indigenous peoples in the American continents into an indictment of 
US settler colonialism.  The chapter that follows looks at the reconstitution of the international 
system in the aftermath of the World War II.  In particular, Chapter 5 scrutinizes the post-war 
plan developed by the framers of the UN Charter to globalize a formal system for colonial 
administration.  It also studies the challenges and uncertainties the proponents of such a system 
face in developing suitable definitions and stable pretexts for the perpetuation of colonial 
authority given the Allies’ ostensible rejection of Nazi race doctrines, the new hegemonic 
position of the US, and the globalization of geopolitics.  The result of these changes is to make 
transparent certain, previously opaque, contradictions in the facade of colonialism’s old guard.  

The last two chapters, both set in the 1950s, explore the new international system’s work to 
disconnect the “colonial problem” from the “indigenous problem.”  Chapter 6 is an in-depth 
inquiry into the General Assembly’s treatment of the former, beginning with a nervous 1950 
internal review of the “colonial problem” by the US State Department and ending with the 
General Assembly’s 1952 adoption of Resolution 637, which limits the substantive right to self-
determination to states and formally dependent territories.  Resolution 637 represents the 
outcome of a contentious series of exchanges in which Belgium and several other Western 
European colonial states butt heads with the majority of General Assembly delegates over the 
exclusion of internally colonized peoples from the General Assembly’s working definition of 
colonialism.  The Belgian Thesis compromises the former unity of the colonial position, which 
allows the anti-colonial states to advance a program for decolonization that fails to consider the 
rights to restitution and redress of Indigenous peoples and other internally colonized nations. 

The final chapter looks at the “solution” formulated by the ILO’s Committee of Experts on 
Indigenous Labour (which later becomes the Committee of Experts on Indigenous Populations) 
to the “indigenous problem” in independent states, culminating in the adoption of ILO 
Convention no. 107 on Indigenous and Tribal Peoples in 1957.  The committee’s approach to the 
“problem” is heavily influenced by the rationalizations and the objectives of modernization 
ideology, a burgeoning geopolitical paradigm at the time.  Spellbound by modernization theory, 
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with its adrenalized vision for accelerating state-driven materialist production to maximize 
economic output, the committee’s program fixates on the development of methods converting 
tribal peoples into proletarian workforces and the dissolution of Indigenous cultures into 
dominant statist societies.  The chapter ends with a discussion of a parallel project for the 
detribalization of the Indigenous nations in formally dependent territories in anticipation of the 
General Assembly’s 1960 adoption of the Declaration on the Granting of Independence to 
Colonial Countries and Peoples. !

 



12

Research Questions 

General question 

How does the international legal system’s division of the “colonial problem” from the 
“indigenous problem” represent a geographic solution to a particular political problem?  

What are the strategies used to effectuate this solution?  In particular: 

How is the salt water doctrine utilized by the United Nations (UN) to exempt internally 
colonized peoples from its decolonization mandate? 

What role does the International Labour Organization (ILO) and its Convention no. 107 
on Indigenous and Tribal Peoples play in the attempt to transform autonomous 
Indigenous peoples into assimilated citizen-workers?    
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Research Findings 

The point 

My research leads me to the conclusion that to understand the significance of the separation of 
the “indigenous problem” from the “colonial problem” we must first ask in what sense and to 
whom they are problems requiring resolution.  In theory, the UN system is established to 
safeguard the basic rights of all peoples to a dignified existence.  And yet, to believe that this 
represents the UN founders’ intentions for the new system would be tantamount to believing that 
America’s founders intended to protect the equal rights of Black peoples when they drafted 
Article 1, Section 2, Clause 3—the three fifths clause—of the US Constitution.  

The issues are further clarified if we invert and merge them into the single question of their 
bifurcation.  Why does the world system continue to deem it necessary to push the discussion of 
the multitude of issues presented by European colonization along two discrete tracks, with 
neither on course to reach its stated destination?   

As the leaders of the euro-derivative world order strive to convince everyone that they have put 
an end to the colonial destruction of every Indigenous culture on the planet, a primary strategy is 
to bifurcate the problem and to treat each of the resulting halves as if the other half never existed. 
 This division permits the UN and the ILO to engage in discussions of problems that are so 
misrepresentative they would qualify as farce if the actual problems were not so tragic.  It 
also facilitates revolutions in social consciousness, producing gaps in social memory that are 
filled by new narratives celebrating the new tragedies in the making, those posed by hyper-
individualism-based market logics and deculturation through statist democracy building and 
large scale structural integration programs.  Indigenous societies remain under attack and post-
colonialism perpetuates the status quo of colonial territoriality and neocolonial economic 
dependency.  The new mode of thought and material production that emerged in the prelude to 
the “decolonization era” puts all life on an omnicidal track.  Here we are.      

Background 
   
In the twenties and thirties, the “colonial problem” and the “Indigenous problem” are demarcated 
along historical axes representative of singular, if lamentable, trajectories of colonial social and 
economic “development.”  In the post-WWII forties, world policy planners, leveraging the chaos 
and trauma wrought by the war, begin to rewrite historical narratives on the basis of a 
geographical partition of the two “problems.”  They work in reference to new international 
machinery, in the form of the United Nations, which quickly proves itself incapable of 
reconciling the interests at stake within General Assembly discussion, a result that threatens to 
crumble its founding, legitimating promise to develop a concrete procedure and mechanism for 
decolonization. 
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The emerging international discourse acknowledges that colonized peoples have an 
acknowledged right to self-determination, at least so long as they as they accept the colonizers’ 
terms and conditions.  Indigenous peoples, however, are to be dissolved into the melting pots of 
statist societies.  By approaching decolonization in this manner, the 1950s discussions are setting 
up the development decades that begin in 1960.  The contemporary realities of ever-increasing 
social inequality and intensified cultural and environmental devastation as a result of the 
expansion of the Western model of global development evidence the continuity of colonial 
relations based on violence and repression.  

As discussed in detail below, the 1957 ILO Convention No. 107 embodies the global 
powers’ “solution” to the “Indigenous problem” in this era.  And if Convention No. 107 is a 
building, then the 1935 report on “The Recruiting of Labour in Colonies and in Other Territories 
with Analogous Labour Conditions” is its blueprint and a 1940s work of Ecuadorian Víctor 
Gabriel Garcés forms its foundation.  Going deeper, the bedrock onto which this edifice is fixed 
and fastened might be said to be the liberal humanist conceptions, underscored by notions of 
Civilization’s linear progress pitted against some version of primitiveness, that have streamlined 
and systematized colonial expansionist logics, propelling them away from Europe, overland and 
oversea, into every plane of worldly existence to which they have been privy.  

There is no shortage of examples, as such conceptualizations are littered throughout the archives 
of states’ studies and progressive codifications of “solutions” to the “"Indian problem,” “Native 
problem,” or “indigenous problem.”  Thus, in a 1910 book bearing the title The Indian and his 
Problem, a former United States Commissioner of Indian Affairs reflects:  “The more we study 
the Indian as he was before he became subject to our laws and conventions, the more we are 
impressed by the strong family likeness between most of his traits and those of our own remote 
ancestors.  The manifest inference is that what we call the Indian problem is a human rather than 
a race question, and that its solution must be sought on common-sense rather than theoretical 
lines—in other words, by following the course of nature instead of concocting artificial devices 
to meet the demands of every special situation.”  15

As a result, what prevails in dominant political discourse and thinking in Western societies is, I 
believe, fairly described as a strain of provincialism. “[N]on-Western societies are considered by 
many social scientists as remnants of stages of human evolutionary growth struggling to reach 
the levels of sophistication that were achieved and surpassed by Europeans many centuries ago,” 
Vine Deloria writes.  And he continues, “[p]rovinciality … is a characteristic of societies and 
individuals who fail to conduct periodic critiques of their beliefs and who assume, with some 
degree of smugness, that the knowledge they possess, because it has been their possession for so 
long, provides the basis for intelligent existence in a world of sudden and unexpected change.  
Western Europeans have been so dazzled by their own technology that they have fallen into a 

 Leupp, Francis, The Indian and His Problem. (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1910) p. 42.15
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provinciality in regard to human knowledge so narrow as to exclude major portions of human 
experience.”    16

  
This provincialism is reflected in the refusal of a state-centric international legal system deeply 
rooted in European colonialism to relinquish its constrained understandings of who remains 
colonized and what constitutes decolonization.  From my research, I have come to believe that 
the salt water doctrine provides the key to understanding how this system has divided the 
“colonial problem” from the “indigenous problem” and, thereby, managed to avoid genuine 
decolonization. 

The salt water doctrine 

On September 13, 2007, the United Nations General Assembly votes to adopt the Declaration on 
the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (Declaration).  The Declaration deserves commemoration.  It is 
an historic achievement, the fruit of decades of persistent prayers, demands, and nation-to-nation 
organizing by Indigenous peoples and their allies.  For millennia, the Western legal tradition had 
constituted civil order by contrasting the laws governing its citizens from the supposed 
lawlessness of tribal societies.  Since Homer, Western rulers have portrayed Indigenous peoples 
as miscreant “savages” inhabiting an “untamable wilderness,” the living antitheses to 
civilizational order, in order to bring acquiescence to their body politics.   The Declaration 17

represents the first substantive acknowledgement of Indigenous peoples’ right to self-
determination in the history of the West.  Its adoption signifies a momentous accomplishment to 
a wide range of people, including those concerned with human and civil rights, environmental 
protection, and the preservation of cultural diversity. 

The Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples is evidence of the extent to which 
Indigenous peoples’ self-determination has become well established in international law.  Article 
3 of the Declaration states that “Indigenous peoples have the right to self-determination” and that 
“[b]y virtue of that right they freely determine their political status and freely pursue their 
economic, cultural, and political development.”  Although the reference appears nowhere in the 
articles of the Declaration, the document in many ways is a monument to the celebrated 
Resolution 1514, or Declaration on the Granting of Independence to Colonial Countries and 
Peoples, adopted by the UN General Assembly on December 14, 1960.  Some experts describe it 
as “the Magna Carta of decolonization.”   Resolution 1514 lays the groundwork for 18

decolonization, opening up political space for peoples to assert their rights to self-determination 
including, ultimately, internally colonized peoples.  

 Deloria Jr., Vine, For this Land: Writings on Religion in America. (New York: Routledge, 1999) p. 135.16

 For the origins and review of three-thousand years of savage-making by the West, see generally: Robert 17

A. Williams Jr.’s Savage Anxieties: The Invention of Western Civilization. (New York: Palgrave, 2012).

 Berat, Lynn, Walvis Bay: Decolonization and international law. (New Haven, CT: Yale University 18

Press, 1990) p. 143.
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Resolution 1514 is the reason why 1960 is commonly regarded as the year in which 
decolonization “happens.”   Almost immediately following its adoption, international legal 19

scholars and practitioners announce decolonization as a jus cogens norm of international law.  
News of the declaration tops headlines throughout the world.  Radios transmit the announcement 
of a new era in which all peoples are considered to have a right to self-determination and to 
freedom from “alien subjugation, domination, and exploitation” and colonialism is deemed an 
official “impediment to the promotion of world peace and cooperation.”  Following the final 
vote, a representative from Cyprus excitedly declaims: “This resolution puts an end to a long 
chapter in history, that of domination by force and subjugation and exploitation, and a new 
chapter is opened, one based on equality and the brotherhood of man.”  20

However, the Declaration of Indigenous Rights is equally heir to UN Resolution 1541, titled 
Principles Which Should Guide Members in Determining Whether or Not an Obligation Exists to 
Transmit the Information Called for nder Article 73 e of the Charter, a corollary the General 
Assembly adopts the day after Resolution 1514, along with a flurry of 26 other resolutions.  
Resolution 1541 and other addendums to Resolution 1514  are, in essence, the fine print of the 
decolonization process.  Among the many dry but important articles of these resolutions, several 
lines in Resolution 1541 stand out.  They are worded to ensure the continuity of existing power 
relations.  The phrases also have great bearing on the viability of states’ claims to protect the 
rights of Indigenous peoples.   

Principle IV of Resolution 1541 states that, “prima facie,” colonial states have an “obligation” to 
provide the General Assembly with the information required for decolonization for any portion 
of those states’ territories which are “geographically separate and distinct ethnically and/or 
culturally from the country administering it.”  The effect of this requirement is what I call the salt 
water doctrine.  In practice, it limits decolonization to territories considered to be “overseas” 
from their colonizers.  As a result, internally colonized nations are excluded from realizing the 
rights to self-determination offered to “overseas” colonies.  Furthermore, as international law 
scholar Maivân Lâm has shown, the notion that “only those peoples who are separated by a sea 

 The oft-cited literary critic Walter Mignolo insists that a genuinely decolonizing political praxis, one 19

able to “liberate knowing” from the West’s “cosmologic/epistemic creations,” ought focus on a project of 
decoloniality rather than decolonization.  Decolonization, he asserts, has historically defined its 
“fundamental task” as the “‘taking hold’ of the state…”.  For Mignolo, decolonization is not a process but 
a particular set of political movements: namely, the “armies of national liberation during the Cold War.”  
The problem with his judgement is that, beyond rhetoric, the “fundamental task” of these movements had 
nothing to do with liberating colonized nations.  By the time they coalesced and crystalized into political 
assemblages with the goal of ‘“taking hold” of the state,” such movements represented reactionary 
revolutionary statism and lacked any resemblance to movements for decolonization or national liberation. 
Walter D. Mignolo and Catherine E. Walsh, On Decoloniality. (Durham: Duke University Press, 2018) 
pp. 135-6.  

 United Nations, Official Records of the General Assembly Fifteenth Session Plenary Meetings: 20

Verbatim Records of Meetings 20 September to 20 December 1960. (New York: UN, 1960) p. 1281.
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from their subjugators … are entitled to self-determination” has led many to believe that 
decolonization is an accomplished fact.  21

The salt water doctrine is related to the salt water (or blue water) thesis.  While the doctrine 
describes Resolution 1541’s incorporation of the salt water theory of colonialism into the UN’s 
formal decolonization procedures, the thesis refers to a particular set of historical arguments, 
advanced in late 1940s and early 1950s.  These arguments allege that, in their haste to implement 
the UN Charter’s provisions for the establishment of a decolonization machinery, the General 
Assembly had adopted an inaccurate working definition of colonization.  As one of the thesis’ 
proponents puts it, the idea of the General Assembly limiting its criteria for colonization to 
“expansion by seaways,” to the exclusion of overland expansion, “would have delighted 
medieval schoolmen.” 

 As James Anaya, who would become the UN Special Rapporteur on the Rights of Indigenous 
Peoples, states: “The blue water, or salt water, thesis was developed in efforts by certain colonial 
powers (particularly Belgium and France) to expand the scope of the obligations and procedures 
of Chapter XI of the UN Charter, which concerns non-self governing territories, to include 
enclave Indigenous populations.  These states argued that ‘primitive’ communities living within 
the frontiers of many states were in relevant respects indistinguishable from the peoples living in 
colonial territories, an argument advanced for apparently self-serving ends to diffuse the political 
momentum coalescing against colonialism.”  22

  
The initial goal of the colonial powers’ demurrals is to indefinitely extend the system of formal 
colonial administration.  As international law scholar Natsu Taylor Saito notes, “[i]n 1945 the 
UN founders anticipated some additional members, but they did not envision a wholesale 
transformation of colonies or ‘dependencies’ into ‘civilized states,’ as illustrated by the 
instructions given to the architects of the UN Headquarters building to create a hall for the 
General Assembly which could eventually house delegations from seventy countries, a number 
far short of its current membership.”   23

The original plan for the United Nations is simply to preserve the League of Nations structure for 
colonial administration, with some slight modifications to accommodate the international 
system’s new global scope.  This original colonialist vision for the United Nations is vigorously 
contested by regional alliances, forcing the colonial powers to extend a path to decolonized 
statehood to certain colonized territorialities.  By 1960, popular antipathy and grassroots militant 
resistance to the yoke of colonial oppression pose a crisis of legitimacy for the UN, particularly 

 Lâm, Maivân, At the Edge of the State: Indigenous Peoples and Self-Determination. (Ardsley, N.Y.: 21
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after the highly publicized September coup against, kidnapping of, and, in the January of the next 
year, murder of Patrice Lumumba, the independent Congo’s first Prime Minister.  Resolution 
1514 does much to diffuse hostilities and restore public trust in the UN’s moral mission. 

In 1977, the late Professor Ofuatey-Kodjoe, an eminent political scientist at the Ralph Bunche 
Institute for International Studies, publishes a seminal book on the right of self-determination in 
international law.  He characterizes Resolution 1541 as a sort of control measure––a check on the 
aspirational rights expressed in Resolution 1514 to ensure the maintenance of the status quo. 
“When Resolution 1514 (XV) is taken together with the continuing stream of UN action, it 
becomes readily apparent that the effect on the General Assembly’s definition of the right to self-
determination and its various aspects has been much more peripheral than was first thought.  On 
the other hand, Resolution 1541 (XV) seems to be more consistent with the practice of the 
United Nations from its inception, and it continues to represent the basic principles underlying 
UN action since 1960.”     24

The legacy of Resolution 1541 is reflected in the last article of the Declaration on the Rights of 
Indigenous Peoples, which seeks to protect the territorial integrity of existing states.  Article 46 
states: “Nothing in this Declaration may be interpreted as implying for any State, people, group, 
or person any right to engage in any activity or perform any act … construed as authorizing or 
encouraging any action which would dismember or impair, totally or in part, the territorial 
integrity or political unity of sovereign and independent States.”  Thus, in addition to codifying 
the right to self-determination for Indigenous peoples, the Declaration also institutionalizes the 
restrictions on decolonization that are evident from Resolution 1541.  Thus, Indigenous peoples 
are only granted permission to assert control over their own destinies to the extent that such 
assertions do not conflict with the territorial claims of their colonizers.  The practical outcome of 
Resolution 1541, therefore, is to undermine Indigenous peoples’ land-based claims to self-
determination. 

The Bandung Conference and the Belgian Thesis  

Resolutions 1514 and 1541 reflect still-unresolved tensions between global recognition of the 
right to self-determination and the continuing colonization of Indigenous peoples.  The tenuous 
compromises reached by the General Assembly in 1960 and reflected in these documents are, in 
turn, rooted in a seminal meeting of African and Asian leaders and, before that, a Belgian 
suggestion that the decolonization mandate apply to internally as well as externally colonized 
peoples. 
  
Resolutions 1514 and 1541 are drafted from the consensus forged at the famous 1955 Bandung 
conference of African and Asian leaders.  The list of attendees includes acclaimed American 
author, Richard Wright, most known for his novel, Native Son, who describes the conference as"

 Ofuatey-Kodjoe, W., The Principle of Self-Determination in International Law. (New York: Nellen, 24

1977) pp. 121–22.
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#the kind of meeting that no anthropologist, no sociologist, no political scientist would ever have 
dreamed of—… [a meeting whose] agenda and subject matter had been written for centuries in 
the blood and bones of the participants.”   Although the alliances and backgrounds of the 25

Bandung conferees vary wildly, thus making unanimity difficult, they reach consensus on three 
issues: 1) formal colonial administration through the UN system needs to be abolished as 
expeditiously as possible; 2) UN organs are the best means of achieving this goal; and 3) the 
territorial integrity of decolonizing UN dependencies is to be protected.  This consensus makes 
possible the passage of Resolutions 1514 and 1541 five years later.  

Within the UN system, all people who were not citizens of UN recognized states were 
considered dependent.  The terms “dependent territories” and “dependencies” are generic 
expressions for the areas the UN classifies as trust territories and Non-Self-Governing Territories 
(NSGTs).  The status of these territories is addressed in Chapters XI, XII, and XIII of the Charter.   

Chapter XI provides for the administration of NSGTs and defines them as "territories whose 
people have not yet attained a full measure of self-government.”  In 1946, the UN assigns this 
status to 74 territories.  (Today, 17 territories remain non-self-governing.)  26

Under the terms of the Charter, states that administer trust territories must accept decisions made 
by the Trusteeship Council, the UN organ responsible for monitoring trust 
territories’ “progressive development towards self-government or independence.”   (The last 27

trust territory, Palau, a US “strategic area” gains independence in 1993, and the Trusteeship 
Council suspends its operations the following year.)   28

Significantly, however, certain events in 1952 fragment the position of the colonial powers, 
resulting in major power shifts that allow African and Asian leaders to be successful in their 
quest for self-determination and decolonization.  Following the lead of Yassin El-Ayouty, an 
Egyptian-American professor of politics and law who worked for the UN in various positions 
related to decolonization from 1954–86, I must qualify my usage of the descriptors “colonial” 
and “anticolonial,” as used to describe general voting blocs in the UN debates on colonialism, by 
saying that the terms are intended to refer to “these groups as members and in no way imply an 
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application of the actual definition of these terms.”   For our purposes, then, the term “colonial 29

powers” will, when used in the context of the debates, connote UN member states that 
transmitted the information about NSGTs called for by Article 73(e)—Australia, Belgium, 
France, Netherlands, Portugal, United Kingdom, United States, Italy, South Africa, Denmark, 
and New Zealand.   By 1952, the die is cast for the course of decolonization, and thus it is 
actually the year 1952, rather than 1955 or 1960, that is critical to understanding the way in 
which decolonization eventually unfolds.  

Leading up to 1952, Western states struggle to maintain a colonial order while Afro-Asian 
powers seek decolonization.  During the 1952 debates, Belgium becomes the only representative 
at the United Nations to put forth a proposal that would have eventually offered a path to self-
government for Indigenous peoples.  Steeped in the language of savagery and racism, the 
Belgian Thesis asserts that there is no meaningful distinction between internally colonized 
peoples and overseas colonies and that colonial powers have a sacred duty to oversee the 
progressive development of both.  Ostensibly asserting the rights of Indigenous peoples, Belgium 
ultimately proposes a continuation of both overseas and internal colonization for the indefinite 
future.   

However, in raising the specter of Indigenous peoples and the eventual decolonization of 
internally colonized nations, Belgium weakens the position of the colonial powers as Western 
states scramble to denounce other countries’ overseas colonialism while defending their own 
internal colonial practices.  Afro-Asian states use their majority in the General Assembly and the 
growing disunity among Western powers to push through a series of Resolutions that begin to 
carve a path to statehood for formally colonized territories.  Among these was Resolution 637, 
which articulates the right to self-determination and lays the groundwork for the eventual 
passage of Resolution 1541.  Taken together with the goals set forth at the Bandung Conference, 
the 1952 debates suggest that the consideration that decolonization raised Indigenous peoples 
causes dissension among the ranks of the colonial powers, weakening their position and 
ultimately allowing Afro-Asian leaders to forge a path to statehood.  It is this background that 
sets the stage for the research and conclusions summarized in this dissertation.  

 El-Ayouty, Yassin, The United Nations and Decolonization: the role of Afro-Asia. (The Hague: 29
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Method 

Pragmatic approach to critical discourse analysis 

In a phrase, my method of inquiry and interpretation is critical discourse analysis.  Admittedly, 
this method involves a fair degree of simply “calling it like I see it” as application of any 
particular hermeneutical framework has, somewhat by necessity, come secondary.  The tedium of 
piecing together a coherent story from the endless possibilities presented by the primary 
materials has been my principle preoccupation throughout this process.    

That said, “how I see it” is subject to a multiverse of influences, including: everyday 
conversations with “regular” people, political involvements with grassroots movements, as well 
as insights and tools for historical dissection borrowed from many critical theorists.  In addition 
to the critical canon’s usual suspects—Marx, Fanon, Gramsci, Arendt, Foucault, Mbembe etc.—
one instructive source for thinking about how many disparate bits of archival data may be pieced 
together has been Derrick Bell’s theory of interest convergence.  The writings of Vine Deloria Jr. 
have also greatly shaped my understanding of settler colonialism and the blind faith Americans 
entrust to scientific expertise.  Somewhere he calls science America’s dominant religion. 

My method of historical inquiry is pragmatic.  Four of the seven Oxford English Dictionary 
definitions of the adjective, pragmatic, I think, suitably describe this approach.   

1. Relating to the affairs of a state or community 
… 
4. Treating facts or events systematically, with reference both to their relationship 
in cause and effect and to the practical conclusions or lessons which they suggest, 
rather than to their circumstantial details  
5. Dealing with matters in accordance with practical rather than theoretical 
considerations or general principles; aiming at what is achievable rather than 
ideal; matter-of-fact, practical, down-to-earth 
6. (a) Philosophy. Belonging or relating to philosophical pragmatism; concerned 
with practical consequences or values 
    (b) Politics. Relating to the practical interpretation of political or social issues    30

Archival work is the bread and butter of my scholarship.  An archive presents an arduous terrain.  
Sources of sustenance are scarce and scattered.  The occasional oasis, most often occluded by 
mirage, is a miracle manifested, bubbling up to surface from mysterious subterranean chambers, 
filled by the maze of arterial filaments that flow beneath arid and shifting desert sands.  
Alternatively, the archive may be conceived as a slough.  This swampland’s allure—low-hanging 
drifts of steaming miasma draped over bogs of quicksands, peat, and mud—is lost on preachers, 

 "pragmatic, adj." OED Online. Oxford University Press, June 2020. Web.30
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prophets, politicians, and poets.  It is a realm of reserved hospitality, its summons saved for 
rogue outlaws and wayward sleuths.   

My allusion to these “environments” is simply offered to give the reader some indication of my 
approach to, vision of, and, experience with, the process of researching an archive.  I do not, in 
the least, wish to suggest that the mind-dulling stacks of state power, the documents of 
officialdom, are “natural” phenomena.  In fact, I believe, they reflect a metastatic form of social 
organization, the cancer that has wrought havoc on earth’s natural systems.  When wandering out 
across these radioactive fields, my first step is to periodize my surroundings.  I immerse myself 
in the publications and languages of the era.  This entails scouring and re-scouring stacks of 
debate and discussion transcripts, official reports and supplementary records, international law 
books and international relations periodicals, and government documents, preferably of a 
declassified status, that attest to some aspect of the international system’s thinking about 
Indigenous peoples or colonialism.  

I peruse primary materials for a scent of their period’s zeitgeist.  If my initial efforts fail to yield 
the desired result, I will expand my inquiry beyond the official stacks, reading newspapers, 
magazines, novels, biographies, histories, or any other materials that may provide insight into the 
priorities and sensibilities of a particular group of public officials or the pulse of a certain 
popular culture.  Perhaps attributable to its distance from deadlines, this initial phase of the 
process is, for me, the most joyous.  In addition to its remoteness from immediate pressures, the 
pursuit, down drab library rows, of a thousand questions at once, somehow induces its own 
euphoria, a thrill of the chase. 

My research on the United Nations’ treatment of the “colonial problem” has been a book-heavy 
undertaking.  To my knowledge, committee records and meeting transcripts are not available 
online.  As a result, I have now spent years lugging bulky backpacks to coffee shops in five 
states, the rucksacks full of material pulled off of our family’s overloaded UN-dedicated 
bookshelf.  For the most recent round of research on the International Labour Organization’s 
consideration of the “indigenous problem,” the physical strains have been considerably lightened 
by the organization’s digitization of its archive.  After printing out most of what I’ve needed from 
its online database, I compiled the facsimiles (roughly 12,000–18,000 pages of official 
documents, most printed 2 pages per sheet) into a dozen or so 1.5–3 inch dollar store 3-ring 
binders of various colors and patterns.  I arranged the binders chronologically or by category.  As 
an example of the latter, I put all the International Labour Review articles that I might use into 
one 3” binder.  I then stuffed all of the binders into a large cardboard box, originally designated 
for the long distance transport of eggs, and reinforced the cardboard with several stripes of pink 
duct tape.  Once snugly settled, I read through the binders, one by one, mechanically penciling 
into my notebooks notable citations or themes of possible intrigue.  

To combat the vertigo induced by the archive’s infinitude, I group my reading notes in topical 
clusters, according to categories such as resolution type, regional faction, or a particular 
committee of experts.  I then transcribe these notes into chronological order.  At a number of 
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points in the drafting process, I turn off the wifi on my computer in order to stave off temptation 
to go down a research rabbit hole, the perennial possibility of being pulled off course by a plunge 
into the ocean of fascinating historical material available through the university’s library 
database. 
  
To analyze the multiple power relations simultaneously operating within the UN and ILO 
discussions, my research method might be characterized as a critical discourse analysis with 
intersectional tendencies.  It is not different from what geographers Marv Waterstone and Sarah 
de Leeuw describe as their approach for exposing the structuring logics of political narrative.  
“The careful dismantlement of language or utterance, particularly for the purpose of exposing the 
violence of power, is as politically important as the dismantlement of any other sociocultural or 
material institution that functions to repress certain peoples or geographies.  Further, such 
dismantling illuminates the covertness at work in processes that pass for common-sense 
actions.”     31

Thus, the deconstructionist analytic is not only helpful for exhuming the cruelties buried in the 
explanations of the “experts” and “authorities.”  It is also an effective tool for discovering 
instances in which those who control monopolies over the means of violence choose to omit 
from their stories events and voices that could undermine their political legitimacy or subtly shift 
their wording in order to distance themselves from the rot and stink of brought-to-light pretexts. 

 Waterstone, Marv, and Sarah de Leeuw. "A Sorry State: Apology Excepted." Human Geography, vol. 3, 31
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Theoretical Framework 

Intersection of political geography and international law 

This paper employs an approach, evermore common within the discipline of geography, that 
combines the tools and frameworks of geopolitics and international law.  The fields of geography 
and international law have become increasingly intertwined.  In international law, this trend is 
demonstrated by the critical roles played by geographers in bringing international litigation 
against dispossessing states.  Over the past decade, geographers such as Oxford University’s 
Sarah Whatmore have drawn attention to international law’s powerful, but often hidden, 
influence on the spatial networks states use to adjudicate, regulate, and normalize the social and 
political exclusion of Indigenous peoples.   Yet, because geographers have tended to be more 32

concerned with how international law might be folded into a geographical lexicography, or have 
shied away from the actual precepts of international law by treating them as irrelevant 
shibboleths, geographers have largely failed to meet international law on its own terms.  As a 
result, there has come to exist a subset of geographers known as legal geographers.  However, 
these legal geographers have yet to realize their potential for exposing and contextualizing the 
ways in which “the volatile geographies produced through geopolitics and international law” are 
the outcome of specific, historical projects intended to elide claims to space and culture.  33

An excellent example relevant to the content of this dissertation is that of geographer Neil Smith, 
whose well-read biography of “Roosevelt’s geographer,” Isaiah Bowman, was published in 2004.  
Smith offers a superb rendering of Bowman’s vision for a “scientific” plan to resolve European 
boundary disputes and the geographer’s influence on Woodrow Wilson’s Inquiry, the team tasked 
with formulating the United States’ strategy for the 1919 Paris Peace negotiations.  He also 
provides valuable insights into Bowman’s unrecognized contribution to Franklin Roosevelt’s 
vision for the United Nations and the post-war geopolitical plans of the United States.  For 
example, Bowman played an instrumental role in thinking up and designing the Grand Area, “‘an 
integrated policy to achieve military and economic supremacy for the United States’” that 
involved the “Western Hemisphere, the former British empire, and the Far East, later extended to 
as much of Eurasia as possible when it became clear that Germany would be defeated.”   What 34

Smith’s book lacks, however, is mention of the geographical order proposed by the American 
international legal theorist Alpheus Snow. 
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On April 29, 1918, Woodrow Wilson commissioned Snow to develop the US posture toward 
“Aborigines in the Law and Practice of Nations,” going into the Versailles conference.   35

Whereas Bowman had proposed that European peace could be “scientifically” engineered by 
recognizing the rights of each European nationality to statehood, Snow iterated a historical case 
for stripping non-Europeans of rights to land and liberty.  Furthermore, just as Bowman’s 
geography operated behind the scenes to influence US foreign policy during the planning stages 
of the UN, early UN strategists repeatedly cited the influence of Snow’s book on their own 
geographical attitude with regard to Indigenous peoples.  For example, Fernand van Lagenhove, 
one of the primary advocates of the Belgian Thesis, which was the early 1950’s discursive 
strategy Belgium used to stifle the General Assembly’s decolonization discussions, relied on 
Snow’s work to explain why the “sacred trust of civilization” should be applied to all 
“backwards” Indigenous populations, regardless of location.   

Cross-referencing geography with law benefits scholars in both fields.  Other fields stand to gain 
from the results of this disciplinary nexus as well, including political theorists and 
historiographers focused on interpreting colonial discourse.  As Ghanaian literary critic and 
cultural theorist Ato Quayson has commented, in an effort to show the proof of and centralize the 
contradictions of a given historical epoch, “colonial discourse analysis zeros in on metaphors, 
turns of language and discursive tropes as embodiments of the inherent contradictions within 
texts and from which a dominant logic of the historical moment might be read.”  The 
shortcoming of such an approach to historical interpretation is that obscure literary symbols 
become the “epistemological equivalents of historical documents and almost, even, events 
themselves.”   A way out of this epistemic cul-de-sac, which leads to unsubstantiated political 36

conclusions and monadic cultural characterizations, is to recognize that vigilant scholarly 
engagement with colonial history must point beyond the text to the sources and assumptions of 
colonial power.  Such scholarship needs to recognize that colonial power emanates through 
stories spun by real people for real reasons.  Most, if not all, affirmation of the colonial status 
quo occurs within the gulf that separates the circulation of remembered stories from those that 
are blocked.   

In either principle or spirit, I am not sure which, I think it is important to adopt an anti-
disciplinary hermeneutical sensibility toward the already-colonized contexts of Western 
academia.  “There is no document of civilization which is not at the same time a document of 
barbarism.”   That said, a walk along disciplinary interstices, those narrow liminal spaces that 37

separate one discipline from the next, forces critical scholars to recognize and account for the 
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discrepancies, contradictions, and similarities present within co-operating fields of knowledge 
during a particular historical moment.  Thus, my own approach to the criticism of colonial 
discourse has been to search for narrative patterns that have transcended disciplinary and 
geographical boundaries and then to examine whether these patterns correlate with violent 
events.  The Jewish philosopher and critical historian Walter Benjamin outlined the philosophical 
basis for this approach.  “The concept of progress must be grounded in the idea of catastrophe,” 
wrote Benjamin.  He explained:  “That things are ‘status quo’ is the catastrophe.  It is not an 
ever-present possibility but what in each case is given.”   Benjamin’s life ended attempting to 38

flee the storm summoned by the Final Solution.  As a result, he did not live to comment on the 
status quo that was to follow the war, the status quo that my research addresses. But, as his 
admonition made plain, Benjamin envisaged no reprieve from war in the name of peace. 

Ali A. Mazrui, a Kenyan political theorist who has clarified a number of complicated issues for 
me on this project and who Foreign Policy Magazine included in its 2005 list of “Top 100 Public 
Intellectuals,”  describes the effect of colonial governance structures on formerly colonized 39

peoples: “When the colonial power became, to all intents and purposes, ‘the State’ in many parts 
of Africa and Asia, a doctrinal merger took place between this principle of state-monopoly in 
physical coercion and the imperial claim of monopoly in warfare.  In the total ideology of 
imperialism the right to initiate violence became a prerogative which only civilization and 
statehood could bestow.”   Despite its geographical diffusion, the roots of this right of the 40

sovereign state to initiate violence lie deep within Western culture and must be contested using 
critical scholarship to advance what Fanon terms a “literature of combat.”  41

The remainder of this section outlines the pillars on which my theoretical framework is 
constructed: (i) the significance of culture in anticolonial struggles, (ii) the extent to which 
geography and law intersected in the instantiation of European colonial expansion, (iii) the 
role(s) played by geographers in the continued dispossession of Indigenous peoples, (iv) the 
reality that still-colonized peoples live in states of perpetual war, (v) the relationship between 
territorial jurisdiction and sociopolitical control, and (vi) the need to recognize the dehumanizing 
nature of contemporary colonial realities.  

On the importance of culture 
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Members of anticolonial movements often emphasize the importance of culture to their 
movements.  Trinidadian-American human rights leader Kwame Ture (formerly Stokely 
Carmichael), the famous spokesperson for the Black Power movement in the United States, is 
fully aware of culture’s value to both oppressor and oppressed.  In a 1968 speech, “The Black 
American and Palestinian Revolutions,” to a convention for the Organizations of Arab Students 
at the University of Michigan at Ann Arbor, he says: “Now we find that black people in the 
United States are colonized people, as differentiated from exploited people [. . . who are] 
oppressed mainly for economic reasons.  Colonized people are not only exploited because of 
economic wealth, but their culture, their values, their language, their entire way of life are 
stripped from them and they are forced to identify with the oppressor, and that’s very important 
because it means that as the two groups that are oppressed move, the exploited and the colonized, 
they must move in different paths.”   Because a long-term objective of colonial domination 42

usually involves the harvest, inferiorization, and, finally, supplantation of the culture of the 
colonized by that of the colonizer, colonizing societies choose to downplay the significance of an 
analytical framework focused on cultural power relations.    

Misapprehension of the impact of colonization also leads to accepting geopolitical institutions at 
face value, rather than analyzing the human decisions that have erected these mega-structures.  
As a result, many people understand the significance of UN resolutions, quoting their text to 
assert rights or defend privileges.  Fewer, however, acknowledge that key phrases in important 
resolutions are frequently the product of the specific negotiations between multiple state 
representatives, each lobbying hard for their version.  Thus, the language of resolutions, much 
like contentious domestic legislation, has a history that reveals the interests of the parties, as well 
as the foreclosed alternatives.  Behind the debates themselves is a third layer of exploration, that 
of domestic government documents and memos between countries, which help elucidate the 
actual positions of the parties, their motivations, and their interests beyond what is reflected in 
their public statements.  Exploring these tiers of debate and influence is critical to understanding 
the complex rasters of geopolitical authority and influence that are represented by each line of a 
resolution.  

In pivotal early UN resolutions on the colonial question, particular phrases often reflect the 
outcome of hard fought battles for control over the mission and function of the fledgling 
organization.  Because of the degree of intricacy involved in negotiating these resolutions, I 
believe decoding the implications of a particular phrase requires not only saturation in the 
language of the debates themselves but, in addition, more holistic inquiries into the colonial 
states’ overt and covert plans, programs, and operations during the period in question.  Further, I 
try, when possible, to include relevant biographical information on this story’s cast of characters 
in order to bolster my basis for critical interrogation.   
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The careful attention paid to the details of all-but-forgotten quarrels, seven decades past, will not, 
I hope, be yawned away or dismissed as a masochist’s exercise in navel-gazing.  Left for dead, or 
exiled to the largely avoided “Official Records” sections of university libraries, such details, I 
believe, assemble into patterns of information that provide direct and invaluable insight into how 
colonialism came to be conceptualized in the past tense, or, under the sovereignty of the present, 
as “post.” 

Importantly, this conceptual mutation of the common sense view of colonialism represents both a 
change in temporal perception and an act of thingification––the conversion of a social process 
into a historical period, which, for the living present, becomes a thing of the past.  It also 
obfuscates, or downplays, the spatial impact of colonial vectors.  In Orientalism, Edward Said 
refers to the work of an Italian geographer on the shift in formal geopolitical authority over one 
century of European and Euro-derivative expansionism.  “From 1815 to 1914, European direct 
colonial dominion expanded from about 25 percent of the earth’s surface to about 85 percent of 
it.”   Many today believe that the changes to the map of the world’s political divisions, 43

embodied in the 1960 “Declaration on the granting of independence to colonial countries and 
peoples,” has settled the score.  Therefore, in addition to chronicling what I believe to be the 
most premonitory episodes in the United Nations’ successful transformation of formal purpose, I 
highlight some of the motivations and schemes used to proliferate this metamorphosis in popular 
consciousness.   

Particular attention is paid to how stereotyped representations of tribal peoples were leveraged to 
produce the postcolonial geopolitical narrative.  Critically, these denigrations facilitate the 
recolonization of Indigenous nations within the formal arrangements to end colonialism.  To sell 
decolonization as an accomplished fact, however, the leaders of states that gained independence 
in 1960 propositioned that the “twin evils” of tribalism and colonialism were the greatest barriers 
to their political and economic progress.   In sum, by examining the strategies and rationales 44

deployed in the ILO’s original plan for Indigenous peoples—dissolution through gradual 
integration into statist societies—and the General Assembly’s plan for the “posing” of 
colonialism as an objective and neutral “problem” that is solvable through the application of 
social science, my goal is not simply to expose the record beneath the record—that is, the 
guiding machinations of state officialdom way back then—but also to identify historical tropes 
or moments that have specific relevance to contemporary systems of colonial domination.   

European amity, a unification for domination 

Colonialism emerges as a project of organizing colonizing societies through the shattering of 
Indigenous societies.  The establishment of the modern state coincides with Spain’s “discovery” 
of the “New World” and the incipient tsunamis of devastation European colonization implies for 

 Said, Edward, Orientalism. (New York: Vintage Books, 1979) p. 41. 43

 Touval, Saadia, The Boundary Politics of Independent Africa. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 44

Press, 1972) p. 123.

 



29

Native America.  Meanwhile, Portugal’s ships are sailing up and down Africa’s coastlines, 
making preliminary arrangements.  As Black historian John Henrik Clarke explains, despite an 
eloquent speech for conciliation by Nana Kwamena Ansa, a king in the territory today known as 
Ghana, in 1482, the Portuguese “force[] their way into his country and buil[d] the first permanent 
slave trading settlement in West Africa.”  Clarke cites Ghanian historian K. Budu-Acquah’s 
comments on the momentous consequences of Portugal’s incursion: “This [is] the beginning of 
European colonization, the beginning of the hunting-ground for procuring slave labor, the 
disruption of our religion, our social systems, the loss of respect for our forefathers; all these 
things being taken away without anything of value being put in their place.”  45

Conversely, for Europe, these incursions appear as an opportunity to export aggressions, a 
blotting out of old sources of internecine conflict, in pursuit of overseas fortune.  Carl Schmitt 
describes this as period as the marker of the transition from an “empire of the Christian-
European Middle Ages,” a “pre-global spatial order” bound together by the notion of the 
katechon, or the concept that political and juridical ordinations are necessary to “restrain the 
Antichrist.”  46

Spain’s 1492 “discovery” shifts Catholicism’s political pretext from defense against an abstract 
Antichrist to holy war offensives overseas.  European sovereignty moves to negotiating the terms 
of global expansionism and developing best practices for imposing order on freshly mapped or 
unmapped locales.  The period inaugurates conceptions of what Schmitt calls “global linear 
thinking.”  Within Europe, all but the sovereign must abide by the laws and customs demanded 
of the sovereign’s subjects.  But beyond civilization’s pale, arrangements are made to preserve 
the freedom of the seas, mare liberum, allowing rulers to grant legal immunity for, materially 
supply and reward, and officially lionize the violence perpetrated overseas.  This is due to the 
dehumanizing absolutism of Europe’s racial thought, the topic we will turn to next.  Senegalese 
political philosopher Achille Mbembe states: “That colonies could be ruled in absolute 
lawlessness was due to the racial denial of any common bond between the conqueror and the 
native.”  47

Global linear thinking is a unifying force in Europe.  In 1494 Pope Alexander VI’s issues the 
well-known papal bull, Inter caetera divinae, draws a pole-to-pole raya to settle the Iberian 
powers’ dispute over claims to the “barbarous nations [to] be overthrown” in Africa and South 
America.  As Schmitt writes: “Amity lines first appeared (and were agreed upon only verbally) in 
a secret clause in the Treaty of Cateau-Cambresis (1559).  Essentially, they belong to the age of 
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religious civil wars between land-appropriating Catholic powers and Protestant sea powers.”    48

In the set of 1648 treaties known as the Peace of Westphalia, European sovereigns broker the 
basis of the state system and what Schmitt calls Jus Publicum Europaeum.   

The system’s internal coherence facilitates the intensification of European rulers’ zero-sum game 
for colonial expansion, culminating in the second iteration of amity lines.  As Schmitt writes, at 
the 1885 Berlin Conference, “[t]he idea of a kind of updated amity line [is] unmistakable. But, 
whereas the amity lines of the 16th and 17th centuries had turned non-European space into a 
theater of ruthless struggle among Europeans, the amity line of the Congo Act [seeks] to limit a 
European war to European soil and to keep colonial space free of the vexations of a struggle 
among Europeans.”   By this point European populations have become the subject, the 49

messengers, actors, or victims of the will of the sovereign.  As such, they are protected by certain 
“universal” rights and privileges that had previously been limited to royal families.  Many 
categories of Europeans are exempted from these universal rights, but the injustice of these 
exclusions pales in comparison to the injustices wrought against Europe’s overseas “objects” of 
sovereignty. 

Geographies for dispossessions 

Systematizable geographical data has been a crucial element in statist assaults on Indigenous 
nations.  A 21st century example is the 2005 Bowman Expeditions, named in honor of the above 
referenced Isaiah Bowman.  In 2009, the intrepid journalist and filmmaker Simon Sedillo 
exposed how University of Kansas geography professors used a half million dollar grant from 
the US Department of Defense “to map communally-held indigenous land in the Mexican states 
of San Luis Potosi and Oaxaca.”  The effort was part of a larger Indigenous mapping mission in 
Mexico, known as “Mexico Indigena.”  The professors, Peter Herlihy and Jerome Dobson, 
worked in direct collaboration with the US Foreign Military Studies Office (FMSO), whose 
officer, “Lt. Col. Geoffrey B. Demarest, is suspected of using the maps as military intelligence 
against indigenous communities that assert autonomy and self-determination through collectively 
governing and owning their territory.”  As Sedillo observes, for “Demarest, the only path to 
‘progress and security’ in Latin America is through the privatization of such types of 
communally-held land.”  50

Such practices have been far more the rule than the exception over the past several centuries.  In 
1876, King Leopold II organized a Geographical Conference at Brussels to set up scientific 
outposts across Africa in order to fill in the roughly quarter of the continent’s localities that 
“continue to be blanks on our maps.”  One of Leopold II’s closest confidants, Emile Banning, 
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writes that the greater purpose of the conference is to complete Europe’s colonization of the 
world.  “All the time that this wonderful conquest has been going on” across the rest of world, 
“Africa has remained buried in its solitude, stretched out, like a gigantic Helot, at the feet of 
apathetic Europe.  No effort, … at colonisation or propagandism, has been made since the 
sixteenth century….”   As Berkeley journalism professor Adam Hochschild vividly shows in 51

King Leopold’s Ghost, it is the geographical data gathered by the initiatives of the Brussels 
conference that pave the way for the 1885 Berlin Conference and the Belgian king’s genocidal 
rubber regime. 

The plans for integration that the ILO’s Committee of Experts on Indigenous Labour/Populations 
lay out in the 1950s, covered in Chapter 7 of this dissertation, are another example of the 
instrumental role the accumulated geographical data has played in colonialism’s steady advance.  
The Committee insists that a prerequisite to pulling South America’s Indigenous communities 
out of poverty (the notion of poverty, itself an imposition on people with traditions of living off 
the land), will be to map the subsurface mineral deposits and other natural resources that may 
exist in these communities’ ancestral homelands.  

For reasons of space, I limit my instantiations of this rule to the three just provided, but, rest 
assured, there is no shortage of examples.  The eminent British-American Marxist geographer 
David Harvey vigorously debunks the claims to the scientific neutrality of geographical 
knowledge:   

[W]hen whole territories, cultures, and peoples are demonized or infantilized as 
backward and immature, when whole swaths of the populated globe (such as 
Africa) are dismissed as irrelevant because they are unproductive of sufficient 
value, and when the studied and deliberate cultivation of geographical, ecological, 
and anthropological ignorance on the part of the mass of a population permits 
small elites to orchestrate global politics according to their own narrow interests, 
then the seeming banality and innocence of geographical knowledges appears 
more insidious.  It is not simply that the devil lies in geographical details (though 
it all too frequently does).  It is the very political nature of the details that needs to 
be understood.    52

A central purpose of this dissertation is to reveal the “very political nature” of the discussions 
that shape the world’s geographical divisions.  As Harvey’s comments suggest, the construction 
of the world’s map is a top down affair involving elite UN policymakers acting on behalf of 
states that, collectively, control a global monopoly on the means to perpetrate violence as well as 
the a global monopoly over the means to control public understandings and political priorities.  
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The accumulation of geographical data has also been instrumental to states’ abilities to maintain 
authority over domestic jurisdictions.  From the vantage of today, it is difficult to imagine a 
world in which many states lacked basic geographical data on much of their internal territory.  As 
Chapter 7 explores, the process of gathering this data was often an essential aspect in the process 
of expanding and enforcing internal colonial governance. 

Third World War 

This work is part of a broader effort to counterbalance the above-referenced use of geography in 
support of colonialism; it is urgently needed because Indigenous peoples are very immediately 
under assault today. 

In an under-discussed 1987 Cultural Survival Quarterly article, Bernard Nietschmann, a well-
respected professor of geography at UC Berkeley, observed the existence of an ongoing “Third 
World War,” between states and nations.  The war began in 1948, when “Burma moved its army 
into the Karen and Shah nations and India started its military invasion of the Naga nation.”   53

Since that time, under such auspices as “national integration,” “economic development,” and 
“counter-terrorism,” there has been a near constant stream of low-profile military aggressions by 
states against nations.  Although these “wars are as dirty, vicious and destructive as wars between 
states,” the fact that millions of people have been killed in these conflicts has remained largely 
unreported.  Nietschmann writes that a main reason for the lack of publicity is that the “media 
and academia are anchored in the state.”    54

State offensives against Indigenous nations seek to obliterate the potentiality of resistance.  
Nietschmann cites Amilcar Cabral, the brilliant revolutionary, martyr, engineer, writer, and leader 
of Guinea-Bissau’s movement against Portuguese colonialism.  

When Goebbels, the brain behind Nazi propaganda, heard culture being 
discussed, he brought out his revolver.  That shows the Nazis had a clear idea of 
the value of culture as a factor of resistance to foreign domination.  The ideal for 
foreign domination would be to choose either to liquidate practically all of the 
population of the dominated country, thereby eliminating the possibilities of 
cultural resistance; or to succeed in imposing itself without damage to the culture 
of the dominated people—that is, to harmonize economic and political 
domination of these people with their cultural personality.  The first hypothesis 
implies genocide of the indigenous population and creates a void which empties 
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foreign domination of its content and object: the dominated people.  The second 
hypothesis has not, until now, been confirmed by history.  55

Nietschmann also advances the notion that states and nations have differing bases of cultural 
affinity.  Nations are “communities of people who see themselves as ‘one people’ on the basis of 
common ancestry, history, society, institutions, language, territory, and (often) religion.”  In 
contrast, a state is defined by its “centralized political system recognized by other states that 
use[s] a civilian or military bureaucracy to enforce one set of institutions, laws and sometimes 
language and religion within its claimed boundaries.”  56

In a later essay, Nietschmann refines this distinction.  Unlike a nation, which he describes as an 
“ancient” form of social organization that is “self-defined” and bound together by a common 
homeland, a state is a “legal creation” of comparatively recent advent.    57

Imposed upon unconsenting nations, states then create a new history and 
geography to make it appear that their birth and expansion predate, preclude, and 
prevent all pre-existing national claims to territory, people, or resources.  The 
main goal is to create the illusion that the nations are under state authority.    58

Nietschmann’s observation on the violence attributable to the irreconcilable differences between 
nations and states was pathbreaking.  Several contemporary geographers, most notably Joe Bryan 
and Joel Wainwright, have elaborated on Nietschmann’s work to show the multiple, overlapping 
social, political, and cultural affinities that entangle, ensnare, and express national or statist 
subjects and spaces.   

“Science of governing well” 

The French philosopher Foucault’s reading of the discourses that give rise to the modern state 
appears to be in conflict with Nietschmann’s notion of"“territory” as a descriptor of Indigenous 
peoples’"relationship to their land.  Foucauldians might say that Nietschmann obfuscates the 
divide between states and nations by attaching the concept of territory, which, Foucauldians 
contend, is inextricably linked to the development of statist forms of authority in Europe, to his 
definition of nation. Foucauldians might trace the idea of territory back to Europe’s Middle Ages, 
when Machiavelli and other political theorists press the idea into the service of European 
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sovereigns, who weaponize the category. A thorough understanding of territory is henceforth 
incorporated into sovereign power’s strategic arsenal.   

Territory’s emergence as a spatial political technology more or less parallels the emergence of 
another category of knowledge on sovereignty: population, which is harnessed as a social 
political technology.  Foucault attributes the significance of the two concepts’ contemporaneous 
development to the history of European sovereignty in his 1970s lectures at the Collège de 
France.  The new technologies signal a shift in the strategy rulers use to secure and maintain 
political authority over large groups of people.  The categories of knowledge on sovereignty 
move from the arts of coercion, best practices for controlling a pastoral flock and for defending 
one’s throne against rival contenders, to a “science of governing well,” the calculation and 
application of governance ratio.    59

The study of scientific techniques for maintaining power soon gives rise to new system of 
coercive authority, one that no longer aims at governing a whole flock as a singular body but at 
diversifying a population’s reasons for obeisance.  A first task of the sovereign becomes to install 
a raison d’état, a popular submission of the intellect to state, prostration to a new moral authority 
and a new political sensibility, a legitimating “common sense.”  Be they of higher faith or 
common loyalty, trembling trepidation or simple resignation—the project’s aim is the 
“manufacture of subjects” and subjectivities.   

“[W]ithin the general management of the state” a complimentary function is “the application of 
economy, the establishment of an economy, at the level of the state as a whole, that is to say, 
exercising supervision and control over its inhabitants, wealth, and the conduct of all and each, 
as attentive as that of a father’s over his household and goods.”  Foucault further notes that while 
“[t]he word, economy designated a form of government in the sixteenth century; in the 
eighteenth century, through a series of complex processes that are absolutely crucial for 
[European] history, it will designate a level of reality and a field of intervention for  
government.”  60

Within this field, during the founding period of the modern state, there is also a transition from a 
promise of safety for the residents of the sovereign’s domain to the establishment of surveillance 
mechanisms for patrolling the security of the domain and, more critically, for passively ensuring 
that each individual’s relation to the population as a collective whole is refracted and mediated 
through a perception of the state’s possession of an all-seeing eye, a belief in the omnipotence of 
its ocular apparatuses. 

Foucault’s observations, as the philosopher himself states repeatedly, only apply to the historical 
unfolding of the European and Euro-derivative episteme.  In fact, at the end Foucault’s 
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masterwork, The Order of Things, he admonishes against any attempt to graft his theories onto a 
non-Western society$s systems of knowledge.  “[E]thnology … is situated within the particular 
relation that the Western ratio establishes with all other cultures; and from that starting-point it 
avoids the representations that men in any civilization may give themselves of themselves, of 
their life, of their needs, of the significations laid down in their language….”  61

Foucault’s comments on ethnology reflect not just the West’s willful ignorance when it comes to 
representations of other cultures that do not conform to preexisting social assumptions, 
imaginaries, and imperatives.  Ethnology’s flagrant flubbing of an accurate account intimates an 
ingrained colonizing tendency within the Western scientific ratio.   

In The Origin of Totalitarianism, Hannah Arendt makes a similar point about “Othering” social 
sciences, but extends it by fleshing out the nexus between these sciences, colonialism, and the 
production of cultural hegemony. 

Until the fateful days of the ‘scramble for Africa,’ race-thinking had been one of 
the many of the free opinions which, within the general framework of liberalism, 
argued and fought each other to win the consent of public opinion.  Only a few of 
them became full-fledged ideologies, that is, systems based upon a single opinion 
that proved strong enough to attract and persuade a majority of people and broad 
enough to lead them through the various experiences and situations of an average 
modern life. … Their scientific aspect is secondary and arises first from the desire 
to provide watertight arguments, and second because their persuasive power also 
got hold of scientists, who no longer were interested in the result of their research 
but left their laboratories and hurried off to preach to the multitude their new 
interpretations of life and world.  We owe it to these ‘scientific’ preachers rather 
than to any scientific findings that today no single science is left into whose 
categorical system race-thinking has not deeply penetrated.  62

Foucault and Arendt explain the development of the discursive process by which Western 
sovereignty became internally coherent, the mechanisms used to organize European and, in time, 
Euro-derivative populations and their territories.  Understanding the inward process of 
consolidating and codifying regimes of knowledge and juridical authority over political subjects 
is important to this study for two reasons.  First, it allows us to see that the modern state is not an 
endemic condition to human society, but, rather, the outcome of a particular series of political 
strategies for social coercion and cohesion that bear identifiable historical and geographical 
watermarks.  Second, a basic delineation of the tidal flow of statist authority’s popular diffusion 
and devolution, from the monarch’s throne to the local police precinct, is critical to 
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understanding how certain assumptions about non-statist societies become taken for granted.  
Racial and scientific doctrines play formative roles in stabilizing dominant Western culture’s 
superiority complex toward the “Other,” particularly when packaged in prostrated political 
adoration for statist objectives. 

In the governance of colonized territories, the velvet gloves used in the internal production of 
acquiescence are replaced by brass knuckles.  As political theorist Achille Mbembe asserts, in the 
installation of colonial sovereignty, colonized peoples are dehumanized, “the native will become 
a fragment of the real, and objective thing, matter.”  Mbembe stresses the way in which 
colonized people are treated as objects of tabulation and experimentation, a theme repeatedly 
referenced in this dissertation.  “The settler can endeavor to calculate how many of these natives 
there are, classify them by ethnic group.”   Colonized peoples’ exploitation by colonizers goes 63

well beyond the surplus labor extracted from the former.  In the portrayal of colonized life as an 
existence far inferior to the existence afforded by Western civilization, colonized life is hoisted 
up as the straw man which unifies the subjects of Western sovereignty in the colonizing mission.  
As Mbembe writes, “savage life is just another form of animal life, a horrifying experience, 
something alien beyond imagination or comprehension.”  64

This translates into colonizers’ rationalization of colonized territories as zones of exception from 
the legal parameters placed on “civilized” life, regions of catharsis and desublimation for all 
forms of repressed venality.  Mbembe states that “the sovereign right to kill is not subject to any 
rule in the colonies.  In the colonies, the sovereign might kill at any time or in any manner. 
Colonial warfare is not subject to legal and institutional rules.  It is not a legally codified 
activity.”   Again, this phenomenon is a recurrent subject within this study.  It is explicitly 65

articulated in Chapter 2’s discussion of the “colour bar” in African territories.  In Chapters 5, 6, 
and 7, we see further evidence of this mentality in the sections on the Belgian Thesis and the 
Belgian Congo, in the Ahabian push for statistical data on Native peoples and the conversion of 
their lives and lands into economic outputs, and in the project to detribalize Indigenous societies 
under the smokescreen of the ideology of modernization.  Each of these sections attests to 
colonialism’s devastating and dehumanizing impact on social relations.  The last comment to be 
included from Mbembe on the subject speaks to colonialism’s cancellation of the Hegelian 
master–slave dialectic’s ultimate realization of a shared humanity: “From the standpoint of 
colonialism, the colonized does not truly exist, as person or as subject. …The colonized does not 
exist as a self; the colonized is, but in the same way as a rock is—that is, as nothing more.”   66
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To wrap up this sub-section, it is crucial to note that the foregoing historical analysis by 
canonical political theorists helps shed light on the sordid options for survival that the formal 
decolonization proceedings present, in the mid-twentieth century, to Indigenous nations.  The 
options are traps. 
Already mapped worlds 

In 2009, Bryan and Wainwright co-author an article reflecting on their shared experiences as 
activists and cartographers for the Mayan and Mayagnan peoples’ legal struggles for recognition 
of their land rights by Belize and Nicaragua.  One of the authors’ basic premises is that 
“[c]artography and law are social relations shot through with power....  When Indigenous 
communities and their allies produce maps and lawsuits, they do so under conditions not of their 
choosing.  These struggles unfold within an already-mapped world where one cannot elect to live 
outside of sovereignty, territory, or the law.”    67

This “already-mapped world,” note the authors, leads to a systemic constraint on Indigenous 
peoples’ ability to gain recognition of their land rights within the courts of their colonizers.  
“When indigenous peoples file claims before the Supreme Court of Belize or Nicaragua, they 
may not do so as anticolonialists who refuse the very legal foundations and territory of the state. 
Even when they appeal to international bodies to resolve their claims, they [must] do so as 
beleaguered national citizens who appeal to the law (state) for justice.”   Further troubling, insist 68

Bryan and Wainwright, is the “essential limitation” placed on Indigenous peoples when 
international courts rule in favor of their rights to possess their lands as property.  They say these 
“moral victories” bear the adverse effect of “deepen[ing] the state’s involvement in the life of the 
community, a trend justified in terms of the state’s ability to better govern indigenous peoples.”   69

How does this world come to be “already-mapped”?  What are the legal, geopolitical, and 
geographical consequences of this mapping?  To explore these questions, I meet with S. James 
Anaya,  international legal scholar, former UN Special Rapporteur on the Rights of Indigenous 70

Peoples, and lead counsel for the Awas Tingni in a celebrated Inter-American Commission on 
Human Rights case decided in favor of Indigenous peoples.   Because Wainwright worked with 71

Professor Anaya on the Awas Tingni case, I ask for his thoughts on the geographers’ conclusions.  
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Anaya answers pragmatically.  State sovereignty and internal colonization of Indigenous people 
are facts of modern existence.  Attempts to convince courts to upend concepts, such as states’ 
territorial sovereignty, which are fundamental to their own existence is a “self-destabilizing” 
approach.  Instead, within this “stage of the decolonization process,” his favored strategy, for 
advocates of Indigenous peoples’ rights to self-determination, is to focus on practical solutions 
that allow enclave groups to preserve their cultural identities within the colonizing framework of 
state territories.  For geographers, this implies work toward building the legitimacy of 
Indigenous nations’ own spatial representations and knowledges, which often reflect far more 
nuanced and organic understandings of the relationship between people and place than the two-
dimensional cartographic etchings and grids used by the West. 

Other scholars have commented on the need for a “third space” within social theorizing that is 
not drawn from cultural parameters forged and defined by colonialism. Tayyab Mahmud, for 
instance, a law professor and author of several articles on the analytical potential latent in a 
research that combines geography and international law, has argued that those in search of this 
“third space,” in order to not be “‘entirely dependent upon the contradictions of colonial 
authority,’” should be far more willing to listen to conclusions and recommendations drawn from 
“extra-colonial knowledges” and “indigenous traditions.”  72

Significant figures on either side of the law–geography disciplinary divide are seeking to write 
meaningfully about the important intersection of these two fields.  When conceptualized and 
undertaken within an analytical framework that allows for cultural, societal, and epochal 
particularity, legal histories of geographical concepts (and vice versa) including territory, 
sovereignty, and state borders promise to identify hitherto invisible lines of violence, exclusion, 
and disfiguration drawn by colonizing expansionism.  Research at this lexical intersection can, I 
hope, contribute to our understanding of the methods by which this world has come to be 
“already mapped.” 

Toward this end, I focus on the geopolitical discussions that led to the legal codification of the 
“official” world map.  Specifically, I analyze the emergence of the salt water doctrine.  Its 
construction, through two pre-existing jus cogens norms of international law, the sovereign 
equality of states and states’ territorial integrity, should be of paramount importance to those 
concerned with Indigenous peoples’ rights to self-determination and decolonization, as it is the 
ultimate but unspoken tool statist courts use to deny Indigenous nations’ petitions for equality 
and restorative justice. !
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CHAPTER 2 
1920s.  

Civilizing Mission: “justified any sacrifice”  

We are oppressed not as individuals, not as Zulus, Xhosas, Vendas, or Indians.  We are oppressed 
because we are black.  73

-Steve Biko 

If we assume that most of our actions are of a utilitarian nature and that our evil deeds spring 
from some “exaggeration” of self-interest, then we are forced to conclude that this particular 
institution [the concentration camp] of totalitarianism is beyond human understanding.  If, on the 
other hand, we make an abstraction of every standard we usually live by and consider only the 
fantastic ideological claims of racism in its logical purity, then the extermination policy of the 
Nazis makes almost too much sense.  Behind its horrors lies the same inflexible logic which is 
characteristic of certain systems of paranoiacs where everything follows with absolute necessity 
once the first insane premise is accepted.   74

-Hannah Arendt 

Introduction 

In the 1920s, the League of Nations’ Permanent Mandates Commission plans a comprehensive 
scheme that portends radical transformations to vast regions, most of which lie in Africa and 
Asia.  Article 22 of the League’s Covenant stipulates the areas to be those “inhabited by peoples 
not yet able to stand by themselves under the strenuous conditions of the modern world.”  The 
plan prefigures three outcomes.  First, it will soothe the guilty consciences of wealthy liberals 
constituents.  Second, it will impose social revolutions from above in these areas, revolutions 
engineered to bring about the destruction of the latter group’s ways of life.  Third, it is designed 
to maximize the material productivity and, consequently, the profitability of external colonialism. 

The first part of this chapter details an exchange between two leading proponents of this scheme.    
They clash over the utility of forced labor in colonial development.  The liberal position in this 
debate is occupied by a former governor-general of the British colonial administration in Nigeria.  
He advocates the greatest “advantage to the master” will, in the long run, be to use education and 
other levers of social policy to gradually roll out a system of wage labor in the colonies.  Since 
wage labor and social policies present a veneer of the “voluntary” surrender of customary social 
understandings, they are less likely to provoke revolts or catastrophic collapses of colonized 
societies during the critical initial transmutation of Indigenous cultures into cultures governed by 
European norms and values.  The conservative position is argued by a Portuguese lawyer and 
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former colonial governor of Mozambique.  He is essentially of the opinion that the savages need 
civilizing, by any means necessary.  The exchange occurs on the eve of, and has direct bearing 
on, the ILO’s adoption of the 1926 Convention to Suppress the Slave Trade and Slavery (Slavery 
Convention). 

The next section presents an extended statement of protest, from an ILO workers’ delegate from 
the Netherlands East Indies, against the formal and informal color bars that exclude colonized 
workers from contributing to the discussion on the proposed Forced Labour Convention, despite 
the fact that these workers have the biggest stake in its outcome.  Although the ILO conventions 
on slavery and forced labor cement the organization’s international reputation as a beacon of 
liberal progressivism, in reality they represent a strategy deployed by the masters of the global 
political economy to stabilize colonial relations.  To support this claim, in the final part of this 
chapter we examine the ILO’s report on “Native and Colonial Labour in 1926.”  The report 
clearly demonstrates the ILO’s objective at the time: to extend the West’s civilizing mission 
through the management and regulation of the “world industrial system.”  

Discussions leading up to the ILO 1926 Slavery Convention  

In 1925, the Permanent Mandates Commission of the League of Nations published an exchange 
between Sir Frederick Lugard and Friere d’Andrade on “Economic Development of Mandated 
Territories in its Relation to the Well Being of the Natives.”   The exchange was occasioned by 75

Lugard’s observation that since the partition of “Tropical Africa” between the European Powers, 
the native populations in most territories had not increased and had probably decreased.  The 
exchange discusses how Europeans can achieve “economic development” without forced labor. 

Lugard lists two apparently standard explanations for why there had been a population decrease 
in Tropical Africa.   The first was the dissemination of disease through the transportation 76

infrastructure that colonialism brought to Africa, and the second was the introduction of new 
diseases from Europe.  Lugard then posited a third possible reason, “whether ‘the sudden 
introduction of industrial civilisation’ and the consequent demand for active labour has not in 
some cases entailed too heavy a burden on a population not yet accustomed to the new 
conditions and the European methods.” 

Lugard explains that there are two categories of economic development: public and private. 
Regarding public works, Lugard says that “[w]orks undertaken by Governments in order to 
render possible the administration of the country,” such as “arterial railways, with harbours and 
telegraphs, the public buildings and houses for staff,” were of such importance that “[t]hese 
initial works justified any sacrifice.”  Among the justifications Lugard lists for the construction 
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of arterial railways, “[t]heir construction, if carried out on right principles, is an educative agency 
of great importance, teaching tribes hitherto at war the value of co-operation and introducing the 
conception that labour for another does not necessarily involve the ownership of the labourer 
himself but may be a free or saleable commodity.”  Lugard’s second category of colonial 
economic development, private enterprise, includes figures such as the merchant, “[t]he 
plantation owner[,] and the settler [who] introduce new forms of culture of great value.”    77

His dilemma is that while colonial economic initiatives “demand native labor” of both 
categories, the social practices required to compel colonized peoples to work had, generally, up 
until that point, had a “disastrous” effect (or, what he alternately describes as an “an abnormal 
state of affairs”) on the “social life” of Indigenous societies.  Based on expertise in the history of 
colonial development, Lugard dismisses the theory that European wage labor standards and 
systems could be simply in the mandates.  Mass death of Indigenous populations had historically 
been the outcome of such experiments. 

Keenly aware of the contradictory impulses embedded within gulf separating the mandatory 
system’s celebratory humanitarian rhetoric and the system’s inhumane calculations for profit 
maximization, he freely “admit[s] that these precautions for the welfare and increase of the 
native population are dictated by a utilitarian motive.  The natives are regarded as the greatest 
‘asset’ of the country because of their potential value as labourers.  The same argument applies to 
the good treatment and good feeding of a horse or a plough-ox or to the increase of stock.”   

Understanding the necessity of this “utilitarian” approach to economic development within the 
private sphere, Lugard proposes a more tempered, patient, and adaptive objective for public 
officials.   Although colonial administrations should support “private enterprise in every 
reasonable way,” the former “must not allow itself to be dominated by the utilitarian spirit” (as 
had been standard colonial practice previous to the establishment of the mandates system), “for 
its special function is to frame its policy for the future, and not exclusively to immediate 
economic success.”     78

The next item in the annex to the Seventh Session of the Permanent Mandates Commission 
(PMC) is a more detailed, textual reading of the same section of the League of Nations Covenant 
that occasioned Lugard’s commentary, Article 22.  The Portuguese author, Colonel Augusto 
Freire d’Andrade, born in 1851, had previously worked official postings as Governor-General of 
Mozambique and Portugal’s Minister of Foreign Affairs. Later in life, he signs on with the 
League of Nations, serving as a permanent member of the Permanent Mandates Commission, 
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vice chairman of the Temporary Slavery Commission, in addition to stints on the ILO’s 
Committees on Forced Labour and on Native Labour.   79

There is a fascinating friction and ambivalence within d’Andrade’s discourse that reflects, I 
think, a broad transition in the European international system’s colonizing method that occurred 
towards the tail end of his professional life, signaled by the 1919 establishment of the League of 
Nations’ mandate system.  For most of his career, doctrines of positivism had been dominant in 
Europe’s discourses on international law and diplomacy, as well as the social sciences, which had 
hitherto lacked a scientific partitioning.  Anghie distills the significance of the European 
international legal regimes’ transition away from a positivist framework. “Whereas the positivist 
law of the nineteenth century endorsed the conquest and exploitation of non-European peoples, 
the Mandates System, by contrast, sought to ensure their protection.  Whereas positivism sought 
to exclude non-European peoples from the family of nations, the Mandate System was created to 
achieve precisely the reverse: it attempted to do nothing less than to promote self-government 
and, in certain cases, to integrate previously colonized and dependent peoples into the 
international system as sovereign, independent nation-states.”   Such a marked conceptual 80

reframing does not, of course, produce an immediate evacuation of previous social attitudes and 
knowledge systems.  D’Andrade’s attempts to reconcile the abstract humanity to be granted to 
colonized peoples by the League system absolutist sensibilities of positivist colonization, which 
characterize many of his projections, were mostly futile.  

Article 22 stated that certain “peoples, especially those of Central Africa, are at such a stage that 
the Mandatory must be responsible for the administration of the territory under conditions which 
will guarantee freedom of conscience and religion, subject only to the maintenance of public 
order and morals, the prohibition of abuses such as the slave trade....”  This was commonly 
interpreted, by d’Andrade, Lugard, and most other of their contemporary “experts” on the 
machinery for colonial development, as to allow governments to use forced labor for public 
works.  It also served to pardon the gamut of immeasurable cruelties perpetrated intentionally 
according to orders and objectives handed down from the recruitment schemes designed by an 
elite corps of European colonial administrators.   

In his interpretation of how Article 22 applies to A Mandates, the “ex-enemy” Ottoman territories 
brought under League mandate by the Paris Peace treaties, d’Andrade adds little beyond that the 
mandatory’s action “is very limited in scope,” to the terms laid out in the Covenant.   

D’Andrade’s main focus is on B and C Mandates.  “These mandates are of a very different type; 
as they are designed for peoples which are in a underdeveloped, sometimes even a savage, state.”  
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In the next sentence, he insinuates that, in some instances, European colonial subjugation is 
needed to keep people from self-destruction.  “Their institutions are often rudimentary and their 
customs sometimes cruel, even likely to lead to the extinction of the race.”  B Mandates are 
where “all the constructive work has to be done, and therefore the Mandatory must exercise a 
real tutelage with very wide powers; this is undoubtedly the intention of Article 22 in imposing 
very few conditions and leaving a very wide responsibility.”   81

Colonial administrations must weigh any impulse toward philanthropic largesse, “that everything 
must be done to make them contented and happy,” against the interests of “men who look upon 
the native as merely a tool” of colonial economic development.  Against either “extreme point of 
view,” d’Andrade proposes the most profitable course to be to instill in Indigenous subjects a 
“knowledge of the demands he supplies with his labour and to an insight into the advantages of 
civilization, to do his share of the common work....”  To question European determinations of 
“common work” and elect to “go on living under his present conditions, if he prefers his former 
habits of ease and idleness, then the Mandatory must intervene to give him to understand that 
work is a law of nature, and that, in communities which hope to prosper, idleness is a punishable 
offence, since all must contribute as far as in them lies to the progress of the country which they 
live.”   82

The essay’s next section opens with the question: “Should native organisations be left untouched 
as a help to the Administration?”  D’Andrade’s opinion is that the long-term goal of colonial 
magistrates should be the “assimilation of weak or inferior communities by strong or more 
highly developed communities.”  He elaborates: 

While keeping the native organisations as far as may be, it may also possible be 
degrees for the action of the native chief to be superseded by that of the 
administration of the Mandatory, which governs the community with the help of 
advisory or executive council; which include the principal natives, chosen either 
by the Administration or by the natives themselves. This creates an effective co-
operation which will further the work of the community and promote the 
development of the native races. 

Under “the system of native reserves”—or concentration camps, as one such area under Italian 
administration is referred by a 1932 International Labour Review report on the conditions in 
“Concentration Camps for Native Labour on the Coast of Cyrenaica” [Libya]—“they may live 
and maintain their customs, but they are under the supervision of the administrative official, 
though he leaves them a great deal of freedom.”   
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Within of such a system, colonial administrations assert absolute legal authority over colonized 
spaces. “The rest of the territory is assigned principally to that part of the population which has 
come from abroad. This system, more than any of these previously described, establishes a very 
clear-cut distinction between the different races inhabiting the same territory.”   

Addressing the general “question of native labour,” d’Andrade urges caution for the reason that it 
“is calculated more easily than most to awaken public opinion, which has not yet forgotten the 
cruel abuses of slavery permitted by earlier civilisations.”  Yet, he suggests, there is a “new,” 
more politically marketable framing of the native labor question on the horizon.  “The idea that 
man must live by work, and that a well-organised society should contain no idlers, is growing 
stronger by the day.  The law of labour is a law of nature, which no one should be allowed to 
evade.”  Recital of this “law of nature” rhetoric is adeptly transposed into a register attuned to the 
liberal sensibilities of the movement for white women’s voting suffrage, a resoundingly popular 
cause by 1925.  “In Africa, ... [w]hile peaceful and industrious tribes are to be found, there are 
others which, holding that to till the soil dishonors a man, harshly impose that task on their 
women.”    83

His argument is buttressed and disciplined by reference to the widely accepted scientific “fact,” 
discovered by academic geographers, that European settlers in African mandates are, by nature, 
incapable of tilling the soil.  “Europeans cannot undertake heavy agricultural or industrial labour 
in the climate of Tropical Africa, and yet this work must be done if the social and economic 
development of the country, and hence the well-being and development of the native, are to be 
encouraged.”    84

Turning to the rigorous fiscal planning required to maintain the hard lines of societal and labor 
divisions demanded by economic development policies, d’Andrade writes: “The mandatory 
Power cannot be called upon to advance the sums required for effective colonial administration, 
for these sums may be considerable.”  In characteristic fashion, he subsequently matches this 
economic limitation (“Sooner or later, ... the mandated territory will have to pay its way; and it 
will only be able to do so by an efficient exploitation of its natural resource, whether these be 
mines, manufactures or agriculture.”)—with a proposal that panders to liberal, paternalist 
sensibilities.  “[I]f large advances are made, they may, with the interests due on them, become 
too heavy a burden, and such a burden may even be deliberately imposed with the intention of 
transforming the mandate into an annexation....”   85
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D’Andrade surmises that in order to secure Europe’s long-term colonial interests in Africa, 
slavery will be a required practice.  In his mind, the ideal scenario is for the League to formulate 
a solution in which forced labor is nominally disavowed without disturbance to the actual labor 
practices of colonial administrations and private enterprises.  Toward this end, he explains a 
recent addition by Portugal  of the words, “or compulsory,” to the 1925 British draft Convention 86

on Forced Labour’s provision that all convention signatories agree that, “[f]or other than 
essential public works, forced or compulsory labour is forbidden,”  by siphoning the latter 87

category of labor former.   

While forced labor, according to d’Andrade, should be banned because it “is labour imposed on 
an individual who is taken from his home to some definite pace to do work set by his employer,” 
compulsory labor is, a priori, a condition of life.  “Compulsory labour, as I see it, is that which 
every living being is compelled to do or perish.”   The only exception to the “natural law” is 88

“the man who, under the present social system, is able to live upon the work of others if, by his 
own previous work or by a gift or legacy, he has enough to live on.”  Such an exemption from 
labor is obviously not applicable to native peoples in the mandates, “societies we are trying to 
raise from their state of savagery.”  He sanguinely gazes ahead toward “a future, let us hope, is 
not far distant” in which the “advance of civilization ... will tend to make the labour problem as 
acute in backward countries as in those more advanced territories, where the inhabitants are not 
all of the black races and where foreign capital abounds.”  89

His vision of the role Indigenous governing institutions and customary systems of social 
organization will play in the administration of the mandates is also fixed on prospective 
developments.   

If their native organisations are firmly established, it is permissible that they 
should be respected in as far as they are good, but not without discrimination 
nor ... without attempting to induce the natives to alter these organisations little by 
little in their points of difference, for they must be combined to form a 
homogenous whole, since, as such alone, can they exercise any effective influence 
on the Administration.  There is no question of forming separate organisations of 
natives and whites....  90
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This is the first of a list of clarifications to the “meaning of the words ‘development and well-
being of such peoples’ under B Mandates.”  In C Mandates, no deference is to be extended to 
Native organizations.  Here, “the mandatory Power not only has the right to administer these 
territories according to its laws but also to enact laws for them....”  91

  
In a brief response to d’Andrade’s comment, Lugard sketches several of the basic tenets of 
indirect rule, the colonizing theory of the British Empire for which he is generally attributed 
authorship.  The theory’s paradigm for colonial governance essentially defines Britain’s policy 
objectives, or, in Lugard’s phrasing, “[m]ethods of ruling Native races,”  throughout the League 92

period.  Under this system, direct supervision over import and export of natural resources, legal 
codes, military conscription, educational models, and taxation is assumed by His Majesty’s 
Government.  The “indirect” aspect of Britain’s colonial policy comes in its devolution of the 
“machinery” for local political and social administration, importantly including the task of 
recruiting indigenous workers, to friendly “Native Authorities.”  The idea is premised on the 
notion that British hegemony over colonized peoples is most economical and, in the long run, 
effective, when chameleoned. 

Lugard is “in very hearty accord” with most of d’Andrade’s paper.  In particular, that “natives 
should work.”  His bone of contention is with the most feasible means of inducement.  Rather 
than any immediate, overt administrative measure to compel Africans to work, he advocates that 
this goal should be “brought about (as is usual in every country of the world) by economic 
causes, especially by the pressure of population—must be the result of education, using that term 
in its broadest sense….”  As a result, he takes issue with d’Andrade’s proposition that 
compulsory labor should be opened to the private sector. 

Additionally, he questions d’Andrade’s suggestion “that it [is] desirable to supersede by degrees 
the action of the native chiefs by the Administration,” [sic] asking why neighboring communities 
would invariably “detest” one another.  Instead, Lugard maintains, such “rivalry may be entirely 
wholesome and lead to progress,” though “[n]atural causes will no doubt lead in many cases to 
the absorption of less virile tribes by others....”  This point of dispute, the British statesman 
recognizes, is, in the scheme of things, but a trifling technicality.  His concludes his note 
magnanimously, commending the premium d’Andrade places on “the need for study and 
statistics” and, more specifically, d’Andrade’s statement that “a balance must be maintained 
between the potentialities of native labour and the ever-increasing demands upon it.”   93

A side note on Lugard’s theory of indirect rule 
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As a young man, Lugard cut his teeth as a British soldier, and later, a mercenary, in Britain’s 
military effort to topple the Sokoto Caliphate that governed the region now named northern 
Nigeria.  The campaign’s success led Lugard to two Colonial Office-appointed governorships, 
first in Hong Kong (1907–12) and later in the Nigerian Protectorates (1914–19).  Drawing from 
these experiences, he penned The Dual Mandate in British Tropical Africa, published in 1922.  
The Dual Mandate is typically considered the most influential and definitive account of Britain’s 
colonizing philosophy to be written during the British Empire’s and British Commonwealth’s 
existence.    

By the time of his nomination to lend his expertise to the League of Nations’ committee 
discussions on slavery, his reputation is that of a principled liberal opponent.  Belying this 
perception, however, are, at the time they are issued, the orders contained in a series of “strictly 
confidential” memoranda delivered to British colonial officers in Nigeria.  The provisions of 
these policy instructions leads a colleague at the Colonial Office to comment that Lugard’s true 
policy is that “domestic slavery must be maintained for the present [italics in original]—not 
recognized by law but maintained in practice.”   94

  
The first memorandum, “Duties of Political Officers,” lays out a broad administrative directive 
for the indirect ruler.  His instructions divide Nigeria into two categories.  The first category 
includes “those parts … which are under the immediate authority of a Chief of the first or the 
second grade.”  The second category includes areas “where there is no Chief of the first or 
second grade … and among uncivilised Pagan tribes….”  In the first category, “the primary duty 
and object of a Political Officer will be to educate [Chiefs] in the duties of Rulers, according to a 
civilised standard….”  In the second category, colonial officers “must assume the full onus of 
Administration….”  95

  
In the fifth memorandum, Lugard explains that “direct taxation is a moral benefit to the people 
by stimulating industry and production.”  Without “the obligation to render to the State, to which 
[the colonized subject] owes his liberty, some portion, however small, of the labour or its 
equivalent,” colonized subjects “become indolent and addicted to drinking and quarreling….”  
While conceding that the “immediate object of direct taxation is to provide a revenue” to 
colonial administrations, he nonetheless touts taxes as a marker of civilization.  “There is no 
civilised State in the world where direct taxation has not been found to be a necessity, and 
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African communities which aspire to be regarded as civilised must share the common burden of 
civilisation….”    96

In his sixth memorandum, “Slavery (Forced Labour, etc),” spells out why the imposition of 
capitalism in Nigeria is more profitable to Europeans. It is a clear delineation of the next phase 
Britain’s long-term strategy of using wage slavery to economically integrate, cohere, and 
conform the system of colonial domination to the rationales of Europe’s capitalist social order.   

It is still as necessary as ever, not merely to warn the ruling classes that slavery 
must eventually cease under British rule, but to explain to them the practical 
advantages of free labour.  One advantage to the master is that he is no longer 
responsible for the faults committed by his slave, or for his maintenance and that 
of his family in case of sickness.  The labourer can no longer claim a share of the 
produce of the land, and is entitled to his day’s wage and no more.  Even the right 
of the freeman to terminate his contract when he pleases, on giving the agreed 
notice, produces no more inconvenience than the claim of the slave to run away, 
now that his master is unable to force him to return.  Another practical advantage 
of free labour to the master lies in the fact that, whereas the British courts lend 
him no assistance in compelling his slave to do his proper day’s work, or in 
punishing him is he runs away … he can, if he employs free labour, obtain the full 
assistance of the Administration in enforcing the contract, and punishing its 
breach, and it should be explained to him how he should enter into a contract 
enforceable by law.  97

“[I]t is only fair” 

D’Andrade appears to relish the opportunity to exchange ideas with his prestigious British 
colleague, who he aptly describes as a “universally recognized ... authority” on colonial affairs, 
the man who literally wrote the book on the subject.  Still, he uses his last word to press for what, 
at this point, is the Iberian-Belgian assessment of effective colonizing development strategy. 
  
“Is it always possible to obtain free labour,” he urges, “and is education the only means of it?”  
His concern is that the long-term project for the de-societalization and indoctrination of 
Indigenous peoples, who will eventually embrace their position at the bottom of a global racially 
defined political economy, indentured wage servants in service to colonizers’ insatiable desires 
for commodities, will proceed too slowly and take hold across the continent’s geographical 
expanses too unevenly, to stand a chance against the speed and intensity demanded by capitalists’ 
competition for profit.  Indeed: “Sooner or later foreign enterprise will come into the country.  
They will need labour.  No matter what legislation there may be, if voluntary labour is not 
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forthcoming, abuses of every kind will occur.  That, I think, is inevitable, and we are all 
sufficiently experienced to recognize the fact.”  98

Reflecting on the prospects for success of colonial education, d’Andrade caveats, “the education 
of the coloured man must takes scores of years, or even centuries.  In the meantime, his moral 
development and civilisation can only progress hand-in-hand with the economic development of 
the country and will occasion expenditure which it is only fair that the native himself should 
defray, at least in part.  The money for that purpose must be earned by labour.”   

He also rebukes Lugard’s recommendations for a policy of non-interference for certain 
categories of Indigenous institutions and methods of self-governance.  

I do not think it is an effective system to try to bring about the development of 
native races by preserving their customs, provided these are not cruel or 
inhumane, and their organisations, under supervision and guidance, and thus 
creating two classes—one the supervised and the other the supervisors—who will 
send out punitive expeditions if their orders.  History teaches us that by these 
methods black communities have never learnt to govern themselves, and I very 
much doubt whether this result could be attained among African natives or 
Indians except after centuries, as was the case with European peoples. 

This is the basis for his advocacy of a liberalist perspective of equal rights in Africa, given in the 
paper’s conclusion:   

In North America racial differences are a thorn in the flesh of the great American 
nation.  In South America, there is no race problem.  Why?  Because in North 
America the natives or negroes are regarded as inferior; in South America they are 
looked upon as individually equal.  Thus I think that in Africa natives and 
Europeans must go side by side on a footing of individual equality.  And this will 
be impossible if blacks are to be settled on their lands under the supervision of 
their directors until such time as they can govern themselves and become little 
independent peoples.  Moreover, will such a time ever come?  99

In view of his previous descriptions of Indigenous Africans, the conclusion’s attitude of 
nominally egalitarian tolerance—that legal racialism represents a “thorn in the flesh” of the 
United States—appears as a contrived concession, jarringly out of synch with the rest of his 
political conception.  Until this final statement, d’Andrade’s policies unabashedly advocate 
authoritarian racial economies to such an extent as to make Lugard’s determination of necessary 
administrative interventions, to guard against certain cruelties, seem starry-eyed in comparison. 
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Yet, as Lisa Lowe thoughtfully reflects, humanitarian ideals of egalitarianism have frequently 
been employed to paper over brutal practices or dehumanizing policies.  “Liberal ideas of rights, 
emancipation, wage labor, and free trade were articulated in and shifting classifications that 
emerged to manage social difference.  ...[I]t is precisely by means of liberal principles that 
political philosophy provided for colonial settlement, slavery, indenture.”  Sublime appeals to 100

contrived universals have therefore been a consistent, even integral, component of European 
colonizing discourse. 

The successful diffusion of new liberalist notions across body politics depends, to a critical 
extent, on the ability of states to police the borders of popular discourse.  As a result, 
semiological considerations often rise to paramount priorities within state planning dialogues.  
Moreover, because the goal of state planners is to project a cohered platform outward, in order to 
unify a public in support of their regime’s agenda, the vast majority of people elected or 
appointed to take part in such discussions march narrowly down the proverbial party line.   

Discussions leading up to the ILO’s 1930 Forced Labour Convention 

A notable exception to this trend is found in the ILO Committee on Forced Labour’s Twelfth 
Session, held in Geneva in the June of 1929.  A workers’ advisor for the Dutch delegation named 
Hadji Salim, a trade unionist from somewhere in the Netherlands East Indies, addresses the 
univocal silence paid to his previous statement on the subject of slavery within the ILO 
framework: 

...In very mild terms I described the necessary abuses of this system of labour.  I 
said that forced labour was based on the conception of the innate inferiority of the 
subject races, that it was based on the contempt of dominating people for a subject 
people.   
  
The discussion of the Committee justified my idea.  The Grey Report  avoided 101

the use of the word ‘native’.  We people do not like the word, and the authors of 
the report treated the subject in a general way without limiting it to any single 
group of races.  But the Chairman of our Committee stated that we were dealing 
with peoples who were in a state of civilization which is forgotten in Europe and 
which is only preserved now in museums.  
  

 Lowe, Lisa, Intimacies of the Four Continents. (Durham: Duke University Press, 2015) p. 9.100
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Conference prior to discussing a proposed convention or recommendation.
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Although most of the members of the Committee, out of courtesy, did not use the 
word ‘native’, however, they did not succeed in hiding the idea in their remarks.  
Sometimes they were very ingenious in avoiding this word, but very often, in the 
heat of the argument, the word escaped their lips.  Thus, in the discussions in the 
Committee, much reference was made to peoples in Africa and in the East.  
Mention was made of their so-called laziness, the danger of their being 
exterminated by famine, the necessity of educating them to use their own efforts; 
yet there was no single representative of these peoples to protest against this....   

...The negro race has inhabited Africa for centuries.  When Europe was a forest 
inhabited by savages and barbarians, the negroes were in Africa.  It is strange that 
these peoples only diminish in number with the arrival of the whites, who use 
their labour for forced labour.  I cannot understand this position.  In our 
Committee, however, it was the position mainly of the African peoples which was 
treated.... 

...To speak of forced labour in the sense before us it is essential to remember that 
the peoples forcing this labour consider the peoples from which the labour is 
enforced as innately inferior.  Colonies exist for economic reasons.  The 
colonising Powers that wish to exploit their riches may need labour for such 
purposes.  Labour does not come forward, perhaps because the wages are too low, 
perhaps because the people can provide for their own needs by their own systems 
of industry without working for anyone else.  Moreover, the peoples may dislike 
working for a foreigner, but in any case the Power which has the authority makes 
use of forced labour and to justify this injustice the peoples are libeled by being 
called savages.... 

...We know how Europe struggled for the independence of the Greek and other 
European peoples, but you cannot deny that there is a very great difference 
between what happens to white, black and yellow peoples.  As regards the last 
two, Europeans do not feel very strongly; there is a lack of feeling of solidarity; 
there is a lack of feeling of common danger.  I am not exaggerating in stating that 
the word ‘native’ gives rise in the mind of the average European to the idea of a 
savage without civilisation, without intellectual development.  Your periodicals 
try to give the brightest and the most sensational pictures of these peoples and the 
colonial Governments show visitors to these districts native dances which do not 
reflect the real cultural development of the people.... 

...But Europe is ... losing its power and its preponderance daily.  It now appeals to 
the principle of universal peace so that it shall not lose all its preponderance.  On 
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the other side the peoples oppressed are awakening.  They will not bear 
indefinitely the position of inferiority in which they are placed.  102

In the record of the ILO’s discussions on the work conditions of colonized peoples, it is rare to 
find views such as expressed by Salim.  That is, views that fundamentally challenge the social 
attitudes and structural features of the colonial system.  Moreover, and this is not surprising, all 
such protests appear to emerge from the minoritized workers’ delegations.  The major barrier to a 
workers delegate’s planning to deliver a systemic critique on the record is not, however, the 
futility of changing the perspectives of the government, employer, and even most workers 
delegates.  The major barrier is the set of technical procedures used to rule out all views not 
contained within the narrow parameters set by the reports of committees of so-called experts. 
During this period, not one “expert” is appointed to any of the several committees of experts 
overseeing the labor practices in colonized areas who vigorously advocates for the long-term 
expansion the colonial-racial system of domination.  
  
For example, during the period of 1927–30, membership of the Committee of Experts on Native 
Labour, the body that drafts the next report to be discussed, includes: Albrecht Gohr, President of 
the Comité spécial du Katanga; Jose d’Almada, Colonial Adviser to the Portuguese Ministry for 
Foreign Affairs; Domingo de las Barcenas, former official of the Department for Morocco and 
the colonies of the Spanish Ministry for Foreign Affairs; Major Alphonse Cayen, director of the 
International Forestry and Mining Company of the Congo; Professor J.P. Chamberlain, a 
Columbia University Professor of Public Law; Major H.S. Cooke, former Director of Native 
Labour for South Africa; Sir Selwyn Freemantle, former member of the United Provinces of 
British India’s Council of the Lieutenant-Governor Council and the Viceroy’s Legislative 
Council; Camille Lejeune, a member of the French Higher Colonial Council; Frederick Lugard; 
Madame Mazorati, member of the Belgian Institute of Colonial Women; Martial Merlin, former 
Governor-General of French Equatorial Africa, French West Africa, Madagascar, and French 
Indo-China; Lodovico Pollera, former Director in the Italian Ministry for the Colonies; Mr. van 
Rees, former Vice-President of the Council of the Netherlands Indies; Theodore Marchand, 
Colonial Governor for the Cameroons under French Mandates; and Major Orde Browne, former 
Labor Commissioner of Tanganyika.   A number of these individuals had also held positions on 103

the League of Nations’ Advisory Committee of Experts on Slavery.  It seems safe to assume that 
these individuals are nominated to these committees based on their various contributions and 
shared commitment to “progressive colonial development.”  
  
Native and Colonial Labour in 1926 

 International Labour Conference, Record of proceedings: International Labour Conference, 12th 102
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It seems likely that the maneuver Salim describes—to temporarily delete, as discretely as 
possible, the word “native” from their institution’s lexicon—stems from a plan to veer the 
narrative on forced labor away from a discourse that had become a target of criticism.  A swift 
discursive adjustment becomes of particular necessity to the organization in view of the 
International Labour Conference’s upcoming vote on what would become ILO Convention No. 
29, the Forced Labour Convention, ratified on June 29, 1930.  Only a few years earlier, however, 
(and, in fact, a few years later) the story is quite different. 
  
Following the 1925 PMC discussions by Lugard and d’Andrade, the ILO appoints a Committee 
of Experts on Native Labour, composed of the two discussants just mentioned as well as a 
handful of other colonial dignitaries of similar ilk and suasion.  Among the first tasks of the 
committee is to assemble a Grey Report, published in 1927 under the title, “Native and Colonial 
Labour in 1926,” to occasion formal discussion of the topic.  It should be noted that language the 
committee uses, though arrogantly repressive from a 21st century vantage, is in keeping with the 
standards and assumptions of the civil discourse of the period.  Additionally, it is grossly 
misguided to dismiss the committee’s colonizing, “us over them,” discourse of civilization as an 
inconsequential case of paternalism, long invalidated.  If paternalism is every parent’s concern 
for the well-being of their child, the colonizing discourse of civilization is more aptly represented 
by the sadistic mentality of a deranged prison guard who routinely tortures an innocent prisoner.  

The report uses the term “Native” to describe every person or people living under European and 
Euro-derivative colonial administration.  Likewise, and despite a discourse drenched in liberal 
ennui, the purpose of the report is singularly totalitarian.  As stated in the opening, “…it is … of 
particular interest, of vital importance, to watch, and if possible control, in these present years 
the fate of those peoples and those countries, with which civilisation—for better or for worse 
now advancing under the guise of modern methods of industry—has recently established 
contact.”  Why is the “fate” of the so-called uncivilized “of vital importance” to the ILO?  The 
committee’s explanation: “On them civilisation relies for an increasing proportion of its comforts 
and its necessities.  On them falls an increasing pressure to furnish the labour which produces 
these comforts and necessities.”  

The “coloniser and the missionary” have succeeded in extending the “world industrial system” to 
the “remote corners of the earth, and the peoples who dwell therein.” The purpose of the 
committee is to “play[] its part” in the stable transfer of the “suffering and unrest,” brought by 
“industrial development” from the working classes of “civilised States” to “Native and Colonial 
Labour.” Why?  Because “even more dangerous than a race in human exploitation among 
civilised peoples would be a race between the civilised and uncivilised.”   104

Later in the report, the authors express their ambivalence toward the question of the most 
effective mode of extracting profit from “Native labour” without triggering either insurrection or 
precipitous population declines.  A number of the “experts” had participated in the League of 
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Nations’ commissions responsible for drafting the much heralded Slavery Convention treaty, 
signed on September 25, 1926.  The “experts” reflect on these experiences in the ILO report, 
remarking on the dilemma they faced in adopting the convention: 

[T]he discussions which took place in this connection, both in the various 
Commissions of the League and in the public press, were by no means confined to 
slavery pure and simple.  From all quarters came the suggestion that the forms of 
labour which often follow upon the abolition of slavery proper are in fact no 
better from a humanitarian point of view, and may perhaps be more disastrous in 
their effects, than slavery itself.  The abolition of ownership, it was pointed out, 
often involves the abolition of responsibility and interest in the welfare of the 
being formerly owned.  Further, the European idea of what constitutes labour 
service is different from and sometimes more exacting than even the slave-
owner’s idea.   105

They likewise exhibit uncertainty as to the effectiveness of the “colour bar principle,” the 
codification of white supremacy through racialized laws and policies.  Their evaluation of the 
principle sheds some light on the machinating gaze behind of the “humanitarian point of view” 
they claim: 

The colour bar principle, nevertheless, is one of great interest in the study of 
native labour conditions.  When a highly advanced civilisation comes into contact 
with a more primitive culture, the first problem the administration has to meet is 
that of protecting those brought up under the more primitive from the often 
devastating effects of contact with the higher civilisation.  In a short time, if the 
country attracts labour of the higher civilisation and if the representatives of the 
lower are virile and imitative, the problem changes.  It becomes one of how to 
protect the higher civilization against the encroachment of the lower in the form 
of economic competition.  It is as a solution of this second problem that the colour 
bar has been evolved, mainly in South Africa and in the United States of America. 
It will be for these countries to decide whether it has value as other than a 
transitional measure.  106

Elsewhere in the report, “a fundamental general question” is raised as to the necessity of the 
crude color bar, which legally and spatially codifies racial dictatorship in order to harden the 
social unanimity and bloated exchange value of the white identity at severe punitive cost to non-
white identity.  The question is “whether, in a desire to secure the economic development of a 
native population and the social progress dependent thereon, an administrator might be tempted 
to advance with greater speed that that justified by the physical and mental capacities of its 
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subjects and thus might provoke evils which might endanger the very objects before the 
administration.”    107

Seven years later, the same committee will publish a report that resurrects this “fundamental 
general question,” albeit refined and reformed to match the mid-1930s progressive agenda for 
colonial development.   

 Ibid.  pp. 12–13.107
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CHAPTER 3 
1930s.  

Trans-Atlantic Transpositions: applying the African model to the American continents 

The methodology of everyone who looked at or considered the existence of tribal peoples was to 
find happy coincidences between tribal beliefs and practices and the way Western peoples did 
business.  It goes without saying that the coincidence in beliefs and practices only served to 
entrench the belief that all peoples began as primitives and inevitably moved toward Western 
forms of organization….  108

-Vine Deloria, Jr. 

Introduction 

The ILO, during the 1930s,  displays keen interest in expanding its organization’s geographical 109

scope.  This chapter begins by examining a 1935 report by the ILO’s Committee of Experts on 
Native Labour on labor regulations in “Colonies and in Other Territories with Analogous Labour 
Conditions.”  The report represents the precursor to and the credentials for the international 
system’s appointment of the ILO to lead the task force charged with formulating a “solution” to 
the “indigenous problem.”  The report’s purpose is to stanch the dangers associated with the 
practice that one of the experts terms “excessive recruiting” of workers from Indigenous 
communities.  An example of “excessive recruiting” that comes to mind is the kidnapping of tens 
of millions of African peoples and forcing them onto slave ships bound for the Americas.  The 
experts, of course, are far from forthcoming with such details.   

The report is significant to our story for two reasons.  First, it is important because it marks tacit 
recognition by the ILO of the colonized status of Indigenous peoples living within the boundaries 
of independent states (“Territories with Analogous Labour Conditions”).  Second, as mentioned 
above, the report will be used by the UN to justify delegating the “indigenous problem” to the 
ILO.  This allows the far more scrutinized General Assembly discussions on the “colonial 
problem” to be siloed into a category separate from that of Indigenous peoples in independent 
states.  The latter are thus removed from the “hard” mechanisms the UN establishes for 
decolonization.  By the same process, but for reasons we return to in Chapters 5 and 6, internally 
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tensions through the aesthetics and values of the modernist movement.  Within Western societies, there is 
stark confrontation.  On one side, there are whirring assemblages of mechanical acceleration and capitalist 
certainty, the homo-triumphalism of the wealthy male, white heterosexual, each a rugged pioneer, living 
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are painted songs of revolutionaries marching forward to topple the barricades of fascism risen. 
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colonized Indigenous nations in dependent territories are also removed from decolonization 
consideration. 

The chapter’s next section looks at the vision of a member of the US Council on Foreign 
Relations.  He spots a revolutionary shift on the horizon of the dominant societal consciousness.  
Social relations and thought will be restructured according to the stipulations of private contracts 
and the spellbinding power of commodity transactions.  This shift is brought on by the “conquest 
of distance” and will provide the US with previously unthinkable possibilities for economic and 
political control.    110

The chapter concludes with further review of the ILO’s 1930s agenda.  This section begins by 
analyzing the arrangement by the ILO of a program to send Europeans to colonize the rural Latin 
American regions in an effort to bring these “underpopulated” areas under state control.  The 
chapter ends with a look at the geographical scope of the ILO’s late 1930s conventions on 
“indigenous workers” followed by a glimpse at the ILO’s views during this period on the 
assimilation of Indigenous peoples into the laboring masses of statist society.  These closing 
discussions will later be cited as the formal precedents for the ILO’s 1950s program for 
Indigenous peoples. 

The Recruiting of Labour in Colonies and in Other Territories with Analogous Labour 
Conditions, 1935 

In 1933, the ILO’s Governing Body adds the topic “The Recruitment of Labour in Colonies and 
in Other Territories with Analogous Labour Conditions” to the International Labour Conference’s 
agenda.  This decision, which two years later results in a lengthy report of the same title, will 
prove instrumental to the future United Nations’ reckoning with the conundrum it encounters in 
the late 1940s and 1950s.  By decoupling the “indigenous problem” from the “colonial problem,” 
the post-World War II geopolitical order will perform a feat as improbable as separating the 
water from the rain.  And they will begin this work by picking up the 1920s and 1930s discussion 
where the ILO’s Committee of Experts on Native Labour leaves off.  It will be these 
conversations, conceptualizations, and characterizations of both “problems” that inspire this 
miracle. 

In the 1935 report’s preliminary remarks, the Committee renews the ILO’s pledge “to formulate 
rules and lay down principles, the application of which would have the effect of abolishing some 
forms of compulsion to labour, strictly regulating other forms until such time as they could be 

 Although he is a proponent rather than a critic, the councilman’s prescient prophesies of new modes of 110

social thought and coercive authority is akin to Shoshana Zuboff’s 2018 book, The Age of Surveillance 
Capitalism: The Fight for a Human Future at the New Frontier of Power, on the conceptual 
transformations underway in our internet age.  Her critique of the largest technology corporations’ efforts 
to surveil and to manipulate (and to profit from) individual human behavior through the personalized 
collection and analysis of a person’s every keystroke is as profound as it is grim.
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abolished, and of reducing the danger of undue pressure being brought to bear on Native 
populations to enter wage-earning employment.”   The circumstances that prompt the report on 111

labor recruitment in “…Colonies and in Other Territories with Analogous Labour Conditions” 
appear fairly straightforward.  Despite the Great Depression having caused a number of colonial 
administrators to impose austerity measures, including “partial dismantling [of] the machinery of 
recruiting,” the committee sees an “inevitable” rise in the “demand for Native labour … when 
colonial development work is resumed.”   112

The report quotes an “authoritative writer,” Major G. St. J. Orde Browne, former Commissioner 
for Labour in the Mandated Territory of Tanganyika, who explains why he expects “an absolute 
increase in the demand for labour due to the anticipated acceleration of colonial development.”  
As Browne states: “The needs of the world … remain as great as ever, and the economic 
exploitation of humanity’s untouched assets must progress whatever the system of control.”  
Still, the report warns, “the populations from which the labour has been drawn in the past will 
have lost to some extent their recently-formed habits of accepting wage-earning employment” 
and so “far-seeing administrations” will be presented “with an opportunity of overhauling their 
recruiting systems….”   113

Protecting inevitabilities, so-called, and the nature, scope, and purpose of the report. 

The focus of the report are regions in B and C Mandates where there is an “absence of a 
constituted wage-earning class.”  The long-term goal is integration of these areas into colonizer-
defined commodity production and exchange processes.  The goal is to manufacture the 
dependence of formerly self-sustaining, self-governing Indigenous peoples on European systems 
of production, consumption and social exchange.  This pressure is exerted through labor 
recruitment.  “Until ... the stage is reached when a wage-earning class has been formed, or 
sufficient numbers of [indigenous] inhabitants have become accustomed to seeking 
spontaneously wage-earning employment as a subsidiary source of income, it has been found 
necessary to have recourse to various methods for obtaining labour.”    114

Under the sub-heading “Geographical Scope of the Question,” the authors re-attempt to define 
the peoples who would, in theory, stand to benefit from the regulation of labor recruitment.  They 
open by acknowledging the imprecision of the two terms they had been using, “colonies” and 
“countries of the colonial type.”  Unlike earlier ILO reports on related topics, however, the 
purview of this report is extended beyond the borders of B and C mandates to include not only 
the “colonies, protectorates and other possessions that are not fully self-governing” but “those 
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independent States and self-governing territories in which the conditions of the labour market 
and the type of labour employed are similar to those of dependencies.”     115

This attempt to identify the peoples who stand to benefit from the proposed regulations only 
leads to more specious and convoluted claims.  Viewed from our contemporary vantage, 
however, the authors’ confused crawl to capture an operational definition of racial, cultural, and 
Native identity affords another clarifying glimpse into the relations of absolute superiority and 
absolute inferiority inscribed into the ILO’s “Native labour” program.  It also bears mentioning 
that the report, which seems to cast itself as an expression of humanitarian concern for the lives 
of colonized peoples, rarely refers to people as human beings but, instead, as sources of potential 
productivity, the commodities of labor or laborers.  The report’s next paragraph:  

This labour is commonly described as “Native” or “coloured” labour; but, while 
these terms are convenient and no attempt will be made to avoid the use of the 
expression “Native labour” in this Report, they were felt too inaccurate to be used 
in the wording of the item on the [International Labour Conference’s] Agenda.  
The labour recruited by the method it is proposed to regulate is not necessarily 
indigenous to the territory in which it is employed, but is sometimes recruited in 
another territory, and the word “coloured” has in some territories a special 
significance.  Moreover, no other adjective would seem to describe accurately all 
the labour that may be recruited by the methods here under discussion: the word 
“primitive” is often applied to traditional forms of labour within tribal society; 
“tropical” and “colonial” are too restrictive geographically and the latter term is 
sometimes also applied to European labour in colonies.  116

The report’s authors include the preceding paragraph purportedly to preserve, “as exactly as 
possible,” the thought process that went into their decision to title the agenda item with the 
spatially amorphous, “in colonies and in other territories with analogous labour conditions.” Its 
spatial subject intimates a willful departure from conventional geographical divisions, one that 
conjures unorthodox socio-geographic circumscriptions.  It is the process they seek to regulate, 
free of political boundaries; labor recruitment in “dependencies and in other countries where the 
labour situation is such that the methods of regulation best adapted to colonial territories are also 
applicable.”   Within this rubric, therefore, the adoption of labor recruitment standards will 117

permit the Committee, in theory, to regulate labor relations they define as “colonial” everywhere 
from Soweto to Saint Louis.  Following WWII, when solutions to the “indigenous problem” 
embedded within the “colonial problem” are again being contemplated by state policy elite, the 
porous political geographical purview provided by this awkwardly titled ILO report will prove 
portentous. 
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The traditional methods colonizers had relied upon for “obtaining labour” have been deemed 
illegitimate by the 1930 Forced Labor Convention.  These include namely, either directly or by 
proxy, to kidnap, relocate, and impress mostly male villagers to work on plantations, mines, or 
railroad construction for little or no compensation.  Although the trans-Atlantic slave trade had 
been proscribed in the first half of the 19th century, these labor procurement practices were 
similarly horrific.  Conditions in publicly subsidized mining and railroad operations were 
particularly atrocious, where it was not uncommon for official government sources to report that 
they had literally worked more than half of their workforce to death.     

In the report’s third chapter, “Recruiting and the Protection of Native Communities,” for 
example, the committee cites the reactions of the Secretary-General of the International Colonial 
Institute to a statement made by the Duke of Brabant on the new direction of Belgium’s colonial 
policy.  Notice the tendency toward historical sublimation present in the Secretary-General’s 
opening words: 

It is hardly necessary to recall the circumstances under which, in the early days of 
industrial expansion, the labour necessary for mining and so many other 
undertakings, especially public works, had to be obtained.  We had no working 
class; we had to deal with a sparse population distributed in scattered regions and 
frequently living far distant from the areas where labour was required.  It was a 
population of agriculturalists, fishermen, hunters, and pastoralists, who had never 
been in contact with our civilization and who did not offer spontaneously to leave 
their traditional homes to take employment in areas which were often at a distance 
and where they would have to live under entirely new conditions.   

It was therefore necessary to ‘recruit labour,’ and this gave rise to serious abuses, 
from the humanitarian as well as from the social point of view.  The death rate of 
the recruited workers was appalling, especially at the beginning.  Taking account 
of all wastage from the time of recruiting until the end of the contractual period 
imposed on all these workers, it was calculated in the early days the death rate 
was 50 per cent, and sometimes higher. 

The draining from the villages of those members of the population on whom its 
continuation depended and their transfer to centres where it was impossible for 
them to found regular families resulted in grave social and moral disorders.    118

The Committee’s aim is to develop a method for inducing the men living on the Native Reserves, 
the relocation onto which itself poses a major challenge to the subsistence of Indigenous 
communities, to become itinerant workers who are to provide the labor necessary for the 
construction of a colonial regime’s public infrastructure, such as railway or road systems, and the 
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private enterprise, including agricultural plantations and mines, without triggering “an abnormal 
lowering of the Native birth rate.”   119

In addition from the lowered birth rate, mens’ seasonal departure from the community greatly 
increases the prospects for famine.  The report quotes from a lecture on agriculture delivered at 
South African Native College: “The absence of males from their homes during the greater part of 
the year is invariably reflected in the cultural operations of the land and the resultant low 
yields.”   After observing this spiraling process toward social destruction, an International 120

Missionary Council envoy to Northern Rhodesia comments on the contradiction between 
“encouraging tribal integrity on the one hand under the system of indirect rule (for without tribal 
integrity no chief can successfully function) and on the other hand encouraging its disruption by 
the present chaotic economic system.”   121

While the “experts” lament this unfortunate pattern, they dismiss it as an “inevitable” outcome of 
civilization’s progress.  Their chosen task is not, ultimately, to stop the causes of this 
disintegration but to even out and manage its rate of atrophy.  As they put: “to protect Native 
communities against demands for labour in excess of their normal capacity to supply labour 
(emphasis added).”   But even this goal is aspirational, resting on the hope that some limit will 122

eventually placed on the private sectors vicious practices for labor “recruitment.”  Not wanting to 
be accused of idealism, the committee is careful to include a Belgian head of the International 
Colonial Institute’s statement: 

Let no one delude himself in this matter: the generalisation of European 
productive undertakings is inconceivable at present without compulsory labour. 
Congo labour legislation is based on the principle of free labour; but, in spite of 
the efforts of the authorities to secure the observance of this principle, private 
undertakings succeed in circumventing it with the connivance of Native chiefs.   123

It seems worth a slight digression to point out the qualitative discrepancy in the way culpability 
is assigned to Europeans, as failed efforts to prevent the circumventing of principles, and the way 
it is assigned to Africans in the description of the “connivance of Native chiefs.”  The subtext 
such characterizations carry are that Europeans may be honest or may clever but Africans are 
duplicitous.  
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Nine years later the committee’s report is published, Austro-Hungarian dissident Karl Polanyi 
notes that those who “have insisted on the similarity between colonial problems and those of 
early capitalism,” that “they failed to follow up the analogy the other way” by depicting “the 
poorer classes of England a century ago” as “the detribalized, degraded natives of this time.”  
Although this simplistic analogical inversion presents its own empirical and analytical 
limitations, his contention as “to the reason why this resemblance was missed”—namely, “our 
liberalistic prejudice”—is indeed salient.  Colonial imposition involves a program to install a 
“condition of living death,” Polanyi pens, a condition “intimately linked with changes in … land 
tenure, war, marriage, and so on….”      124

In contrast to Polanyi, the ILO “experts” spin a master narrative of liberalist detached concern 
for the situation.  For example, “if the pace of industrial or mining development in regions that 
are only sparsely populated by primitive peoples” is too fast it may “create a situation very 
similar in its effects to that of legalised forced labour,” owing to a lack of policy enforcement 
that “individuals or companies ... possessed of considerable influence” use to fill their labor 
demands.   

Inevitability, a recurring theme 

Inevitability is a recurring theme in the report; specifically, the inevitable subjugation of the 
colonized peoples’ lives, lands, and social traditions to the form and function desired by 
colonizing societies.  The populations of the latter are silently denoted by terms such as “the 
world” or “humanity.”  The theme is typically expressed as if the “impending widespread 
upheaval of indigenous societies” is the constant given in a mathematical problem.  For instance, 
under the sub-heading “The Problems of Recruiting,” we find the following: 

The peoples concerned are largely self-sufficing closed communities.  Unless ... 
some limitation is placed on the number of men that may be recruited from a 
given social unit there is a danger of a shortage of births and insufficient food 
production.  Social disintegration may also be accelerated by excessive recruiting.  
A considerable degree of social disintegration is an inevitable result of the contact 
of primitive peoples with European civilization, but the possibilities of the healthy 
adaptation of these peoples to new social and economic systems thrust upon them 
can be strengthened by attempting to avoid excessive disturbance of the existing 
social equilibrium.  125

Elsewhere, the trope is resurrected but given to perform an almost negative part, a sort of 
artificial inversion to feign uncertainty.  For instance, the Committee’s final statements on labor 
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recruitment defer to pronouncements of inevitability to excuse their unwillingness “to suggest as 
a universal principle the replacement of recruiting by free public placing systems”; the latter 
phrase meaning the establishment of employment agencies where a colonized person can go to 
make a “spontaneous offer of labour.”   The “experts” reproduce the theme to exhibit their 126

“hope,” based on their assessment of an “undoubted tendency” within “[t]he industrial history of 
countries of Western civilisation,” that coercive forms of labor recruitment “will be progressively 
rendered unnecessary….”  127

The Percentage System: a formula for long-term profit 

The report states that its purpose is limited to “the regulation of the most usual of the 
active methods of obtaining labour now in use, namely, recruiting.” It also concedes, in the same 
paragraph, that to work “to remove abuses connected with the obtaining of the 
labour of indigenous peoples” would be beyond its scope.  The committee members’ main 
preoccupation is to preserve, regulate, and normalize relations between colonizers and those 
whom they colonize.  They therefore advocate colonial economic development schemes that will 
not lead Indigenous societies to short-term cataclysm.  Such an outcome would lead to labor 
shortages would thus constitute a detriment to economic productivity.  Mindful of the long-term 
“inevitable” consequence of colonial development on these societies, they contemplate the merits 
of a “percentage system” devised by a 1925 Belgian commission on colonial administration. 

The report states:  

The report of the [Belgian] Commission also laid down the proportion of workers 
which it thought might be withdrawn from tribal life and utilised for the needs of 
the European population without endangering the equilibrium of the Native 
communities.  It arrived at the following percentages : (a) 5 per cent, of the able-
bodied adult males might be withdrawn from the Native communities and even 
taken temporarily away from their districts; (b) a further quota of 5 percent, of 
able-bodied adult males might be taken for local European undertakings, i.e. 
situated within a radius of about two days’ march from the village, which would 
not involve breaking the contact between the workers and their families; (c) 
finally, a third quota of 15 per cent, of the able-bodied adult workers might be 
employed in the neighborhood of the village on casual work for European 
undertakings which would not interrupt their family life (short-distance porterage, 
gathering of natural products, etc.).  
  
The report of the Commission was submitted to the Government and the 
Administration began to follow out the policy laid down therein, but serious 
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difficulties of application arose.  During the next three years, the economic 
development of the Colony rapidly accelerated and the demand for labour 
continually increased.  On 6 January 1928, therefore, the Minister for the 
Colonies considered that “the time had come to examine the extent to which the 
principles of policy laid down by the Commission had been translated into fact 
and to propose the necessary practical steps to ensure their full application.”  128

The Belgian study is considered in more detail later in the report.  The study advances a 
mathematical formula—[(women + children / 1.03) – boys]—with which, according to the 
commission, to compute a colonial development scheme with “the normal number of men in a 
community.”   In principle, the ILO report supports the formula but also notes that it was 129

unsuccessful in the Belgian Congo as demands for labor quickly outstripped concerns for the 
integrity of Indigenous societies.  Elsewhere, France adopts a formula to slow societal collapses 
in Gabon, decreeing that no greater a percentage than one-third of the colony’s men may be 
“employed under indenture,” as the contractual obligation of recruited workers is sometimes 
expressed.   130

While commending the conceptual basis of the Belgian and French formulas, the report also 
observes its practical failings.  “Entire territories” of the Belgian Congo had already been made 
to depend on any money distant workers may scrape off their paltry wages to send home.  Rather 
than any sweeping policy mandate, the Committee recommends the flexible application of a 
recruiting percentage system on a regional or case-by-case basis, leaving it to colonial 
administrators’ discretion.   The General Reporter of the Congo Labour Commission is quoted 131

to explain the futility of any blanket measure intended to prevent social disintegration by 
excessive recruiting.  In the Katanga region, he notes, Union Miniere’s mining regime relocated 
enough workers to achieve “formation of a stable population within the framework of European 
civilisation.”  Children born in the workers attend Belgian vocational schools, training, from an 
early age, in industrial mining skills that “are of a superior category to that of their fathers” and 
embody the values of “European civilisation.”  132

Policies that shatter traditional community structures to supply the labor demands of 
colonial enterprise take a variety of forms and are sometimes conducted under the banner of 
family values.  A legislative series of decrees in French West Africa “in general encourages the 
idea of the worker being accompanied by his family.”  A contradiction to this policy statement is, 
however, observed in the “Ministerial Instructions relating to the drawing-up of estimates for the 
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expenditure of colonial loans,” which counsels prospective speculators that “it does not seem 
desirable to encourage the removal of the women, since experience has shown that camp life has 
an adverse effect upon the birth rate and very soon destroys the desire to have children.”  133

Exceptional “accommodations” of pre-colonial social arrangements do exist in the early 
1930s, although they are still in trial stages of development.  For example, in French 
administered Ivory Coast, there are “experiments” in what the Committee describes as 
“colonised villages” where work camps are “group[ed] by races which are on friendly terms.”  134

Dual Policy 
  
At the 1926 Conference of Governors of Tanganyika, Kenya, and Uganda, the British 
adopt the dual policy, a plan to combine “non-Native and Native production” under one 
administrative umbrella.  In the course of drawing up the dual policy, the governors encounter 
the dilemma of how to balance “the obligation which rests on every civilised Government of 
raising the capacities of its human subjects to their fullest expression” and “the equally 
imperative duty of developing to the utmost the productive power of its possessions.”   In order 135

to meet this challenge, the governors develop a list of principles for colonial development. The 
Committee reproduces the three it views as most relevant to its own mission: 

(1) The ideal in view should be to enable land to put to the best possible 
economic use, while also providing for the steady progress and welfare of its 
Native inhabitants and safeguarding them against serfdom in any form 
whatsoever. 
(2) Steady progress cannot be secured in some areas unless every able-bodied 
Native who shows no tendency to work is given to understand that the 
Government expects him to do a reasonable amount of work either in production 
of his own Reserve or on labour for wages outside it. 
(3) In areas where the first alternative is not within reach, the Native should be 
definitely encouraged to go out to labour.  In others, where both alternatives are 
open to him, the Government is not concerned to impose either upon him, but 
simply to ensure so far as it can that he shall work in the cultivation of his own 
land, if he pleases, or else as a wage-earner on alienated land, if he prefers.   136

A couple of the features British African regime’s “ideal in view” stand out.  First, the transparent 
object of British administration is to transform Indigenous African societies into self-sustaining 
pools of laborers who submit to British-defined purposes and profit motives, no more, no less. 
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Second, the British seek to engineer a social climate favorable to maximum commodity 
production within a framework of nominal freedom.  That is, “every able-bodied Native” is, in 
theory, free to choose which British-defined work function s/he prefers to fulfill.  Fundamental 
issues, such as the imposition of racial categories, land tenure, or the mode of reproduction, are 
clearly off the table.  Decisions regarding important subjects are to be made within the private 
domain of white civilization’s state and colonial authority. 
  
During the same period, French colonial administrators develop their own dual policy to 
deliver “attention and care.”  A 1932 speech by French West Africa’s Governor-General Joseph 
Jules Brévié, outlines his policy expectations: 

As a producer, the native deserves our attention and care, since his labour is 
virtually the sole source of the trade which enriches the colony.  He is, moreover, 
a purchaser of imported goods.  The normal development of this dual role, the 
creation of the products for exports and the consumption of imported goods, 
determines the entire economic life of the federation.  But one should remember 
that the native can purchase goods only to the extent of what he produces, and the 
price he is able to obtain for that produce.  We too must be guided by this 
principle in our policy toward the natives.  We must strive for a qualitative and 
quantitative improvement in native production and for adherence to the correct 
ratio between export and import prices.  In doing so we must not forget that the 
native’s wages must be high enough to guarantee an essential living 
minimum....   137

The Governor-General’s comments help to illuminate why labor recruitment is central to the 
colonial project during this period.  They conceal, however, what the “correct ratio between 
export and import prices” bodes for Black workers.   

On this point, I defer to the brilliant Nguni liberationist, Albert Nzula, from whose book, Forced 
Labour in Colonial Africa, the preceding quotation is pulled.  Despite his early death, in 1934 at 
the age of 29, he plays a leading role in the fight against South Africa’s apartheid laws, serving as 
the first Black general secretary of the South African Communist Party and as acting editor of the 
Xhosa language newspaper, Umsebenzi (Worker).   Nzula reacts to Brévié’s “dual role” 138

proposal by pointing to the lived reality of the Black African, who “must (1) generate and 
produce raw materials for export and (2) purchase French imported goods;” after which “the 
colonial authorities will (3) care for him to the extent that he fulfills his ‘dual’ function (just how 
they care for him will be shown below) and (4) finance this ‘dual’ function by loans, 

 Nzula, A. T., A. Z. Zusmanovich, and I. I. Potekhin, Nzula, Forced labour in Colonial Africa. 137

(London: Zed, 1979) pp. 27–8.

 Ibid. p. 3.138

 



67

subsequently repaid with interest by the black peasant.”   In his book’s conclusion, after 139

building a meticulously documented case against colonial oppression, Nzula recapitulates “the 
true situation in the colonies” in the l920s and early 1930s: 

 (1) The mass pauperization … of the black peasantry which constitutes the vast 
majority of the population.  The principle figure of the African village is the 
landless or almost landless starving peasant, bound to the plantations or the farms 
of the European landowner, burdened with taxes and exploited by the trading 
companies.  

  
(2) The extremely widespread and systematic use of slave labour in the mining 
industry in the form of contracted labour.  An unparalleled and utterly unchecked 
exploitation of black workers devoid of political rights.  Mass extermination of 
human beings in the construction of the railways in the Belgian Congo and 
French Equatorial Africa. 

(3) The current economic crisis has increased tenfold the rate of peasant 
impoverishment and thrown workers previously employed in production on the 
street, leaving them totally helpless. Millions of people have been thrown into the 
clutches of starvation, social alienation and moral degradation. 

(4) An appalling growth of poverty, increase in oppression and brutal exploitation 
of enslaved people at one end of the scale accompanied by the accumulation of 
wealth at the other.  Even in the moment of crisis, the mining and trading 
companies, the white landowners and slave owners, aided by their imperialist 
governments, are making profits running into the millions through the continued 
robbery of the workers.  140

Both dual policies—the French and the British—indicate the nascent stages of a new logic and 
discourse of colonial governance that will not fully metastasize until after World War II.  Mantras 
of economism will come to replace racial or social ones in the normalization of colonial 
relations.  As law professor Anthony Anghie argues, within the new discursive order, “the market 
is associated with modernity, progress, individualism and the universal.  Culture, on the other 
hand, is connected with backwardness, tribal community and the particular.”   In this light, 141

Brévié’s integrationist economism, premised on the shackling of anonymous “natives” to a 
subsistence prostrated to the dictates of European material desire, may be seen to be guided by 
absolutist presumptions of cultural superiority.    

 Ibid. p. 28.139

 Ibid. p.160.140

 Anghie, op. cit., p. 162.141

 



68

Council on Foreign Relation’s vision of future societal relations 

In 1780, Jeremy Bentham coins the term “international” to define “the transactions between 
sovereigns” in contradistinction to “internal law,” which regulates “[t]ransactions between 
individuals who are subjects of different states” as well as “when the sovereign of one state has 
any immediate interactions with a private member of another state.”   At any rate, Bentham’s 142

neologism is inaccurate.  It refers to juridical intercourse between heads of state.  An accurate 
term for such transactions is “interstate.”  The inaccuracy persists today and has given rise to 
considerable popular confusion as to the functioning of state power in relation to the domestic-
private social body.  Bentham formalizes a new British vision of what Nazi juridical theorist Carl 
Schmitt will, more than a century and a half later, label jus publicum Europaeum, a vision that 
reshapes the relations that bond Western Europe’s political societies in the early days of the 
Industrial Revolution. 
  
In a similar fashion, the 1930s writings of the Council on Foreign Relations, a New York-based 
non-governmental organization composed of elite United States policy analysts, attempt to 
anticipate and to project the future conceptual corridors of international law and geopolitics 
during the decade that culminates in World War II.  Its work in the 1930s has bearing on the story 
of the 1950s ILO legislation on Indigenous peoples because of its preliminary articulation of 
modernization theory which, as I explain in more depth later, will dominate the 1950s 
discussions of the “indigenous problem.” 

In 1939, Eugene Staley, a Fletcher School economist and one of the Council’s leading 
contributors, publishes World Economy in Transition, a Rockefeller Foundation-funded study.  
The book typifies the Council’s place as a laboratory for future United States thinking on world 
affairs.  Staley foresees and advances the notion of a coming worldwide transformation in the 
modes of colonial discourse and social reproduction, one that may seem more familiar to our 
contemporary sensibilities.   

Skipping past questions of political, social, legal, or moral concern, and in his capacity as US 
foreign policy propagandist, Staley’s analysis centers on technology.  Technological 
improvement in “[t]ravel, transport, and communication” have led to the “conquest of distance 
and the world-wide division of labor opens up the possibility of new and higher levels of 
economic welfare, but it also creates problems of adjustment during a transition period.”  In his 
solution to the “problems of adjustment,” those “certain baneful effects of the machine upon 
human life and civilization,” he opposes “returning to more primitive ways” because it would 
lead to “cataclysm.”  The claim is then restated but this time delivered in more tempered terms, 
terms that intimate the logic of the new technological driven social trajectory Staley defends.    
“Transition costs and difficulties, once we have reached an advanced stage of development on a 
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new basis, are just as great or greater for returning in the reverse direction as for moving 
ahead.”   143

Because he limits his solution to the sphere of technology, he may speak of the “conquest of 
distance” placidly, ignoring more than four centuries of unprecedented violence and 
dispossession wrought by European expansionism, across five continents and against thousands 
of distinct nations, save reference to “certain baneful effects of the machine,” a quickly 
dismissed platitude.  What his comment on the “worldwide division of labor” implies for 
colonized peoples is explained later in the book. 
  
In his discussion of colonies, or the “non-self-governing areas” of the world, by which he means 
the League of Nations’ mandated territories excepting British Dominions, Staley outlines his 
vision for an International Economic Organization of the future, based on the “considerable 
success” of the ILO’s model of “functional representation.”  Owing to the contemporary 
nationalist fervor, Staley believes that the “substantive work” of such an organization “- 
monetary arrangements, trade barriers, coordination of anti-depression policies, migration, raw 
material controls, international investments, and so on-” should be carried out by “quieter 
methods.”  “[A]t some propitious moment in the future,” however, the architects of international 
order should “suddenly and dramatically,” with an “element of the spectacular,” announce a 
launch event. 

The idea behind the inaugural conference is multilayered.  A first order business for the 
organization will be to create a propaganda smokescreen: 

(1) To give new impulse to international economic cooperation by adopting 
certain principles as a rallying point for the future—a purely symbolic act.  This 
would be in the form of a pact (or a resolution, or a preamble) proclaiming a 
unifying social purpose: that the signers intend to work together for simultaneous 
improvement of living standards throughout the world, and that they undertake to 
seek actively to promote peaceful economic exchange so that all peoples, great 
and small, may benefit by more effective access to the resources of the world.  
High sounding principles are sometimes a substitute for action, but sometimes 
they are a useful prelude to a positive and dynamic program.  In the present state 
of the world there would be great value in such a declaration.  144

Enshrouded by “high sounding principles,” the organization will be in position to “make political 
boundaries less significant economically.”  For Staley, this is key to preserving and bolstering the 
United States’ meteoric ascendancy within the colonial world order.  As he puts it:  “When 
political boundaries are not economic walls, a transfer of territory from one sovereignty to 
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another has no practical effect on the economic welfare of the people on either side, except that 
the new sovereign may have better or worse laws than the old, and this may increase or decrease 
the economic productivity of the territory transferred.”   145

  
Staley’s dream scenario does not recognize the realities of setter colonialism, which form the 
basis of the government whose policies he advises.  As for the external formal colonies, he 
proposes the conference serve very much the same function on a global scale that the 1884–85 
Berlin Conference served in the partitioning of Africa, finding “no just reason” that some 
colonizing states “should be permitted to exploit colonial resources to the exclusion of others.”  
He there sees that an important aspect of such a conference would be to iron out colonial trade 
restrictions by “internationaliz[ing] all non-self-governing areas, putting them under international 
administration responsible to an agency representing the world community rather than any single 
national government.  That is, under the ideal plan colonies would be treated as part of a 
common world heritage, to be developed under conditions of equal access to their resources….” 

In this future world, economism defines social existence.  Staley believes that the organization 
can lead to the establishment of global order based “economic federalism,” with an international 
structure inspired by the US federal government’s constitutional relationship to US states.  If all 
goes according to plan, Staley says installation of such a system of economic governance can 
evolve into a “world federalism” in which “the direct international administration of polar 
regions and of colonial areas” as a “world domain” could, if effectively exploited, provide “a 
direct source of revenue for the needs of world government.”   Accomplishing this, however, 146

will require a conceptual and analytical reorientation by the architects of the world order-to-be; 
namely, “greater recognition of the fact that the world economy consists of factories, farms, 
consumer and producer groups, individuals, not merely of national states.”    147

This new mindset of the organizers of world order, focused on people as individual economic 
units, applies to the “concrete measures” to be “started by the conference and then carried 
through under the guidance of the new International Economic Organization.”   Specifically, 148

Staley submits, the Organization’s inaugural event should announce a “world development 
program,” which he describes as a “a carefully studied effort to improve the productivity of less 
advanced areas of the world by methods that would at the same time provide an outlet for the 
capital goods industries of the advanced countries and lessen the shock of readjustment that is 
inevitable as outlying areas increase their industrial activity.” 

Staley’s vision of a future conference for founding a world economic government, with sufficient 
sense of self-importance to list “world public supervision” as a “concrete measure” on its 
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proposed agenda, stands out because it views individualized economism as definitive of social 
relations and state discourse in a world where every people and every land, down to the 
latitudinal second, become fully “integrated,” chained to the production and exchange of 
commodities.  The plan is both patriotic and prudent, he assures his readership—primarily 
wealthy, white, American men—as it represents an opportunity for the United States to quietly 
make a power play in its bid for global hegemony.  The book’s closing words: 

Disintegration of the world economy would deprive the United States of 
opportunities for making the most effective use of its own resources in ways that 
would raise the living standards of its people.  Similarly, a policy of economic 
nationalism by the United States would lessen its own productivity and that of the 
world, and would promote conflict and war all over the world by giving support 
to the view that with peaceful trade blocked military conquest is the only path to 
economic opportunity.  The enormous economic power of the United States— 
representing something over a third of the present economic weight of the world
—will make its actions or its refusals to act vital in determining whether the world 
economy can take a peaceful and productive course.  149

It is a documented historical fact that in the more than three hundred years of the United States’ 
existence, there has never been a year when it has not engaged in aggressive military action.   150

That the United States continues along this warmongering trajectory does not, however, 
instantiate Staley’s lack of foresight.  Soon after the Second World War, a result of which is the 
United States’ increasing its military and economic power to a historically unprecedented level, 
Truman begins to champion a world development program on the basis of global economic 
integration.   

Truman’s introduction of the development narrative transforms colonial pretensions and, in short 
order, outmodes the wilted influence of the traditional European discursive strategies.  This is in 
keeping with Staley’s admonition from the preceding decade that “the colonial question today” 
needlessly elevates “questions of pride, influence, and ‘honor,’ and the like.”  Such 
preoccupations obfuscate “the main point[,] … that ‘access to raw materials,’ ‘access to markets’ 
and ‘relief of population pressure’ depend much more for productive interchange among self-
self-governing areas than anything that is done or is not done about the colonies.”   In the 151

second half of the 1940s, as Truman enunciates the development paradigm in declarations on the 
promise of international and domestic economy recovery initiatives, he delivers a more efficient 
and “apolitical” discourse for the legitimating of colonial social relations.  While symbolic 
emphasis is on the glories of “democracy” and “freedom,” economism, technology, and 
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individual rights will become the master-signifiers that structure and stabilize the post-war world 
ordering discourse. 

ILO’s positive eugenics program for immigration and colonization in Latin America 

Staley’s suggestion regarding the stagnancy of “relief of population pressure” programs 
addresses formal initiatives, by the ILO and other international organizations, to stimulate the 
resettlement of Europeans to areas where state officials seek to consolidate colonial control.  
These areas include: independent states, particularly in Latin America; British dominions, such 
as Australia, where the White Australia immigration policy remains in effect until 1973; and 
external colonies, primarily in Africa and Asia.  By the late 1930s, the ILO’s reputation for 
responsible management and supervision of the global social economy, a popular “science” at the 
time, and the organization’s Geneva headquarters becomes the chosen venue for negotiation of a 
major resettlement scheme from Europe to South America.  

Large-scale intercontinental European emigration planning requires state guarantees of work and 
land for the settler.   In the 1938–39 ILO conferences of “experts” on the European “surplus 
population[’s]” “migration for settlement” to the independent states of Latin America, the 
preparations also involve a significant degree of coaxing ethnical assurance; ethnicity now 
standing in as a proxy for racial categorizations.  For example, in the record of the February–
March 1938 ILO “Technical Conference of Experts” on “Technical and Financial Co-operation 
with regard to Migrations for Settlement,” we encounter deliberations such as following on jus 
sanguinis, by Mr. Parra Perez, the Venezuelan Plenipotentiary. 

In theory, from a political and social standpoint and in the field of international 
co-operation, there is not a single person who would hesitate to proclaim the 
equality of the human races.  But, according science and experience, there are a 
number of facts which militate against the cross-breeding between certain ethnical 
groups, and history proves that the very fact of such groups living together is 
more or less likely to undermine the stability and unity of a nation.  There are 
races the members of which do not mix voluntarily with the native population; 
there are others which, even when they do, tend to alter the national character or 
even to change the whole culture of a people.  Therefore the immigration 
countries have the right, I was almost going to say duty, of choosing their future 
citizens.  … 

In connection with the adaptation of certain ethnical groups to local conditions, it 
is important to consider their ability to adapt themselves to a given climate.  It has 
been said that as a rule the white man, especially when he comes from Northern 
Europe, is capable of working in tropical and sub-tropical countries.  But from the 
point of view of our country, it is obvious that a settlement scheme can succeed 
only if great care is taken to choose for settlement purposes districts which on 
account of their temperature—generally a matter of altitude—and the nature of 
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the possible crops, are most suitable for Europeans.  These arguments must be 
obvious to the experts attending this Conference but they must be repeated so as 
to abolish the erroneous and widespread idea that some of the Latin-American 
countries which are arbitrarily classified as “hot countries” are unfit for 
settlement.   152

The following year, coordination of this racialized settler colonial program is resumed at the 
Second Conference of American States Members of the ILO, held in Havana.  The conference 
publishes a study on “the connection between immigration and colonisation, whether private or 
official, …with a view to the adoption of a Draft Convention or Recommendation which shall 
contain, inter alia, fundamental principles for the conclusion of bilateral or multilateral treaties 
between European and American countries concerning migration, colonisation, and labour.”   To 
occasion the topic, description is given of the fears recently expressed by Latin American 
officials that the dwindling flow of European immigrants to their countries since the Great 
Depression has given rise to the “problem of increasing the population.”  As a result, they fear 
their citizens “cannot attain … a degree of civilisation corresponding to the standards of the age.”   

Over the course of its inquiry the committee realizes that a solution must be more comprehensive 
than simply “intenser immigration.”  The remedy “extends to demographic problems of a wider 
scope—in countries which have hitherto received little European immigration and where the 
white race is represented almost exclusively by the Spanish colonial population, European 
immigration is regarded not only as a population factor but also as a means of influencing the 
racial type by a mixture of blood, which may indeed be beneficial to the future generations of 
both the stocks concerned.”  This official plan for a positive eugenics program for Latin America 
has been overlooked by mainstream and critical scholars, I assume, because of the report’s 
ominous release date of November 1939.  Likewise, academic accounts of the historical colonial 
process have all but failed to mention the ILO’s effort, as the report describes, to address “the 
urgent need for internal colonisation schemes” by recruiting European settlement to Latin 
American “regions with too sparse a population” in order “to incorporate these regions into the 
civilised world.”  153

To bolster their pitch, Latin American states could boast of a whitewashing clean of their 
educational systems, based on the hemisphere-wide Convention on the Teaching of History held, 
a half decade before, in Montevideo.  Article 1 of the convention, signed by 20 American states, 
including the United States, sought to “revise [the] texts books” of each country “with the object 
of eliminating from them whatever might tend to arouse in the immature mind of the youth 
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aversion to any American country.”   Mental maturation was a concomitant of the “greater 154

attention [to] be given to the history of Spain, Portugal, Great Britain, and France…” [Art. 3(b)] 
so as to minimize the “[b]elliocose emphasis” of many history textbooks and, it was “urged,” to 
promote “the study of the culture of peoples, and the universal development of civilization of 
each country made by foreigners and by other nations.”    155

Integration of Indigenous workers within the Inter-American rights framework 

Throughout the hundreds of pages of official proceedings on the ILO’s Latin America settler 
colonization initiative, there is such deafening silence on the subject of Indigenous peoples, 
whose homelands are slated for European settlement, that one suspects a sinister eliminatory plot 
of willful ignorance.  Perhaps this silence results from assumptions that the first Conference of 
American States which are Members of the International Labour Organisation, held in January of 
1936 in Santiago, already had secured the issue under lock and key.  It is at this conference that 
the proposal to study the “living and working conditions of Indigenous workers” in Latin 
America is first articulated. 

The preliminary exchanges on the state of Indigenous nations in the Americas bear immediate 
comparison to the discussions that led to the Slavery Convention.  Exceptional worker delegates 
press the issue out of apparent concern for the reality that the bargaining position of non-
Indigenous workers will continue to be undercut by “the virtual slavery of our Indians,” as one 
delegate puts it.   For instance, Mr. Burgos of Colombia offers the following comment on his 156

country’s vertical social hierarchy, with a peculiarly dramatic flair, given the moderating intent of 
his words: “No one would deny the position of inferiority which we, the Indo-American working 
class, find ourselves as compared with the workers of Europe.  Among us … the Indian is a 
savage without the law and with no place in the sun….  At this present time, when revolt is 
brewing and when the forces of the opposing groups are beginning to clash, it would be better to 
throw to the left-wing wolves at least a few legal bones and some shadow of protection.  
Gnawing these bones we shall while away some time and thus put off the day of final 
reckoning.”   Another worker representative paints a grimmer picture of the situation in 157

Ecuador: 

The conditions of work of the Indians is very bad; they are underfed and 
underpaid.  Their payment takes the form of a grant of a small piece of land by the 
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large landowners, in return for which they must work for nothing five day per 
week.  On one day they are allowed to work for themselves and the other day they 
must spend in church, where the priests tells them that they must be docile and 
suffer patiently and they will receive their reward in Heaven.  If there is any 
protest or strike, armed forces are called out and thousands of Indians are shot 
down in the name of justice and righteousness.   158

In a departure from the norm, however, a Peruvian government representative, Mr. Rebagliati, 
introduces the draft proposal on the living and working conditions of Indigenous people.  He was 
persuaded by the social Darwinist philosophy of Hermann von Keyserling, who, according to the 
delegate, advanced the notion that “communism is child’s play compared with the social 
organisation of the Incas. The Incas organised a just distribution of the land.  They ensured the 
support, by the community, of disabled and aged workers.  They fought against laziness and 
solved the problem of workers’ spare time.”  Inspired by Keyserling and guided by concern for 
what he calls the “the special problem” of “the labour of Native races,” Rebagliati formally 
submits to the conference a plan for gathering statistics on the living and working conditions of 
Indigenous workers in the Americas.  159

Spare time civilizing mission 

Rebagliati’s reference to the Incan paragon for organizing workers’ spare time diverges from the 
trend of discussions on the topic among his ILO contemporaries.  Among other colonized 
regions, most notably, Africa, comprehensive labor reform policies attempt to exert a de-
acculturating influence through the management of the daily or weekly routines of Indigenous 
wage-earners.  A striking example is found in a 1938 article published in the International Labour 
Review by C.W. Ould, an ILO official.  The abstract of Ould’s essay, “Organisation of Spare-
Time Activities for Native Workers in Certain South African Towns,” describes how the “process 
of industrialisation in Africa” leads to the  “problem of leisure” within South African urban areas, 
where one finds “considerable bodies of Native workers who work for fixed hours and are 
consequently free at certain times of the day and week.”  In South Africa, the problem is 
“naturally … most serious,” the author maintains, for the reason that it “is industrially more 
advanced than other States in Africa.”    160

It is also “a modern one.”  In the 19th century South Africa “stability seemed to have been 
reached” through a system in which white overlords formed a clearly defined “aristocracy of 
landowners, masters, and skilled worker [and] the Natives were a subject race.”  “This system is 
now in the process of complete disintegration,” Ould observes, as South Africa’s transition from 
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agricultural to industrial production drives whites into cities “where they form a true urban 
proletariat” and “convert[s] … Native workers from a rural peasantry into an urban proletariat.”  
The latter fails to rise to the status of “a true urban proletariat” because, in contrast to the 
“civilised and urbanised [white] workers,” the many Black workers populating “every large 
town,” and “whose presence tends to keep wages down[,]… represent[] every stage in social 
evolution, from the illiterate barbarian to the civilised intellectual.”    161

South Africa is likely the most famous demonstration of the truism that racialized spatial 
segregation is a primary indicator of colonial oppression.  As previously mentioned, South 
African and South West African (Namibian) color bar legislation dictates that Black Africans, 
with the exception of domestic servants, working in colonial townships or cities, are to live under 
direct colonial superintendency in ghettoized “locations,” housing projects for the mostly male 
African “working class.”  In the International Labour Review, Ould provides the following 
comment on location’s central purpose to the ruling white supremacist National Party. “[A 
location] differs … from a European town in … that a location life represents to many of the 
residents a first adventure in civilised ways of living.  The white man’s civilisation, as they 
encounter it in their daily work, is something alien and bewildering, but in locations it becomes 
the pattern of everyday life.”  162

Much of the Black population not residing in the locations had been corralled onto Native 
Reserves.  The massive erosion of Indigenous land tenure was most notably accelerated by the 
Native Land Act of 1913 and other white supremacist territorial legislation prohibiting Black 
Africans from purchasing land or traveling beyond the boundaries of the reserves without 
government-issued identification and permission.   As apartheid historian George Fredrickson 163

noted in a 1981 study, “[w]hat has made ‘possessory segregation’ contribute so much to the 
advantage of whites and to the disadvantage of Africans has been the grossly inequitable division 
of territory between races.”   The land disparities are reinforced by “liberal” voter literacy laws 164

similar, in intent and outcome, to the voting requirements the American South during the Jim 
Crow period.  The effect is that “[b]y the 1950s the combined areas of the reserves amounted to 
13 percent of the total land area of South Africa, while blacks made up at least 75 percent of the 
total population.”   165
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Making workers of the world 

During the latter half of the 1930s, the ILO begin to develop a series of incremental reforms to 
address some of the issues raised by the Committee of Experts on Native Labour.  Reports are 
assembled and several technical conventions are adopted.  For our purposes, the most significant 
aspect of the three conventions adopted by the ILO during this period is that they apply to 
Indigenous people living in external and internal colonies.  Each includes the following 
geographical definition of Indigenous worker: “…a worker belonging to or assimilated to the 
indigenous population of a dependent territory of a Member of the Organisation, or belonging to 
or assimilated to the dependent indigenous population of the home territory of a Member of the 
Organisation… .”   Lest the “Native Labour” committee’s use of the term “indigenous worker” 166

cause any confusion, in a 1936 report they clarify the two phrases’ synonymous meaning.  “The 
special systems of recruiting workers … are systems operated for obtaining what is commonly 
known as ‘Native labour’, i.e. the labour of persons belonging to indigenous peoples inhabiting 
territories under the administration of non-indigenous races, irrespective of whether these 
territories are dependencies of Member States or are themselves Member States or other fully 
self-governing countries.”   167

From the vantage of the present, the contents of the conventions, which seek to curtail 
employment and related practices that lend themselves to violations of the ILO conventions on 
slavery and forced labor—providing, for example, penal sanctions for worker contract violations 
and large-scale private recruiting enterprises—are almost inconsequential.  Aside from their 
litany of loopholes and the fact that in many areas, such as the Andes region, they were all but 
ignored in practice, the ILO subsequently abrogates all three.  What is most important about the 
late-1930s ILO Indigenous worker conventions is that there is no difference drawn between 
internally and externally colonized peoples.  

A second point on these conventions is that they are oriented toward the stabilization of a process 
of transforming tribal peoples’ traditional forms of subsistence to a new dependency on wage 
economies and the capitalist world system.  This is borne out by statements, such as those given 
in the 1939 annual report to the International Labour Conference by ILO Director-General John 
Winant.  Winant, an American and former Governor of New Hampshire, devotes a short sub-
section of his report to the sub-standard “Standards of Life of Indigenous Workers,” which he 
reduces the fact that “in most colonies and countries of the ‘colonial’ type … the workers … do 
not form a constituted working class.”   The ILO’s goal is also apparent in the lone resolution 168
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that refers to Indigenous peoples at the second conference of the American regional  ILO, held in 
Havana in November and December of the same year.  The resolution calls for “a special study 
of the conditions of these proletarian masses and particularly of those among which the 
descendants of aborigines play a prominent role.”    Such a statement communicates a mere 169

inkling of the ILO program for Indigenous people in the upcoming decades.  In the 1940s and 
1950s, the ILO will scale up its effort at discovering a “final solution” to the “indigenous 
problem” through the attempted dissolution of Indigenous collectives into the rank and file of 
states’ armies of labor. 

 Resolutions adopted by the Conference. Second Labour Conference of American States which are 169
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CHAPTER 4  
1940s, Part I.  

Internal Colonialism: toward a “final solution” 

Natural instinct bids all living beings not merely conquer their enemies, but also destroy them.  
In former days, it was the victor’s prerogative to destroy entire tribes, entire peoples.  By doing 
this gradually and without bloodshed, we demonstrate our humanity.  170

-Adolf Hitler 

But as soon as the question of property is at stake, it becomes a sacred duty to proclaim the 
standpoint of the nursery tale as the one thing fit for all age-groups and all stages of 
development.  In actual history, it is a notorious fact that conquest, enslavement, robbery, murder, 
in short force play the greatest part.  In the tender annals of political economy, the idyllic reigns 
from time immemorial.  Right and ‘labour’ were the sole means of enrichment, ‘this year’ of 
course always excepted.   171

-Karl Marx 

Introduction 

From the new decade’s outset, governments of American states begin to prepare a strategy for the 
“Indian problem.”  A multilateral treaty between 12 states, signed by the United States on 
November 29, 1940, establishes the Inter-American Indian Institute in Mexico City.  The 
founding of the institute is “inspired by the desire to create an efficient instrument for 
collaboration in the solution of … the Indian problem….”    172

The first focus of this chapter is on the strategy for “solving” this “problem” by a scholar who 
works for this institute.  It then recounts the ILO’s quandary when a South African labor 
organizer proposes that internally colonized Indigenous peoples be included in the organization’s  
consideration of social welfare legislation for colonized peoples in “non-metropolitan” regions.  
The significance of the South African’s proposed linkage between internal and external 
colonialism is evidenced by the rush to ensure its exclusion by international custodians of state 
power.   
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There is an interlude in this section for a brief examination of UNESCO’s founding mission. 
Because the ILO’s eventual “solution” to the “Indigenous problem” is actually the collaborative 
product of four UN sub-agencies, including UNESCO, the sub-agencies’ perspectives on the 
“problem” are significant to our story.   

The rest of the chapter mainly deals with issues related to the adoption of UN General Assembly 
Resolution 275 in the spring of 1948.  The vapid content of the final resolution, which proposes 
to study the conditions of aboriginal and other internally colonized peoples in the Americas, is of 
little importance compared with the reactions it engenders along its path to ratification.  The US 
response to the original draft proposal is particularly revealing because it shows the extent to 
which the world’s most totalized settler colonial regime goes to in order to prevent a light from 
being shone on its domestic policies.  Finally, the international system’s establishment of the 
Israeli state is tangentially traversed in the resolution’s story. 

The liberal sociologist 

In 1946, the ILO publishes “Living Conditions of the Indigenous Populations of American 
Countries,” a study by Ecuadorian sociologist Victor Gabriel Garcés.  The anonymous preface 
introduces Garcés as “one of the leading authorities on the indigenous problem of America.”   173

Over the next decade, his writings, time and again, will be preparatory material assigned by the 
Directors General to various committees of experts going into their discussions of the “Indian 
problem.”  All but unknown outside of a small circle of international agency bureaucrats, based 
on the degree to which his work not merely informs, but defines, the liberal parameters and 
content of the conversations of the so-called experts, Garcés might be considered the intellectual 
pioneer of ILO Convention no. 107. 

His 1946 study urges American governments to reappraise their policies towards Indigenous 
peoples, pointing to the former’s failure to appreciate the latter’s “tremendous human potential 
… contribution” to the “social and economic development of America.”  Instead, to borrow 
Marx’s parlance, the impoverishment of Native nations should represent a vast, unutilized source 
of variable capital (as opposed to the “dead labor” of raw materials, tools, machinery, etc.) to 
governments.  “At present, they are a deadweight holding back progress,” Dr. Garcés states 
impassively.   

American states should not abandon the “Indian problem” owing to its seemingly overwhelming 
complexity.  The determination of a formula for overcoming Indians’ “socially backward 
condition,” he avers, is, in fact, possible, made simpler by his discovery of the “common 
denominator for all Indians in America by which it is possible to determine their general position 
and this common denominator is their cultural position….  [T]he Indians everywhere, whether 
because of unfavorable economic conditions, biological degeneracy, or other reason, are a 
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backward people.”  As such, “[i]t is possible to speak of a single Indian problem, existing in all 
countries irrespective of ethnic groups and other categories established by racial experts,” later 
adding, “the Indian problem as a whole has not been solved in any one country….”    174

A first requirement in the work toward a solution depends on the ability of states to conceive of 
and to coordinate a “realistic programme of action” with the overarching goal being “the gradual 
improvement of the lot of American Indians.   He enumerates obstacles to success.  The 175

economic impediments do not include the ongoing genocidal violence, the dispossession of 
peoples’ ancestral homelands across two continents, or being daily spit upon by the children of 
white invaders throughout the hemisphere.  Instead, Indian poverty was a given from the start 
because, by the time Columbus arrived, American Indians had only reached an “agrarian stage of 
development.”   

His construction of Native peoples’ “backward” economic circumstances relies on the time-
honored Indian-hating meta-narratives of Indians’ indolence and ignorance with enlightenment 
attached to European beneficence.  This is clarified in his historical explanation: “To appreciate 
the rudimentary character of Indian industry it must be remembered that [in 1492] even the 
wheel was unknown.  The wheel and many other fundamental inventions, which in other parts of 
the world led to rapid industrial development, were brought to America from Europe at the time 
of the Spanish and Portuguese invasions, or even later, and since they reached this continent 
centuries late it was inevitable that indigenous industry should develop slowly and with difficulty 
(emphasis added).”   Given the momentum of individual private systems’ spread throughout 176

the Americas, “there is little chance of the indigenous communities being able to retain even the 
remnants of their collective system of land ownership that still exists,” writes Garcés.  As a result 
of this fact, and because “methods of work in these communities are inefficient,” the 
consummate sociologist recommends governments orchestrate a “transition from the stage of 
primitive communism, which is obviously in the process of disintegration, to the higher stage of 
planned and efficient co-operation.”    177

Other areas that indicate the “appallingly backward conditions” of American Indian communities 
include housing and nutrition.  In a number of American countries, Indians’ widespread 
occupancy of small, straw habitations, “still practically unfurnished and without the most 
elementary human conveniences,” yields “incontestable proof of the cultural and spiritual 
poverty of peoples who accept rather than fight such conditions.”   
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To give more support to this sweeping judgement, he correlates high rates of malnutrition to “the 
principal vices of the Indians, alcoholism and addiction to drugs.  For many centuries these vices 
have been widespread among American Indians and have done them incalculable harm, 
physically and mentally.”  While not wanting “to justify the vices of the Indians,” he explains 
that they are aggravated by the fact that “[t]he Indian may satisfy his hunger but, strictly 
speaking, he does not feed himself so as to strengthen his body,” a preventable condition given 
“the development of the science of nutrition in almost all countries….”  As a solution to 178

Indians’ “principal vices,” Garcés urges Andean governments to launch educational campaigns 
against the use of coca, a leaf used since time immemorial for medicine and ceremony, as well as 
the adoption of “legal regulations to ensure the strict supervision of fiestas, particularly those 
held to celebrate religious holidays,” claiming that enforcement will “protect the earnings of the 
Indians and prevent them from being entirely used up at the fiestas.…”    179

Another factor in the cultural integration equation is fostering social tolerance among “the 
educated groups in society.”  Indians are not included in this category.  The purpose of “Indian 
education” should be to “give practical training in new skills that will help the Indians to work 
more productively.”  Most critical is “training in agriculture”; within his model of cultural 
evolution, agronomy is essential to the planned transition away from “primitive communism.”  
The “educated groups,” he advises not to “keep their children away from the Indians” or to 
“teach them that Indians belong outside the orbit of Whites or Mestizos.”  Further, they should 
refrain from repeating “the pernicious saying commonly used in the training of children, ‘You 
must not behave like an Indian.’”   For these reasons and others, Garcés’ final recommendation 180

is for the ILO to form a committee of experts to study “the greatest continental problem: that of 
the American Indian.”  American Indians likely view the question of “the greatest continental 181

problem” differently, perhaps packing the answer into the punchline of the old joke: “What did 
Indians call this land before white people got here?”  “OURS.” 

Social policy in non-metropolitan territories 

In October of the same year, the Ecuadorian sociologist’s recommendation for a committee of 
formal inquiry into the “Indian problem” receives cognate expression in the proposal of a South 
African Worker’s delegate to the International Labour Conference in Montreal.  The delegate is 
Emil “Solly” Sachs, the storied Lithuanian-born trade unionist who had been elected to represent 
workers’ interests by the South African Trades and Labour Council.  Seven years later, Sachs will 
be forced into exile in England in response to charges brought against him under the apartheid 
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government’s 1950 anti-communist law.   The trade unionist submits a draft resolution 182

proposing that the social welfare standards developed by the ILO’s Committee on Social Policy 
in Non-Metropolitan Territories, whose scope is limited to formally dependent territories, be 
extended to include all Indigenous peoples in every independent country.  After several revisions, 
the question is eventually sent to the ILO’s Governing Body for a decision as to whether to 
include Indigenous peoples living in ILO member states in the discussion of the proposed 
convention on minimum standards of social policy in non-metropolitan territories.  The operant 
language from Sachs’ revised draft resolution is as follows: “Whereas it is considered desirable 
that the principles and provisions of the Draft Convention should be extended to cover persons in 
independent territories whose social conditions are similar to the social conditions of persons in 
dependent territories.”   183

Sachs’ primary protest is directed against the Union of South Africa’s failure to prevent the 
exploitation and abuse of Black workers.  “[Indigenous workers in South Africa] have no 
independence of any kind, and the Union Government openly states that it has a trusteeship over 
them.  They are in exactly the same position as the indigenous people of the dependent territories 
on the African Continent, except that the latter are ruled from capitals in Europe, and the former 
from Cape Town and Pretoria.  … Is it seriously proposed that the Africans of the Portuguese 
Colonies of Nyasaland, of the High Commission Territories and other non-self-governing 
territories, all of which are comparatively poor and undeveloped, will have the minimum social 
standards of the Convention, and that the Africans of the Union must remain in their conditions 
of social misery?”   184

A Belgian government delegate quickly seconds Sachs’ proposal.  As will be discussed in the 
next chapter, Sachs’ geographical challenge is consistent with Belgium’s official position 
throughout the debates on colonialism, albeit for diametrically different reasons.  In this case, 
Belgium objects to the non-universal application of worker protections because of the potential 
for added labor costs to companies operating in the Belgian Congo.  If, for instance, Union 
Minière du Haut Katanga, bound by the proposed convention, must invest more in copper 
miners’ wages and benefits than, say, Johannesburg-based Anglo American Corporation, bound 
by no minimum labor standards, invests in its copper miners, it would put the former company at 
a comparative disadvantage.  In the words of the Belgian delegate: “[W]e don’t want to be 
exposed to conditions in independent territories where the same products are produced by the 
exploitation of native populations under conditions which we no longer accept in our country.  
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We should have equality not only as regards humanitarian sentiments but also in matters 
concerning economic tranquility and peace.”   185

  
The interests of the Mexican employers’ delegate are quite different.  He derides Sachs’ proposed 
resolution, stating that it would be “absurd” to conflate the situations of Indigenous peoples 
living in independent countries with those in dependent territories.  “The plan … presupposes a 
situation in international law where indigenous persons are excluded from the general legal 
regime in a country.”  Indigenous people in Mexico, he claims, receive “full freedom of 
citizenship and the right of self-determination … [and] the indigenous populations in America 
have the same possibilities as the non-indigenous population.”   

He acknowledges, “problems of the Indigenous workers in America must nevertheless be 
studied.”  Why?  Because “from Canada through the United States and throughout the South 
American continent, [Indians] live in conditions of social retardment.”  But such matters, he 
contends, “must be considered from the biological viewpoint, recognizing the mimetic 
phenomenon, that is to say, adaptation to the regime in which they live.”  Such considerations 
were well underway through the American regional meetings of the ILO.   At the group’s latest 186

meeting, convened earlier that year in Mexico City, they adopted a proposal to create an expert 
committee to study the “Indian problem” on a regional scale.  At that meeting, they also resolved 
to tackle the problem, once and for all, by developing a “final solution.” 

This ambition was articulated on April 5, when Argentina’s government delegate, Ricardo 
Riguera, president of National Institute of Social Welfare within the cabinet of Juan Peron’s 
administration, which had risen to electoral victory only two months previously.  In his address 
to the assembly’s Sixth Sitting, Riguera had declared that “[t]wo methods” will be required to 
come up with a “final solution to … the problem of labour supply” in the Americas (italics 
added).  One, “the reopening of the doors to migration,” had, for the most part, been closed 
during wartime, quickly clarifying that despite Argentina’s constitutional “principal of free 
immigration, … we recommend only the encouragement of European immigration.”  The other is 
“the vocational training of the Indian population.”  Such training will allow “the Indian to 
improve his condition and become what is called civilised.  He has all the inherent qualities 
necessary.”  Three sessions later, Riguera’s southern cone counterpart, Chilean Absalôn Diaz 187

Parra, a legal advisor to Santiago’s Ministry of Labour, affirms that while “[t]hey have been 
exploited in the past … [t]he fact is that the Indian must be regarded as a worker and, therefore, 
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as a productive element in the population….  The Indian must be integrated into the economic 
and social life of the country.”   188

At the Mexico conference, various measures were floated.  One was a formal proposal, from a 
representative for the Mexican government, that the ILO initiate something along the lines of a 
positive eugenics program, to expedite the solution.  “All measures to improve the indigenous 
population ought to be directed to increasing intermarriage, that is to say, to making more 
frequent and possible the marriage of the indigenous with the mixed and the white populations, 
but recognizing as the basis of these intermarriages the domestic group.”   At the time, such 189

suggestions were not all that unusual, and, in certain circles, were enthusiastically endorsed. 

Brave New World’s big brother 

The same year, for example, Julian Huxley, older brother to the famous author of Brave New 
World, Aldous, publishes a conceptual blueprint for the United Nations Education, Scientific, and 
Cultural Organization (UNESCO), in which he envisions UNESCO’s future function as a 
laboratory of global eugenics experimentation.  Huxley’s appointment to role of UNESCO’s first 
Directors General, grants him a great deal of authority and latitude in designing the organization 
as he sees fit.  In UNESCO: Its purpose and its philosophy, he defines his model as one built 
upon the precepts of what he calls scientific humanism, adding that “[i]t is essential for 
UNESCO to adopt an evolutionary approach” because such an “approach provides the link 
between natural science and human history.”   While accepting that it would be impolitic, in the 190

immediate wake of Nazi racial doctrines, for UNESCO to set up any large scale public field 
operations under a banner of eugenics, he postulates:  

[I]n the not very remote future the problem of improving the average quality of 
human beings is likely to become urgent; and this can only be accomplished by 
applying the findings of a truly scientific eugenics.  Natural Science is one of the 
fields in which two of Unesco’s general principles—of thinking in global terms 
and of relieving the darkness of the “dark areas” of the world-are most obviously 
applicable.  191

Elsewhere in the official planning document, his lack of respect for, or understanding of, 
Indigenous peoples’ traditional knowledges, which, as a rule, demonstrate a far more intricate, 
practical, and far-sighted understanding of ecological systems, historical paths, and methods for 
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maintaining social equity than those developed in statist societies, is striking indeed.  Take, for 
instance, the assumptions built into his comparison “of a bushman tribe” to an “amoeba.”  “It is 
true that one could not carry on a high modern civilisation in a population the size of a bushman 
tribe, any more than life could evolve the mental powers of a higher mammal in an organism the 
size of an amoeba.”   192

Eugenicist thought theorizes a dialectical progress toward enlightenment, formed by the 
interaction between political hierarchy––based on radical social division and environmental 
domination––and an evolutionary movement toward biological certainty.  On the self-evident 
truth of these tenets, Huxley is unequivocal.  To justify UNESCO’s eventual implementation of 
“deliberate eugenic measures” within the “human sector,” he writes: 

The elaboration of the modern state, or of a machine-tool factory in it, is almost 
infinitely greater than that of a primitive tribe or the wooden and stone 
implements available to its inhabitants.  … In the biological sector, evolution has 
led to greater control over the environment and greater independence of the 
changes and chances of the environment.  It has also promoted a higher degree of 
individuality.  193

For reasons of space, I will not delve deeper into Huxley’s visions, except to say that the earnest 
exuberance and apparent naïveté with which he expresses his eugenicist convictions bear all the 
marks of a true believer.  It should go without saying that Huxley’s blind faith in Science brims 
with a supreme hubris, ubiquitous in Western culture.  This hubris is reflected in the almost 
religious fervor that accompanies the release of the latest gadgetry, the passive acceptance of one 
ecological catastrophe after another, and its willful ignorance or insouciance toward the 
disastrous consequences for the majority of the world’s peoples who are trapped in its petri dish.   

It is worth mention that UNESCO also plays a major role in the development of the UN’s statist 
category of “minority,” which continues to operate on the basis of the rights of the individual, 
rather than the collective.  In one of its preliminary studies, published in December of 1949, 
UNESCO’s Committee of Experts on Race Problems attempts to funnel the Indigenous peoples 
into the category of “minority,” which would place a number of international legal constraints on 
their collective rights to redress and self-determination.  The committee of social scientists 
explains that to “aid in understanding and control” of minorities, it is important to remember 
“problems of racial and cultural relations are always the product of and associated with the 
contact between peoples and the breaking up of tribal, local, ethnic and homogeneity and self-
sufficiency.”  This “scientific” explication of how “minorities have come into being” is further 
elaborated, as follows:  
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The world-wide diffusion through education, the spread of information, through 
missionary activities and through propaganda of the idea and ideals of the 
democratic ideal have stimulated the desire for freedom and equality of 
opportunity and have thus generated the subjective feeling of discrimination and 
exploitation among peoples who formerly accepted their situation without 
awareness that it could be otherwise and hence without protest.    194

I trust the reader will recognize the cultural biases and claptrap embedded in this statement of the 
origins of the concept of “minority.”  A further reminder of the corrosive impact of states’ 
domestic siloing of non-dominant cultures is voiced, roughly two decades later, by the great 
leader of Black self-determination, El-Hajj Malik El-Shabazz.  In one of his last speeches, the 
man better known Malcolm X outlines the paralyzing effect of minoritization for people of color 
in the United States.  He also gives insight into how minoritization may be combatted:  

By a minority they mean that they are lesser than someone else, that they are 
outnumbered, or the odds are against them—and this is the approach they use in 
their arguments, in their demand, in the negotiation ….  [I]n contrast, we … think 
of things worldly, or as the world is; not as a dark minority on the white American 
stage, but as the dark majority who will now prevail on the world stage.  And 
when you think like this automatically … you approach your problem as if the 
odds are on your side rather than odds are against you.  195

Social policy in non-metropolitan territories, continued 

The firs-ever edition of what quickly becomes the world’s most influential international relations 
journal, International Organization, contains the following description of the outcome of Solly 
Sachs’ draft resolution. 

The Conference also voted to request the Governing Body to include the 
discussion of social problems of indigenous populations of independent countries 
in the agenda for the next conference.  As adopted, this resolution was a 
modification of the original motion made by the South African workers delegate 
(Sachs) which drew a parallel between conditions of indigenous workers in 
dependent territories and independent countries, and which requested 
consideration of a convention on the subject rather than mere discussion.   196
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The details surrounding this “modification” reveal much about how the international system 
severs the “colonial problem” from the “indigenous problem,” or, put another way, how its 
institutions play host to a definitional mangling of the meaning of colonization. 

The 29th Session of the General Conference of Members of the International Labour 
Organisation (ILC) takes place in Montreal, September 19–October 9, 1946.  The Conference 
describes itself as “a world parliament for labor and social questions.”   On October 1, the 197

Conference’s three person Resolutions Committee approves Sachs’ draft resolution for general 
discussion.   Two days later, the chairman of the Committee of Experts on Social Policy in 198

Non-Metropolitan Territories, US Senator Elbert D. Thomas of Utah, and Senator van 
Remoortel, a government advisor to the Belgian delegation and the Reporter for same 
Committee, send a letter to the ILO’s Governing Body.  The purpose of the letter clearly seems to 
be to distract attention away from Indigenous peoples in independent states and toward “the 
study and removal of barriers to the economic and social progress of the African continent 
impeding progress….”    199

Two days after the letter, at the plenary meeting for the open discussion, the distinct motivations 
of each coauthor come to light.  The Belgian, van Remoortel, sees the application of social 
welfare measures to African dependencies as an opportunity to tamp the world public’s 
increasingly vociferous calls for Europe’s exodus from Africa, as is reflected in his concluding 
statement to the plenary session, as follows: “We are at a great turning point in the economic 
development of the world.  Colonisation, in the sense in which we have known it so far—that is, 
a colonisation of exploitation—has now reached its end.”   This reflects an attempt by Belgium200

—with it well known record of horror and holocaust against the peoples of lands that together 
covered an area more than eighty times its European land base—to reverse the propaganda, to 
greet the well to do public with smiles and travel brochures and investment opportunities in 
Congo. 

The Utah senator represents different interests, those of a settler regime, hellbent on suppression, 
obfuscation, and fictionalization of the historical and legal realities that pervade its claims to call 
North America its homeland.  In contrast to van Remoortel, who seeks to woo the conferees with 
forgeries, bad misrepresentations of Belgium’s civilizing mission in Africa, Thomas’ approach 
may be said to be a strategy of abstraction, diffusion, and, finally, denial.   
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In Thomas’ speech to the plenary session, he makes sure to first qualify his remarks.  “It should 
never be forgotten that we here must remain in the realm of ideas.”  He then suggests that the 
“international community” should show “particular concern” for the welfare of dependent 
peoples, emphasizing that “the interests of the inhabitants of these territories are paramount.”  201

This last phrase is taken directly from the oft-referenced preamble of the UN Charter’s Article 
73, which applies exclusively to Non-Self-Governing Territories.  In his closing, he feigns 
sympathy with Sachs’ draft resolution before subtly attempting to undermine it.   

We may well think to apply many of the procedures we are recommending for 
non-metropolitan territories to our own home situation.  It was refreshing to have 
one speaker [, Sachs,] remark, in substance, that perhaps we were not talking 
about dependent spots in the world but our own conditions at home.  To have 
attained a common unity between all is indeed something. 

I trust this Conference will agree with me and help in the realisation of the 
purposes of the International Labour Organisation by adopting the report of your 
Committee on social policy in dependent territories [emphasis added].   202

Remember, in 1946, a stable meaning of the phrase “non-metropolitan territories,” has yet to be 
established.  No such definitional uncertainty surrounds the phrase “dependent territories,” 
commonly used as shorthand for Article 73’s “territories whose peoples have not yet attained a 
full measure of self-government” but also, sometimes, in connection to all of the territories 
intended by Chapters XI–XIII of the Charter.    

At the October 8 meeting, Sachs is forced to defend himself against accusations that he is 
playing politics.  Discussion of Sachs’ draft resolution is shambolic, shallow, and short-lived. 
Along with its dismissal go the prospects for an honest dialogue about the international system’s 
failure to include settler regimes in its examination of the “colonial problem.” The next March, in 
London, the First Session of the expert committee, Social Policy in Non-Metropolitan Territories, 
takes place off the record.  (Of the hundreds of ILO records I sorted through for this project, the 
two-page document on the first session of the Committee of Experts on Social Policy in Non-
Metropolitan Territories was the only one that disclosed that its proceedings were “held in 
private.”).   203

A 1933 address to the Oregon Historical Society offers us a glimpse into the mind of Senator 
Thomas and, perhaps, an indication of how he might have thought about the skullduggery he 
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would be tasked to perform, thirteen years later, in Montreal.  In the Oregon speech, entitled 
“Universal Approach to History Study,” he states his “thesis proper” to be a “plea for a world-
wide approach to history” and envisions the “perfect historian” as someone “as detached from 
this world as is an inhabitant of Mars. … He must not only be equipped with a telescope, but also 
with perfect reflectors for he must see both the visible and the invisible parts of the earth at all 
times.”   He offers, as an example of this “universal approach,” the “[t]each[ing] of history 204

since the year 1500 under a general theme such as the spread of the white European, his culture, 
his political theory, his government, his inventions and his economic system over the world.”  He 
is awestruck at the thought of the white colonizers of Oregon taking part in a much larger 
European expansion.  “These same pioneers stimulated by the same world urge were doing 
similar things in the four corners of the globe.”  205

He later compares what he views as a contemporary manifestation of the “world urge” to the 
American revolution in which “Jefferson’s Republicans spiritualized their cause.”  He sees the 
same spiritual impulses on the rise in Germany.  

Hitlerism may be classified … as a new religion, contesting with the old order.  
Has it not dawned on us that the thousands of Jews in Russia who have allied 
themselves with the communists are of necessity apostate Jews. They may not be 
conscious of it but their new theories will not fuse with their old beliefs.  
Hitlerism, viewed as a spiritual movement, must of necessity be anti-Jewish.  206

Thomas’ white supremacist leanings are exposed as he explains his want for a world history 
devoid of all earthly attachment and sentiment: a nomos of the earth.  His desire to “see both the 
visible and invisible” also helps to unmask his stealthy strategy in Montreal.  Such an approach 
is emblematic of US ambitions within the world system, the gaze behind a one-way mirror. 

US defense to General Assembly Resolution 275 

On May 11, 1949, the UN General Assembly adopts Resolution 275, which calls on the 
Economic and Social Council to investigate the “social problems of the aboriginal populations 
and other underdeveloped social groups on the American continent.”  The Soviet world strongly 
supports the resolution.  

For several decades, the Kremlin has attempted to expose America’s white supremacist domestic 
policies to international attention.  The Comintern believed that Blacks living in the American 
South could be recruited and organized clandestinely, by the American Communist Party (ACP) 
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into a fifth column activity.  Attempting to build on political groundwork laid by Marcus 
Garvey’s movement for Black repatriation to Africa and after publication of the Soviets’ “official 
guide to action on the national question,” Lenin’s 1920 “Thesis on the National and Colonial 
Question,” Moscow identifies  “blacks living in the ‘Black Belt’ of the southern United States” 
as an internally colonized nation, and, with enough material and ideological support, in an ideal 
position to ignite revolution from within the territorial belly of their common adversary.  
Beginning in 1928, the Comintern instructs the ACP to conduct a propaganda campaign for 
Black Belt secession.    207

Prior to the deliberations on resolution 275, Truman attempts to buffer the US against 
prospective legal or political challenges to its territorial legitimacy when, in 1946, he signs the 
Indian Claims Commission Act (ICCA) into law.  A non-aberrational story of the Indian Claims 
Commission’s (ICC) impact on Indigenous nations comes from a former spokesperson for the 
Newe Segobia (Western Shoshone) claimants named Glenn Holly (Temoak).  “Most of our 
people never understood that by filing with the Claims Commission, we’d be agreeing we lost 
our land.  They thought we were just clarifying the title question.”   The result is what has been 208

referred to as the greatest land theft in US history.   In 1980, the ICC judge awarded the Western 
Shoshone less than 10 cents an acre for more than 26 million acres.  Moreover, the Newe 
Segobia treaty land contains one of the world’s most lucrative gold deposits (Cortez) and North 
America’s largest freshwater aquifer, both of which are presently being sapped by US and 
Canadian corporations, especially Barrick Gold and Newmont.  Carrie Dann, a Newe elder and 
recipient of the prestigious Right Livelihood Award, described to me how the mining operations 
represent a spiritual genocide, the latest attempt to destroy her people, preceded by earlier US 
government policies of physical and cultural genocide.    209

The intention of the ICCA is to “terminate” the US Congress’ fiduciary responsibilities as 
“guardians” to the American Indian “wards,” a relation that had been in place for over a century.  
A March 12, 1945 opinion by US Supreme Court Justice Robert H. Jackson, shortly before 
Jackson takes a leave from the bench to serve his appointment as the lead US prosecutor of high-
ranking Nazi officials in Nuremberg, reflects the typical deflective response to any inquiry into 
the legal ground on which US territorial claims continue to stand:  

The generation of Indians who suffered the privations, indignities, and brutalities 
of the Westward march of the whites have gone to the Happy Hunting Ground, 
and there is nothing that we can do to square the account with them. Whatever 
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survives is a moral obligation resting on the descendants of the whites to do for 
the descendants of the Indians what in the conditions of this twentieth century is 
the decent thing. … The Indian problem is essentially a sociological problem, not 
a legal one.  We can make only a pretense of adjudication of such claims, and that 
only by indulging the most unrealistic and fictional assumptions.  210

At the UN, despite the fact that Resolution 275 conforms to Jackson’s recommendations for 
dealing with “the Indian problem,” in the sense that the investigation it proposed was explicitly 
limited to social problems, the US delegation successfully prevents the study from taking place. 
The US asserts that, without a formal request from the United States, the proposed study would 
violate rights to territorial sovereignty under the terms of the UN Charter.   211

By doing so, the Americans demonstrated the authority of the principles of territorial integrity 
and sovereign equality within the UN’s state-centric framework.  Still, the Soviet criticisms of its 
Cold War enemy’s domestic policies did not go unnoticed.  In a secret aide-mémoire from the 
British embassy to the State Department dated January 18, 1949, the British tried to use the 
opportunity to curry American favor by proposing a three-pronged counterattack.  The British 
plan called for the US and UK delegates to shed light on “Soviet Russia’s own disgraceful 
colonial policies, for instance in Central Asia.  (Article 14 of the Soviet Constitution lays down a 
degree of centralization undreamed of in, for instance, British colonies …).” 

The memorandum additionally recommended they expose the Soviets’ expressions of “genuine 
concern for the welfare of backward people” for what it really was by showing that “the tears of 
the bear are much like those of the crocodile.”   In an aloof and non-committal response to 212

Britain’s offer, the State Department wrote that the US did not wish “merely to outbid the 
Soviets,” but rather to “[follow] its traditionally liberal policy with respect to non-self-governing 
territories, and considering each proposal on its merits, would not oppose those measures which 
may be found to be reasonable and progressive.”  213

Despite having successfully blocked the inquiry called for by Resolution 275, the episode 
exposed the United States’ weakness with respect to critiques based on its own internally 
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colonized populations.  Additionally, the exchange further evidenced that the question of which 
peoples would be ultimately be considered “colonized” was far from resolved. 

A closer look at Resolution 275 

On August 10, 1948, Eduardo Anze Matienzo, Bolivia’s Permanent United Nations’ delegate, 
mails a request to the General-Secretary’s New York office for the approval of a new Permanent 
Mission.  The purpose of the Permanent Mission would be to create a sub-commission of the 
UN’s Economic and Social Council’s Social Commission devoted to “the study of the social 
problems of the aboriginal population of the American Continent.”   Two days later, Matienzo 214

sends another letter, addressed to the General Assembly, containing Bolivia’s draft resolution on 
the subject.  The draft resolution states that American states are “directly and vitally interested in 
that problem,” that problem being that “there exists on the American continent a large aboriginal 
population which faces peculiar social problems that it is necessary to study in the field of 
international co-operation.”  To underscore the benefit and relevance of the proposed study to the 
all states, the draft resolution also posits that “the material and cultural development of those 
populations would result in a more profitable utilization of the natural resources of America to 
the advantage of the world.”    215

Rather than forwarding the Bolivian draft directly to the General Assembly, the Secretary-
General hands the item to the General Assembly’s Ad Hoc Political Committee for a preliminary 
hashing out of the issues.  The Ad Hoc Political Committee considers the merits of the draft 
resolution the following year in Lake Success, New York, the temporary site of the United 
Nations headquarters while the present New York City location is under construction.  
Deliberations take place over two meetings, both on May 11.  The factious meetings are chaired 
by Philippine plenipotentiary to the UN, Carlos Romulo, who later serves two decades as 
Secretary of Foreign Affairs in the cabinet of the notoriously corrupt dictator Ferdinand Marcos. 

Matienzo occasions the first of the committee’s discussions by stating, “[t]he objective of the 
Bolivian draft resolution ha[s] been clearly stated in its preamble.  It [is] intended to promote the 
well-being and the economic, social, and cultural development of the aboriginal races….”    216
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Haitian delegate Stephen Alexis follows, and while “applauding the realistic and humanitarian 
spirit” of the Bolivian proposal, suggests its scope be expanded to include all “the colored races 
of the Hemisphere.”  The inquiry, Alexis maintains, should be based on tenets of “Christian 
humanism” and follow the moral “beacon” blazed by Franklin Roosevelt toward “enlightenment 
and improvement of the welfare of peoples everywhere.”  After all, “[d]espite all its 
contradictions, the United States [is] a generous nation.  It was the only white people to fight a 
civil war for the liberation of slaves.”   The Haitian delegate also proposes the inclusion of 217

“other under-developed social groups” in the study, which receives support and is added into the 
title of Resolution 275’s final draft.  The addition of this phrase allows Soviet representatives to 
broaden the scope of their critiques of United States’ and other American states’ racial 
stratifications to include Afro-descendent peoples. 

Polish delegate Jan Drohojowski rails against “the conditions of the aboriginal populations and 
the general handicaps imposed on them by the prevailing system….”  He notes that while “all 
Governments in the Americas are concerned about the aboriginal populations,” as evidenced by 
the former group’s “museums and libraries and … experimental improvements” on the latter 
group,  the investigation would be of “very little practical value” and would “merely increase the 
number of documents and books” if it is not confronted, in last instance, as “an economic 
problem.”    218

Two speakers later, an advisor to the USSR, Aleksandr Alekseevich Soldatov, a young man who 
would go on to hold a variety of high diplomatic offices, including Ambassador to Cuba and 
Lebanon and Deputy to the Minister of foreign affairs under Krushchev,   continues the Eastern 219

Bloc’s excoriation of the American states’ treatment of Indigenous peoples, contending that the 
“policy and practices of some countries of the American continent with regard to aboriginals … 
ha[ve] a great deal in common” with the Third Reich.  Soldatov characterizes “the question of 
the aboriginals of the American continent” as “exceedingly grave,” a situation more deserving of 
international attention than even the South African racial dictatorship.   Inaccurately, he claims 
that his own regime had “successfully solved” the bundled “question of national minorities and 
the policy of racial discrimination … [as] all citizens enjoy[] equal rights and an equal measure 
of protection under the terms of the Stalin constitution….” 

Accurately, he describes the history of US policy as a “conscious and deliberate policy of 
extermination, which could only be described as genocide,” maintaining this point with the 
following summary: 
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As the result of the Indian wars which had lasted until the end of the nineteenth 
century, the Indian tribes of the United States had lost all their rights and 
possessions, and their indigenous culture had been destroyed.  The so-called 
bilateral agreements concluded between the Federal Government and the 
surviving Indian tribes ha[ve] given formal confirmation to the latter’s deplorable 
position.  True, those agreements did include provisions for the protection of the 
Indian tribes and their free use of the land; but the budget appropriations for the 
purpose of this protection [are] negligible, and the lands placed at their disposal 
[are] mainly desert.  The concessions granted by the Federal Government to white 
entrepreneurs [are] never used in the interests of the Indians themselves.  The 
reservations [are] agriculturally useless, and … no more than ghettoes, the Indians 
[are] deprived of their traditional simple occupations; there only [is] the 
production of handicraft articles for sale to tourists.  Thus [have] the self-
appointed trustees of the North American Indians doomed that fine and talented 
people to a slow death.   220

He buttresses the preceding remarks with several paragraphs on the egregious health, education, 
and economic conditions suffered by American Indians, with a concluding comment that “while 
the United States Government [is] building military bases in all parts of the world and spending 
large sums on financing aggressive blocs to further its policy of world domination, hundreds of 
thousands of Americans of Indian origin [are] dying of starvation and disease.”  For these 
reasons Soldatov insists that any study of the situation of Indigenous peoples in the Americas 
include the US, “which yet claim[s] the right to teach the precepts of democracy to others….”   221

The Soviet advisor then extends his remarks to other American states under the hegemony 
established by the Monroe doctrine.  For instance, he (albeit hypocritically) lambasts the 
“hypocritical and propagandistic reasons” that Peru and other United States allies “set 
themselves up before the United Nations as champions of the observance of fundamental 
freedoms and human rights.”  He cites a recent article in United Nations World, describing 
“press-gang methods whereby Indians [are] recruited for labour in the Peruvian mines.  Indian 
children were sold to white owners for life, to be exploited in the dreaded Peruvian Congo.”  

In the speech’s finale, Soldatov not only calls on delegates to create a sub-commission within the 
Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) to investigate the issues raised, but, noting that the 
voting bloc led by the US and UK had used delay tactics to prevent progress in the ECOSOC 
sub-commissions on Prevention of Discrimination and Protection of Minorities, implores 
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American states “to take urgent steps to discontinue their discriminatory policy and to improve 
the conditions of the aboriginal populations.”  222

A Danish representative follows the Soviet speaker, raising narrowly technical points and 
definitional quibbles with an earnest, if stilted, method and manner.  His entrance fits a pattern.  
Repeatedly, when debates on colonial and Indigenous “problems” approach critical junctures, 
Scandinavian delegations pipe up as the voice of moderation, raising this or that technicality, to 
deescalate and neutralize tensions.  In this case, Denmark’s emissary seeks to clarify the meaning 
of “the word ‘aboriginal’ [as] it [does] not appear in the Charter.  It [is] an ethnographical term 
which [can] hardly be used as a criterion for research within the framework of the United 
Nations.”  He also expresses that they are likely “to find it impossible to avoid duplication” on 
“the question of aborigines” unless they address each of its component parts separately.  These, 
he enumerates, are racial discrimination, education, economic, and social conditions.  He does 
not wish to see the issue “shelved,” only that much more time and energy be devoted to 
determining the “exact status of aborigines.”   223

Denmark’s comments and revision provide enough cover for the primary defendant in this court 
of political opinion, the United States, to prepare its rebuttal to Soldatov’s incriminations.  
America’s most popular and powerful diplomatic asset, Eleanor Roosevelt, is chosen for this 
defense.  Most states have not selected blue chip representatives for the Ad Hoc Committee.  The 
selection of Roosevelt who, at the time, is probably the world’s most well-known and respected 
woman, signals Washington’s awareness of the stakes of the issue, the singular potential of the 
agenda item to damage its reputation abroad.  

She deftly deflects Soldatov’s allegations with the comments that such criticisms are only 
possible because, unlike Soviet citizens, Americans have the freedom “to appeal to the 
conscience of America to fulfill its obligations toward its citizens” and that it is “regrettable to 
have to listen to long attacks which [do] nothing to further the work of the Committee.”  She also 
asserts the US “interest in the problem,” as evidenced by its participation in the ILO’s American 
regional body, which had already been working on a solution to the problem for a number of 
years.  Knowing when to fold is an essential skill for a statesperson.  After gracing the 
Committee with the appearance of a dignitary of unparalleled distinction and veneration, staying 
long enough to register a few statements to deflect attentions away from her country’s 
indefensible position in the matter, Roosevelt tactfully and abruptly ends her comment.  224

The Ad Hoc Committee’s next meeting, its 54th, is convened later that evening.  The meeting 
will be the body’s last effort to work out the logistics for executing the mandate transmitted to 
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them by Secretary-General, to create a sub-commission within ECOSOC tasked with studying 
the conditions of Indigenous peoples in the Americas, in accordance with General Assembly 
Resolution 275.  

Discussion begins with a comment by an official, listed only as Mr. Galagan, from the Soviet 
occupied Ukraine (Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republic).  Galagan is of the view that the problem 
of discrimination against aboriginal peoples in the Americas should be discussed as a political 
issue, rather than in the economic, social, and racial terms in which it had been cast in the 
previous meeting.  He asserts that “the policy currently followed with regard to the Indians [is] 
the same as policy practised in the nineteenth century when General Sheridan had said that the 
only good Indian was a dead Indian.”  (In actuality, the US policy during the period may be more 
fairly defined as an extension of Sheridan’s well-known maxim).  He also points out the 
connection between US anti-Indian policies and the stark oppression that marks America’s 
treatment of Black people, claiming that “[t]here [are] certain Senators, inspired by fascist 
methods, who would like to place a racial barrier around the Negro population.”  His view is that 
American “racial hatred … [is] more or less general throughout the country.” 

A delegate from Soviet occupied Belarus (Byelorussian Soviet Socialist Republic) quickly joins 
in on the Soviet offensive.  Citing several histories he read on the American campaigns against 
the Cheyenne, he remarks that the US government’s treatment of Native peoples ranks among 
the “most shameful aspects of the history of bourgeois democracy.”  He tacks on this message to 
apologists: “No matter what [is] said by official historians and sociologists who [do] their best to 
justify the policy adopted toward the Indians, including the establishment of ‘reservations,’ it [is] 
perfectly obvious that the Indian population [leads] a wretched existence.”     225

A short time later, the Eastern bloc again upbraids the US, this time seeking direct confrontation 
with Roosevelt’s statements from the previous meeting.  Drohojowski, the representative of the 
Soviet satellite state of Poland, chides the insincerity underlying Roosevelt’s “concern” for 
Native peoples.  In reply to Roosevelt’s attempt to assuage concerns because the “the life of 
Indians on the American continent formed the subject of several studies by several institutions,” 
Drohojowski snipes, “the aboriginal populations should not be treated with condescension or 
curiosity but should be considered as an important factor in the achievement of a united world.”  

The next to speak is Carlos Valenzuela, a Chilean permanent delegate to the UN, who attempts to 
repudiate the criticisms of Chile’s treatment of Indigenous peoples that Soldatov had made at the 
previous meeting.  His tact is ridicule.  “Only total ignorance of the history and geography of 
Latin America could have led the USSR representative to speak of the ‘aboriginal population’ of 
Chile.” The delegate’s defense of Chile’s treatment of Native peoples is exceptional.  During this 
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era of Latin American pigmentocracy,  nearly all state officials are light complected and of 226

European descent, and with not one Indigenous person there to refute their claim, more than one 
Latin American state claims exemption from any international standard of Indigenous rights on 
the false basis that they no longer have any Indigenous peoples living within their territorial 
jurisdictions.  

Valenzuela buoys his argument with the incredible “land without a people” claim that among the 
scintilla (.05%, he incorrectly asserts) of Chile’s population “which [can] be considered as 
descendants of the aborigine population of the American continent,” none were actually from 
Chile, but “had come to Chile with the conquistadores and been able to stand its climate….”  In 
order not to alienate altogether the Soviet delegates, he relates that if the Soviet delegates want 
more information on the subject, the director of Chile’s Ministry of Lands and Colonization, a 
communist, is currently on a visit to Czechoslovakia and is available to answer any remaining 
questions about Chile’s policies that Soviet representatives wish to ask.  It bears mention that, 
according to the International Work Group for Indigenous Affairs, as of 2020, Chile remains the 
only Latin American country that fails to recognize the existence of Indigenous nations in its 
constitution, despite the fact that at least 18 distinct autochthonous cultures continue to live 
under occupation within its state boundaries.   Bookkeeping matters, a few irrelevant 227

platitudes, and a final vote fill out the meeting’s remainder.  The Ad Hoc Political Committee 
adopts the Bolivian draft resolution without opposition, with 28 votes cast in support and 9 
abstentions, thereby placing the draft resolution on the General Assembly’s agenda for final 
approval the next day.  228

Israel’s admission to the UN 

Ironically, the potential for an international spotlight on the issues of internal colonialism in the 
Americas, which shines on many of General Assembly discussions at the time, is overshadowed 
by the attentions heaped on another internal colonial dilemma that appears on the same day’s 
agenda.  Although Israel’s statehood had been established on November 29, 1947, it is not until 
May 11, 1949 that it is admitted membership to the UN.  Despite unanimous opposition from the 
Arab states, an afternoon roll call vote approves Israel’s application.  Following the vote, Israel’s 
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second Prime Minister, Moshe Sharett, at the invitation of the General Assembly’s President, 
Australian Labor Party leader Dr. Herbert Vere Evatt, steps to the podium.    229

From the perspective of the Indigenous Palestinians, whose homelands, following several 
decades of foreign occupation as a British mandate, Israel now laid internationally recognized 
claim to, Sharett’s words seem likely to appear the insane transmissions of an unrelenting 
nightmare.  “The admission of Israel [is] the consummation of a people’s transition from political 
anonymity to clear identity, from inferiority to equal status, from mere passive protest to active 
responsibility, from exclusion to membership in the family of nations.”   Later in the speech, he 230

insists that Israel’s will be a “course of undivided loyalty to the Charter of the United Nations 
and of consecration to the cause of peace,” underscoring the pledge with the comment that “Jews 
had suffered incomparably more than any other people in the previous war.”   

Both statements ring hollow.  The first point is at odds with reality for two reasons.  First, as of 
2020, the General Assembly has adopted 77 resolutions condemning Israel’s treatment of 
Palestinians, nearly equal to the combined condemnations of every other UN member.  The 
second is the fact of the previous year’s conflict, known to Palestinians as al-Nakba (‘the 
catastrophe’ in Arabic).  In May 2020, 17 Palestinian human rights released a joint statement 
commemorating the event with the following description of its significance to their people:   

Seventy-two years have passed since the Palestinian people were forcibly 
expelled from their homes, lands, and property in Palestine during the Nakba or 
‘catastrophe’ which started in 1948.  Palestinian society was decimated during 
the Nakba, Palestinian villages were destroyed, while Zionist militias carried out 
more than 70 massacres in which more than 15 thousand Palestinians were killed 
between 1947 and 1949.  Some two-thirds of the Palestinian people became 
refugees in and around 1948 and a quarter of those who remained were internally 
displaced following the war, denied their right of return to their villages, towns, 
and cities of origin ever since.  Yet, the Nakba’s colonial legacy lives on.  At 72, 
the Nakba is far from a distant memory for the Palestinian people: it is an 
ongoing reality of Israeli settler-colonialism, population transfer, apartheid, and 
dispossession, policies which have never ended and continue to be entrenched 
today.  231
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Sharett’s comment on the exceptionality of Jewish suffering during World War II is likewise 
insupportable.  Without failing to acknowledge, for one instant, the unfathomable traumas of the 
Shoah (‘catastrophe’ in Hebrew)—the 6 million Jews killed; the sadistic experiments in 
dehumanization performed at Auschwitz; the unique cruelties of the Nazi regimes 
industrialization of mass murder—let us not forget the incomprehensible scale of suffering the 
war exacted against other groups, as well.  These include the killings of 5.7 million non-Jewish 
Soviet civilians, the nearly 3 million non-Jewish Soviet P.O.W.s, the 1.8 million Polish civilians, 
or the hundreds of thousands of Serbs civilians, people with disabilities, Roma and Sinti, or 
homosexuals,  not to mention the atomic bombs dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki or the 232

estimated 3 million who died in the 1943 Bengal famine, a result of the British demand that its 
colonies provide the material basis for its war effort.   233

General Assembly’s adoption of Resolution 275  

By the time the Bolivian draft reaches the General Assembly floor, it is an anemic document, 
completely drained of its former potential to shine a spotlight on the normalized immiseration of 
Native America.  As the Ecuadorian delegation points out in the opening comment, the revised 
resolution would now only study the conditions of Indigenous peoples “in countries whose 
governments explicitly request[] them.”  Several half-hearted attempts at protest are entered into 
the record by the Soviet camp, including Drohojowski’s obvious question, “[b]ut who [is] going 
to ask for such assistance?”, but the day has already been won by the stewards of the Monroe 
Doctrine.  The United States does not even bother to respond to a USSR representative’s 
accusations of the former’s continuing, deliberate policies of destruction and oppression of 
American Indian and Black communities.   234

  
Despite this, the substance of the Ad Hoc Committee’s and General Assembly’s discussion of 
internal colonialism, culminating in the adoption of the crippled Resolution 275, differ markedly 
from the next decade’s dialogues on the “indigenous problem” at the ILO.  The political 
discourse of the May 10–11, 1949 meetings in Lake Success, reflect a time of quickly escalating 
Cold War tension.  Conversely, the 1950s discussions of internal colonialism by the ILO appear 
civil, collaborative, and congenial and are rendered in an economic discourse in which the social 
playing field is a surface of fair and voluntary contractual exchange.  Further, as the situation for 
Indigenous peoples in independent countries becomes a formal object of study, discourses 
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develop airs of social scientific objectivism, stooped in deference to the authority of the so-called 
experts.  An additional reason why I.L.C. delegates are reluctant to throw stones is, I think, 
attributable to the winking acknowledgement by state actors of the rotten foundations upon 
which their claims to legitimate governance rest, claims that continue to be undermined by 
Indigenous peoples telling their stories of the invaders’ violent dispossession of lands, lives, and 
liberty.  The perennial problem is, of course, that neither forum’s participants have a real interest 
in upsetting the statist status quo. !
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CHAPTER 5 
1940s, Part II.  

External Colonialism: a salt water fallacy  

Our country is not a thing of mere physical locality.  It consists, in a great measure, in the ancient 
order into which we are born.  … [W]e may have the same country in another soil.  The place 
that determines our duty to our country is a social, civil relation.  235

-Edmund Burke 

There is no horror, no cruelty, sacrilege, or perjury, no imposture, no infamous transaction, no 
cynical robbery, no bold plunder or shabby betrayal that has not been or is not being daily 
perpetrated by the representatives of these states, under no other pretext than those elastic words, 
so convenient and yet so terrible: “for reasons of state.”   236

-Michael Bakunin 

Introduction 

In this chapter we will examine the geopolitical factors and the early UN discussions that 
contribute to the eventual formalization of the requirement that colonies be geographically 
separate from colonizing powers.  The chapter begins with a study of the UN’s structural and 
cultural inheritance from the League of Nations and earlier European political developments.  
The next section addresses the some of the implications of America’s post-WWII rise to become 
the most powerful state in the history of the state system.  After this, we look at the UN’s 
crystallization of a geopolitical equilibrium defined by regional alignments and certain 
presumptions present in the Atlantic Charter, the 1941 prospective agreement to found the UN 
upon the war’s cessation.   

The chapter then traces the notion of the West’s sacred trust toward colonized peoples––the 
authorizing principle of formal colonial administration in the League of Nations Covenant and 
the UN Charter––back to the 18th century ruminations on the subject by two canonical political 
economists, both of Celtic origin.  Next, we delve into the Eurocentric vision of the UN 
Charter’s framers.  At the 1945 San Francisco Conference (United Nations Conference on 
International Organization), it is the clearly the framers’ ambition to use the UN Charter articles 
pertaining to the establishment of machinery for international trusteeship to bring stability to a 
freshly globalized system of formal colonial administration.  

This section is followed by an explanation of some of the conflicts that arise from colonial states’ 
presumptions about their own camp’s unity of direction and purpose.  We discuss how the 
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frictions between the old guard of western Europe and the newly ascended geopolitical 
juggernaut, the US, expose uncertainties as to the viability of the new system, with one British 
delegate going so far as to call out the “salt-water fallacy” embedded in the new organization’s 
formal colonial framework.  From here, we discuss the roots of this controversy in the Doctrine 
of Discovery, a legal justification for colonialism with 15th century origins.  

The chapter concludes with a look at the position of unprecedented geopolitical dominance that 
the US enjoys in the late 1940s.  The United States is able to modernize the colonizing discourse 
of the UN the following decade, but not without considerable blowback from western European 
states, which fear that abandoning the West’s civilizing mission will precipitate a new status quo 
that diminishes the prestige they assumed before the war.  US policymakers search for a 
“moderating position” that will allow for consolidation of the UN system, their approach to the 
“colonial problem” borrowing from Hitler’s axiom that certain truths are best left unsaid.  This 
permits the US to reinvest its spoils of war in the reinvented world order, thus preserving its 
unprecedented power over geopolitics.  

Jus Publicum Europaeum and the founding of the UN state system 

In the final years of World War II, powerful Allied leaders gather on US soil to hammer out plans 
for a successor to the League of Nations.  In two conferences—Dumbarton Oaks (officially 
known as the Washington Conversations of International Peace and Security) convenes in 1944 
in the US capital; and, the next year in San Francisco, the United Nations Conference on 
International Organization—the assembled state dignitaries map out organizational structures, 
discuss founding principles, and draft the Charter of the United Nations. 

The new organization claims jurisdiction over the entire world’s geography and calibrates a 
geopolitical model with which, its members believe, to govern every person on the planet.  For 
philosophical grounding, the UN matches the universalist concept of World Peace, which, 
understandably, is widely popular at the time, to the geopolitical concept of an “international 
frontier.”   Western states use these abstractions to revamp conceptual holdovers from the 237

League of Nations epoch, such as magna civitas or Mackinder’s geographical determinative 
explanation of world history”  for the post war era.  The former concept is explained in 1912 238

by an Italian professor to the 6th Annual Conference of the American Society of International 
Law:  

The great society of societies, which we call Magna Civitas is, in truth, composed 
of the states as formed in the course of historical events; but we have the 
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individual man also, with his personality and his rights; moral entities, such as the 
people, the nation; collectivities, such as churches and independent tribes, 
organized in accordance with their respective laws; but all these are not states.  
There are also uncivilized hordes living in their own way, which however, we 
cannot think of as being beyond the pale of human rights.  It is evident that 
international law is not applicable to these as it is to civilized states.  But their 
relations must be subject to certain rules of international law in order to eliminate 
the false idea that any violent act committed against them may be looked upon as 
permissible.  239

Notwithstanding the war years, during the 1910s there is a dominant discursive tendency toward 
racialized concepts that promote notions of uniting the heredities of “greater” western Europe.  
The notion of magna civitas is an example of this trend, and one that demonstrates the critical 
trait of this tendency.  It seeks to normalize whiteness as an unspoken modifier of the term, 
“individual man,” in order to harness the whole of humanity’s energies around the ambitions, the 
achievements, and the civilizing mission of the individual white man.  This feverish dream of 
magna civitas is, of course, the construction of a system for world domination.  Edmund Burke’s 
concept of “ancient order,” quoted in the epigraph to this chapter, represents an early expression 
of this fiction.   

In one of his first books, published in 1919, one of the most influential liberal theorists of his 
generation, Ludwig von Mises, known for his advocacy of laissez-faire economics through 
absolute political protection of individual property rights, contributes to the project of fixing a 
Eurocentric worldview in a statement of fawning admiration for English colonial expansionism. 

[I]t is enough for us to recognize the outcome that the best parts of the earth’s 
surface inhabitable by whites thereby became English national property….  And 
this outcome is extremely important.  It made the Anglo-Saxons the most 
numerous nation among the white civilized peoples. … [T]he English … 
administer the best territories of the tropics as political rulers .…  When a Briton 
goes abroad, whether to Canada or to the United States or to South Africa or to 
Australia, he does cease to be a Briton, but he does not cease to be an Anglo 
Saxon.   240

Mises’ Anglophilia is of less consequence than his situating of British colonialism within the 
broader context of “white civilized peoples.”   
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The latter grouping, in turn, owes its existence to the political construction of the state system in 
the 17th century.  According to the OED, the adjective Anglo-Saxon does not appear “[i]n non-
historical use,” that is, to designate “a person of English (or British) heritage or descent, or (more 
generally) of Germanic origin,” (“Hence also: a white and English-speaking person” is tacked on 
to the end of this definition) until 1845, when a newspaper in Milwaukee, Wisconsin coins this 
new usage.   It was nothing in the English character that facilitated the construction of the 241

identity Mises describes but, rather, a continent-wide political agreement to scrap inter-European 
rivalries in a shared pursuit of world conquest. 

The idea of the modern “states-system” was conceived during Europe’s Scientific Revolution, 
when Hugo Grotius, the behemoth of natural law juridical theorists, “brought the word ‘system’ 
into the vocabulary of international politics” during the treaty drafting parleys that concluded the 
Thirty Years War and resulted in the 1648 Peace at Westphalia.   It is not until the 1940s, 242

however, that Western political science discourse unifies around the principle that an 
international organization could manufacture world peace by “scientifically” applying the 
“machinery” of the United Nations to the map of the world’s “political divisions.”  The UN 
founders propagate the notion that proper application of this machinery will lead them to 
discovery of the formula for equilibrating peace among all state citizens.  That Indigenous 
nations’ geopolitical structures will be left off the map is a given in this equation for “political 
equilibrium.”   

 Less certain, however, are the values of two emergent discursive phenomena that distinguished 
the UN machinery from the lexical infrastructure of its antecedents.  First, islanded from the 
conflagrations devastating the European theater, the United States’ lucrative supply-side 
geographical position in World II leads to its accession as an economic and military juggernaut 
of unprecedented political influence.  Second, the appearance of regionalist thought as the new 
official metric for defining and determining political affinity and affiliation adds a previously 
untested variable to the geopolitical strategists’ search for a formula for world peace. 

US ascendency 

Its physical distance from war’s main theaters allows the United States, by the summer of 1945, 
to emerge from the war relatively unscathed, placing it in a strong political, economic, and 
military position in comparison to other Western powers.  Hence, outside of the legend, the only 
sentence to appear on Hessel Duncan Hall’s new map, “International Frontier: The Main Lines of 
Structural Weakness in the Earth’s Political Crust,” circulated among “certain” delegations of the 
San Francisco Conference, reads: “None of the most characteristic phenomena of the 
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international frontier occur now in the Western hemisphere.”   Although the US had declined to 243

join the League of Nations, in 1944–45, US policy makers decide that the United Nations offers 
new opportunities to solidify its standing.  

During UN debates on colonialism, the documents of the then-classified State Department 
discussions indicate that US policy makers’ general strategy was to camouflage their newfound 
might. The State Department is constantly searching for stultifying “moderating positions,” from 
which their American foreign policy operators might clandestinely manipulate the long-term 
outcome of the debates.  

Because its strength is now wielded “invisibly—through its penetration of markets, its culture 
and its flexibly deployed naval and air power,” US entry into the new organization also causes a 
recalibration of the traditional Western assumption that international security is best attained 
through the protection of the individual state’s territorial integrity.   244
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Figure 1. 

“The International 
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Dependencies. 

Distributed to “certain” 
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Regionalism and the new political equilibrium 

By the end of WWII, the architects of international organization no longer consider state borders 
to be the proper variables to compute geopolitical balance.  Instead, regionalism will serve this 
practical function.  Regionalism is a critical component in the new political equilibrium the UN 
seeks to establish.  The conceptual category pervades UN geopolitical thought, visible in the 
appearance of numerous regional blocs, alliances, and understandings, both formal and informal.   

An April 1939 speech by the former president of the Union of National Socialist Jurists, Carl 
Schmitt, inaugurates this schematic departure.  In the speech, the Nazi legal theorist presents the 
main threads of his case for regionalism, which will later be expanded and published under the 
title Nomos of the Earth.  Twentieth century European historian Mark Mazower describes 
Schmitt’s insistence on a regionalist geopolitical framework.  To Schmitt: “Universalism was a 
fiction, … a hypocrisy to be abandoned in favor of the recognition that some states were stronger 
than others. Order could best be secured by splitting up the globe into regions, each governed by 
a single hegemon with the duty of enforcing stability on the basis of its ruling ‘political idea’ and 
precluding outside intervention in its domain.”  Inspired by Schmitt’s model for achieving world 
order, Hitler touts the idea of a German Monroe doctrine until the following July, when the US 
invokes it “to claim a mandate over all those European colonies in the Americas whose 
metropoles had been conquered by Germany.”  245

Although the architects of the new international order believe regional blocs will serve the 
practical function of computing geopolitical balance, the importance of these blocs emerges as 
they challenge one another in UN debates.  The UN debates over colonialism break down along 
regional lines.  The Western powers administer colonies and are granted special privileges by the 
UN Charter to complete this mission.  The Eastern bloc pursues the Soviet agenda in these 
debates, and the Soviets see themselves as both the enemy of NATO imperialists and the 
proponent of a progressivist view of political development.  The Afro-Asian bloc comes to play a 
key role in the debates over decolonization, increasingly so in the late 1940s, as more African 
and Asian states gain independence.  Latin American states, meanwhile, have varying responses, 
often nominally voicing solidarity with the forms of decolonization envisioned by Afro-Asian 
powers while not wanting to draw too much scrutiny to their own state practices.  These regional 
identities play important roles in the new world order, and in the General Assembly regionalist 
thought redefines how the foreign policy making elite broaches issues related to colonialism and 
decolonization. 

Post-war Europe and the Atlantic Charter 

Despite these alterations to the way in which world order is articulated, European colonial 
powers believe they will find a way to perpetuate the political status quo embodied in the League 
of Nations.  They are soon forced to confront the problem, however, that the geopolitical lines 
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they had been able to enforce under the League are no longer feasible after WWII.  Allied 
Europe’s wartime conscription and plunder of overseas colonies and their peoples had decimated 
populations and exhausted supply lines to the point “that not more than three per cent of the total 
present production of all commercially important raw materials came from the [overseas] 
colonies.”   For example, three million Bengalis are estimated to have perished in a 1943 246

famine that occurs because “virtually all of India’s industries had been redirected toward 
supplying the [British] war effort.”  Although the British Prime Minister has been apprised by his 
ministers of Bengal’s dire situation, Churchill decides that famine relief efforts would require too 
much “valuable wheat and shipping space” to be worthwhile.  So dependent was Britain on 
Indian natural resources and corvée conscripts that, by the end of the war, Britain’s “sterling 
debt” to India “came to reverse the traditional economic relationship between colonizer and 
colony.”   247

Indeed, cultural hubris and feelings of innate superiority may outweigh economic considerations 
as the United Kingdom debates provisions of the new UN Charter.  As much is contained in a 
1941 report by Winston Churchill to the House of Commons, in which he states: “At the Atlantic 
meeting, we had in mind, primarily the restoration of sovereignty, self-government and national 
life of the States and nations now under the Nazi yoke…. So it is quite a separate problem from 
the progressive evolution of self-government institutions in the regions and peoples which owe 
allegiance to the British Crown.”   248

Churchill’s speech explains the Atlantic Charter, the declaration he and Franklin Roosevelt have 
just signed on August 14, 1941.  In the Atlantic Charter, the US and Britain describe the future 
and function of the state system for the Western world.  The Allies “will endeavor … to further 
the enjoyment by all States, great or small, victor or vanquished, of access, on equal terms, to the 
trade and to the raw materials of the world which are needed for their economic prosperity.”  249

Thinking beyond the war, the Atlantic Charter’s signatories, “especially the United States, 
became aware of their dependence on overseas raw materials and of the vulnerability of their 
supply lines.”   They know their power over colonized peoples rests on the West’s continued 250

weapons monopoly and ability to dictate the terms and conditions of the world’s commodity 
exchange.  The Atlantic Charter’s insistence on states’ access to raw materials indicates the 
Anglo-Americans’ long-term goal of preserving the ability to univocally direct the policies and 
production patterns of colonized peoples and areas after the war.  
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On October 3, 1943, a statement that the proposed United Nations organization will uphold the 
principle of states’ sovereign equality is signed by the foreign ministers of China, the US, 
Britain, and the Soviet Union shortly before the Third Moscow Conference.  The agreement is 
titled “The Moscow Pact Declaration of Four Nations on General Security,” and paragraph 4 
emphasizes “the necessity of establishing at the earliest possible date a general international 
organization, based on the principle of the sovereign equality of all peace-loving states, and open 
to membership by all such states, large and small, for the maintenance of international peace and 
security.”   251

For the West, the wartime treaties ensure that their sources of “material civilization,” the usage 
British political philosopher J.S. Mills advocated for conceptualizing England’s exploitation of 
raw materials in territories under its control, will not be fundamentally changed by the outcome 
of the war. Consequently, the formation of the United Nations is an extension of war by other 
means. This new politics, with its renewed promise of operating by scientific methods, is 
expressed in the designs of the UN machinery for the “maintenance of international peace and 
security.”  

League of Nations’ structural legacy 

The United Nations is founded in 1945, at the San Francisco Conference, where the UN Charter 
is adopted.  The UN Charter articulates the principles of new world order.  The Charter is drawn 
from the Covenant of the League of Nations, and the United Nations’ framework relating to 
dependent territories initially departs little from that outlined in Articles XXII and XXIII of the 
Covenant.  By the end of the conference, however, UN Charter Chapters XI, XII, and XIII 
contain a series of reforms that reflect the colonialists’ new approach and appearance.  
Significant continuities remain, however, to preserve sources of colonial authority. 

The more foresighted of the UN’s founders persuade the rest that a number of the League of 
Nations’ practices are anachronistic, including racial inequality and a political rubric assigning 
the stage of a group’s political advancement in terms of their progress toward civilization. The 
absolute line of separation between actors and acted upon, however, comes in the criteria for the 
legal personality of a state.  In the United Nations system, requirements for statehood carry 
incredible implications for a group’s rights, or lack thereof, to political representation, material 
well-being, and cultural protection.   

The founders rework the League of Nations’ categories discussing the differences between states 
and non-states, i.e., members and nonmembers.  Under the League there had been three political 
statuses, reflecting a progressivist, civilizational view: (1) civilized states, (2) mandates, and (3) 
“peoples not yet able to stand by themselves under the strenuous conditions of the modern 
world.”  The Mandate system was established to administer territories under the control of 
powers that had been defeated during the First World War.  The system was articulated in the 
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League of Nations’ Covenant Article 22 and was designed, theoretically, to shepherd these 
Mandates toward self-government.  Covenant Article 23(b), meanwhile, provided that members 
would humanely treat dependent persons, stating that members agreed to “undertake to secure 
just treatment of the native inhabitants of territories under their control.”  Large sections of the 
globe, however, were left wholly outside the Mandate system and no provisions were made for 
their eventual incorporation into the League.   252

In contrast to the three-tiered, civilizational view of the League of Nations, the UN establishes 
only two categories: members and non-members.  Membership status in the United Nations is 
crucial because, among other things, it bestows upon states the protections of the related 
concepts of sovereign equality and territorial integrity.  In turn, each concept confers on series of 
corollary rights and privileges.  253

Sovereign equality purportedly provides that states are on par with one another, invoking 
principles of non-intervention of states and the autonomy and independence of states with 
respect to their domestic affairs.  A statement of equality for states in the UN system is included 
in Chapter I of the Charter, signifying its importance for the organization as a whole.  Chapter I, 
Article 2(1) of the Charter states: “The Organization is based on the principle of the sovereign 
equality of all its Members.”  

The principle of territorial integrity is commonly invoked to prevent fragmentation of states as 
well as deterring interference with states’ internal institutions and processes.  Chapter I, Article 
2(4) states: “All Members shall refrain in their international relations from the threat or use of 
force against the territorial integrity or political independence of any state, or in any other 
manner inconsistent with the Purposes of the United Nations.”  

Chapter XII of the Charter is titled the “International Trusteeship System,” and Article 75 states: 
“The United Nations shall establish under its authority an international trusteeship system for the 
administration and supervision of such territories as may be placed thereunder by subsequent 
individual agreements. These territories are hereinafter referred to as trust territories.”  Article 77 
clarifies that Trust Territories are to be (1) those that had been held by Mandate under the former 
League of Nations system, (2) territories detached from enemy states under World War II, and (3) 
territories voluntarily placed under trusteeship by their administering states.  Significantly 
reemphasizing the importance of statehood and membership, Article 78 states: “The trusteeship 
system shall not apply to territories which have become Members of the United Nations, 
relationship among which shall be based on respect for the principle of sovereign equality.”  
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Among the trusteeship goals identified by Chapter XI is to “promote the political, economic, 
social, and educational advancement of the inhabitants of the trust territories, and their 
progressive development toward self-government or independence.”  To monitor progress toward 
this goal, Chapter XIII establishes the Trusteeship Council to supervise the Trusteeship System.  
The Trusteeship Council is tasked with examining reports on the “political, economic, social, and 
educational advancement” of Trust Territories. 
  
In addition to establishing the trust system largely to administer former League of Nations 
Mandates, the UN Charter also creates the new category of Non-Self-Governing Territories.  
This new category includes those areas that had been classified as backward peoples under the 
League of Nations.  Chapter XI of the UN Charter, titled “Declaration Regarding Non-Self-
Governing Territories,” defines Non-Self-Governing Territories in Article 73 as those “whose 
people have not yet attained a full measure of self-government.”  Article 73 also places these 
territories under the power of administering states.   254

In articulating the responsibilities of administering states, Chapter XI, Article 73 incorporates the 
League of Nations’ idea of the sacred trust of civilization, shortening the label to merely the 
“sacred trust” and thus dispensing with the previous civilizational language.  Although the roots 
of the idea came earlier, Edmund Burke formulated the modern version of the sacred trust of 
civilization at the end of the 18th century.  Burke articulated the idea in a parliamentary speech 
given during the impeachment of the Governor General of Bengal, Warren Hastings.  Burke’s 
grounds for impeachment were that Hastings had violated the “great superintending trust” that 
“regulate[d] the whole affairs of an empire” as well as the “sacred trust” he had been to given to 
bring enlightened British rule to India, by “direct sale of the offices of justice” to the East Indian 
Company.   The company’s preference for profit margins, gained through grain exports, over 255

Bengali lives was directly responsible for the catastrophic Bengal famine of 1770, in which an 
estimated ten million people died of starvation in the province that, only 20 years earlier, had 
been the wealthiest in India.   256

Yet Burke did not question the fundamental justness of British rule in India, only the exceptional 
excesses resulting from its corruption.  In order to demonstrate the superiority of the system that 
had given Britain its imperial prerogatives, the British needed politicians who acted in 
accordance with the sacred duties conferred upon them by providence.  
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Burke’s notion of the colonizers’ “sacred” obligation toward those they colonized was in keeping 
with the political philosophy of his era.  Burke’s contemporary, Adam Smith, the scathingly 
critical political economist who has been said to be Burke’s greatest single intellectual influence, 
used similar language to characterize Christopher Columbus’ extermination policies against the 
Indigenous Taino people in the West Indies.  “The pious purpose” of enforcing the adoption of 
Christianity throughout Spain’s “third kingdom [Santo Domingo] … sanctified the injustice of 
the project,” Smith wrote in “Essay on Colonies.”  Yet “the sacred thirst for gold” was the true 
“motive” driving the colonizing “enterprises of the Spaniards.”  Because, aside from gold, 
Isabella and Ferdinand, “the sovereigns of Castille and Aragon,” saw no value in the “objects of 
vulgar wonder and curiosity” presented by Columbus them upon return from his first voyage.  
Nonetheless, “the council of Castille determined to take possession of countries of which the 
[Taino] inhabitants [of Santo Domingo] were plainly incapable of defending themselves.”    257

Nearly a century and a half later, the Western elite again claim to demonstrate their noble 
intention to shoulder the burdens of colonial empire and cultural enlightenment by incorporating 
Burke’s concept into Article 22 of the League of Nations Covenant, which stated:  

To these colonies and territories which as a consequence of the late war have 
ceased to be under the sovereignty of the States which formerly govern them and 
which are inhabited by peoples not yet able to stand by themselves under the 
strenuous conditions of the modern world there should be applied the principle 
that the well-being and development of such peoples form a sacred trust of 
civilization and that securities should be embodied in this covenant.  258

The League codification of the sacred trust of civilization is subsequently incorporated into 
Chapter XI, Article 73.  

Article 73 states that the “Members of the United Nations which have or assumed responsibilities 
for the administration of [Non-Self-Governing Territories (NSGTs)] recognize the principle that 
the interests of the inhabitants of these territories are paramount, and accept as a sacred trust the 
obligation to promote to the utmost, within the system of international peace and security 
established by the present Charter, the well-being of the inhabitants of these territories….” 
Articles 73(a) and 73(b) refer to duties concerning the peoples’ “advancement.” Thus, the UN 
Charter eschews the explicitly civilizational discourse of the pre-war era in its formulation of the 
responsibilities of administering states. 
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In what becomes one of its most significant features with respect to the decolonization process, 
Article 73(b) explicitly states the duty to shepherd NSGTs toward the development of “self-
government,” assisting them “in the progressive development of their free political institutions, 
according to the particular circumstances … and their varying stages of advancement.” Debate 
over the factors to be considered in determining whether a NSGT has attained self-government 
will become critical to the way in which decolonization unfolds.   

Additionally, Article 73(e) includes, as part of the duties of administering states, the 
responsibility “to transmit regularly to the Secretary-General for information purposes, subject to 
such limitation as security and constitutional considerations may require, statistical and other 
information of a technical nature relating to economic, social, and educational conditions in the 
territories for which they are respectively responsible other than those territories to which 
Chapters XII and XIII apply.”  

In contrast to Trust Territories and NSGTs, the UN Charter references “metropolitan areas,” a 
term commonly understood as referring to the domestic jurisdiction of states.  However, the term 
metropolitan area is not defined, and is only mentioned in the UN Charter in Chapter XI, Article 
74, which states: “Members of the United Nations also agree that their policy in respect of the 
territories to which this Chapter applies, no less than in respect of their metropolitan areas, must 
be based on the general principle of good-neighborliness, due account being taken of the 
interests and well-being of the rest of the world, in social, economic, and commercial matters.” 
The term “metropolitan areas” replaces the term “centers of civilization” in the parallel article of 
the League of Nations Covenant.  The ambiguity surrounding the concept of metropolitan areas 
becomes important because it remains unclear whether dependencies may be incorporated into a 
member state’s metropolitan area.  Thus, the interpretation of the term “metropolitan area” will 
become a significant issue in the debates on decolonization.   259

The largest modification to the League of Nation’s framework is the addition of the military 
category of “strategic areas” to the list of qualifiers for dependent areas.  The US adds this 
category to refer to the non-contiguous dependencies that its Office of Dependent Affairs 
administers, including Hawai‘i, Alaska, Puerto Rico, the Canal Zone, and a number of islands in 
the Pacific.  Although this conception of a colony’s purpose can be traced back to the ancient 
Greeks, the modern variant is coined in 1940 by Cordell Hull, US Secretary of State and veteran 
of the Tennessee Volunteer Infantry in America’s 1898 imperial crusade against Spanish 
colonialism in Cuba, “to create a protective girdle of steel” around the US.    260

The advent of the term “strategic areas” by the UN’s Fourth Committee is noteworthy because it 
contravenes the League of Nations’ Article 22 statement on the “prevention of the establishment 
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of fortifications or military and naval bases” in colonies.   Tellingly, the creation of the 261

category of strategic areas also supports the analysis of Duncan Hall, an Australian-born Harvard 
international relations professor, whose expertise in the constitutional matters related to 
imperialists’ access to raw materials is employed between 1927 and 1956, in various capacities, 
by the administrations of Britain, the US, the League of Nations, and the UN.  Hall emphasizes 
that the new category demonstrates that the International Trusteeship System is premised on the 
allocation of political interest, not natural properties accorded by physical geography.   262

The applicability and scope of Chapters XI, XII, and XIII, as well as factors that indicate 
attainment of self-government and the interpretation of the term “metropolitan area,” will 
become important issues in the colonial debates. 

  
Creation of Chapters XI, XII, and XIII: discussions at the San Francisco Conference 

At the San Francisco Conference, which lasts from April 25–June 26, 1945, the colonial powers 
agree that the main constraints posed by the League mandates are those of scale.  Broader 
discussions on the applicability of Chapters XI, XII, and XIII to internally colonized peoples are 
largely suppressed or ignored.  Most delegates assume that the principles of states’ territorial 
integrity and sovereign equality are inviolable.  These principles are cemented during the San 
Francisco Conference and encapsulated in Chapter I, Article 2(7) of the UN Charter.    263

The clearest articulation of the San Francisco delegates’ intentions for the territories labeled 
‘dependent’ comes on June 20, 1945 in response to a report by Rapporteur M. Hughes Le 
Gallais, Minister of Luxembourg, to the United States.  Rapporteur Le Gallais is part of a 
committee responsible for setting up the international trusteeship system on behalf of 
Commission II. Commission II is tasked with establishing the General Assembly.  

The Rapporteur issues a report on the discussions concerning the new framework for 
international trusteeship, a framework that essentially leaves intact the trusteeship system that 
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had existed under the League of Nations.  Three significant changes are the addition of “strategic 
areas,” the establishment of economic and social machinery, and updated language “more 
suitable to existing conditions than the language employed in paragraph 1 of Article 22 of the 
Covenant of the League of Nations, that is, colonies and territories…which are inhabited by 
peoples not yet able to stand by themselves under the strenuous conditions of the modern 
world.”   264

Responses to the Rapporteur’s report occur over dinner and drinks at a meeting of Commission 
II held at San Francisco’s famous Opera House.   The meeting begins with a speech by South 265

African Field Marshal Jan Smuts, whose pamphlet League of Nations: a practical idea had been 
the initial impetus behind the League’s mandate system.  After calling the meeting to order, 
Smuts explains how the UN Charter’s plan for administering dependencies “diverts in scope very 
largely” from that of the League of Nations Covenant because in the Charter “the principle of 
trusteeship is now applied generally.”    266

The new system, Smuts exclaims, “applies to all dependent people in all dependent territories.  It 
covers all of them. … The whole field of dependent peoples living in dependent territories is now 
covered. … The trustee scheme is not only much wider in scope, but much stricter and much 
farther reaching in its character, and if it is duly carried out the results may be far reaching.”   267

The Afrikaner warhorse also assures the representatives of the colonial powers that their 
experience will pay off because “we shall see a general leveling up of colonial administrations all 
over the world. The system is not abolished, it is not touched.”   To assuage lingering doubts 268

and move their work along, Smuts, in his conclusion, assures delegates that “[t]he whole scheme 
has been thoroughly worked out” and they need not trouble themselves by reading the 
Rapporteur’s long report on how “peoples that are still not advanced enough to look after 
themselves” will be administrated.   He is certain that there will not be “any great difference in 269

opinion on the details….”  270
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The next speaker, former Dutch foreign minister Jonkheer Loudon, states his belief that the 
Rapporteur’s report will constitute a “great step forward in the evolution in mankind.”   271

Although he commends all of the conferees for how “well balanced” the Charter appears and 
marvels that Chapter XI, in particular, will lead to a world in which “nobody need fear … 
interference in domestic affairs,” he reserves his highest praise for Smuts, whose work to ensure 
that “such a delicate subject” is “achieved almost unanimously” has secured “a favorable omen 
for the United Nations and their mission to secure peace, progress, and prosperity for all.”   272

The Iraqi delegate, several speakers later, does not match Loudon’s giddy tone.  Mr. Al-Jamali’s 
raft of criticisms for the Rapporteur’s report include the proposed trusteeship system’s failure to 
give peoples from trust territories a say in determining which state would administer them and 
the Charter’s silence on the question of “how to terminate a trusteeship.”   Additionally, Mr. Al-273

Jamali voices his concern that, according to the Charter, “the trustee power is always the channel 
which carries the voice of the people to the [United Nations].”   Al-Jamali’s comments at the 274

meeting are the only ones raising serious objections to the international supervisory system.  

Tellingly, none of the other speakers even bother to respond to Mr. Al-Jamali’s critique.  Rather, 
they dedicate the rest of the night to congratulating one another or themselves.  General Carlos P. 
Romulo, a representative of the United States’ colony of the Philippines, who will later serve as 
foreign minister for Ferdinand Marcos’s notorious kleptocracy, says that “this formula as now 
worded is the blueprint of the completed peace, … designed by each member of the great family 
of mankind. . . .  This holds living proof of our world progress.”   Even “simple savages” could 275

understand that “the principles being fought for were for all.”    276

Following Romulo, the next speaker is British Secretary of State of Dominion Affairs, Viscount 
Cranborne, who would, a dozen years later, resign from his office as Lord President of Council 
in protest to Britain’s dwindling colonial status. Cranborne, born Robert A. J. Gascoyne-Cecil, 
gives what he will come to refer to as his “ladder speech,” which he has already given once to 
the Committee in San Francisco and will regurgitate several more times throughout the first few 
years of the General Assembly’s Plenary Sessions.   The speech analogizes 277
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dependencies’ “attain[ment] [of] a higher measure of self-government” to the climb up a 
ladder.   Using the British Commonwealth as his paradigm, Cranborne avers:  278

On the bottom rung there are the most primitive peoples, capable at present of 
taking only a very limited part in the administration of their own affairs.  Then as 
you climb the ladder, you find territories—such as the Caribbean Islands and the 
Gold Coast—whose peoples take an ever increasing part in their own 
administration. …  At the very top of the ladder far above the realm of our 
discussions to-day are the great self-governing Dominions of His Majesty the 
King, present here at our deliberations as fully-fledged members of the United 
Nations.  That, in our view, is the right conception.  It is progressive and dynamic, 
yet it takes account of the inescapable facts.    279

Drunk on paternalism, Cranborne attempts to secure the position of the rungs by cautioning his 
fellow delegates of the potential dangers of circumventing “processes of natural evolution.” He 
warns, “[m]any of these territories are small, poor, and defenseless and [can]not stand on their 
own feet. … Take away that helping hand and such territories [will] rapidly relapse into 
barbarism.”  Therefore, “in every area, whether backwards or advanced, there must be a duty on 
colonial powers to train and educate indigenous peoples … in the management of their own 
affairs.”         280

Cranborne’s reference to the new organization’s initiatives for training and educating dependent 
peoples is an important point of emphasis in a number of the speeches that night.  Nearly all of 
the participants agree that these are the innovations that will allow the UN’s International 
Trusteeship System to succeed where the Covenant’s Mandatory System had failed.  What the 
San Francisco delegates neglect to mention, however, is that this idea was not new.   

Three decades earlier, American W. F. Willoughby, the US Treasurer of Puerto Rico, had 
published kindred statements on US colonial policy in his prominent book, Territories and 
Dependencies of the United States.  Emphasizing the uniqueness of the US’s colonial policy, 
especially as compared with the “exploitation theory in respect to dependent territory, such as 
been practiced by certain European states,” Willoughby asserts that the key to US colonial 
expansion, into contiguous and non-contiguous areas alike, has been its “administration of each 
territory primarily with a view toward [that territory’s] own advancement.”  This, he says, is the 
way the American government promotes “the education … [and] the training in the art of 
government of a people who had little experience in the management of public affairs” above all 
else.  Willoughby explains that the most common outcome of this training and education process 
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is for the territory to be annexed as a state by the federal government.   At San Francisco, it 281

appears that Cranborne and his colleagues intend to use a similar model. 

In the finale of Cranborne’s speech, he invokes the threat of fighting another world war without 
the “essential products drawn from these territories and the essential bases situated in them.”  He 
says, “[t]he colonial empires have been welded into one vast machine in defense of liberty,” 
before asking, “[c]ould we really contemplate, as the conscious aim of our deliberations, the 
destruction of this vast machine and its separation into component parts?”  282

  
The only US representative to speak at the meeting is Commander Harold E. Stassen, who, 
before becoming a WWII naval officer, was elected Minnesota’s youngest governor at the age of 
31.   At the June 20 gathering, Stassen’s speech is notable only for its lack of content, in 283

contrast to his words to the same committee several weeks earlier.   

Commander Stassen’s May 17 comments, State Department documents would later reveal, are 
left out of the official, verbatim transcripts of the San Francisco Conference sessions, and are 
only available because of the discovery of a “penciled, unsigned marginal note on a 
mimeographed copy” of an UNCIO transcript.  A footnote in the State Department’s 1945 
records of the conference describes how the “omi[ssion] … of the very important speech by 
Stassen” reflects a “position altered later only with great trouble.”   In the speech, the 284

Commander elaborates a defense of the US delegation’s decision to vote against a proposed 
Chinese amendment to include independence as one of the possible outcomes provided for 
NSGTs within Chapter XI’s definition of self-government.  His justification is that if the 
possibility of independence is dangled to NSGTs, “there would be no limitation on the extent to 
which self-government could be developed under the existing the wording.”   Instead, citing 285

the US “policy toward the Philippines as proof for the positive possible outcomes of self-
government without independence,” he says his vision for “the world of the future is the 
interdependence of states and [dependent] peoples and point[s] to the example of the forty-eight 
states of the United States, whose strength is based not their complete independence as separate 
entities, but on their unity and interdependence.”  286
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Later in the speech, Stassen summarizes the reasons the US, along with France and Britain, 
prefer that the phrase, “progressive development toward self-government,” contain no mention 
of “independence” as a possible outcome.  The problem with the “provocative word” is that it 
“suggested full national independence.”   Any assurances beyond those encapsulated by 287

“progressive development toward self-government,” carry a “danger that we would be 
interpreted as butting in on colonial affairs” he adjudges.   “This would mean we were going 288

beyond what we were supposed to do at San Francisco.”  289

At the June 20 meeting, however, Stassen is much less forthcoming, deciding not to reiterate that 
position and, instead, using his time at the podium to praise his co-participants for their grand 
achievement.   Stassen is followed by the meeting’s final speaker, Mr. Fraser of New Zealand, 290

who uses the trope of a road to explain the intention behind the Rapporteur’s report:  “[T]here is 
the road to those who want self-government … and it’s a splendid thing the nations were so 
united.  We have built the road, or a considerable part of it.  The point is––will the nations take 
it?  Will we go forward on that road?”   291

Duncan Hall points out a logical fallacy 

In a 1932 speech, Hitler had expressed his deep admiration for Britain’s colonial model, saying 
that their “wonderful marriage of economic conquest and economic domination” exemplified the 
“brutal right” of white men “to dominate others.”  The exercise of that right, he said, had led to 
the “remarkable development” of a world in which white people operated “‘gigantic-world-
central-factories’ for which ‘the rest of the world provides enormous markets for the disposal of 
goods and enormous sources of raw materials.’”  Later Hitler would express his goal that 
German herrenvolk of Nordic ancestry follow the North Americans’ example for overland 
colonization. 

The records on the Nazi’s Generalplan Oste (General Plan East) reveal Hitler’s colonial 
ambitions in Eastern Europe and Russia.  “The object of German policies in the new Reich areas 
must be the creation of a German populace homogeneous from the point of view of race, hence 
also from the viewpoint of mentality as well as national and political consciousness.  From this it 
is clear that all the elements which do not lend themselves to Germanization must be removed 
unconditionally.”  Hitler and other Nazi strategists planned to assign fates by blood quantum to 
non-Germanized Slavs.  The percentage of a Slavic nation that was to become agricultural slave, 
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deported to Siberia, or dumped into mass graves was determined “objectively,” according to the 
laws of Nazi social science. 

Achievement of such a racial balance, Hitler thought, would lead to world peace: “Who really 
would desire the victory of pacifism in this world, must work with all his power for the conquest 
of the world by the Germans. …  Actually, the pacifist humanitarian idea will perhaps be quite 
good, when once the master man has conquered and subjected the world to a degree that makes 
him the only master of this earth.”  292

Early on, Hitler, Himmler, Heydrich, and high-ranking members of the SS had realized that 
secrecy and psychological conditioning would be essential to the success of such plans. As 
Hannah Arendt, the exemplary political theorist of German-Jewish descent, explains, the 
correspondences within the Fuhrer’s inner circle, a group whose membership was given the title 
“bearer of secrets” after Hitler decreed an oath of secrecy be taken by those of the SS elite 
known previously as “bearers of orders,” were “subject to rigid ‘language rules,’” which 
“prescribed code names for killing … [––]‘final solution,’ ‘evacuation,’ (Aussiedlung), and 
‘special treatment’ (Sonderbehandlung)”—and for other aspects of the Nazi program.  “[T]he 
language rules … proved of enormous help in the maintenance of order and sanity in the various 
widely diversified services whose cooperation was essential” to the extermination program.    293

“The net effect of this language system was not to keep these people ignorant of what they were 
doing, but to prevent them from equating it with their old, ‘normal’ knowledge of murder and 
lies.”   To wit, Nazi leaders consciously designed a discursive policy for psychologically 294

numbing themselves to the reality that they were undertaking a propaganda campaign to 
convince ordinary Germans to rationally equate participation in industrial genocide with 
performance of civic duties.  Yet the startling aspect of the Hitler’s “language rules” was their 
formal conspicuousness, not their role in generating propaganda to rationalize state violence.  

In San Francisco, discussion of the international trusteeship system relies upon an assumption 
about how the term colonialism should be defined.  By that point, colonialism has become a 
technical model for political administration, and is limited, by definition, to overseas territories. 
International trusteeship is a critical component of the “scheme” of the Charter.  Particularly 
when combined with the principles of sovereign equality and territorial integrity, the UN 
founders believe they have finally discovered the equation for maintaining world peace and 
stability.  The following expresses this mathematical conception of global politics: 
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WORLD PEACE/SECURITY/STABILITY =  
SOVEREIGN EQUALITY + TERRITORIAL INTEGRITY + INTERNATIONAL TRUSTEESHIP   

Throwing a wrench into the predominating rhetoric of machinery, scientism, and equilibration, 
the aforementioned H. Duncan Hall, who attends and observes but does not directly participate in 
the proceedings in San Francisco, points to the political and arbitrary character underlying the 
conferees’ definitional delimiting of dependencies to those territories that the Western powers 
arbitrarily considered to be situated overseas.  In Hall’s view, this is a glaring gap in logic: in 
their haste to re-constitute, in expanded form, an updated version of the League’s system of 
dependencies, the founders are choosing to overlook the obvious truth that, in addition to 
mercantile and maritime forces, colonial expansion has been carried out by pioneers and cavalry 
regiments.  That the UN formula for achieving world peace fails to factor overland colonization 
into its calculations may be one of its major vulnerabilities, he notes.  

At San Francisco, Hall circulates a mimeograph that includes this exhortation to “a restricted 
circle of interested persons.”   In the mimeograph, Hall writes that he finds the notion that 295

colonialism is an exclusively “overseas” phenomenon to be a “vice of language” that only serves 
“purposes of propaganda.”   He goes so far as to poke fun at the belief that colonialism 296

overland is different than seaward colonial expansion:   

The people in great continental areas such as the United States, Canada, Australia, 
and Russia, in their expansion into border territories at the expense of primitive 
peoples, built up on their margins temporary conditions of colonization and 
dependency.  But in the end the border areas have tended to be assimilated as an 
integral part of the national or federal state.  The idea that expansion by seaways, 
in the same space and same time and for the same reasons, had been of a quite 
different kind would have delighted a medieval schoolman.  How wide, he might 
have asked, must be the space of water before a territory ceased to be a detached 
part of the mainland and became “overseas” and so was presumed to have become 
incapable of uniting with, or being assimilated to, the mother country?   297

Hall articulates a fundamental flaw in the UN founders’ equation, undermining the notion that 
colonialism is an overseas phenomenon and demonstrating that at least one voice at San 
Francisco actively critiques the UN’s definition of colonialism and its formulation for achieving 
world peace.  
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Debate on factors for self-government 

From 1946 through 1951, Western powers make a number of efforts to reconsolidate colonialism 
under the United Nations system. These efforts play out in the UN debates over which factors 
should be considered when determining whether a dependent territory has attained self-
government such that it no longer needs to be under the supervision of an administering state, 
debates that are addressed in more depth in the following Chapter 6.  

Chapter XI of the UN Charter defines Non-Self-Governing Territories as those “whose people 
have not yet attained a full measure of self-government,” placing them under the power of an 
administering state. Because Chapter XI does not list specific criteria for judging whether a 
territory had become self-governing, the Secretary General requests clarification from the 
General Assembly. The ensuing debate becomes a critical battleground for colonial and 
anticolonial camps. 

During these debates, Belgium introduces the Belgian Thesis, which argues that the UN mission 
should be to help all “backward” peoples incapable of governing themselves and place them on a 
path to self-government.  In arguing that defining colonialism as an overseas phenomenon is an 
artificial geographical limitation, Belgium becomes the only state to formally propose 
consideration for the rights of internally colonized indigenous peoples.  Belgium, reaching back 
to the language of the League of Nations Covenant, argues that the UN should fulfill the “sacred 
trust of civilization,” meaning that it has a continuing duty to civilize all peoples rather than 
merely shepherding the “overseas” dependencies toward self-government.  The Belgian Thesis 
fractures the colonial camp, eventually allowing anticolonial powers to score a series of victories 
in the Fourth Committee.   

Background to UN efforts to reconsolidate formal colonial system 

On June 29, 1946, the Secretary-General sends asking the General Assembly to address the 
problem of Chapter XI’s ambiguity and open-endedness, and requesting clarification of “factors 
which must be taken into account to determine whether a territory has attained a full measure of 
self-government.”  NSGTs and mandates are to be advanced toward self-government.  Therefore, 
the UN needs a way of measuring attainment of self-government.  Absent from Chapter XI, 
however, are specific criteria for judging if a territory has become self-governing, the methods to 
be used for advancing dependencies toward this end, and a schedule for implementing 
administrative transitions.  Further, the Generally Assembly is far from agreement on the 
question of who will do the judging.  Importantly, attainment of self-government will not merit 
independent statehood—British and American delegations have already successfully lobbied to 
eliminate the word “independence” from a Chapter XI draft proposal that equating self-
government with independence. 

The British believe they have already settled the question of the relationship between self-
government and independence through the Balfour Declaration to establish the British 
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Commonwealth in 1926.  As conceived at the Imperial Conference of 1926, where the Britain 
formally announce the Commonwealth’s succession to the Empire, “[e]quality of status so far as 
Britain and the Dominions are concerned” is the “root principle governing [Britain’s] Inter-
Imperial Relations.”  Although British Dominions are considered to have reached the top rung of 
Cranborne’s ladder for political advancement toward self-government, their “common allegiance 
to the Crown” (“George V, by the Grace of God, of Great Britain, Ireland, and the British 
Dominions beyond the Seas King, Defender of the Faith, Emperor of India”), the “immutable 
dogmas” of “equality and similarity” do “not extend universally to function.”  Owing to the 
“changing circumstances of the world,” Britain retains its sovereign prerogatives over “questions 
of diplomacy and questions of defense,“ insisting the Dominions retain “flexible machinery” in 
these areas.    298

  
Dominion status was, in its original conception, inseparable from Britain’s system of racial 
hierarchy.  Thus, in 1926, the Euro-derivative administrations in Canada, Australia, 
Newfoundland, Eire, New Zealand, and South Africa are territories within the Commonwealth 
that receive the classification of Self-governing Dominion.  This is later explained in The 
Colonial Problem, a 1937 study by the Britain’s Royal Society of International Affairs, in the 
following “objective” terms: “Progress towards responsible government is more rapid in 
communities where the population is predominately European, or where a white population with 
constitutional traditions is in control.”    299

During the 1920s, the US also subscribes to the notion that race should constitute political 
position.  Moreover, like the British, Americans blend the discourse of physical geography to that 
used to assign race-based political determinations, making colonial relationships appear to be the 
natural, even symbiotic, traits endemic to evolutionary life systems. For instance, in a 1922 
survey of the international tariffs on the import and export of raw materials, the United States 
Tariff Commission finds, “[t]he political division into ‘dependent’ and ‘self-governing’ colonies 
corresponds in general to the geographical division into tropical colonies and nontropical 
colonies and to the economic classification into plantation and settlement colonies.” The 
definition of “settlement colonies,” of which the “chief examples” are the “British self-governing 
Dominions,” is “those in which white men can live permanently.”   In contrast, the defining 300

feature of “tropical colonies,” located throughout “tropical Africa, Oceania, Guiana, but also in 
parts of India, Ceylon, the Malay Peninsula, Indo-China, Java, and the Philippine Islands,” and 
“especially those properly called plantation colonies,” is that they “frequently produce only one 
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or two products, and they all export principally raw materials, most of which do not compete 
with products of the temperate zones.”    301

The rise and fall of Hitler forces the US, Britain, and other allied powers not only to unify 
militarily, but additionally to align their discursive representations of the politically symbolic 
against those of Nazism.  After World War II, social and economic indicators generally replace 
racialized environmental determinations in the colonial powers discourse.  As German critical 
philosopher Theodore Adorno later reflects, “[a]fter Auschwitz there is no word tinged from on 
high … that has any right unless it underwent a transformation.”   Yet, except for those 302

presented by Cold War exigency, the changes made to the colonial lexicon are not accompanied 
by a fundamental change in method or an attenuation of the authority of the classificatory system 
designed,  in the words of the US Tariff Commission’s report, for “distinguish[ing] comparative 
degrees of political dependency.”    303

   
In 1946, the Fourth Committee of the General Assembly is tasked with resolving issues 
pertaining to the trusteeship system and NSGTs.  In response to the Secretary-General’s request 
to clarify factors for measuring the achievement of self-government, the Fourth Committee 
establishes the “Committee on Information from NSGTs,” also known as the Ad Hoc Committee, 
which is tasked with examining these issues and reporting its findings over the following three 
years.     304

Poynton’s salt water fallacy 

On the Friday afternoon of October 3, 1947, indignation ripples through Lake Success, the Long 
Island town where Elmer Sperry’s gyroscope company has recently made a fortune selling 
“computer-controlled and stabilized bomb sights for the B-17 and B-32 bombers” to the US Air 
Force.   The previous year, the town had become the interim location of the General Assembly 305

while the UN Headquarters was under construction in East Manhattan.  It now plays host to UK 
delegate Sir Hilton Poynton’s address to the Fourth Committee.  That February, the career 
bureaucrat of Britain’s Colonial Office whose faithful service to the Crown has led to his 
appointment as “Assistant Under-Secretary of State with responsibility for the Departments of 
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International Relations, Social Services, and Welfare” speaks on five fallacies he has found in the 
arguments of anticolonialists.   306

  
First, Poynton rejects the notion that colonialism poses a threat to peace, instead stating, 
“aggression is based on the spirit of a nation.”   He further asserts the falsity of the idea that 307

colonized people are discontent with the colonial system.  Second, Poynton seeks to undermine 
the proposition that freedom is synonymous with independence.  Rather, he states that the 
proposed International Bill on Human Rights will act as a safeguard against abuses of the 
colonized, allowing colonized people to remain free.  Third, he rejects the premise that 
underdevelopment is the result of colonial exploitation, stating that colonized territories had been 
underdeveloped until the arrival of the colonial system and its three salutary components of 
international trade, capital, and machinery.  Poynton states: “It would be an obstacle to the 
development of trade if the natural resources of a country should be consumed with that 
country.”  Fourth, he criticizes the perception that only overseas expansion, rather than overland 
expansion, is “above reproach.”  Lastly, Poynton rejects the notion that “[s]overeignty [is] the 
supreme remedy for all ills,” using as an example his proposition that NSGTs had better labor 
policies than sovereign states that had not yet ratified the Convention Concerning Forced Labour.  
  
Poynton’s fourth point merits further exploration. Rejecting the criticisms of overseas colonial 
expansion, Poynton coins the phrase “salt water fallacy” to describe the fallacious assumption 
that colonialism is limited to an overseas phenomenon. Poynton states that every “virile nation” 
has engaged in expansionist campaigns, including the United States and the USSR, both of 
which expanded their territories through overland means.  Thus, Poynton argues that England’s 
sovereignty over its overseas territories should be recognized, just as the USSR’s sovereignty 
over annexed adjacent territory is recognized.  Poynton argues that all UN member states in fact 
share the same “racial stock.”  
  
Interestingly, Poynton’s “salt-water fallacy” provokes surprisingly little discussion in light of the 
purportedly judicious atmosphere of the proceedings.  Aside from the arguments on colonialism 
that Belgium will put forward a half decade later, scant attention is paid to Poynton’s arguments.   
One explanation is that the audience is already aware of the contradictions embedded in the UN’s 
original criteria for assigning dependent status to a territory.  His observation of the “salt-water 
fallacy” did not merely point out something basic to common sense, it had already found 
expression in Duncan Hall’s “medieval schoolboy” argument and in the 1937 report on The 
Colonial Problem by his government’s Royal Institute of International Affairs.  The latter’s 
statements are unequivocal on the subject:  “It is an error to consider colonization as a purely 
overseas development.  In Asia, the consolidation of Russian power in the Far East … has 
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proceeded for the last fifty years and is still going on.  It represents an achievement in 
colonization comparable only to the expansion of the United States in the nineteenth century.”  308

Poynton’s comments are therefore less important for their insights, which are in no way unique, 
than for the context in which they are delivered.  They intimate that in 1947 England is still very 
much committed to reconstituting, if not expanding, a system of formal colonial empire.  The 
nakedness and brashness with which such goals are expressed may explain the reluctance of 
other administering states to immediately voice their support.   Another reason may be that the 
other European colonial powers are hesitant to unite around a position that know to be unpopular 
with the US, which was mostly unwilling to recognize its own colonial record. 

Nonetheless, the British delegate’s commentary on the “salt-water fallacy” are in keeping with an 
issue that is of vital, contemporary discussion taking place within the highest echelons of the 
UN.   For instance, earlier that year, UN Secretary-General Trygve Lie (1946–52), the Soviet-
nominated Norwegian who was the first to serve in the position, submits a preparatory 
memorandum to the General Assembly, “Survey of International Law in Relation to the Work of 
Codifications of the International Law Commission,” which acknowledges that important 
questions related to the “Territorial Domain of States” are still unresolved.  In that memo of 
February 10, Lie says “the time would appear ripe for a reevaluation of the role of conquest as 
conferring legal title.”  Moreover, he believes, “[t]here is room for the view that, within the 
framework of the codification of international law, the principle of non-acquisition of territory by 
force may find a place denying the legal title of conquest to States resorting to war in violation of 
their fundamental obligations.”  He proposes that deliberation of questions related to the 
principle of non-acquisition of territory by force be given two foci.   

First, investigation is needed around the question of states’ “modes of original acquisition of 
territory.”  Second, international law experts should clarify for the General Assembly questions 
related to “the effect of changes of sovereignty—through conquest or cession—upon the 
nationality of residents of the territories concerned, in particular of persons not resident in the 
territory at the time of the transfer of sovereignty.”   The latter is needed for determining 309

eligibility for decolonization: whether the future would bring annexation, continued dependency, 
sovereign independence, or something different to dependent territories was manifestly 
unknown.  That the Secretary-General foists the former matter, the “modes of original 
acquisition” of states’ territories, onto the international legal theorists’ discussion table is also 
intriguing and perhaps what occasions Poynton’s comments on the “salt-water fallacy.” 

Doctrine of Discovery 
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Lumbee international law scholar Robert A. Williams, Jr., a founding contributor to the Critical 
Race Theory legal paradigm and a leading expert on the international law applicable to 
Indigenous peoples, demonstrates that the possibilities for open discussion of the mode by which 
Western “settler-colonized states” originally acquired the territories of non-Western peoples is 
constrained by a basic if ineffable tenet of international law: the Doctrine of Discovery.  As 
Williams writes, “[t]his medievally grounded discourse … vests superior rights of sovereignty 
over non-Western indigenous peoples and their territories in European-descended governments. 
The Doctrine of Discovery and its discourse of conquest assert the West’s lawful power to 
impose its vision of truth on non-Western peoples through a racist, colonizing rule of law.”   310

The Doctrine is consolidated in the first half of the 19th century in a series of opinions written by 
the Chief Justice of the US Supreme Court, John Marshall, on American Indian land rights.  
Marshall’s formulation willfully undermines the “abstract principles of justice”—the norms of 
natural rights-based international law—in the last instance, as the Chief Justice states in his 1823 
ruling in Johnson v McIntosh, because, “[c]onquest gives a title which the Courts of the 
conqueror cannot deny.”  311

By the 20th century, European and Euro-derivative states have nearly half a millennium’s 
experience in developing their “discourse of conquest, which denies fundamental human rights 
and self-determination to indigenous tribal peoples.”   Thus, although Lie and Poynton appear 312

to be opening the door for more comprehensive, and accurate, definitions of colonization to 
emerge in the UN debates on the subject than the circumscribed definition assumed in the UN’s 
designation of Trust and Non-Self-Governing Territories, so long as the Doctrine of Discovery 
prevails, internally colonized Indigenous nations will lack the access needed to voice their claims 
at the international organization.  When questions as to the legitimacy of settler-colonized states
—among which the most formidable is, indisputably, the US—the General Assembly’s 
consistent response is to close ranks, guarding the state system with the UN Charter’s two most 
hallowed principles: territorial integrity and sovereign equality. 

US position 

By 1949, US State Department officials are nervously noting that the non-colonial powers are 
beginning to a form a bloc to decry colonialism.  They also realize that the US faces “an 
exceptionally difficult task” of “prevent[ing] the Soviet Union from being regarded as the 
champion of colonial peoples” in the General Assembly debates on colonialism.  Three 
immediate reasons predispose anticolonial delegates to vote with Soviets and against the US: (1) 
the US is an administering power; (2) the preference shown by President Truman toward Western 
Europe’s security and economic recovery assistance in such foreign aid legislation as the 1948 
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Marshall Plan and the 1949 Mutual Defense Assistance Act; and, (3) as State Department 
bureaucrats will muse the next year, the fact that the “extreme” arguments made “by the Soviet 
Delegation are often identical with the extreme views of native nationalist leaders.”  The State 313

Department thus fears that the Soviet delegation’s anticolonialist attacks on the UN’s formalized 
system of colonial administration could compel non-Western states to support the Eastern bloc, 
thereby tilting the Cold War balance of power.  
  
On New Year’s Eve 1949, a secret memorandum entitled “The Colonial Problem in the United 
Nations” relays the details of a conversation between the US representative on the Trusteeship 
Council and the British Ambassador to the US.   In the memo, the United States lists four 314

factors affecting consideration of the colonial problem.  The first factor is that a large majority of 
the anticolonial members, owing to inexperience, are ignorant of and lack appreciation for the 
burdens shouldered by the colonial powers.  The US maintains that these non-colonial states are 
unaware of the complexities and realities of the underlying issues and could therefore easily be 
misled by propaganda.  Second, the US believes there is a misapprehension of what the new 
colonialism really is.  The non-administering powers are looking at the colonial system as it 
existed from the 17th through 19th centuries, but not at its current function as the tool of social, 
political, and economic “advancement” of dependent territories.  “In a sense we are paying for 
the sins of our past.”   315

Third, there is a widespread and popular belief that independence is a solution for dependent 
people.  This poses a potential public relations problem.  Although independence is one option 
for dependent territories, there are several others that the Department is considering.  These were 
left unspecified.  The memo’s final observation is that there is a constant danger of the 
simmering anticolonial sentiment in Latin America, Africa, and Asia boiling into trans-
continental solidarity movements.  If this occurs, the new movements will be much more likely 
to be convinced by the Soviet ideology of anti-imperialism than the revolutionary promise of 
Western capitalism.  

“Total Pattern of America’s Colonial Policy” 

Also in 1949, the American Institute of Pacific Relations publishes a compilation of essays titled 
America’s Pacific Dependencies, which addresses the history of the US government’s policy 
with respect to overseas colonies.  The volume delves more deeply into US policy history than is 
typical of US discourse on the subject, and contains the intriguing opinions of a number of 
government policy sources.  Lawrence Finkelstein, former member of the State Department’s 
section on Trusteeship, writes a chapter, “The US and NSGTs,” which analyzes the historical 
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“pattern” of his government’s relationship to colonialism.  Finkelstein’s arguments represent the 
viewpoints of many in Washington’s foreign policymaking community who believe that 
America’s new power should be used to assert leadership over the old imperial order.  Thus, a 
year shy of the halfway point of the 20th century, colonialism is still very much an open and 
unresolved question to the US government. 

In “The US and NSGTs,” Finkelstein presents his case that US policies towards colonial 
questions have historically been motivated by three predominant concerns.  The first is the 
United States’ use of international machinery to ensure the welfare of the people it colonized.  
Assuming that his readers would have a skewed historical understanding of the concept, 
Finkelstein begins the section on “welfare” by asserting that America’s Westward expansion in 
North America was “genuine colonization,” in contrast to European imperialism in Africa and 
Asia.  Finkelstein asserts that the 1787 Northwest Ordinance and the Monroe Doctrine are 
responsible for obfuscating the American public’s understanding of this fact because they have 
falsely counterposed America’s territorial ambitions to the “colonial” ambitions of Europe.  Such 
a misunderstanding of America’s heritage was ironic, he observes, because the US has been the 
most militarized colonizer. 
   
Second, Finkelstein avers, the United States’ devotion to the use of international machinery is an 
overriding driver of US colonial policy.  As evidence, he cites his government’s past 
contributions to the construction of international order: the crucial role he says the US 
plenipotentiary played at the 1884–45 Berlin Conference; Woodrow Wilson’s 5th point on the 
need to make adjustments to the colonial order; and, the US’s support for Article 22 of the 
League of Nations.  After explaining the adapted version of Kipling’s “white man’s burden” 316

that US policy makers assumed by voluntarily transmitting Chapter XI statistical reports, 
Finkelstein proceeds to the second general theme of the US’s colonial policy: the “open door.”  
He argues that the US government’s commitment to “equality of commercial opportunity,” first 
evidenced in US subscription to the Berlin Act, lends itself to a model of colonization in which 
colonies became economically reliant on the US.  The effect of America’s commitment to the 
“open door” economic policy is that many NSGTs will soon be assimilated into the US economy.  

According to Finkelstein, the third major feature of US colonial policy is its preoccupation with 
“strategic considerations.”  Developed from the Mahan doctrine on sea power, he says that the 
US policymakers’ desire for maritime hegemony, effectuated by the US installation of myriad 
military installations in NSGTs throughout the Pacific, has led to the insertion of “strategic 
areas” into Chapter XI.  The inclusion of such language means that “American strategic interests 
have been placed above all” other priorities during the drafting of the Charter’s policy for 
NSGTs. 

 Finkelstein, Lawrence, “The US and NSGTs.” Emerson, Rupert, and Institute of Pacific Relations. 316

America's Pacific Dependencies; a Survey of American Colonial Policies and of Administration and 
Progress Toward Self-Rule in Alaska, Hawaii, Guam, Samoa and the Trust Territory. Edited by Rupert 
Emerson (New York: American Institute of Pacific Relations, 1949).
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Under the essay’s final sub-heading, “Total Pattern of America’s Colonial Policy,” Finkelstein 
says that the main impediment to the successful implementation of a colonial policy is the 
American public’s inability to see its government as a colonial power.  In order to surmount this 
obstacle, Finkelstein concludes that the US needs to work through the UN to build the 
international machinery necessary for the United States to prove itself unequivocally the “leader 
in the formulation of world colonial policies.”   Finkelstein does not specify what types of 317

policies he envisages with this loaded, parting statement.   

One would assume, however, that Finkelstein is not unfamiliar with the State Department’s 
reluctance to take the reins of an international order that officially embraces the old colonial 
model.  As early as 1947, when John Foster Dulles told the General Assembly that he regarded 
“the colonial system as obsolete and wished to see it abolished,” the Department has announced 
its intent to distance itself from the stale, barefaced pretexts for colonial rule employed by the 
more conservative administering powers.   Finkelstein’s push for a return to colonialism’s first 318

principles and Dulles’ statement against the old order, therefore, seem dissonant, leaving 
Finkelstein at odds with the pulse of the State Department.   

Then again, Finkelstein’s targeted audience is Washington bureaucrats, not the world at large.  
Although a number of anticolonial delegates later tout Dulles’ statement as evidence of 
America’s support for their cause, there is nothing in the statement to suggest that Dulles or the 
State Department objects to the colonial system in principle.  Nothing in Dulles’ call to “abolish” 
the “obsolete” colonial machinery suggests an alternative.  In view of his record as Secretary of 
State (1953–59) of directing covert US operations to oust anticolonial leaders, Dulles’ comments, 
like Finkelstein’s, reflect the goal of “modernizing” and “refitting” colonialism in accordance 
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with US “strategic interests,” an aspect of the UN discourse that will become a soft-target for 
critics.    319

 In Dulles’ first two years on the job, he orchestrates one coup d’état in Iran and another in Guatemala. 319

The first deposes Iran’s democratically elected leader, Mohammad Mosaddegh, to prevent Mosaddegh 
from returning to Iran’s people the petroleum profits that are going to the US, Britain, and France as a 
result of the 1928 Red Line agreement between the three states. The Top Secret CIA program that results 
in the August 19, 1953 Iranian coup d’état was run in collaboration with British MI6’s “Operation Boot.”  
A 2000 NYT article reports: “The operation, code-named TP-Ajax, was the blueprint for a succession of 
C.I.A. plots to foment coups and destabilize governments during the cold war—including the agency’s 
successful coup in Guatemala in 1954 and the disastrous Cuban intervention known as the Bay of Pigs in 
1961.”  The CIA operative in charge of carrying out Operation Ajax is Kermit Roosevelt, Jr., Teddy 
Roosevelt’s grandson.  
Risen, James, “How a Plot Convulsed Iran in '53 (and in ’79).” NYT. (2000) Web archive. 
archive.nytimes.com/www.nytimes.com/library/world/mideast/041600iran-cia-intro.html. 
See also Churchill, Ward, On the Justice of Roosting Chickens, op. cit.,  pp. 66–67; Chomsky, Noam, 
Middle East Illusions: Reflections on Justice and Nationhood. (Lanham, Md.: Rowman & Littlefield 
Publishers, 2004) p. 210.
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CHAPTER 6 
1950s, Part I.  

External Colonialism: UN’s solution to the “colonial problem” 

Year after year, they have raised their voices in condemnation of the grinding poverty of the 
people, the low wages, the acute shortage of land, the inhuman exploitations and the whole 
policy of white domination.  But instead of more freedom repression began to grown in volume 
and intensity and it seemed that all their sacrifices would end up in smoke and dust.  Today the 
entire country knows that their labours were not in vain for a new spirit and new ideas have 
gripped our people.  Today the people speak a language of action: there is a might awakening 
among the men and women of our country and the year 1952 stands out as the year of this 
upsurge of national consciousness.   320

-Nelson Mandela 

I’ll give you a car bomb 
A car bomb exploding on a crowded street 
On a crowded street exploding flesh and bones 
That’s our festival, don’t you understand 
I’ll give you a savage war  321

-Tran Da Tu (Saigon, 1964) 

Introduction 

At the beginning of the 1950, there remains great uncertainty as to the future of the UN’s 
colonial system.  By the end of 1952, the most important parts of the machinery the General 
Assembly will use to decolonize formal dependencies have been constructed.  The first few years 
of the semi-centennial are thus critical to assembling the parts needed to operationalize a 
“practical” solution to the so-called colonial problem.  The dramatic story of this critical period 
is the subject of this chapter.  

At the dawn of the decade, US State Department officials express concern over the increasing 
polarization they sense in public and official opinions on colonialism’s future.  They are worried 
that the General Assembly debates on which factors will be applied to determine the political 
future of particular dependent territories will lead to a free-for-all in which the United States will 
be forced to side with either its western European allies or the rest of the non-Soviet world.  The 
anxieties prove justified.   

 Quoted from Mandela’s famous “No Easy Walk to Freedom” speech, his September 23, 1953 320

presidential address to the ANC.  William H. Worger, Nancy L. Clark, and Edward A. Alpers (eds.), 
Africa and the West: A documentary history from the slave trade to independence. op. cit., p. 310.

 Excerpt from “Love Tokens.” By Tran Da Tu, translated by Linh Dinh. Guernica Magazine (8/2/2007) 321

Web. www.guernicamag.com/love_tokens/. 
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During the debate on factors, Belgium, with support from other colonizing states, persists in 
raising the issue of internal colonialism during General Assembly discussions of the “colonial 
problem.”  The Belgian Thesis posits not only that is it arbitrary and inaccurate to restrict 
consideration of the “colonial problem” to formal dependencies but that doing so represents a 
dereliction of the international system’s sacred duty to civilize all “savage” and “semi-civilized” 
peoples.   

Much of this chapter is dedicated to explaining the significant influence the Belgian Thesis has 
on the statist version of “decolonization” that the General Assembly formally announces in 
December of 1960.  I devote so much space to the topic because, after years of poring through 
the UN’s 1945–60 discussions, records, and reports related to colonialism, I am convinced that 
the prospect of having to reckon with the issues raised by Belgium is the central catalyst of the 
false decolonization program the General Assembly eventually settles upon.    

The first sections below provide an overview of the “colonial problem,” from the perspective of 
the US State Department, and of the critical 1952 debate on the factors that will determine which 
peoples’ right to decolonization will be recognized.  The following sections address the Belgian 
Thesis and the tensions it generates among various delegations.  

Thus, for example, in response to the Belgian point that hundreds of internally colonized 
Indigenous nations continue to reside within US borders, the American delegation faces the 
delicate diplomatic task of publicly distancing itself from Belgium on issues deeply important to 
its critical ally.  In the midst of the insanity of the atomic arms races, Washington must stay in 
good standing with Brussels in order to preserve its exclusive access to the world’s largest 
uranium mine.  Deflecting criticisms of its internal colonial policies, the US delegation also 
attempts to divert the entire discussion of colonialism by introducing the specter of the “new 
colonialism” of Soviet expansion into the debates.  The reactions of the Latin American and 
South Africa, each of which has internal colonial interests to protect, are then considered. 

The inability of colonized peoples themselves to appeal to the General Assembly is reflected in 
the Wa-Meru case, the only Indigenous nation ever allowed to petition directly to the UN’s 
Trusteeship Council.  This case is used to illustrate concretely the interests at stake in these 
discussions of decolonization and the ways in which those interest are defended by state 
representatives.  

The chapter then turns to ways in which the Belgian Thesis forges stronger bonds of solidarity 
within the Afro-Asian bloc. The prospect of indefinite delays to a practical implementation of 
decolonization strengthens the resolve of the Afro-Asian delegations, who use their majority in 
the General Assembly to pass resolutions that incrementally chip away at the racism inherent to 
the Belgian position.   
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This momentum culminates in the General Assembly’s adoption of Resolution 637, on December 
16, 1952, recognizing that formally dependent territories have a right of self-determination.  The 
significance of this resolution is four-fold.  First, its statement that the UN “shall take practical 
steps” toward “the realization of the right to self-determination” implies an expectation of 
statehood, rather than simply expanded forms of self-governance, for formal colonies.  Second, 
Resolution 637’s recommendation “to ensure the direct participation of the indigenous 
populations in the legislative and executive organs of government of those Territories” puts to 
rest the colonial states’ contention that they should have absolute authority over the “progress” of 
these territories.   

Third, its stipulation to future political independence carries no guarantee of economic 
sovereignty.  This opens the door to the crushing cycles of debt and dependency that will 
economically cripple newly decolonized states for decades, a phenomenon for which Kwame 
Nkrumah will later coin the term neocolonialism.  Finally, the resolution’s mandate that 
decolonization requires the establishment of a singular government to the “indigenous 
populations” in these territories elides the fact that multiple nations, with their own traditional 
governance structures, exist in every dependent territory.  This elision creates a power vacuum 
that is exploited by colonial administrations to create a class of elites who will be trained, most 
often in Europe, to rule their territories in a manner that conforms to colonial prerogative.  Upon 
independence, this class, known as the évolué (evolved) class in Francophone colonies, will be 
equipped with the education, cultural attitudes, and accoutrements needed to carry the torch of 
the colonizers for whom they are proxies. 

The complex and very revealing process by which this Resolution comes to be adopted by the 
General Assembly, thereby setting the stage for the 1960 resolutions that ultimately limit 
decolonization to externally colonized territories, is the subject of the last several sections of this 
chapter. 

The “colonial problem” 

Throughout 1950, the US State Department’s foreign policy analysts chip away at the “colonial 
problem.”  At this point, the only known is that the equation could include no variables that 
jeopardize America’s commanding position atop the post-WWII geopolitical hierarchy.  They are 
also fairly certain that this position is dependent on the strength of the NATO alliance, meaning 
that no solution can seriously be contemplated if it does not support the other colonial powers.  
Still, the Cold War consequences of alienating the non-Western world are unthinkable. The 
Washington bureaucrats who are assigned to step the “colonial problem” high-wire, therefore, 
dream of balance.  As much is indicated by a report, officially “Secret,” drafted by the State 
Department’s Colonial Policy Review Sub-Committee of the Committee on Problems of 
Dependent Areas.  It is submitted on April 26, 1950 by unnamed authors, and it will be another 
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two years before the report is shared with State Department employees outside of this 
subgroup.   322

Titled “United States Policy Toward Dependent Territories,” the report opens with the 
observation that Americans are not used to seeing themselves as a colonial power.  The 
conventional story of the founding fathers’ fight against colonizing Tory redcoats, the 
bureaucrats believe, demonstrates a “fundamental psychological alignment” of the American 
public. “Confronted by a colonial issue, the average American will, as if by instinct, favor the 
people of a colonial area against their European ruler.”   

As the report observes, the problem with this “instinct” is that it is false.  The International 
Trusteeship System shelters US “security interests,” which are necessarily “broadly conceived” 
so as “to include such remote elements as an adequate landing strip on an obscure Pacific atoll or 
a friendly administration in a little-known territory of Central Africa.”  Further, the UN Charter’s 
Chapter XI “sacred trust” framework clearly guides the missions of internationally minded, 
corporate-funded entities such as the Rockefeller Foundation and Carnegie Corporation.  323

Finally, there is no avoiding the reality that “the United States at the present time will be best 
served by a policy of support for the Western Colonial Powers.”  324

The bureaucrats admit their anxieties about the colonial discussions taking place at the UN.  
They believe the discussions pose “a serious problem for the United States” in the long-term, as 
the majority of the General Assembly’s 59 members is “anti-colonial by ideology (the Soviet 
Union and satellites) or by memories of dependence (Asian, Arab, and Latin American 
states).”   They worry that the Americas’ UN delegates do not fully appreciate the geopolitical 325

minefield that the issue of colonialism forces them to traverse.   The bureaucrats’ advice is to 
remember that “nationalism in colonial areas is a force which cannot be stopped but may, with 
wisdom, be guided.”      326

The report on the “colonial problem” provides insight into how the US delegation approaches the 
critical issues before the General Assembly in 1952.  The goal is to find some way to navigate 
the narrow channel of neutralism.  One shore is fortified by traditional European 
uncompromising justifications for colonialism.  For example, in a February 1952 confidential 
memorandum on the “French attitude” toward the colonial question, the State Department 
recounts how the French Embassy feels “victimized” by colonized peoples’ demands for 
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“autonomy,” and recommends to the US that “[i]nstead of ‘autonomy,’ emphasis should always 
be placed on the Charter objective of ‘political advancement.’”  

On the other shore, there is what the State Department’s sub-committee calls “New Factors in the 
Colonial Problem.”   This list includes only two points. The first point is “[t]he rapid 327

development of nationalist movements in areas formerly dependent.”  The second, “[t]he impact 
of militant communism.”   328

The US, in fact, feels more at home on the European shore, or so thinks the sub-committee, but 
its members also are apprehensive that the “new development plans of the leading colonial 
power have been retarded by shortages of technicians and materials.”  To justify measures to 
strengthen Europe, the US should use “the United Nations and other channels “to highlight the 
“more progressive aspects of their colonial policies,” which, they hope, will lead to “more 
informed American public opinion.”    329

To appease the anticolonialists, the report recommends a policy of promoting “progressive 
development” toward self-government in all dependent territories and, “where conditions are 
suitable,” the US should “take progressive steps” toward helping the dependent territories 
become independent.”  That said, the recommendation continues, “voluntary integration” is 
always “more desirable that ‘balkanization.’”   The upshot is that it will be better for England 330

to annex Tanganyika into the United Kingdom than for the Africans to be permitted to decolonize 
along pre-colonial, or, at least, self-defined political demarcations.  Despite efforts to curry 
universal favor, the fundamental social alignment with Western Europe greatly influences the US 
posture in the General Assembly’s most pivotal and contentious debates on colonialism. 

Overview of the 1952 debate on factors 

In January 1952, the chairman of the Ad Hoc Committee on Factors delivers his report to the 
Sixth Session of the Fourth Committee.  The group was created by the General Assembly to 
determine the factors that will be used to decide the future political status of the dependent 
territories.  In other words, they are tasked with nailing down the criteria for whether an 
individual Trust Territory or Non-Self-Governing Territory will be placed along a track to 
statehood, a track to being absorbed into the “metropolitan area” of their colonizer, or a track that 
leads to an in-between status, such as a “semi-autonomous region.”   
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Publication of the Ad Hoc Committee’s report prompts a series of polarized and pivotal debates 
on colonialism in the Seventh Session’s Plenary and Fourth Committee meetings that take place 
throughout the fall of 1952.  Although the formal topics of the debates are the proper 
interpretation and technical process for implementing Chapters XI, XII, and XIII of the Charter, 
many speeches are dedicated to the defense or denunciation of the assumptions upon which the 
UN’s machinery for administering dependencies rests.   

In the main, the colonial states’ positions on the future of the dependent territories converge 
much more than they diverge.  According to Hasan Ahmad, a historian of the debates from 
Aligarh Muslim University, there are five “basic postulates” that all of the colonial powers 
stubbornly share during the 1951 negotiations of the Special Committee on Information.  The 
first two deal with the fact that no list of factors used to “determine the status of a territory” 
should be considered definitive.  Ahmad stresses that “numerous elements” go into making such 
a determination and no single factor should be given “relative importance.”  The third and fourth 
postulates are that no type of self-government is to be considered preferable, including 
assimilation, which the colonial powers assert to be one of dependent territories’ options for 
attaining self-governing status.  Although the rules of procedure prevent the colonial powers 
from blocking non-colonial member’s “reasonable” suggestions for which factors can determine 
a dependent territory’s status, the colonial powers’ fifth postulate is that they retain final control 
over all questions related to how the list of factors may be interpreted and applied in practice.  
This interpretation yields full discretionary authority over a colonized territory’s status to the 
colonizers themselves.      331

A number of delegations object to the colonial states’ presumptuousness, especially India, Egypt, 
Cuba, and the Philippines.  These members emphatically criticize the colonial powers’ 
unwillingness to include the “racial, linguistic, and cultural differences between the peoples of 
the [dependent territories] and the people of the metropolitan countries” as a factor.   The Ad 332

Hoc Committee’s report reflects such objections in three ways. 

One is that the Ad Hoc Committee limits its purview to Chapter XI and the NSGTs, likely in 
direct response to Belgium’s contention that Article 73(e) should be interpreted to require regular 
statistical reporting on all “backwards” people, including the internal colonies of member 
states.   The Belgian Thesis, as will be analyzed in greater detail below, argues that no 333

meaningful distinctions can be drawn between the situations of internal and external colonies.  It 
asserts that the meaning of Chapter XI’s “sacred trust” implies the same global scope of 
responsibility to contemporary colonizers as the phrase, “sacred trust of civilization” had 
conveyed under the League Covenant.  Belgium points to the absence of a reasonable alternative 
explanation for the San Francisco conferees’ to truncate the League Covenant’s phrase, “sacred 
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trust of civilization,” to simply “sacred trust.”  At the General Assembly, an overwhelming 
majority of delegates collaborate to crush Belgium’s contentions.  Not only does the thesis 
threaten to expose original contradictions in the new system, it spits in the faces of the UN’s 
newly decolonized members.   

A combination of these reasons likely spurs the Ad Hoc Committee’s second conciliation to the 
anti-colonialists, contained in its conclusion that the Committee on Information not be given the 
authority to determine an NSGT’s “stage of self-government.”  Although the issue of who might 
be competent to make such a decision remains unresolved, the Committee of Information’s 
dismissal represent a victory for the anti-colonial delegates.  As a result of the Ad Hoc 
Committee’s indecision, these delegates are afforded the opportunity to press their case for 
representation in the decolonization process on the stage of the General Assembly and, more to 
the point, to its global audience.  

The third stalemate the non-colonial group provokes involves the question of what self-
government will actually mean for NSGTs.   Although the colonial powers on the Ad Hoc 
Committee concede to dividing the list of factors that will be used to decide an NSGT’s future 
status into “factors indicative of independence” and factors indicative of “other separate 
system[s] of self-government,” no agreement is reached on what the latter grouping will 
designate.  One of the major difficulties in establishing a rubric is that no one agrees on the 
means by which an NSGT can become self-governing without qualifying for independence. 
Specifically complicating matters is that the term “association” refers both to the NSGTs 
“assimilated in a unitary State” and those that will preserve at least partial political autonomy 
through confederation with an existing UN member state.   Still, no delegation considers the 334

double meaning of the term “association” to be more than a technical glitch.  As a rule, all 
member states prefer access to both options, to keep as many powers as possible within the 
domains of the sovereign prerogative. 
  
Several aspects of the Ad Hoc Committee’s report factionalize the colonial and anti-colonial 
delegations during the Fourth Committee’s Seventh Session.  Because the colonial powers jointly 
oppose proposals to give dependent territories an independent voice in the General Assembly, the 
items on the General Assembly’s agenda that relate to the ability of dependent 
territories’ “indigenous societies” to participate in the debates on self-government prove divisive.  
Another sticking point is the colonial powers’ insistence that the transition from the status of a 
dependent territory to self-government, what the Assembly calls “political advancement,” should 
progress in incremental stages, based on a particular dependency’s political “capacity.”  A final 
issue relating to the Ad Hoc Committee’s report that causes the anti-colonial delegations to grow 
exasperated is the colonial powers’ insolent assertion that the “study of Factors” has not been 
“sufficiently exhaustive.”  That the colonial powers include this comment in order delay the 
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proceedings is evidenced by the fact that, “[a]t the previous session, the delegations of France 
and the United Kingdom had opposed the further study of Factors.”    335

Fanon and the “experts” in international jurisprudence on NSGTs 

On August 7, 1952, after two three-year periods of discussion, the Ad Hoc Committee on 
Information from NSGTs (previously named the Special Committee) releases its report on 
NSGTs, a multi-volume “General Survey and Analyses of Information Transmitted During 
1951.”  Most of the report is made up of the statistical records requested under Article 73(e), 
contained in chapters that describe various components of the colonial powers’ vision for 
NSGT’s social development.  It is somewhat surprising to see how little effort the colonizers’ 
reports make to veil European avarice.  They contain nascent neoliberal templates for the 
transformation of colonized societies into sites of capital accumulation.   

For example, Chapter VI, “Migrant labour,” describes the “characteristics” of the “social 
problems” that give rise to the “phenomenon of migration where European civilization has been 
in contact with primitive societies in the Africa or the Western Pacific.”   Not paying any 
attention to a migrant’s own reasons for relocating, the Ad Hoc Committee defers to the authority 
of a 1950 report by the “Commission for Co-operation in Technical Matters in Africa south of 
the Sahara.”  “It is clear that migration would have no reason for taking place if the demand for 
manpower necessitated by the requirements of European industry could be at once satisfied by 
the availability of local manpower,” the commission concludes.  The goal of the administering 
powers, therefore, should be to remedy the “origin of the migrations,” which are the 
“disproportion between the rhythm of industrialization and the human resources” that exist 
within NSGTs.  336

Another section, “Organization of rural health services,” describes the “three great handicaps … 
to the development of public health services” in the dependent territories’ rural areas.  First, the 
“economic handicap due to the relatively low income of rural populations.”  Next, the 
“geographical handicap,” caused by the areas’ “thin dispersion and irregular settlement.”  Finally, 
the “educational handicap,” which the commission attributes to “lack of knowledge of proper 
hygiene among the people.”   The proposal for efficiently disabling these “handicaps” involves 337

rolling out a “‘health unit’ system” in the colonies, based on the model of  “the chain store, 
where the resources of the earlier general department store are brought together close to many 
small neighborhoods.”  338
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The volume’s analysis of the reasons for, and solutions to, the presumed backwardness that 
qualifies the colonized areas for the NSGT designation includes prescriptive formulas similar to 
those found in its other chapters on the perceived problems of “Education for rural welfare,” 
“Juvenile delinquency,” and “The training of workers.” The chapters are littered with references 
to the natural necessity and symbiotic potential of such programs, each elegantly draped in a 
language of high-sounding altruism and universal ideal.   

There is no mention of the relations of brute force and dehumanizing conceptions of colonized 
societies that, from the first to the last instance, makes colonial administration possible.  Raised 
in Martinique, Frantz Fanon spends the last years of his life on the razor’s edge of anti-colonial 
resistance, acting as a spokesperson and “itinerant ambassador” for the Algerian revolutionary 
front, radicalized by the racism and alienation he has experienced in France, where he trained 
and practiced institutional psychiatry.    339

In a famous 1956 speech, “Racism and culture,” which he delivers in Paris to the first World 
Congress of Black Writers and Artists, he describes the actual colonial experience: “Exploitation, 
torture, raids, racism, collective liquidations, national oppression take turns at different levels in 
order literally to make of the native an object in the hands of an occupying nation.” “Cultural 
mummification,” wrapped in the rags of development programs, such as those of the UN reports 
on NSGTs, is the outcome.  The societal relationship the colonizer intends also ultimately means 
for colonized subjects and their societies, “once living and open to the future,” the 
“mummification of individual thinking.”    340

Making these relations of domination invisible is an essential colonial prerogative.  As such, the 
Ad Hoc Committee delegates the most critical, and potentially explosive, questions regarding the 
future status of formal colonialism to a panel of jurists.  The panelists are ideally suited for this 
work, not only because of their expertise in the art of encrypting policy in technical minutia, but 
also because, in theory, they are impartial and apolitical. 

“To Which Territories does Chapter XI Apply?” 

The chapter of the committee’s “General Survey,” a summary of their considerations on the 
territories to which Chapter XI will be applied, that is most relevant to our discussion is, “To 
Which Territories does Chapter XI Apply?”  This is the opening chapter and includes various 
scholarly perspectives on the uncertainties related to NSGT status.  Secretary-General Lie, from 
whose report the excerpts are taken, relies primarily on the writings of international law experts.  
Lie collects citations from “unofficial publications on the interpretation of the Charter” in 
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response to a 1950 request by the Ad Hoc Committee to clarify its purpose.   It demonstrates a 341

clear selection bias in favor of colonial interests.  None of the “expert opinions” quoted in the 
chapter reflect the anti-colonial delegates’ perspectives, perspectives that do not make their 
forceful entrance into the debates until the General Assembly’s Seventh Session in 1952.  

Lie’s move to establish a framework for the debate on the factors to be included in the 
assessment of an NSGT’s “readiness” for self-rule has the effect, intended or not, of energizing 
the anti-colonial delegates, who, for example, show little restraint in condemning the colonial 
line that the their primary purpose should to develop legal rather than political solutions to the 
“colonial problem.”  Seeing the Secretary-General’s inclusion of the controversial views of a 
certain Belgian international legal theorist raises the anti-colonial delegates’ frustrations, already 
simmering because of many delegates’ tepid enthusiasm for actionable decolonization, to full 
boil.   
    
Lie’s collection of quotations opens with an extended comment by Fernand van Lagenhove, 
Belgium’s permanent delegate to the UN, Ad Hoc Committee member, and international legal 
theorist.  Van Lagenhove is the main author of the Belgian Thesis, which provides an 
interpretation of Chapter XI that will soon reverse the momentum of the entire proceeding.  His 
comment opens with an allusion to Francisco de Vitoria’s role as father of the “sacred trust.”  
Edmond Burke is usually credited with coining of the phrase but van Lagenhove makes a fair 
assignment of the concept’s origins. Vitoria’s formative, lurking influence over the nature of the 
decolonization process is worth emphasis.    

Several scholars had made persuasive arguments that two of Vitoria’s lectures, both given in 
1532, form the cornerstones of the Law of Nations, the paradigmatic predecessor to the 
contemporary system of international law.  The first lecture, De Indis (“On the Indians Lately 
Discovered”), fuses jus gentium to jus naturale’s (natural law’s) faith in rational, worldly order to 
ascertain the relationship between American Indian societies and Spanish sovereignty.  The 
second, De Jure belli Hispanorum in barbaros (“The Law of War Made by the Spaniards on the 
Barbarians”), Vitoria delivers later that year. It deals with the exclusive prerogative vested in a 
sovereign (“prince”), including the rights to wage war against and claim the territory of non-
Christian peoples.  Robert A. Williams, Jr. reasons that Vitoria “inaugurated the first critical steps 
toward a totalizing jurisprudence of international order—a Law of Nations intended to regulate 
all aspects of the relationship between independent states.”  The distinction between the non-
Western objects and European and Euro-derivative subjects of Western sovereignty is accepted 
as an international legal norm from Vitoria until 1960.   342
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After the nod to Vitoria, van Lagenhove traces Chapter XI’s origins back to 1754, the year the 
British established a trust relationship with the North American territory.  As a result of white 
Americans’ consanguinity, however, this relation is of a different nature than the relationship 
between Euro-derivative peoples and “certain ethnical groups.”  For the latter, he admonishes, 
the “power which a government representing a superior civilization exercises over certain 
ethnical groups belonging to an inferior civilization” has been subject to an artificial limitation: 
the inviolability of state borders.  It is to this relationship that he applies the sacred trust.  In 
support of this conclusion, van Lagenhove refers to a recently published ILO study on the 
wretched working conditions Indigenous peoples everywhere face, much worse than their non-
Indigenous counterparts.  He quickly qualifies this assessment by writing that his intention is not 
to question any principle of state sovereignty but merely to point out the obvious––that many of 
the world’s non-self-governing peoples reside within the frontiers of independent states.   343

Lie also pulls paragraphs from A Commentary on the Charter of the United Nations, a book by 
two British legal scholars, Norman Bentwich and Andrew Martin.  One of the authors, Norman 
Bentwich, is today remembered for his statement that “[t]he Balfour Declaration was not an 
impetuous or sentimental act of the British government.”  An avowed political Zionist, Bentwich 
has previously been appointed the “first British attorney general in mandatory Palestine” until 
the colonial office pulls him from the post in order “to placate Arab opinion.”   In the section of 344

their book that Lie cites, the authors marvel that Article 73(e) is “a kind of colonial charter” that 
allows colonial powers to “lay down standards of government” without any “specific duty of 
accounting to the General Assembly.”    345

The preeminent international legal theorist Hans Kelsen is also quoted.  He says the term colony 
is “ambiguous” and that some form of self-government, rather than statehood, should be the 
UN’s intention for non-metropolitan areas.  Kelsen suggests that the term, Non-Self Governing 
Territories is more useful as its definition may be restricted to areas the territories of “relatively 
primitive aborigines with a backward civilization.”  He recommends these groups be placed on a 
path to self-government rather than sovereignty.  Under the terms of the Charter, sovereignty 
definitely connotes independence, but self-government does not.  At the same time, Kelsen 
believes that the Charter’s framers intended to leave final decisions about the territories to which 
Article 73(e) applies to the future General Assembly, for states to work out among themselves.  

French political scientist André Mathiot is also relied upon by Lie.  He believes that while the 
article “should not be taken in a purely geographical meaning” and that if a colonial state 
classifies an overseas colony as an integral part of its metropolitan territory, the term non-self-
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governing no longer applies.   Mathiot is of the further opinion that the only time a NSGT 346

should be allowed to “self-administrate” is when the colonial power responsible for the NSGT is 
incapable of doing so.  Mathiot’s views are in keeping with France’s stance in the debates on 
“factors,” which is that individual colonial powers should be granted full authority to decide 
when, and by which criteria, an NSGT can be considered to be self-governing.   

A 1949 communication from the French Foreign Minister to the UN Secretary General captures 
the essence of the French position.  It states that “under Article 73 of the Charter the 
determination of territories whose people have not yet attained a full measure of self-government 
lies exclusively within the competence of the State which has responsibilities for the 
administration of such territories.”   France’s view on the proper function of the UN’s colonial 347

machinery shares many similarities with the Belgium thesis, to which French delegates give their 
tacit approbation in General Assembly debates, particularly on issues related to colonized 
people’s capacity to govern themselves and on the diminution of geography’s importance.  

Belgian Thesis fractures the colonial camp 

Belgium is the only state delegation to formally propose that the rights of internally colonized 
indigenous nations be considered as valid as those of other colonized peoples.  Nonetheless, 
Belgium’s professed concern for the welfare of internally colonized peoples is contradicted by its 
repeated assertions that only colonial states should be given the authority to decide when a “full 
measure of self-government” is deemed to have been reached. 

In the first half of the 1950s, Belgian representatives persistently argue for their thesis on 
Chapter XI at the General Assembly.  The position that these delegates repeatedly espouse would 
later be clearly and comprehensively encapsulated in a 1954 essay published through the Royal 
Colonial Institute of Belgium.  Its author is Fernand van Lagenhove, who, as previously 
mentioned, held the post of Belgium’s permanent envoy to the UN and member of the Ad Hoc 
Committee.  His credentials also include an 18-year stint as Belgium’s secretary general, his 
government’s second-most-powerful political post.   348

In “The Question of Aborigines before the United Nations: the Belgian Thesis,” van Lagenhove 
exposes the weaknesses and contradictions in the majority position on how the Charter’s articles 
on dependent territories should be operationalized.  The thesis represents an attempt by Belgium 
to “[assume] the role of theoretician for the Western Powers.” Pointing to the Dumbarton Oaks 
and San Francisco conferences, where the intended purpose of Chapter XI’s “sacred trust” had 
clearly been to extend the Article 22 of the League of Nations’ Covenant’s “sacred trust of 
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civilization,” they assert that the United Nations should expand, rather than attenuate, the scope 
of the West’s civilizing mission.     349

Van Lagenhove opens the first part of his 1954 essay by stating this difference explicitly.  The 
essay’s introduction constitutes the most lucid and succinct articulation of Belgium’s position. 
Belgium rejects the “restrictive” interpretation shared by most UN delegations of the duties 
conferred by the “sacred trust,” because it limits the “benefits” to the “indigenous peoples” of 
“colonies, protectorates, … [and] ‘incorporated territories’” (such as Alaska and Hawai‘i with 
respect to the United States).  Instead, Belgium contends that Chapter XI’s safeguards for 
colonized peoples’ “well-being and advancement … should be extended to all the peoples [who 
lack self-government], whatever designation may be given to the territories in which they 
live.”   350

In the next section, van Lagenhove sketches an ethnographic reference guide, complete with 
illustrative photographs, that resembles a field guide for the birds or reptiles in a region.  The 
section is also reminiscent of the 19th century United States reports on the “Indian problem.”  A 
November 1, 1874 Report of the Commissioner of Indian Affairs offers an example of this latter 
comparison:  

For convenience of reference and remark, the Indians of the country may be 
classified under three heads.…  

The Wilder Tribes. …  A decided advance has been made during the year in the 
direction of securing control and influence over these the wildest of the tribes in 
the country…. To have tamed this great and warrior-like nation down to this 
degree of submission by the issue of rations is in itself a demonstration of what 
has been often urged—that it is cheaper to feed than to fight wild Indians.  The 
first requisite in the management of all Indians in this class is firmness.…  

The Partially Civilized.  …  [C]lass two may be properly designated as Indian 
novitiates in civilization.  They have largely broken away from heathenish 
practices, are generally abandoning the medicine-dance, and have come directly 
under the influence of religious teachings.  With scarcely an exception, their 
progress in civilization seems to keep pace with the breaking down of their pagan 
notions…. 
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The Civilized.  The third class … composed of Indians who, without violence to 
the term, may be called civilized.…  The great need of a majority of this class at 
the present time is a qualified citizenship, and yet most of them hesitate to take 
any steps which propose to lead them out of the tribal condition. …  Both classes 
appeal most strenuously to the letter of their treaties, which requires the United 
States to protect them as sovereignties forever.  351

As will be seen in the following paragraphs, the significance of the Belgian Thesis’ 
ethnographical heuristics lies in the dilemma that, despite its clear biases, it represents the only 
real attempt by a member of the General Assembly to raise concern for the legal status of 
Indigenous peoples during discussion of the “colonial problem.”  A liberal historian might well 
forgive the bigotries embedded in its curiously familiar cultural index, dismiss them as a 
“product of their time,” and confirm Belgium’s noble purpose.  In truth, neither concern for the 
welfare of Native peoples, nor the logical fallacies undergirding the whole matter—namely, the 
“common sense” delusion that internal colonialism (and, for that matter, actually existing 
colonial realities) is irrelevant to “solving” the “colonial problem”—have a thing to do with 
Belgium’s self-interested and miscalculated position.   

“The Question of Aborigines” 

The first category we encounter in von Lagenhove’s ethnographic guide is “savage and 
inaccessible peoples.”  Under this category fall “indigenous peoples living in isolation and 
thereby escaping from the authority of the State as well as any civilizing influence,” including 
the Xavante, Bari, Aché, and the tribes in Northern India that are collectively referred to as the 
Naga.  In language saturated with such flatteries as “these wretched forest dwellers” or “our 
living ancestors,” van Lagenhove pines of the tragedies that befall one side or the other when 
these peoples’ “habitats” enter the crosshairs of civilization.  For example, the “fierce Motilon” 
(Bari) live on “[o]ne of the potentially richest oil-bearing areas in the Western Hemisphere 
[which] today remains out of bounds to prospectors because of an Indian tribe.”    352

He counterposes “savages” to “[p]eoples in contact with civilization.”  The latter, which the 
anthropologists call “semi-civilized,” includes “indigenous peoples who, while subject to the 
authority of the State and in contact with certain of its agencies, continue to live within the 
framework of their tribal institutions.”   More identifying features are given: “their isolated 353

habitation, tribal way of life and a primitive or backward level of culture.”  To illustrate, he cites 
the “Pygmies” (a racist term of European advent), “among whom are found three mixed types: 
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‘a) the Negrito proper, with undoubtedly Negroid affinities; b) the Proto-Malay, with strong 
Mongolian affinities; and c) the Australoid-Ainu, an intermediate type between the Australian 
aboriginal and the Ainu of northern Japan.’”  Van Lagenhove rounds out the sub-section with 
similar inferiorizing classifications of people living in the Americas and Asia, before moving on 
to the “distinctive characteristics of aboriginal peoples.”    354

  
In this latter section, van Lagenhove surmises that, in addition to “anteriority of settlement” and 
the fact that they have “nothing in common racially with the peoples of higher civilization on 
whom the Government of the country is based,” it is the “cultural inferiority” of the Indigenous 
peoples living throughout Africa, Asia, and the Americas (no mention is made here of Europe) 
that distinguishes Indigenous peoples.  He writes that in his government’s view, it is this last 
“factor,” the “cultural inferiority of the aborigines,” that “accounts for their domination, in fact or 
in law, “by UN member states, and it is “also the reason for the perpetuation of their tribal social 
organization.” Moreover, the combined effect of Indigenous cultures’ preservation of their tribal 
ways of life and their “living as they do in the least accessible areas” means that the “sovereignty 
of the civilized State over the territories inhabited by the aborigines is nominal.”   355

He goes on to admit, mostly referring to the peoples whom he had earlier classified as “savages,” 
that “from this point of view, they are completely self-governing.”  He writes that this fact poses 
a serious problem for the UN because, “it would seem difficult, looking at these [indigenous 
peoples’] territories objectively, not to recognize that they are, indeed, according to the definition 
of the Charter, ‘territories whose peoples have not yet attained a full measure of self-
government.’”  

Van Lagenhove elaborates, leaning on a reason he assumes to be common sense to every UN 
delegate: even if they operate in complete independence from states’ influence, Indigenous 
peoples’ governing structures cannot, in fact, be not considered the type of “self-government” 
intended by Chapter XI.  Why?  His answer is that the “tribal autonomy possessed by primitive 
peoples cannot possibly be placed on the same footing as the autonomy which may be attained 
by civilized peoples.”  It is therefore the duty of all UN members to undertake “the work of 
civilization.”  356

Van Lagenhove believes that the “two successive stages, which constitute the necessary process 
for the extension of the authority of a civilized State to peoples of a less advanced civilization,” 
need to correspond to the two classifications of Indigenous peoples that he delineates.  When a 
group is still “savage,” a task incumbent on the civilized state responsible for the group’s 
administration is “exploring, surveying and demarcating the territories” still “inaccessible” and 
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“unadministered” by states.   Once this stage is complete, the Fourth Committee can work on 357

detribalization of the “semi-civilized” peoples, following the civilizing project modeled by 
Belgium in the Belgian Congo.   358

  
In the Second Part of “The Question of Aborigines,” van Lagenhove shifts from an explication of 
the peoples to whom Chapter XI should apply, to a historical argument on the responsibilities 
conferred on states by the “sacred trust.”  The first duty of states toward Indigenous peoples is to 
stop the latter’s physical destruction.  “[C]ontacts with the civilized world,” he contends, have 
“exposed” these nations “to the danger of being massacred, plundered, exploited, reduced to 
slavery or servitude, despoiled of their lands and driven back into less productive areas.”  
Especially in instances of settler colonialism, the advancement of civilization has placed 
numerous Indigenous nations on “a course of extinction.”  Luckily, however, “our advanced 
civilization” has also “inculcated in us advanced certain moral values.”   359

Van Lagenhove traces the origin of these values to Vitoria’s legal sophistry, used by Spain to 
legitimate its 16th century conquests in the Americas.  Vitoria’s framework spawned the 17th and 
18th century Anglo-American formulations of the guardian–ward relationship between the West 
and American Indians.  Van Lagenhove explicates that the dutiful protections toward Indigenous 
people afforded by the guardian–ward relationship led so-called civilized states to establish 
reservation systems to “safeguard not only the life and liberty of aboriginal peoples, but also the 
lands which they occupy and on which they depend for their subsistence.”  
  
This series of moral gestures toward American Indians inspire, and perhaps culminate in, 
Western European states divvying up the entire African continent amongst themselves for the 
purposes of colonization.  Van Lagenhove maintains that the record demonstrates that at the 
1884–85 Berlin conference, “the humanitarian concern for aboriginal peoples took on a new and 
broader meaning.”  He supports this claim with Article 6 of the Berlin Conference’s General Act, 
which bound all signatories “to watch over the preservation of the native tribes, and to care for 
the improvement of the conditions of their moral and material well-being.”    360

To show that Western states’ duties to civilize Indigenous peoples also confer international legal 
protections, van Lagenhove quotes American legal scholar Alpheus Snow’s contribution to 
Woodrow Wilson’s “Inquiry” team to the 1919 Paris Peace Conference.  Writing at the behest of 
the State Department, Snow proponed that the “general nature of the jural relationship which a 
civilized state exercises over all its colonies and all its dependent communities, whether those 
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communities be colonies, or within the domestic territory or located externally to both, is best 
described by the word trusteeship.”   361

Equipped with this fodder provided by Snow, van Lagenhove mounts an attack on the anti-
colonial states’ “obsession with immediate independence” throughout the essay’s wrap-up.  He 362

blames the obsession on those states that “look for fallacious arguments to claim that Chapter XI 
does not concern them.”  In contradiction to the “international spirit which they invoke,” these 
states “maintain that to apply this chapter to their indigenous peoples would prejudice the 
sovereignty of their countries,” van Lagenhove insists.  “Such is, in fact, the consequence of the 
action in which they have stubbornly persisted, obsessed by the desire to see realized the 
immediate independence of the colonies.”   363

In the essay’s final sections, van Lagenhove sermonizes on the anti-colonial states’ dereliction of 
their newly assumed responsibilities toward Indigenous peoples.  Such dereliction threatens the 
stability of the entire United Nations system because the brand of anticolonialism espoused by 
recently decolonized states risks “condon[ing] the failure” of the principle used by Vitoria to 
found international law, a principle which “[a]ll civilized States have since recognized”: to 
protect and “watch over the well-being of the aboriginal peoples.”  364
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Van Lagenhove’s final, moralistic plea attempts a number of feats.  The most obvious is the one 
pointed out by State Department bureaucrats who regard the Belgian Thesis as a thinly veiled bid 
to stall decolonization.  As van Lagenhove’s conclusion indicates clearly, another goal of the 
Belgian Thesis is to reinvoke the idea of “civilization” to roll back the debates to a time when the 
West’s colonial powers have de facto consensus over the state system.  In order to do so, 
Belgium needs to leverage “the concept of trust, within a civilizational rather than a political-
institutional framework.”   His colonizing legal genealogy of the “sacred trust” concept allows 365

him to hark back to the 1884–85 Berlin Conference as a high point of moral and humanitarian 
concern for Indigenous peoples.  The duplicity of the maneuver lies in the chasm of contradiction 
separating Western international legal theory’s professed humanitarianism and the actions of its 
colonizing agents during this period. 

Racism, scientism, and international law  

During the 19th century, as international legal historian Antony Anghie explains, international 
law falls under the spell of legal positivism.  The legal positivists subscribe to a model of 
sovereignty characterized by amorality, an “absolute set of powers,” and the goal of preserving 
“order among sovereign states.”  Only European and Euro-derivative societies are eligible to 
become states with the international legal personalities, rights, and duties that are reserved for 
subjects and members of the law of nations and the family of nations, respectively.  Conversely, 
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non-Western societies are not considered to be states, but the objects of states, and are denied the 
protections that the law of nations afforded to its subjects.   366

Anghie illuminates how European cultural norms and historical understandings are inseparable 
features of the positivists’ formulation of international law.  This leads to a “conceptual 
framework within which the only history of the non-European world that may be written by the 
discipline is the history of its absorption into the European world in order to progress towards the 
ultimate point of acquiring sovereignty.”  These 19th century legal codifications of non-Western 
nations as the “objects of sovereignty” grows considerably more virulent as racial doctrines are 
incorporated.    367

In international law, the distinction between sovereign European subjects and non-European 
objects that lack sovereignty has been the accepted norm from Vitoria onward.  Beginning in the 
19th century, however, this division of the world becomes all the more “natural” as the racial 
hierarchies of human species popularized by life scientists, including Samuel Morton and Francis 
Galton, are grafted into the Law of Nations by its leading theorists.  John Marshall’s trilogy of 
Cherokee opinions and the widely cited Le Droit International, by Ernest Nys, a prominent 
figure at the Berlin Conference, are both examples of this trend.  368

The combined effect is “to erase the non-European world from any subjectivity or personality … 
at virtually every level of jurisprudence: in the distinction between civilized and non-civilized 
states, in the doctrine of terra nullius, in the attempted suppression of the long history of treaty 
practice between European and non-European peoples and inevitably … in the European 
acquisition of sovereignty itself. … [Thus,] for the non-European world, sovereignty was the 
complete negation of power, authority, and authenticity.”     369

  
It was, therefore, not incidental that van Lagenhove chose to tell the history that appeared in the 
Belgian Thesis.  At the beginning of 1953, American Edward P. Noziglia, a bureaucrat of the 
Office of Dependent Area Affairs, drafts a confidential memorandum for the State Department 
explaining that while it is still uncertain if the Belgian Thesis’ “tactic of counterattack” has 
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worked, its “obvious purpose” is the “abatement of anti-colonial criticism.”   El-Ayouty’s 370

conclusion is that the Belgian Thesis is unfurled in order to expand the provisions of Belgium’s 
1908 Colonial Charter for the Belgian Congo to a global scale.   By highlighting the “progress” 371

made by “sacred trust” doctrines up through the League of Nations period, and the “threat” to 
that “progress” posed by non-Western states, van Lagenhove also attempts to reorient the cultural 
axis of the United Nations debate back to a period in which the status of political groupings’ 
enfranchisement by international law depended on whether Western states deemed them to be 
“civilized,” “semi-civilized,” or “savage.”  

The Belgian Thesis tips the colonizers’ hand   

The Belgian Thesis’ outdated proclamation of the West’s cultural superiority, combined with its 
challenge to the naturalness of state borders, leads eventually to a fracture among states that seek 
to maintain their colonial positions.  Thus, by invoking internal colonialism, the paramount 
subject to be avoided in discussions of the “colonial problem,” the Belgium thesis inadvertently 
exerts pressure on colonial states to acquiesce to a number of the anti-colonial delegations’ 
demands.  These demands include: the use of the concept of “self-determination” to establish a 
definition of self-government that will result in independent statehood for most trust territories 
and NSGTs;  tacit acknowledgement that formal colonialism will be denounced in the 372

foreseeable future; the implementation of UN machinery that will allow non-colonial states to 
participate in certain aspects of the review process during this transition, such as racial 
discrimination and human rights;  a reaffirmation of states’ sovereign equality; and, finally, the 373

recognition of each state’s proprietary rights to the natural resources within its borders.    374

During the Seventh Session’s fall 1952 meetings, Latin American, African, and Asian delegates 
grow increasingly unified and vocal in their opposition to the attempts being made by the 
European colonial powers to describe colonialism with rainbows.  Yet, apart from a shared 
opposition to colonial exploitation of their regions, this informal alliance appears to lack a solid 
basis for mutual assistance.  “For, strictly speaking, the Arab-Afro-Asian- Latin American bloc 
has nothing in common except the urgent need of everyone of its members for economic 
development,” international affairs scholar G. Moussa Dib notes in 1956.   Within this nascent 375

tri-continental alliance, solidarity is strongest between the delegates of Africa and Asia, whose 
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sense of common cause stems from the fact that most of the territories covered by Chapters XI, 
XII, and XIII of the UN Charter are located on their two landmasses.  Aside from the delegates 
of Latin American states, the USSR and Soviet satellites, such as Poland, support the Afro-Asian 
bloc.   

In the 1952 debates of the General Assembly, Latin American states usually side with the other 
anti-colonial powers, though often tentatively.  Latin American delegates represent 
administrations that have typically been installed, supported, or threatened by yanqui 
imperialism.  As a result, many of these states are military dictatorships buffered by 
Europeanized socio-economic elite constituencies.  These constraints mean that it is not the Latin 
American states, but the former Mandate territories, such as India and Egypt, that will become 
lynchpins of anticolonialism.  On the floors of the UN, the latter are the most vociferous 
opponents of the colonial states’ claims concerning “overseas” NSGT and Trust Territories. 

On certain issues, the US distances itself from the European colonial powers, whose defenses of 
the colonial system come off as anachronistic, by voting for resolutions put forward by the 
members of the Afro-Asian bloc.  The State Department bureaucrats who design the US’s United 
Nations strategy are, by 1952, more concerned with how the “colonial problem” will affect Cold 
War exigencies than whether a particular stance will provoke Europe’s ire.  When the topic of 
self-determination for dependencies arises, the US delegates ebulliently support the principle in 
the abstract because they believe both that such support can gain them allies within the anti-
colonial group and that their relationship to the colonized world will be solidified by concrete 
actions distinct from the rhetoric or fanfare of the debates.  Fanon later opines, “the US defends 
all peoples right to self-determination and decolonization so long as their doctrinal strategy is 
secure.”  376

During the Seventh Session, African and Asian delegations’ shared interests lead to their forming 
a bloc that rallies under the banner of self-determination to attack the colonial states’ attempts to 
impede decolonization.  But, as the Belgian Thesis had observed, those delegations that claimed 
to be anticolonial were unwilling to acknowledge the ubiquitous fact of indigenous nations’ 
internal colonization by nearly every metropolitan state authority.  Thus, in a twist of historical 
irony, in their efforts to hasten the progress of the Fourth Committee, many proudly anti-
colonialist delegates from the Afro-Asian bloc and Latin America roll out a number of Western 
colonialism’s most proven techniques for dictating the parameters of political discourse.    

Hopkinson must be crazy 

Within the general debate on Article 73(e), it becomes evident that the colonial powers are 
becoming fragmented as they attempt to defend themselves from anti-colonial criticisms.  In the 
process, Belgium attempts to diffuse mounting pressure to hasten the decolonization process by 
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highlighting the conditions of Indigenous peoples in the Americas and elsewhere.  This, in turn, 
triggers defensive reactions from Latin American delegates and South Africa.   

On October 21, 1952, the Fourth Committee opens the discussion of Item 33, “Information from 
Non-Self-Governing Territories transmitted under Article 73(e) of the Charter.”  One of the first 
to weigh in on the topic is Britain’s Minster of State for Colonial Affairs.  Minister Henry 
Hopkinson, a First Baron and member of the Queen’s secretive Privy Council, seeks to defend 
his government against criticisms of British colonial policies that have been registered at 
previous committee meetings.  In quintessential British fashion, Hopkinson’s defense involves a 
patronizing history lesson on the proper meaning of the terms “colonial” and “imperial” because, 
he says, the former is “often used as a term of abuse both in the United Nations and 
elsewhere.”   377

He preaches that it is “important to define [colonialism] carefully in order to avoid all 
confusion,” expounding the point with the following definition.  

In the days of Ancient Greece, a colony was an overseas territory where citizens 
from the metropolitan country settled.  The great colonies of settlement such as 
North America, Australia, New Zealand and the republics of Central and South 
America had long since emerged on the world stage as independent nations.  
Because that emergence had sometimes been associated with quarrels with the 
mother country, the term ‘colonialism’ had been used to describe the relationship 
between settlers and their country of origin.”    378

Hopkinson’s claim that unlike these older examples of territorial spread, Britain’s modern 
expansions into Africa, Asia, and Oceana do not meet the definition of colonialism because they 
lack permanent settlements is incredible.  As to when, if they are not permanent, the white 
settlers in British dependencies might be expected to return to Europe, he offers only that 
“premature achievement of self-government could only be damaging to the vast majority of its 
citizens and could only end in chaos.”  In addition, he maintains that Britain’s concern for the 
“economic and social development of under-developed areas” also establishes that its overseas 
administrations cannot be considered colonial.  Finally, in parting, he opines that it will be “a sad 
travesty of the intentions of [the UN’s founders] if [the UN is] used as a mechanism for setting 
people against each other.”   379
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During the first part of the Seventh Session, European colonial powers fight tooth and nail to 
retain control over the terms of the debate, likely realizing their susceptibility to dethronement in 
the discussion on self-determination scheduled for later that session.  The principle of self-
determination is the rallying cry for the anti-colonial movements multiplying across Africa and 
Asia.  If a resolution is adopted that links the concept of self-determination to the UN’s 
decolonization machinery, it will brace millions of gasping people with new strength to wrest 
themselves free from the colonizer’s chokehold.   

Ryckmans’ radioactive indignation 

On October 23, Pierre Ryckmans, an advisor to the Belgian delegation, speaks to the Fourth 
Committee.  From 1934-46, he held the office of Governor-General of the Belgian Congo.  His 
credentials for his current job directing Belgium’s Atomic Energy Commission come from his 
instrumental role in the orchestration of the top-secret transfer of uranium ore during World War 
II from the Shinkolobwe mine in Katanga to secret manufacturing facilities in New Mexico, 
Tennessee, and Washington State.   The mine is operated by the Belgian mining company, 380

Union minière du Haut-Katanga (now Umicore).  Founded by colonial charter in 1906, the 
corporate giant’s private capital is guaranteed by the Belgian, British, and US governments.    381

Ryckmans is a staunch advocate for colonialism.  In a 1955 Foreign Affairs article, he writes that 
Leopold II’s reign had brought salvation to the Congo’s “natives, lost in the jungle and the bush, 
tolerated at best by their physical environment, leading a precarious existence on what might be 
called the fringe of existence.”  He also decries the “ignorance” and “confusion” displayed in 
“the anti-colonialism of Anglo Saxon Americans and of Latin Americans” and reiterates 
Belgium’s commitment to “the civilizing mission of the West.”      382

At the Fourth Committee, Ryckmans’ poses “the question … of what territories and what peoples 
[are] meant and whether small tribes in America and Asia which, like those in Africa, ha[ve] 
remained at the stage of tribal organization, or [are] still completely savage [are] to be regarded 
as having attained a full measure of self-government.”   He blames the UN for doing nothing to 383

address the “peculiar social problems” in the Americas raised in the discussions on Resolution 
275, and wonders if “some [Indigenous peoples] have more right than others to the attention of 
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the United Nations?”  For Belgium’s part, despite the “considerable progress” it had made in its 
civilizing mission in the Congo, no one could “reasonably” say that “the peoples of the Belgian 
Congo were immediately capable of self-administration in accordance with the requirements of 
the modern world.”   His aggressive stand against the hypocrisy of the whole discussion piques 384

the State Department.  “It is difficult to determine what extent, if any, Mr. Ryckmans’ efforts to 
have this thesis accepted has led to the abatement of anti-colonial criticism, which is its obvious 
purpose,” a department official writes in a report that has since been declassified.   385

Belgium’s silencing of the Congo and Lumumba 

Ryckmans’ assertion of reasonability recalls Fanon’s statement that “objectivity is always 
directed against” colonized peoples.  Ryckmans and the other Belgian delegates attempt to 
conceal the real situation in the Belgian Congo, using the outmoded cultural presumptions 
articulated in the Belgian Thesis and the easily manipulated statistical data requested by Article 
73(e) as bluffs.  For decades, Belgium has rigorously suppressed reportage on the actual 
conditions in the Congo, denying entrance to any journalist not in its pocket.  In his detailed 
history of Belgium’s administration of the Congo, published in 1965, political scientist Crawford 
Young finds no evidence of organized Congolese resistance in the 20th century until Patrice 
Lumumba begins to organize in the mid-1950s, far later than other African colonies.  Young 
explains the absence of resistance as an indicator of the severity of Belgium’s reign of terror.  386

The vicissitudes of Lumumba’s attitude toward Belgium—witnessed in some of the final public 
statements he is able to make before he is kidnapped, tortured, and assassinated by gendarmes 
hired by Belgium and by Tshombe’s secessionist Katanga—further indicates the extent of 
Belgian tyranny.  Thus, as Lumumba announces the outcome of the roundtable discussions on 
the terms of the Congo’s political independence in February of 1960, he is careful to thank and 
praise Belgium effusively with comments such as, “Belgium has liberated the Congo,” or the 
offer of “heartfelt expressions of liking and friendship” to the Belgium’s king.   

By June, his tone changes dramatically––at the moment he believes the transfer of political 
power to be in the free and clear.  “[N]o Congolese worthy of the name can ever forget that we 
fought to win it a fight waged each and every day,” he thunders, in his famous Proclamation of 
Congolese Independence. 

Back-breaking work has been exacted from us, in return for wages that did not 
allow us to satisfy our hunger, or to decently clothe or house ourselves, or to raise 
our children as creatures very dear to us. We have been the victims of ironic 
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taunts, of insults, of blows that we were forced to endure morning, noon, and 
night because we were blacks. …  We have had our lands despoiled under the 
terms of what was supposedly the law of the land but was only a recognition of 
the right of the strongest.  387

Lumumba’s story symbolizes the false promise and wretched failure of formal decolonization.  
The events surrounding the tragic assassination of the leader, whom Malcolm X calls “the 
greatest black man who ever walked the African continent,”  remain a top level state secret 388

until the 21st century.   The courage of his June proclamation, to tear off the white mask, to 389

speak his truth to the world, that he and his people will no longer tolerate the dehumanization 
Belgium has imposed on them from birth, continues to inspire liberation movement throughout 
the world, as does his martyrdom.   

Lumumba’s affirmation of Congolese people’s right to humanity is undertaken through the 
“proper” channels.  He demands neither reparation nor apology from his oppressor.  In fact, 
during the roundtables, he stipulates to the heavy debt burden demanded by Belgium, the 
economic condition of political independence that Kwame Nkrumah labels neocolonialism 
because it is designed to ensure that newly decolonized states will remain at a crippling 
disadvantage.  All this for a chance to tell the world the truth about what Belgium has done.  It is 
this truth that the colonial state system cannot bear to let stand and which signs the death warrant 
of the Congo’s first head of state.    

In addition to the warrants Belgium and Katanga issue, in his memoirs, the CIA’s Chief of 
Station in the Congo, Larry Devlin, describes the poison and assassination order for Lumumba 
that he receives, at the end in 1960, from “Joe from Paris.”  “Who authorized this operation?” 
Devlin asks “Joe,” who responds, “President Eisenhower.”    390

Soviet gang pillories rivals 

On the same day as Ryckmans’ speech, Polish delegate Jozef Winiewicz says careful review of 
the reports on NSGTs leads to only one reasonable conclusion: not a “single colonial Power 
fulfilled its obligations under the Charter: all of them still administer[] the Non-Self-Governing 
Territories as colonies and those territories still provide[] sources of cheap raw materials and 
constitute[] easily exploited sources of income and sites for the construction of strategic bases, to 
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the detriment of the political, economic, social, and cultural advancement of the indigenous 
inhabitants.”  In response to Ryckmans’ earlier boast of Belgium’s generous “technical 
assistance” to the Belgian Congo, Winiewicz points to the 2,750 million francs Belgium 
reportedly invested in its colony’s welfare in 1951, of which “only 3 percent had … been 
allocated to education of indigenous inhabitants and public health, while colonial defence 
accounted for one-fifth of that total expenditure.”  Meanwhile, in 1949 alone, Union minière du 
Haut-Katanga had netted a profit of 6,300 million francs from the backs, blood, and soils of the 
Congo’s Indigenous peoples.   

Winiewicz presses his case. Belgium’s gaping omission of Katangan uranium production in its 
reports to the Fourth Committee, combined with the fact that the world’s largest source of 
uranium ore, Union minière’s Shinkolobwe mine, underwriting by three Allied governments, 
means that the “Belgian Government [is] obviously trying to convert the Belgian Congo into a 
war base.”   He is apparently not privy to the ore’s top-secret North American destination. Then 391

again, he may be baiting a hook, as Poland’s status as a Soviet satellite binds its delegate to 
project Stalin’s vision, a vision from eyes everywhere.   

Either way, Winiewicz’s assessment is correct.  The NSGT reports reveal little more than an 
attempt by colonial administrators to feed the Fourth Committee false images of life under 
colonial control.  To borrow Aimé Césaire’s vivid depiction of former French Prime Minister, 
Georges Bidault, if the Fourth Committee was a Catholic Mass, its clergy sworn to uphold a 
sacred trust, the reports represent the “communion wafer dipped in shit” the colonial states 
attempt to pass off for sacrament.   In an effort to appeal to the large percentage of the world’s 392

people oppressed by European or Euro-derivative capitalist states, the next week, a USSR 
delegate resumes the Soviet offensive, broadening the inculpation to the entire colonial project in 
Africa.  “The indigenous peoples [are] subjected to cruel exploitation and hampered by 
restrictions in the political, social, and economic fields,” he says.  “The administering Powers 
[are] endeavoring to perpetuate the colonial regime as it [] existed before the United Nations.”      393

Latin America: “immense difference” between internal and external colonialism      

Upon the world stage of the General Assembly, Latin American states stand united in defense 
and denial of internal colonialism.  Until the Belgian Thesis, so long as they toe the lines drawn 
by the Monroe Doctrine, they appear fairly well insulated from unwanted international scrutiny 
of their domestic treatment of Indigenous peoples.  Not only are they under the geopolitical 
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protection of the Colossus of the North, but, as a rule, members in the club of state sovereignty 
may not question the means other members use to maintain domestic order.   

If the Fourth Committee is conceived as a charity gala for the students, mostly from Africa and 
Asia, being trained in Europe to become future members of club, Latin American delegates are 
there to applaud and toast the philanthropic mission.  Then Belgium causes a scene.  Ryckmans 
references1 Resolution 275, and complains again about the geographical scope of the night’s 
event.   Although presented with smiling civility, Ryckmans’ outburst represents a wag of the 394

finger at all in attendance to remember the mass graves in their own backyards.  The Latin 
American pigmentocracies refuse to be threatened.  They enlist security details––the Charter’s 
provisions for sovereign immunity––to remind the ballroom of the occasion’s noble purpose, and 
continue with their story of “the pastoral scene of the gallant South.”  395

At the Fourth Committee’s October 24 meeting, Peru’s Carlos Salazar suggests that the 
Committee commission sociologists to assist in developing a “comprehensive sociological plan” 
to expedite the Chapter XI process.  “The colonial problem [is] a technical one which [can] be 
solved only by experts.”  In the context of this discussion, and in spite of some obvious personal 
misgivings, he reaffirms the importance of the principle of racial equality.  Instead, he employs 
the ‘stages of development’ hierarchy as a proxy for race.  “[I]n solving the practical problems 
arising in the colonial territories, it [is] essential to remember the considerable differences in the 
stages of development of the peoples concerned.”  The Peruvian delegate wraps up with three 
reasons why “the sovereign states of Latin America [are] not required to submit information on 
their Indian populations.”  The first is that “it would be Utopian to expect sovereign countries to 
transmit information on what happen[s] in their own territories.”  The second is that “the social 
and cultural position of Indians of Latin America [is] much better than that of the indigenous 
people of Africa.”  Third, unlike the European attitudes toward the people they colonized in 
Africa and Asia, “the peoples of America regard[] the Indians as an essential part of the 
nation.”    396

At the following meeting, a representative for the Dominican Republic directly rebuffs 
Ryckmans’ resurrection of Resolution 275, asserting that Ryckmans’ “argument that it [is] unfair 
to require efforts on the part of the administering Powers that [are] not demanded of other 
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countries with indigenous populations for whom no information [is] transmitted [is] untenable; 
the ethnic groups found in the Spanish-American countries [cannot] be compared in any way to 
the backward peoples of Africa.”   397

Guatemala’s delegate begins his comment by complimenting the approach US delegate Phillip 
Jessup advocated several days earlier.  Jessup’s main emphasis was on developing a flexible 
approach to the “social advancement” in NSGTs.  For the US, the goal of “social advancement” 
in NSGTs is the imposition of the capitalist mode of social reproduction.  To accomplish this, the 
collectively minded modes of social organization of the Indigenous nations in these territories 
must be shattered.  Because to say this publicly would, of course, be impolitic, Jessup instead 
stresses the importance of individualism and the need to manipulate local thinking.  On the first 
point, he says:  “A wide variety of arrangements must therefore be sought under which every 
individual in the various territories would be enabled to achieve the full development of his 
personality as a human being.”  On the second, “it is desirable to obtain the participation of the 
peoples … so that new social structures would not seem to them to be imported from outside but 
to be an outgrowth of local needs.”    398

After praising Jessup’s wisdom, Mendoza repeats Peru’s line on how the situation for Indians in 
the Latin America is different from that of the Indigenous peoples of formally dependent 
territories.  “The term ‘Indian’ in Latin America ha[s] not at all the same significance as the term 
‘indigenous population’ in the colonies.”  For example, in his country, “there [are] only 
Guatemalan nationals. …  There [are] no tribes or isolated groups of the population living on the 
fringe of the law and with a different status from the rest of the inhabitants. …  There [is] an 
immense difference between merely some sections of the population of an independent country 
and the mass of the indigenous population of the colonies which constitute[] the majority.”   399

The delegations from the Ecuador, Uruguay, and Mexico make similar comments. 

South Africa 

During the fall of 1952, for somewhat different reasons than those expressed by the Latin 
American states, the South Africa delegation also objects to what it perceives as UN members 
meddling in its internal affairs.  On October 17, at the General Assembly’s 381st meeting, a Boer 
delegate and South Africa’s High Commissioner in London, G.P. Jooste, protests the addition of 
an item sponsored by the Afro-Asian bloc, “The question of race conflict in South Africa 
resulting from the policies of apartheid of the Government of the Union of South Africa.”  He 
reminds the delegates of the importance the Charter’s drafters gave to the notion of “full 
sovereignty” as a guarantee of sovereign equality and “for the protection of smaller nations who 
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do not have the advantage of the power of the [Security Council] veto….”  Full sovereignty’s 
paramount expression, Jooste maintains, is paragraph 7 of Article 2’s statement: “Nothing 
contained in the present Charter shall authorize the United Nations to intervene in matters which 
are essentially within the domestic jurisdiction of any state or shall require the Members.…”   

Jooste quotes from the Charter to explain how the only exception to Article 2(7)’s protection of 
“full sovereignty” is when a state threatens “international peace and security” by infringing on 
another state’s rights to “territorial integrity and political independence.”  He then asks: “And 
can a State be accused of threatening the territorial integrity or political independence of another 
State because it makes laws, of a purely domestic character––whether or not such laws are 
conceived in all good faith in the interests of good government, as is the case in South 
Africa?”   And this is it the point, is it not?  As he says: “No single other State can claim that its 400

sovereignty and security are threatened by South Africa.”   Of course, there is yet a 401

determination to be made as to whether the South Africa’s racial dictatorship is in violation of the 
Charter’s prohibition of racial discrimination.  But racism and policies of ethnic discrimination 
are the norm in every society where European or Euro-derivative states reign.  For these states, to 
validate the Afro-Asian states’ challenge to apartheid by agreeing to condemn South Africa for 
apartheid would presents a crisis to their own fronts of legitimacy.  This is why South Africa’s 
racial dictatorship is not overthrown until 1994. 

This fact is further evidenced by a speech Jooste makes roughly two and a half years later, 
entitled, “South Africa's Position in the Western World,” jointly sponsored by the Royal African 
Society and the Royal Empire Society.  It is a plea for Western European to remain publicly 
supportive of South Africa in the face of the growing popular campaign against its apartheid 
policies.  As Jooste remarks, the issue has become “our racial problem, a problem which is 
giving us some trouble at home, and no little trouble abroad.” He calls upon the “bonds of 
kinship,” the “ancient ties” of the peoples of “…Western European descent and our way of 
life…” that supersede any “constitutional and administrative links.”    402

Jooste invokes these bonds to enlist assistance and sympathy for “our native problem.”  He 
quickly qualifies this statement with the refrain, time-honored in the West’s colonizing tradition, 
that we are all immigrants.     

The nomadic groups which the original Dutch settlers found at the Cape three 
hundred years ago were not, as is so often thought, the Bantu, but, may I point 
out, mainly Hottentots and Bushmen, who have since largely disappeared—and 
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disappeared, to a large extent, because of the harsh practices of the Bantu with 
whom, at a later stage, they came into contact. It was only in the 18th and 19th 
centuries that the European pioneers, trekking North, encountered the Bantu 
migrating South.  Neither one nor the other can be regarded, therefore, as the 
original inhabitants of South Africa.… 

Moreover, since his original settlement, the European has, by his sacrifices, his 
labour, his development of the country, acquired a title which cannot be disputed. 
His title is identical with that of the Americans, the Canadians, the Australians and 
the New Zealanders in their respective countries, and who will dispute their claim 
to the countries they today occupy?   403

Perhaps this justification for apartheid is an afterthought.  During his speech to the Seventh 
Session, Jooste makes no attempt to deny Black South African Indigeneity and relies exclusively 
on the paramountcy of Article 2(7).   

In his response to the Indian draft resolution, which states that South Africa’s apartheid laws are 
not protected by Article 2(7) because they represent a systematic violation of the human rights of 
Indian nationals and thereby present a threat to “international peace and security,” Jooste appears 
incredulous and irate.  In his October 17 tirade alone, he mentions Article 2(7) by name more 
than twenty times,  it seeming beyond his comprehension that the General Assembly could 404

even entertain India’s “unfounded and quite preposterous” allegation.  The draft resolution, the 
Boer demands, “is beyond all doubt an attempt to rationalize an unwarranted and an improper 
invasion of South Africa’s most elementary rights as a sovereign, independent State.”  405

South Africa’s position further fractures Western alliances.  Jooste’s uncompromising stance on 
questions of territorial sovereignty contradicts the Belgian strategy of invoking internal 
colonialism to stall the decolonization proceedings.  The brazenness with which South Africa 
defends its racial dictatorship forces US policy makers to distance themselves from the other 
colonial powers by “voting against the competence of the UN to consider the South African race 
conflict case,” as the State Department puts it.  406

This is the pre-Brown v. Board of Education era, and the United States fears that the issue’s lack 
of moderate ground may provide the Soviets with new fodder for an attack on America’s system 
of white supremacy.  During this period, as law professor Mary L. Dudziak describes: 
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“Newspapers in many corners of the world covered stories of racial discrimination against 
visiting non-white foreign dignitaries and Americans.”   If South Africa’s defense of apartheid 407

laws exposes a chink in the armor of the colonial powers, Belgium’s insouciance is poised to sell 
the remainder of these states’ San Francisco Conference unanimity as scrap metal.  

Ryckmans’  last stand 

While Jooste blusters about being bullied by the anti-apartheid delegations, Ryckmans makes a 
last-ditch effort to bring the Fourth Committee to its senses, to remind colonial states of their 
solemn pact to defend the West’s civilizing mission, its magna civitas, at all costs.  They had 
renewed their oath of fealty to one another as recently as the San Francisco Conference.  But in 
reality the war had changed everything and San Francisco meant little more than a last waltz of 
the old guard.  Guided by gluttony, Belgium fails to recall the force majeure clause in the 
contract for magna civitas or the fact that Dulles had already invoked it, five years earlier, when 
he described colonial system as obsolete.  By the fall of 1952, under America’s leadership, a new 
phase of the West’s colonizing mission has begun, announced two years earlier by the US 
National Security Council Report 68’s declaration that the bi-polar proliferation of “increasingly 
terrifying weapons of mass destruction” would continue along with “the ever-present possibility 
of annihilation should the [Cold War] conflict ever enter a phase of total war.”   It is a context 408

in which states jockey to point out the colonial abuses of others, acknowledging that colonialism 
is bad while trying to exempt their own situations from consideration.  In this new phase, 
Belgium’s effort to glorify the old mission is a grasp at straws.  

Nevertheless, on October 30, at the Fourth Committee’s 259th meeting, Ryckmans stands in 
defense of his government’s thesis.  Replying to criticisms that in his earlier speech he had 
proposed an interpretation of Chapter XI that undermined the rights of states, Ryckmans says 
that his government’s parliament has already ratified and incorporated all of the Charter’s 
responsibilities into Belgium’s domestic laws.  So long as the responsibilities that Chapter XI 
confers on colonial powers remain unspecified, he says, Belgium will continue to dispute “the 
right of other members of the United Nations to control the implementation of those 
obligations.”   
  
While Belgium can “contest anyone’s right to discuss its administration, it [will] never do so 
simply because the criticism [comes] from a less advanced State.”  As proof of his magnanimity, 
Ryckmans cites an earlier comment by a Haitian delegate that the “only justification for the 
domination of the colonial territories” is the “special civilizing mission,” overlooking the fact 
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that the Haitian representative had intended his remark as an indictment.   After this 409

appropriation, as transparent as it is shameful, the former colonial minister responds to the Latin 
American attacks on Europe’s colonial record in Africa.  While freely admitting that “it [is] true 
that there [are] still some savages in the Belgian Congo,” Ryckmans says that “[c]ertain Indian 
tribes [are] still at the same primitive level of civilization as the Congolese had been fifty years 
earlier, despite the fact that the white populations of South America ha[ve] been treating them as 
compatriots for centuries.”   410

  
For the rest of the speech, Ryckmans makes the case that the anticolonial delegations are unfairly 
and hypocritically trying to turn Belgium into a straw man in order to deflect attention away 
from the slow progress of their own states’ internal “special civilizing missions.”  He says that if 
Belgium proposed to undertake a resettlement plan in the Belgian Congo similar to that proposed 
in Indonesia, in which “some 600,000 [people] from over-populated Java [are to be relocated] to 
Borneo, Sumatra, and the Celebes,” the anti-colonialists would be livid.  He maintains that 
Belgium cannot condemn Indonesia because it recognizes such measures to be in the “interests 
of backward peoples.”  He offers Belgian support for the resettlement scheme as proof that the 
Belgian Thesis is not “intended as a diversion,” as alleged by its critics, but a “suggestion [made] 
in conformity with the letter and the spirit of the Charter.”      411

Wa-Meru test case  

In a 1962 critique of a book published ten years earlier by the American theologian Reinhold 
Niebuhr, Herbert Aptheker, a Jewish communist from Brooklyn whose radical African-American 
histories earn him a place on McCarthy’s blacklist,  bashes Niebuhr for attributing the “ills of 412

the ‘non-industrial’ world” to “the low efficiency” of the “non-technical” regions of the world.  
Aptheker correlates these regions’ low material output to “imperial occupation.”  The marxist 
analogizes Niebuhr’s stance to someone who “tear[s] out a man’s tongue and then explain[s] that 
his dumbness is his own fault—the man is tongueless!”  413

The analogy aptly characterizes the reaction of the General Assembly to a test-case testimonial 
from the Meru, an Indigenous people colonized by the German then the British administrators of 
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the Tanganyika Territory.  They are the first and last individual Indigenous nation whose petition 
for a hearing is granted by the Trusteeship Council.  Although the Meru receive their proverbial 
day in court, the reaction of the council is comparable to the reaction of the League of Nations 
when Deskaheh, chief of the Cayuga and the elected spokesperson for the Six Nations Council, 
famously travelled across the Atlantic to present “The Redman’s Appeal for Justice,” only to 
have the doors shut in his face, a result of British finagling.  414

On November 29, 1952, the Fourth Committee continues its “Report of the Trusteeship Council” 
with discussion of the Wa-Meru nation’s grievances against the British in Tanganyika.  After a 
brief introduction, Mr. N.K. Japhet, a member and spokesperson for the Meru Citizens Union, 
tells the assembled representatives the story of his people’s tribulations.  The Meru, who had 
lived for countless generations in the area surrounding the mountain from which they took their 
name, first encounter Europeans in 1895.  Japhet recalls his people’s astonishment in 1923, when 
a German offered to sell them the place where they had always gone to harvest salt, in the form 
of “two farms which had originally been taken from them without compensation.”  At the time, 
never having previously had a need for European coinage, they lacked the requested amount.  It 
took more than a decade and a half to scrape together the funds, but finally, in 1939, they 
purchased the farms.  Since then, although German occupation had ended, the situation for the 
Meru had continued to deteriorate, particularly since 1949. 

As Japhet explains, in 1946, the Colonial Office in London appointed Chairman Wilson of 
Tanganyika’s High Court to draft a plan for “improving the homogeneity of alienated and tribal 
lands” and “affording relief to congestion of the native population in tribal lands.”  In 1951, 
Wilson drew up a plan for “one, continuous block of European settlements from which Africans 
and their livestock would be excluded, and which would be separated from the African 
settlements by a metalled track and barbed wire fences.”  Because of the lushness of the area, 415

located in the Arusha region of present day Tanzania, Wilson designated the Wa-Meru homelands 
for dairy and cattle.  

When the Meru petitioned the Tanganyikan authorities to be allowed to contribute to livestock 
operations and stay on their land, more than 3,000 Wa-Meru, many of whom lived on the salt 
farms purchased from the Germans, were forcibly relocated from their fertile homelands to a 
barren reserve to the south.  Japhet explains how the lands the colonial authorities offer as 
compensation are “nothing more than a large part of the Wa-Meru’s own tribal land which, in 
spite of the prevailing land shortage, had been left unused because of its bad climate and 
complete unsuitability for crops or cattle.”  
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The Meru petition Tanganyika’s highest court for relief but, lo and behold, the deciding judge is 
the same Chairman Wilson who designed the land resettlement scheme in the first place.  He 
denies the petition on the grounds the rural, mountainous region was congested and 
overpopulated, and issues an eviction notice to the Meru.  On November 17, 1951 the eviction is 
served by 120 Tanganyikan police officers under the command of seven European military 
officers.  Although the Meru, knowing they were outmatched militarily, had already decided not 
to resist the eviction, the officers burned their houses and livestock, and made numerous arrests.  
“As a result of the eviction and subsequent food storage, loss of grazing grounds and other 
difficulties encountered by the tribe, 64 people lost their lives and 2190 cattle, 4,442 sheep, 4,542 
goats and 3,033 other livestock were lost or died.”   To keep Meru members from starving after 416

relocation, members of neighboring tribes had to contravene colonial travel ordinances and sneak 
food in under the cover of night.  Referencing an article published in the Tanganyika Standard, 
Japhet explains how, after the Wa-Meru were moved south, 78,000 acres of traditional Wa-Meru 
lands were occupied by 13 European settlers who used it for private ranching.   417

The Trusteeship Council adopts several resolutions  in response to Meru Citizens Union’s 418

petition.  By the time of Japhet’s testimony to the Fourth Committee, the council has already 
ruled against the them.  Resolution 468 states the council’s “[r]egrets that the Administering 
Authority should have found it necessary to move any of the Meru people” but then 
“[r]ecognizes that the movement in question forms part of a larger scheme already in an 
advanced stage of development.”   A year later, on July 14, 1953, the council passes Resolution 419

654 in response to more grievances filed by the Meru Citizens Union.  The resolution signals that 
the council will no longer pay attention to the Union’s petitions.  Anyone familiar with the 
history of state policies to divide and rule Indigenous nations through the non-recognition of 
traditional governments will recognize Resolution 654 as the outcome of a bait-and-switch 
maneuver.  The decision of the resolution is “that under the circumstances no recommendation 
by the Council is necessary.”  Why?  The council: 

Draws the attention of the petitioners to the observations of the Administering 
Authority and of its representative, in particular that since the petition was 
submitted, arrangements acceptable to the Meru people have been introduced for 
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the election of their chief, and that a new chief has recently been elected in 
accordance with the new and more democratic arrangements.  420

Although their pleas fall on deaf ears, the Meru Citizens Union continues to petition the council.  
Their next communication, dated September 24, 1953, states that the “injustice, cruelty and 
robbery concerning our Meru land is still being actively exercised by the Administering 
Authority.”  The letter explains how, earlier that month, they wake up to find a surveyor there to 
“fix a new boundary between Mr. Focsaner, a white settler, and the Wa-Meru.”  The surveyor’s 
crew then proceeds “in a most ruthless and inconsiderate manner to cut down trees, coffee trees, 
banana plants, corn and beans.”  The letter warns that such policies “are encouraging the growth 
of the Mau-Mau spirit among us in Tanganyika.”  As the Meru would prefer peaceful settlement, 
they “beg the United Nations, our last hope” to intervene and prevent them from starving to 
death.   421

  

“Mau-Mau spirit” 

Pardon the interruption from the story of the General Assembly’s response to the Wa-Meru 
Union’s testimony, but one comment in the just-referenced letter is deserving of clarification.   
The “Mau-Mau spirit” refers to the Kikuyu people’s uprising against the colonial administration 
in Kenya.  As Harvard historian Caroline Elkins points out in Imperial Reckoning, her 
devastating portrait of the British colonial policy in Kenya “provided unprecedented sums of 
capital to the colonies.”  While the claimed function of these “Colonial Development and 
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Welfare Acts,” a series of measure Britain adopts from 1940-59, is to “strengthen the colonial 
trusteeship of Africans,” their actual purpose is to rebuild the British economy by investing 
capital in settler societies to augment agricultural output. Whitehall directly contracts with the 
settlements to buy the surplus from plantations, thus providing considerable incentives for 
British nationals who resettled in Africa. 

When, in 1952, the Mau-Mau resistance is launched against the colonial authorities in Kenya, 
Britain seizes on the opportunity to further increase productivity by rounding up nearly the entire 
Kikuyu nation.  They place them in forced work camps surrounded by barbed wire and armed 
guards.  By 1960, Elkins estimates that approximately 1.5 million Kikuyu find themselves in 
“Britain’s Gulag.” 

A former official at one of the camps recalls “how influential settler racial extremism was and 
how many members of the Administration, already colored by a sense of racial and moral 
superiority over the local Africa population, easily slipped into its logic.”  

All we heard was how savage the Mau Mau was, shoot to kill.  You can’t imagine 
how often I heard, ‘the only good Kuke is a dead Kuke.’  There was this idea that 
the Mau Mau was savage, just completely atavistic, and somehow had to be 
gotten rid of regardless of how it was done.  The idea was everywhere. 

Back in London, however, the Whitehall government knows that if word gets out to the 
international press of British mass murders and concentration camps in Kenya, it will be a 
difficult issue to bandy away. The Colonial Office therefore goes back to the playbook they had 
used in 1948 to crush resistance in Malaya by burying the funding for the operations “Social 
Welfare” report to the General Assembly.   The repression was officially listed as “civic and 
moral reeducation … system of detention and rehabilitation [named] the Pipeline.” 

In 1957, though it should have been clear that the Pipeline program had only served to increase 
the determination and membership of the Mau Mau resisters, the Colonial Office unrolls 
“Operation Progress” under the direction of Terrance Gavaghan, a Colonial Office officer.  The 
goal of the operation is to “dilute” the resistance through a two-fold process.  First, a certain 
percentage of male Kikuyu are put in leg irons and relocated from the general work camps to a 
compound.  Upon arrival, the guards pick the strongest fifth of the prisoners, who are then 
trained in “simple unarmed combat and equipped with short wooden truncheons.”   They are next 
ordered to fight the rest of the prisoners for several hours in a small arena surrounded by barbed 
wire and armed British officers.  Second, they transfer prisoners to another facility for intake, 
during which “Gavaghan’s men used raw physical power to force the detainees to change from 
their Manyani clothes into a new camp uniform and submit to a shaving.”  Gavaghan later likens 
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the intended impact of Operation Progress’ two-step “rehabilitation” to the psychological effect 
“of rape.”    422

These brutal reprisals against the Kikuyu by the British administrators of the Kenyan 
protectorate did not receive serious attentions for decades.  Therefore, the Meru Citizen’s 
Union’s invocation of the “Mau-Mau spirit” was not likely to be well received by most delegates 
who would sympathize with the British cover story.  At this point, the Meru were the only 
Indigenous nation in Africa to tell the story of their people’s suffering General Assembly.  As a 
result, their task of convincing the world that European colonial administrations were guilty of 
terrorism in their continent one was as delicate as real reforms were improbable.  

Colonizers’ reactions to the Wa-Meru testimony 

Listening to Japhet’s testimony of the Meru’s plight sharpens the divide between the colonial and 
anti-colonial factions in the Fourth Committee.  Anti-colonial delegates react sympathetically, 
particularly those of the Afro-Asian bloc who appropriate the issue to garner moral support for 
their attack on formal colonialism.  UN General Assembly Resolution 653 represent less of 
compromise than an interest convergence around state power.  Adopted on December 21, the 
resolution gives representatives from the “indigenous societies” of the trust territories a seat at 
the Trusteeship Council’s table but also grants the colonial states a great deal of leverage in 
deciding who is a “qualified indigenous inhabitant.”   Resolution 653 effectively closes the 423

council’s door to the adjudication of grievances brought forward by an individual Indigenous 
nation, such as Wa-Meru, from the trust territories––a door that had been opened by the previous 
session’s adoption of Resolution 554.   From then on, the council will only accept the petitions 424

by Indigenous representatives for trust territories if the petitions relate to problems of unifying 
the territory under a single government. 

Had they been somewhere other than in front of the Fourth Committee, it is not hard to imagine 
Ryckmans’ reply to Japhet would be more along the lines of, “shut up and take it.”  He strongly 
supports the rights of the Tanganyikan authorities to implement Wilson’s plan and expresses 
doubt as to the credibility of Japhet’s account.  He had read Wilson’s plan, and points out it 
“included the allocation of some lands at present settled by the Masai tribe to the Wa-Meru and 
other tribes.  Were it now to decide in Wa-Meru’s favour, how would the General Assembly 
possibly answer the Masai, should they one day appear to submit a petition protesting against 
their own evictions?”  He demands the committee acknowledge that Wilson had worked hard on 
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this “difficult problem” and yet “[t]he Wa-Meru alone [have] taken up a wholly intransigent 
attitude.”    425

At the next meeting, on December 3, a knighted British delegate, Sir Alan Cuthbert Maxwell 
Burns, starts his response to criticisms of the Tanganyikan colonial administration by attacking 
the “Soviet bloc” for having “hastily contrived in prejudice” such an improper setting for airing 
the “detailed argument contained in [Chairman Wilson’s] White paper.”   Burns, whose 426

experiences in the colonial offices of Nigeria, the Bahamas, British Honduras, and the Gold 
Coast qualify him for his current position as Permanent British Representative to the UN 
Trusteeship Council,  fulminates that the criticism is “a typical example of the emotion and 427

irrational reaction of many delegations in the Committee to the powerful stimulus of a situation 
in which full play could be given to the feeling of irresponsible but popular agitation against the 
so-called colonial powers, and show[s] clearly that emotion and not reason [is] the driving force 
among delegations in Committee.”  After ejaculating this mouthful, he feels compelled to give a 
lesson on how the relocation of the Meru fit into “a broader plan.”    428

  
According to Burns, the Wa-Meru have already been compensated for the loss of their ancestral 
homelands, land that is “by scientific judgment, of greater immediate worth and potentiality for 
development.”   Furthermore, “the essence of land utilization [is] to make the land carry the 429

crop which it could carry most economically, without deterioration.  Sound land utilization 
policies [is] essential for the future of the Trust Territory.”   430

Locke, stock, and barrel: Anglo-American imperatives 

This assessment succinctly articulates another time-honored colonizing rationale for 
dispossessing non-Western peoples of their lands.  British political philosopher and progenitor of 
liberal republicanism, John Locke, famously formulated the justification used by America’s 
founding fathers for pushing American Indians off their lands.  In Two Treatises on Government, 
published in 1690, he writes: “for I ask, whether in the wild woods and uncultivated waste of 
America, left to nature, without any improvement, tillage or husbandry, a thousand acres yield 
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the needy and wretched inhabitants as many conveniences of life, as ten acres of equally fertile 
land do in Devonshire, where they are well cultivated?”   For Locke, when someone 431

“appropriates land to himself by his labour” it gives that individual a legitimate basis for 
claiming that land as their private property.  The essential function of responsible government is 
to protect the rights of the individual to their property.  Therefore, the land rights of “the wild 
Indian, who knows no inclosure, and is still a tenant in common,” are invalidated by the claims 
of “he that incloses land.”   This provides a rationale for overland colonialism that holds 432

inestimable sway over the minds of America’s founders and their decision to revolt against the 
Crown.    

Locke’s nexus of political right and property right “was certain to incite the resistance of a race 
of men who preached the canonical integrity of the view that government existed solely for the 
preservation of life, liberty, and estates,” observes Professor Williams.  The landfall of Lockean 
precepts on North America, however, makes a much greater impact on the societies onto which 
they land than on the Britain from whence they came.  As Williams explains: “With respect to 
acquisition of Indian lands, colonists had translated the presumptions of early-seventeenth-
century English colonizing discourse denying territorial integrity to tribal savages into practices 
that inevitably resulted in frequent wars, outright confiscation, coerced and fraudulent purchases, 
and dispossession of most of the choice tribal lands to the east of the Allegheny and Appalachian 
mountains.”    433

Another point worth emphasizing is the lasting cultural-legal exceptionalism the English 
philosopher’s theory of property imbues in the American psyche.  In Locke’s day, racial concepts 
had yet to ignite European and Euro-derivative societies as the lingua franca and common cause 
of colonial expansionism.  But Locke’s labor theory of value will equip racial theories with 
certain intuitions.  For whites, whiteness will evoke the pioneering spirit, maturity and 
intelligence, industriousness, composure, and legal order as opposed to the imbecilic idleness, 
wild exoticness, childlike docility, temperamental criminality, and disorderliness projected onto 
non-whiteness.  It is a mythos that continues to define colonizing social orders.  Vine Deloria, Jr. 
speaks to the enduring relevance of Locke’s legacy on American attitudes toward American 
Indians and land tenure: 

Settlers arriving on these shores … drooled at the prospect of developing land 
according to their own dictates.  Thus a policy of genocide was advocated that 
would clear the land of the original inhabitants to make way for towns, cities, 
farms, factories, and highways.  This was progress.  …  
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Even today[,] … [t]he typical white attitude is that Indians can have land as long as 
whites have no use for it.  When it becomes useful, then it naturally follows that the 
land must be taken by whites to be put to a better use. … The fact that Indian rights 
to land is guaranteed in the Constitution of the United States, over four hundred 
treaties, and some six thousand statutes seems irrelevant to a people hungry for 
land and dedicated to law and order.  434

 Back to the Fourth Committee 

Agricultural productivity, however, is only one reason the British delegate Burns supports Judge 
Wilson’s choice to forcibly relocate the Meru.  After praising Ryckmans’ “brilliant” observation 
that the hearing of the Meru’s petition risks opening a Pandora’s box of future similar claims, 
Burns explains that one of the “overriding consideration[s]” of Wilson’s report is to ensure that 
nothing should delay the “eradication” of “tribal exclusiveness.”  “For that reason” Burns is 
“shocked by the efforts made during the debate to suggest that a policy of racial discrimination 
[is] the real reason for the action taken.”  He concludes by saying he “ha[s] never encountered a 
more blatant example of racial prejudice than that attempt to whip up emotional resentment 
against a scheme designed and carried out in good faith for the benefit of all the inhabitants in 
the territory.”   435

As Burns’ statement intimates, the British delegation is nearing wit’s end with the Fourth 
Committee.  The delegates are irked by the committee’s airing of the issue in the first place.  
They are miffed by the probing into the scientificity of Wilson’s land formula.  To top it all off, 
they begin to worry about the fidelity of their most important ally.  The US, in fact, remains 
faithful in its support for Britain but wants nothing to do with the Wa-Meru issue.  As much is 
expressed in a classified memo, dated November 4, in which American diplomat Ralph Bunche, 
a man famous, among other reasons, as the first African American recipient of the Nobel Peace 
Prize, says he “considers the Wameru issue to be one that can cause a lot of troubles.” Bunche 
hopes Britain will “make some conciliatory gesture or statement which would help to soften the 
attack of the anti-colonial group.”   436
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According to an “off the record” comment by Tory MP Peter Smithers—who, incidentally, is 
suspected of being the real-life inspiration for the James Bond character —“Hopkinson ha[s] 437

been much perturbed at the developments in the Fourth Committee, particularly with the United 
States’ attitude on colonial questions.”  While Hopkinson understands that “past history” is 
responsible for the opposition coming from the African, Asian, and Latin American delegations, 
he has no ideas “how the United States could expect nations like France and Britain ‘to put 
themselves on the block every year.’” Hopkinson, Smithers relates, is on the brink of walking out 
of the Fourth Committee altogether.          438

Where is Portugal in all of this? 

The Iberian states are not accepted into the UN until 1955, nor do they want to be.  However, 
Portugal’s formal annexation of its colonies is of considerable relevance to our discussion.  On 
June 11, 1951, the Prime Minister officially changes the status of Portugal’s external colonies, 
most of which are in Africa, from colonies to provinces.  During the autumn of 1960, Afro-Asian 
delegates cite the cruel administration by Portugal of its “overseas provinces,” especially in 
Angola and Mozambique, with efficacy.  This is one of the major factors facilitating the General 
Assembly’s unopposed adoption of Resolution 1514’s proscription of overseas colonialism 
without dissension. 

Lisbon rules Portuguese Africa by decree until 1975.  While frequent reports of widespread 
forced labor in Portuguese are submitted, the Portuguese publicize their #mission” as #noble and 
dignifying.”  In 1956, a Portuguese Governor describes: #Taming the wilderness, building towns, 
… educating, and leading to a better life the rude mass of natives, disciplining their rudimentary 
interests, … [by] molding their souls in a superior forms of Christianity.” 

  
The central feature of its #regime do indigenato” is to divide Africans into #two judicial 
categories: the indigenas (unassimilated native Africans) and the nao-indigenas (whites and 
assimilated Africans…)” or assimilados.  American historian James Duffy writes: 

To obtain the status of assimilado (i.e. to be certified as %civilized$"or 
%Europeanized,$"and thus to become a Portuguese citizen), the African [applicant] 
had … to be eighteen years of age and prove his ability to speak Portuguese.   He 
had to be of good character and possess those qualities necessary for the exercise 
of public and private rights of the Portuguese citizen.  He had to submit a birth 
certificate, a certificate of residence, a certificate of good health, a declaration of 
loyalty, and two testimonies of his good character.  In addition he had to be able to 
pay various fees and petty taxes which amounted to from ten to twenty pounds.  
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The incentive to become an assimimilado is considerable, given the alternative.  All male 
indigenas are required at all times to carry a passport #which contain[s] the tax and labour record 
of the bearer as well as the names of the members of his family, with photographs and fingerprint 
information.”  At any time, a colonial official can order a male indigena to show his passport, 
with severe punishment for those who had lost or forgotten it.   

In Angola and Mozambique, where assimilados paid no taxes, not only are indigenas severely 
taxed, they #had to produce fixed quotas of cotton and rice. Confiscations and assaults were 
legion, despite a plethora of protective legislation.”  By 1960, a combined total of 35,000 
people ]attain assimilado status in the two #provinces,” out of a combined total population of 
nearly ten million.   439

France’s refusal 

Like Portugal, France refuses to transmit information on French dependencies in Africa and Asia.  
In 1949, the French government asserts that these territories should be removed from the list of 
territories eligible for self-government “by virtue of having become departments of France ‘with 
a regime which is largely identical with that of the Departments of Metropolitan France,’ or 
overseas territories ‘with a regime which on the whole closely resembles that of the Overseas 
Departments of Metropolitan France as regards the status of the inhabitants and their method of 
political representation….’”   The United States intimates that its Congress will soon enact 440

analogous legislation for the territories of Hawai’i and Alaska.    441

Thus, on October 31, the British delegate Hopkinson proposes that the term “indigenous 
inhabitants” be replaced with the phrase “sections of the population” in the Afro-Asian draft on 
racism in the NSGTs.  Among the reasons given for this proposed substitution is the imbroglio 442

the Committee would encounter in a NSGT such as Barbados, where the Europeans had 
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established residency prior to kidnapping and importing for the purposes of chattel slavery, the 
Africans whose descendants, by 1952, are the island’s majority population.  Were the Euro-
derivative colonial administrators to claim that they were Bermuda’s indigenous population?   443

(Of course, the British delegation made no mention of the estimated eight million Tainos, with 
national ties to other Arawak people living throughout central America and the West Indies, who, 
in less than a century after the arrival of Europeans, had been brought to the verge of extinction 
by Christopher Columbus’ requierimiento orders and sanguinary extermination campaigns.  In 
his his seminal 1992 book, American Holocaust,  critical historian David Stannard described the 
the consequences for Indigenous peoples of Europe’s invasion of the Western Hemisphere: “The 
pace and magnitude of their obliteration varied from place to place and from time to time, but for 
years now historical demographers have been uncovering, in region upon region, post-
Columbian depopulation rates of between 90 and 98 percent with such regularity that an overall 
decline of 95 percent has become a working rule of thumb.)”    444

A day later, French delegate Léon Pignon, a lawyer and graduate of France’s vocational program 
for colonial administrators with several decades of experience in the directorates of colonial 
affairs in Vietnam and Algeria, registers his country’s intention to abstain from voting on the 
Afro-Asian proposal because a review of the laws and policies in effect in its African colonies 
entails the “possibility of intervention in France’s domestic affairs.”  Pignon claims that an 
investigation into racially discriminatory policies and practices faces the “very real and serious 
danger of racial prejudice in reverse” and “could not fail to lead to distrust [of France’s colonial 
administration] and ultimately to open xenophobia.”  He explains that although “there should be 
no question of considering a race to be under any permanent disability as such; … [t]o say that a 
gap of several centuries could  not be filled in a few months  or even a few years was not to 
allege racial superiority but merely state simply an obvious sociological fact.”    445

Furthermore, according to Pignon, the proposed investigation into racial discrimination runs the 
risk of distracting from the more “vital and urgent problems of indigenous societies” in NSGTs.  
Introducing the question of race threatens to destabilize the “proportion of advanced to backward 
people,” the “attitude,” and the “sense of responsibility” that the French administrators have been 
attempting to inculcate in the governance structures of the so-called évolués classes.  Finally, he 
emphasizes that the “French government neither despised nor hated the indigenous elite; on the 
contrary, it was extremely proud of them and did everything within its power to lead them from 

 El-Ayouty, op. cit., pp. 111–13.443

 Stannard, David E., American Holocaust: Columbus and the Conquest of the New World. (New York: 444

Oxford University Press, 1992) p. x.

 United Nations, Official Records of the General Assembly Seventh Session, Fourth Committee. op. cit., 445

p. 85.

 



175

the narrow paths of semi-medieval nationalism to the wider concept of human destiny expressed 
in the United Nations.”         446

A world problem? 

Following Pignon, Ryckmans reiterates that Belgium will join France in abstaining from a vote 
on the Afro-Asian draft of Resolution 644 because the proposed investigation into racial 
discrimination “would bind only the Administering Members,” and his delegation “was quite 
unable to accept any measures which were not universal.”   The next day, an Australian 447

delegate echoes Belgium’s assessment that racial prejudice was a “world problem, which should 
therefore be studied in a world-wide context” and South African Bernardus Gerhardus Fourie, a 
Boer delegate later exalted in a March 1960 New York Times biographical feature as a “quiet, 
intrepid product of the Afrikaners who wrested a homeland from the hostile continent,”  curtly 448

dismisses the draft proposal with a reminder to the Committee of his government’s “consistent 
stand in regard to Article 2, paragraph 7, of the Charter.”   449

Even if none of these commentators on the Afro-Asian draft proposal against racial 
discrimination in NSGTs  goes so far as to openly question another colonial administration’s 
reasons for opposing the draft proposal, the debate exposes disharmony in the colonial camp.  
The British delegation approaches the debate as if it were hosting, with house rules, a game of 
hermeneutic or semantic charades.  Conversely, the Belgian, French, and Australian delegations 
intimate an unwillingness to entertain proposals that concede even a modicum of adjudicatory 
capacity to non-colonial states.  South Africa resorts to the Charter’s stonewall assurances of 
non-interference in states’ internal affairs to give the slip to the widespread antipathy to 
apartheid.  

US delegate Philip Jessup follows Pignon’s and Ryckmans’ statements with an attempt at 
mollification, because the US can ill-afford for the debate on racial segregation to end in a 
stalemate.  The speaker’s goal, according to the State Department’s planning records for the 
debate, is to take “moderate ‘middle ground’ action,” which the Department hopes will mitigate 
the anti-Westernism that the issue of colonial racism is certain to provoke amongst delegates of 
the non-Western voting majority.   Jessup, a former Columbia University international law 450
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professor (1925-46) and Chairman of the Pacific Council of the Institute of Pacific Relations 
(1938-51), is an ideal candidate for such a mission.  His 1948 book, A Modern Law of Nations, 
includes soft condemnations of the “outworn” European colonial model in Asia and the impolitic 
“White Australia” immigration policy, which had been bolstered during the war by the Prime 
Minister’s statement that Australia “shall remain forever … an outpost of the British Race,” with 
matter of fact delineations of the rights of colonial administrators.  Jessup’s speech on the 451

proposal to review racial policies in NSGTs is, therefore, a carefully planned balancing act.  

After expressing his government’s support for Hopkinson’s removal of the phrase “indigenous 
inhabitants,” Jessup proposes they include the statement that the General Assembly “Calls the 
attention of the Commission on Human Rights to this resolution and requests the Commission to 
give it appropriate attention.”   By adding this phrase, the US hopes to gain favor within the 452

anti-colonial group, and its authors are later gratified when Venezuelan delegate Victor Manuel 
Rivas “expressed his appreciation for the spirit of co-operation shown by the United States.”  453

The US’ decision to endorse and strengthen the draft proposal is made easier by the fact that the 
proposal lacks teeth.  Later in his speech, Jessup made this clear when he assures the other 
colonial powers that the US vote for the draft rests on the truth of Pakistani delegate Yusuf 
Khattak’s assurances that “the sponsors in no way intended the draft to refer to intervention in 
the relations between the administering Powers and the territories for which they were 
responsible.”   454

  
Jessup’s position is most likely based on recommendations penned earlier that year by the State 
Department’s Office of Dependent Areas Affairs and Office of United Nations Political and 
Security Affairs.  In a secret memo dated May 8, the two offices jointly reject the policy, 
advocated by the Department’s Bureau of European Affairs, that “our short-term security 
interests require us to give ‘full cooperation to the colonial (NATO) powers,’” because “[a] 
policy of unqualified support of the colonial powers … would alienate hundreds of millions of 
newly independent peoples who are fundamentally opposed to colonialism.”   They elaborate 455

that this result “must be averted” because the “virtually inexhaustible manpower and other 
resources of these nations constitute a tremendous military potential; we should ponder the 
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effects upon our security if this potential should be denied to us or added to the power of the 
Soviet Union.”   While it would be “wholly impractical” for the US to express “unqualified 456

support of the dependent peoples,” because “[t]he colonial relationship, whatever its antecedents, 
… is still in many places useful and necessary,” the Washington bureaucrats do not want to 
create the appearance of being in cahoots with their NATO allies by disregarding the reality that 
the anti-colonial “trend will accelerate in the future.”  They therefore conclude that the US 
should nudge the other colonial powers “to concentrate on speeding up the political training and 
economic and social advancement of dependent peoples so that they will have the capacity for 
governing themselves … at a stage early enough to be psychologically advantageous.”  Such are 
the memo’s recommendations for how the US can achieve its goal of successfully navigating “a 
difficult middle course” through the debates.  457

Key to the Afro-Asian delegates’ success with Resolution 644 is their ability to find and frame 
the issue of racial discrimination in NSGTs in a way that separates the US from other colonial 
powers.  This is no small feat: it is a high-wire act that requires careful planning.  When direct 
allegations of America’s racist policies appear, US delegates typically choose one of three 
strategies for deflection: 1) say nothing, hoping that they subside rather than snowball; 2) go on 
the offensive, most often to criticize the Soviets; or, 3) respond with high-sounding, abstract 
principles, often pulled from the language of the Charter, in order to avoid direct confrontation 
with the substance of the allegation.   

In general, the US strategy may be said to be a drumroll for the Cold War’s significance leading 
up to Manichean anthems on American freedom versus Soviet serfdom.   Such a strategy allows 
the US to cast distinguish itself from Europe.  Host of two devastating wars in the past three 
decades, Europe is still very much in the process of recovery.   Moreover, its claims to moral 
leadership are severely undermined by the rising unpopularity of external colonialism. 
In contrast, the US strives to portray itself as the revolutionary hero of today, a leader in the 
current struggle against terror and tyranny.   The more convincingly it plays this role, the fewer 
doubts as to its own moral standing.  An added factor that allows the US to more easily distance 
itself from the direct confrontation on colonial issues lies in the sheer ruthlessness of American 
racial and colonial domination. 

By confronting racism, the Afro-Asian delegates identify an issue at the very heart of colonial 
governance.  In a groundbreaking article, “Why Redraw the Map of Africa,” legal scholar Dr. 
Makau wa Mutua explains the inextricable historical connection between European colonialism 
and racism in Africa: “Morally, the justification for colonization was steeped in European racism, 
a continuing theme in African-European or black-white relations over the centuries, started in the 
fifteenth century with arrival of European explorers, Christian missionaries, and slave traders in 
Africa in the fifteenth century. In the early nineteenth century, an intellectual discourse about the 
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‘natural’ and ‘inherent’ superiority of ‘white’ peoples over ‘black’ peoples" gained popularity and 
acceptance.”  458

That seven years earlier, at the organization’s founding conferences, such a move would have not 
only been untenable but damaging to anti-colonial aspirations, demonstrates the “growth of the 
Afro-Asian [delegates’] sense of identification,” the “evolution of the UN as a forum and 
instrument of protection of small Powers,” and, perhaps most importantly, the responsiveness of 
the delegates to the increasingly successful popular movements resisting colonialism.   459

This shift is illustrated by the fact that Pakistan, one of the most outspoken proponents of the 
draft proposal, had not been admitted to the UN until 1947 and, at the time, was still formally a 
dominion in the British Commonwealth.  Pakistan’s independence comes as a result of Queen 
Elizabeth II’s orders to partition India in accordance with the territorial divisions sketched by a 
British lawyer, Sir Cyril Radcliff.  The effects of Britain’s forcible imposition of a political 
boundary in August 1947 were as predictable as the atrocities that ensued from the UN’s 
adoption of the Palestine partition plan (or “the political disunion and territorial dismemberment 
of Palestine,” as a Filipino representative describes the act at the time), several months later.  An 
American delegate’s statement of support aptly characterizes the spirit in which the latter event 
was taken: “If we are to effect through the United Nations a solution to this problem, it cannot be 
done without the use of a knife.”   460

Radcliff’s partitioning of India requires a massive number of people to leave their homes and 
sparks the tragic 1947-8 India-Pakistan War.  In a 2001 book on the enduring repercussions of 
the war, Gyanendra Pandey, an expert on colonial history at Emory University, notes that “[t]he 
singularly violent character of the event stands out.  Several hundred thousand people were 
estimated to have been killed; unaccountable numbers raped and converted; and many millions 
uprooted and transformed into official ‘refugees’ as a result of what have been called the 
partition riots.”  This recent history makes India’s and Pakistan’s co-sponsorship of the draft 461

resolution on colonial racism and solidarity on colonial issues at the General Assembly all the 
more remarkable.  

Of course, solidarity is critical to the anti-colonialists’ delicate attack.  Deliberative planning is, 
as well.  The Afro-Asian draft proposal is delivered cautiously and is intended more as a 
symbolic gesture than a substantive one.  As Khattuk, the Pakistani delegate referenced in 
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Jessup’s speech, states, “[t]he proposal was in no way intended to impose new obligations on the 
Administering Members” but “merely expressed the hope that the Administering Members 
would transmit information on the steps which they took in executing the recommendations of 
the Committee on Information.”  Had the proposal called for binding measures, it seems 462

unlikely that Hopkinson would have withdrawn his proposal to substitute “sections of the 
population” for “indigenous inhabitants,” as he doeson November 3, “in the spirit of 
compromise.”   463

It is important to keep in mind that while Hopkinson’s “compromise” represents a small victory 
for the delegates of the Afro-Asian bloc, the term “indigenous inhabitants” signifies a very 
different—in certain respects, antithetical—political and geographical configuration to that 
intended by the term “indigenous peoples,” as used in the 2007 UN Declaration on the Rights of 
Indigenous Peoples. In Resolution 644, the phrase “indigenous inhabitants” refers to the groups 
of people living in NSGTs whose collective identities are negatively decided for them by 
territorial boundaries fixed by colonial administrations.  Especially in Africa, the formation of 
these identities corresponds to the web of political and spatial binaries spun by colonial edict.  
Therefore, the delegates’ use of the term “indigenous inhabitants” does not account for non-
Western cultural, political, economic, or geographical relations that pre-existed colonialism.  
Thus, because the anticolonial powers’ draft proposal refers to peoples whose common cause has 
been defined from without, it seems reasonable to conclude that the Afro-Asian bloc’s use of the 
term “indigenous” was more of an appropriation of the ideas conjured by the colonizers’ use of 
the term “native” than an accurate descriptor of societal affinities. 
  
Resolution 648 and the debate on factors indicative of self-government 

At the 273rd meeting on November 13, Venezuela’s Permanent Delegate to the UN, Rivas, opens 
the discussion on Resolution 647 with a speech that counters the defensive, legalistic arguments 
against colonialism that Latin American delegates made earlier in that session.  It challenges the 
colonial powers’ determination that there exists a rational and disinterested basis for Chapter XI.  

Rivas challenges the notion that a NSGT’s ability to govern itself should be derived from the 
“rate of progress” computed in the statistical reports submitted by the colonial powers under 
article 73(e).   Although the narratives attached to the statistics seem, “[a]t first sight, …objective 
and scientific, …the human spirit had needs not always comprehended by science.” Cloaking 
cupidity in statistical veils and passing off exploitation for largesse are hustles as “old as the 
colonial system itself,” he says, referring to the idea that it should be left to the administering 
powers to decide when a NSGT should become self-governing.  This misconception deluded the 
colonial states’ thinking to such a degree that they “consider separatist movements as the 
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invention of a small group of fanatics.”   In reality, any time a colonial administration “had been 
forced to withdraw its forces to deal with some crisis elsewhere, the mass of [colonized] people 
had been found willing to follow those fanatics.”   464

Rivas’ speech completely ignores Ryckmans’ statement, made only three days earlier, that 
“above all” Chapter XI should apply to the “case of peoples living in tropical forests or almost 
impenetrable jungle.”  Rivas, representing a state claiming control over vast swaths of jungle 465

controlled and governed by indigenous nations, stresses the paramount importance of “the 
geographical factor” as well as “the racial factor” to any discussion of article 73(e).   He 466

supports “overseas” delineation for NSGT territories because it would be hard for a “territory 
geographically far removed from the metropolitan country to feel itself to be on equal footing” 
and observes that the “original population of the territory would have great difficulty in ceasing 
to regard the dominant white race as aliens.”   In these remarks, Rivas assumes the acceptance 467

of the Latin American delegates’ earlier position that all Latin Americans are “nationals” of Latin 
American states.  Any “human spirit” that rings through Rivas’ words is a complete stranger to 
altruism.   

A number of other Latin American delegations echo Rivas’ assertions that Chapter XI should be 
interpreted so as to hasten the extension of statehood to NSGTs.  They also speak out against the 
presumed “objectivity” of the machinery for administrating dependencies that was established in 
San Francisco.  This is important because it opens the door for the Afro-Asian delegates to 
explode the subjective motivations that the colonial powers attempt to hide in statistical and 
moral arguments. Still, the delegations rarely dare look in the mirror and apply the language they 
use to condemn “overseas” colonialism to the internally colonized nations residing within their 
own states’ borders. 

Despite being a Soviet satellite, Poland can claim exception to this reluctance to self-reflect as its 
national identity is largely preserved in the formation of the Polish state.  This likely emboldens 
Polish representative Jozef Winiewicz, who begins his speech to the Fourth Committee’s 274th 
meeting on November 14 with the question, “what authority was competent to determine that a 
territory had reached the stage of self-government envisaged by Article 73 as a whole?”  He 
expresses his frustration that, in contravention of the Charter, “during the seven years of the 
United Nations’ existence … the colonial Powers continued to treat the Non-Self-Governing 
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Territories as their exclusive domain.”  Not only do the colonial delegations continue to deny 468

non-administering members input into the interpretation and implementation of Chapter XI, 
these self-appointed foxes in the henhouse are now trying to claim the NSGTs within their 
domestic jurisdictions.  Winiewicz quips that the claim is little more than an “excuse conceived 
in order to by-pass the Charter.”     469

Rather than “association,” the legal term for this sleight of hand, “absorption  … with the 470

metropolitan country, through some constitutional process” is the “better word” to describe this 
“device,” he says.  The Polish delegate explains his reasons for this indictment: “Whether the 
national identity of the indigenous inhabitants was extirpated by obviously brutal or superficially 
constitutional methods, such an association [bears] no relation whatsoever to the establishment 
of the full measure envisaged by the Charter and should be resisted with the whole force of the 
authority of the United Nations.”   Raising the specter of the colonizers’ violence against the 471

people living in NSGTs is no small thing at a point in the Fourth Committee debates when most 
of the anticolonial delegates still choose to tread lightly.    

An example of this tempered approach is provided the following day by Indian representative B. 
Shiva Rao.  In his response to the Belgian delegation, Shiva Rao not only sticks to the West’s 
rules for polite, civil discourse, he appropriates basic colonial precepts to defend his 
government’s policies of mistreatment of Indigenous peoples. According to Shiva Rao, “the 
Indian government is making efforts to promote the advancement of all those backward tribes 
and castes … [and quotes] from a speech made by the Prime Minister of India … from which it 
could be seen that they were progressing.” As proof that his country’s dedication to cultural 
resources could coincide with economic exigencies, he tells the committee that India is “paying 
particular attention to the advancement” toward self-government in regions where the “economic 
potential … was considerable.”   The language of the Indian delegate’s speech instances but 472

one of the many ways in which the anti-colonial delegations mimetically validate the values and 
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prerogatives inscribed in the colonial states’ political discourse.  This acceptance reflects one 
way in which anti-colonial states are forced to sacrifice virtue for the protections afforded by 
independent statehood. 

At the same meeting, Liberian representative Henry F. Cooper comments on the historical origins 
of this paradox in his response to the Belgian Thesis.  “If, as the Belgian representative had said, 
the inhabitants of Liberia spoke an alien tongue, the fault lay with the colonial Powers which had 
uprooted them from the country.”  Cooper also spoke against the fact that, as a colonizer, 
Belgium’s gaze was always directed outward:  

It was absurd to claim that the words “Non-Self-Governing Territory” might also 
extend to sovereign states.  To avoid any such interpretation the authors of the 
Charter had explicitly prohibited the United Nations from intervening in matters 
essentially within the domestic jurisdiction of a State.  If the principle stated by 
the Belgian representative were applied to States such as the United Kingdom, the 
United States, the Soviet Union or Belgium itself, the absurdity of his argument 
would immediately become manifest.  473

Yet despite Cooper’s adamant rejection of Belgium’s brazen stalling tactic, nowhere in his 
speech does he say that Belgium’s accusations against non-administering states’ mistreatment of 
Indigenous peoples lacks merit.   
  
This may explain why, at the committee’s previous meeting, Egypt’s Fouad El-Pharony choses to 
dodge the issues raised by the Belgian Thesis.  Instead, El-Pharony moves past the issue by 
sticking to the central demand of the burgeoning Afro-Asian bloc.  He says the “one element of 
the utmost importance which should be decisive” for all questions is whether a people had 
attained a full measure of self-government.  He explains that respect for the people’s democratic 
will is especially critical in cases of internal colonization by association, before offering the 
following unequivocal statement of Egypt’s stance on the question of “Factors”:  

The natural, logical, and expected process of development was for a people placed 
under the domination of another to seek freedom from domination and to proceed 
… ultimately to independence.  It was the exception for people to achieve a full 
measure of self-government through association or assimilation with other 
component parts of the metropolitan or other country, especially when that people 
was of different race, language, or religion or had a distinct cultural heritage, 
interests or aspirations which distinguished them from the people of the country 
with which they were associated.     474
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In other words, El-Pharony believes annexation needs to be the rare exception to independence, 
lest the will of the NSGTs peoples be ignored entirely.  No nation would voluntarily give up its 
autonomy, unless this choice appears to be the lesser of two evils.  If the people in NSGTs were 
asked whether they prefer to be governed by members of their own societies or annexed into the 
states governed by the European and Euro-derivative regimes, it is fairly obvious they would 
choose the former.  Although the minoritization of Indigenous nationalities would occur in either 
scenario for statehood, the prevalence of guerilla resistance movements in NSGTs makes it clear 
that popular will supports devolution.    

Notably, the hard anti-colonial line that Egypt takes is made possible by the success of the 
movement to topple Egypt’s Anglo-pandering monarchy of Farouk I, on July 23 of the same 
year. Egypt’s first president, Muhammad Naguib, and Gamal Abdel Nasser lead the revolt.  
Nasser, who assumes the presidency in 1956, is later described by John Foster Dulles as “an 
expansionist dictator somewhat of the Hitler type” because of Nasser’s “plans to use Saudi 
pertrodollars to improve the living standards of poor Arabs everywhere” and his efforts to 
organize Afro-Asian solidarity through the Non-Aligned movement.   Even before the coup, 475

however, the US and other Western states, express concern that Arab states might shift the tone 
and tempo of the General Assembly debates on colonial issues.   

In a January 18, 1952 circular airgram, US Secretary of State Dean Acheson comments on “The 
Arab-Asian Problem” he perceives to be developing.  “The problem,” he writes, will “be 
increasingly reflected … in the Seventh and Eighth Sessions in the critical years 1952 and 1953.” 
Acheson believes an Australian delegate had summed it up in his comment that the “outstanding 
characteristic of the Sixth Session  … [has been] the ‘revolt’ of the Arab-Asian states against 
Western leadership.”   The airgram also cites an  exchange between two high-ranking State 476

Department officials, which identifies “the most troublesome” aspect of the Sixth Session as “the 
developing neutralist and anti-United States attitude of the Middle Eastern and Arab states.”  
This group, along “with a number of under-developed countries,” is “following a line which 
causes us and will continue to cause us a great deal of difficulty.”   The “revolt” also hinders 477

Washington’s ability to use the “UN umbrella” for prospective military purposes.  As the Acting 
Secretary of State writes in a “Secret” telegram dated July 7 of the same year, in the event of an 
attack against the West, the State Department plans to “mobilize that part of the world not 
included in NATO on our side” under the “UN aegis.”  478

Resolution 637: Colonialism Becomes Irredeemable 
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Until General Assembly Resolution 637, adopted in late 1952, the United Nations has repeatedly 
invoked the principle of self-determination but never articulated self-determination as a right. 
The principle is foundational to the UN system. Article 1(2) of the UN Charter states that one of 
the four purposes of the United Nations is “To develop friendly relations among nations based on 
respect for the principle of equal rights and self-determination of peoples….”  Additionally, the 479

principle of self-determination is articulated in Article 1 of the Draft International Covenant on 
Human Rights, the precursor to the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights and the 
International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights.  

Resolution 637, however, articulates self-determination as a right. In its final form  it states, “the 
right of peoples and nations to self-determination is a prerequisite to the full enjoyment of all 
fundamental rights.” During the debates on Resolution 637, colonial powers argue that self-
determination should remain a principle rather than being articulated as a right. The Afro-Asian 
powers and the Soviet bloc align to thwart this effort to leave self-determination as an amorphous 
principle. The final language of Resolution 637 recommends that member States “uphold the 
principle of self-determination of all peoples and nations” and extends this right to NSGTs and 
Trust Territories. Thus, Resolution 637 ultimately does more than merely articulate a universal 
right, but, against the wishes of the United States and other colonial powers, contextualizes this 
right by specifically mentioning its application to NSGTs and Trust Territories.  

The debates on Resolution 637 are significant because in the fall of 1952 it is still uncertain 
whether the United Nations is thinking about colonialism as positive or negative. In this debate, 
however, colonialism is no longer allowed to remain a neutral issue, and the majority at the UN 
voice their opposition to colonialism. Resolution 637 ultimately lays the groundwork for 
Resolution 1514, which applies self-determination to require the decolonization of NSGTs and 
Trust Territories, but which effectively excludes the decolonization of Indigenous peoples, to 
their detriment.   

Resolution 637’s colonizing parameters for self-determination 

The most important sign of a power shift in the General Assembly’s debates on colonialism is 
Resolution 637, which is adopted on Dec 16, 1952, and represents the first acknowledgement by 
the UN of the right to self-determination for NSGTs.   For all intents and purposes, the 480

adoption of this Afro-Asian resolution, implicitly limiting the right to “overseas” territories, 

 The principle of self-determination is also articulated in Article 55 of the UN Charter.479
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spells the end of the General Assembly’s discussion on the far more extensive version of self-
determination proposed by Belgium. The Afro-Asian bloc’s enfranchisement within the General 
Assembly greatly accelerates, I believe, because of Western and Eastern states’ shared rejection 
of the Belgian Thesis: the version of self-determination adopted in the resolution 637 ensures 
that only states, trust territories, and NSGTs will be eligible for decolonized statehood.  The 
claims to self-determination of internally colonized nations will continue to be denied 
substantive recognition or equal protection by the system of international organization.   

Resolution 637’s preamble unequivocally expresses self-determination to be “a prerequisite to 
the full enjoyment of all human rights” and a right that will “strengthen world peace.” The 
resolution goes on to recommend that “[t]he States Members of the United Nations shall uphold 
the principle of self-determination of all peoples and nations” and, later, that the UN shall 
actively work to “ensure the direct participation of the indigenous populations [of Trust 
Territories and NSGTs] in the legislative and executive organs of government” as a step toward 
“complete self-government or independence.”  

Although the debate over Resolution 637 is formalized in the General Assembly’s December 
1952 plenary sessions, its contents are hammered out in a series of acrimonious meetings at the 
Third Committee, also known as the “Social, Humanitarian and Cultural Affairs Committee.”  
From November 11 to December 3, the delegates of the Committee’s Seventh Session chip away 
at the three-part draft proposal of Agenda Item 30, entitled “Human rights: Recommendations 
concerning international respect for the self-determination of peoples.”  The venue reflects the 
Afro-Asian bloc’s strategy of laying the foundation for more politically binding resolutions—that 
is, resolutions that transform not only the conversation, but the colonial machinery as well—by 
introducing colonial grievances as violations to universal human rights and social decency.     

Absent from the Resolution is any definite statement as to how the right of self-determination 
can be used.  The United States and the USSR both claim authorship and stewardship of self-
determination. Predictably, each lobby for the other to be considered culpable for depriving 
colonized people of the principle that is soon to become a right.  For the members of the Afro-
Asian bloc, however, self-determination is used to build and broadcast anticolonial solidarity.  As 
El-Ayouty notes, Resolution 637 “mark[s] a turning point in the success of Afro-Asian efforts to 
proclaim self-determination as a right to be exercised by all peoples deprived thus far of it.”   481

The idea of self-determination signals that independent, sovereign statehood offers an alternative 
to the poverty, death, and despair that are daily features of life under the West’s colonial yoke.  
Meanwhile, the European colonial powers appropriate many of the questions that the Belgian 
Thesis introduces in their attempts to lure the discussion into a quagmire. In particular, the 
frustrated stabs by the British and French rely on threats to the statist order contained in the 
Belgian Thesis to mitigate the crisis to their authority proposed by the Afro-Asian bloc’s 
anticolonial framing of right to self-determination.   
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Opening skirmishes 

An Egyptian delegate, Mahmoud Azni, is the first to speak on Item 30, which the Committee’s 
delegates begin discussing at their 443rd meeting at 3:30 p.m. on November 12.  While “anxious 
to keep politics out of the Third Committee’s work,” for those who deny that self-determination 
confers legal rights to groups of people, Azni quotes from French and British texts on 
international law illustrating that, at least since Versailles, if not the US Bill of Rights, self-
determination has been respected as the right “by which persons grouped themselves together 
under certain conditions in order to form national communities.”   As such, self-determination 482

confers on “all peoples and all nations … the right freely to determine their political, economic, 
social, and cultural status” and to exercise “permanent sovereignty over their national wealth and 
resources … [and] own means of subsistence.”    483

  
The next day, Kisilyov, a Byelorussian soviet republic (BSSR) delegate and a Stalinist proxy, 
contends that while all of colonial powers flagrantly suppress peoples’ ability to be self-
determining in the dependent territories, the United States, operating “behind a screen of false 
statements of peoples,” is the most egregious violator.    Examples include the pauperization of 484

Puerto Ricans, atrocities committed against Koreans with “bacterial weapons, at the very time 
that [peace] negotiations were taking place,”  and arming the French colonialists who were 485

massacring people in Vietnam.”   Worse, he says, the United States is using the United Nations 486

for cover, as demonstrated by the UN Security Counsel’s first formal endorsement of war coming 
for the invasion of Korea. In contrast to the colonial powers’ repressive measures in dependent 
territories, where “tribal systems are maintained by the oppressors in their own interests,” 
Stalin’s Constitution of April 1948 “proclaimed and the law guaranteed that equality” prevails 
among all “languages, traditions, customs, and way of life,” be they “advanced or backward.”   487
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Kisilyov’s statement clearly connotes that the governing structures of Indigenous nations are 
anathema to the UN Charter’s goal of progressive development toward world peace.  
  
The next to speak is Mrs. E. Emmet, the United Kingdom’s lead delegate in the Third 
Committee.  She contends that as the “originator of liberal political views,” Britain is “naturally 
disposed to understand the current pressure in favor of self-determination.”   She cannot 488

understand, however, how the draft proposals under discussion are “likely to be helpful in 
promoting the interests which all Members of the United Nations had at heart.”  Emmet then 
rattles off more than a dozen questions her delegation wants answered before they can 
contemplate supporting the draft proposal.  These range from definitional uncertainties as to the 
nature, size, and geographical classifications of the term “peoples” to what UN mechanisms 
would appropriately determine such a right.  Many of the problems raised by Emmet, particularly 
the several related to the employment of self-determination by a portion of a state’s citizenry that 
did not identify with dominant culture of that state, are consonant with those raised in the 
Belgian Thesis, except that the British delegation does not wish to seem as if it were peddling an 
unpopular conclusion.  She therefore says that Britain’s greatest concern is that the “unbridled 
right” would “threaten the domestic peace of States themselves” and lead to a “potentially 
explosive” situation in which “any group, minority, population of foreign origin, indigenous race 
or irredentist faction which felt it had a grievance.”  489

  
To guard against the sort of backlash Britain exhibited against the perceived threat posed by 
unmitigated extension of an “unbridled right,” the Lebanese delegation submits a draft resolution 
the next morning which geographically limits self-determination to NSGTs.  Before this, the 
Committee has been preoccupied with questions of self-determination’s universal applicability 
and limits to the aspirational goals set forth in Resolution 637’s Part A, which originate in an 
August 28 memorandum from Secretary-General Lie.  Whereas Secretary-General Lie’s memo 
states that “the General Assembly decided to include in the covenant or covenants on human 
rights an article on the right of all peoples and nations to self-determination,” the goal of 
Lebanon’s November 14 draft resolution—which becomes Resolution 637’s Part B, adopted by 
the General Assembly on December 16 —is “to facilitate United Nations action to promote 490

respect for the right of self-determination of peoples, in particular with regard to the peoples of 
Non-Self-Governing Territories.”     491

The Lebanese proposal’s geographical narrowing of the discussion does little to curtail the 
European colonial states’ resistance to an acknowledgement of a right to self-determination by 
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the General Assembly.  Monsieur Pernot, a spokesperson for France whose name does not appear 
on the session’s official list of delegates, adds a threat to Emmet’s fear of irredentism during the 
Third Committee’s first discussion of Lebanon’s proposal.  Pernot says that if the Committee 
fails “to exercise prudence in proclaiming an unidentified right,” self-determination “might 
easily be construed as an appeal to secession.”   He then states that, contrary to the “main 492

objective of the United Nations, [which is] maintenance of international peace and security,” 
extension of self-determination to dependent territories is “extremely dangerous” because it 
“tend[s] toward a disunity of which the champions of the resolutions might be the first 
victims.”   A short while later, van Lagenhove, too, warns of “the danger of anarchy, of 493

economic bankruptcy, and a return to the primitive state from which it had emerged” that would 
beset the General Assembly if an African dependency were permitted to use self-determination to 
vote for independence.    494

  
Neither the Belgian, French, or British attempts to provoke a reaction against the supposedly 
dangerous and disorderly state of affairs that would accompany the extension of a literal right of 
self-determination to dependencies, nor these delegations’ promises of repression, succeed in 
derailing the advance of the Afro-Asian bloc’s demands.  In the speech after van Lagenhove’s, 
Saudi Arabia’s Jamil M. Baroody proves himself one of the latter group’s most vocal and 
resolute proponents. 
  
The Saudi delegate counts off “three reasons why colonial Powers” persist in “cling[ing] so 
tenaciously to the overseas territories.”  These are: 1) to provide “a source of raw materials and a 
market for manufacturing”; 2) to preserve “strategic” and “scattered … air and naval bases, to be 
used in defense against whoever [is] currently the enemy”; and 3) to inculcate a heightened sense 
of “prestige” among the nationals of the colonizing society’s metropolitan country who could 
feel in “control of far-away lands, which most of them never saw.”     495

The effect this list has on the eventual outcome of the debates is incalculable.  For one thing, by 
focusing his comments on “overseas territories,” Baroody grounds the conversation but also 
intimates his bloc will not contest the salt-water definition of colonialism.  Another thing his 
comment does is to force the colonial powers to respond to the desacralization of the UN 
Charter’s colonial chapters. By alleging that nefarious deeds and base motives lie beneath the 
shiny patina of the International Trusteeship System’s political machinery, Baroody disturbs a 
‘first truth’ of their entire discussion and boldly opens space for other Afro-Asian delegations to 
join him in reversing the one-way mirror of civilizational and progressivist approbation for 
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colonialism as conceived in San Francisco.  The last thing it accomplishes is even more 
intangible but will lead to what Fanon later describes as the transformation experienced by those 
who resist the system of colonial decree.  “The culture put into capsules, which has vegetated 
since the foreign domination, is revalorized.  It is not reconceived, grasped anew, dynamized 
from within.  It is shouted.  And this headlong, unstructured, verbal revalorization conceals 
paradoxical attitudes.”   So it is that the Afro-Asian bloc fails to contest colonial territorial 496

structures as they inveigh against the injustice of colonialism.  

Before Baroody’s comments can be built upon, Netherlands delegate Leo Josephus Cornelis 
Beaufort, a Franciscan Father and law professor, walks to the podium.   Beaufort’s tempering, 497

if stilted, remarks reveal the neutralist international legal formulations that colonial delegations 
will use to dilute, or at least forestall, the anti-colonialists’ core demand that the right to self-
determination implies a right to decolonization and independence.    

Beaufort opens the 447th meeting by reasoning that the draft proposals under discussion go 
“beyond the original scope” of the Third Committee’s functions as they “had been accepted at 
San Francisco.”  He contends that the Committee’s mission is to define the “rights of 
individuals,” not “the rights of groups,” and opines that the issue of self-determination is far too 
“complex” an idea to deal with on its own.    498

One reason is that the draft proposal fails to distinguish between internal and external principles 
for self-determination.  Beaufort says that while internal self-determination confers upon a state 
the right to choose its own form of governance, external self-determination means that “any 
group that consider[s] itself a nation” has a right to statehood.   The former is clearly a 499

cornerstone of international law but  “uncertainty persist[s]” regarding the latter.   Thus, in 500

Beaufort’s judgment, the Committee can only recognize self-determination if it starts from self-
determination’s bifurcated meaning under international law.   

Beaufort’s problem is that the right to self-determination that is to be guaranteed in the extant 
proposal does not make the right “dependent upon the ‘degree of development’ of the territories 
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involved.”  In other words, the proposal fails to make a distinction that is essential to the 501

normative definition of self-determination in international law.  This is that states are vested with 
international legal personalities as equal subjects but the dependent territories are not.  Instead, 
the colonialists assign varying legal statuses to the dependencies, based on their degree of social 
or political “advancement” or “capacity.”   

Therefore, the Dutch jurist-priest sermonizes, the Committee cannot reaffirm or elaborate on the 
normative meaning of self-determination until it figures out how it will deal with the 
discrepancies in international legal status.  For example, external self-determination “made no 
sense” if interpreted to give “backward countries” a right to a plebiscite for “ascertaining [their] 
people’s wishes.”  The example of “backward countries,” he concludes, proves the necessity for 
approaching “so complex a problem” as external self-determination “cautiously, the more so 
because the adoption of too far-reaching resolutions might arouse unjustified expectations and 
still further increase confusion in a world that so greatly need[s] peaceful evolution.”   Two 502

speakers later, the lead delegate for the US rises to dispel Beaufort’s fears of what external self-
determination might arouse.  

United States: Eleanor Roosevelt and Amendment 3 

Although Eleanor Roosevelt, the celebrity champion of human rights said to be the “World's 
Most Admired Woman,” reportedly lived by the creed, “I cannot, for my nation, my culture, my 
class, demand privileges which I refuse other groups,” her November 18 speech to the Third 
Committee evinces little concern for the welfare of internally colonized peoples.   After a 503

routine refutation of the “slanderous allegations” made by the eastern bloc, Roosevelt tries to 
assuage the fears expressed by Emmet, Pernot, and Beaufort by going over the “limitations” to 
the self-determination “principle,” which, in former First Lady’s view, need to remain consistent 
with the theory of self-determination that Woodrow Wilson advanced after the First World 
War.   By invoking Wilsonian self-determination, Roosevelt assumes firm ground: while 504

anticolonial speeches commonly cite the former American president’s Fourteen Points to bolster 
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their pull, her statement on Wilson’s unequivocal opposition to “introducing new or perpetuating 
old elements of discord and antagonism that would be likely to destroy peace in the world” acts 
to mollify the colonizers’ fret over the potential for a geopolitical shift brought about by the 
extension of an “unbridled right.”        

Roosevelt uses Wilson’s “limitations” to argue against any interpretation of self-determination 
that would permit “disparate elements” to “interfere with [the] process of evolution” toward “the 
unity of mankind” by disturbing a state’s “unified or federated political system.”   Hence, “the 505

right of self-determination [does] not mean the right of secession” or the “anarchy” that is 
inevitable if “a people ha[ve] the right to sever association with another Power regardless of the 
economic effect upon both parties, of the effect upon the internal stability and security, or of the 
effect upon their neighbors or the international community.”  While admitting that the US has not 
yet succeeded in “assimilating all of the elements of its population,” Roosevelt is, nonetheless, 
adamant about her government’s opposition to grants of self-determination along ethnic 
boundaries, which “[do] not always coincide with political or geographical boundaries.”  Such a 
policy would run counter to the “interests of the world community and of the peoples 
themselves.”  After all, if a people were allowed to become a “member” of this “world 
community,” that was not “strong and healthy enough to stand on its own two feet,” it would 
bring “chaos” to their UN “family of free nations” because these weaklings “might jeopardize 
the economic and strategic unity of a territory or nation.”  506

Roosevelt’s argument that the General Assembly should deny the right to self-determination to 
“disparate elements” of a pluralistic state is, in fact, a demand for the exclusion of internally 
colonized peoples from any discussions of self-determination or, for that matter, decolonization, 
since self-determination is quickly becoming the focal point of Afro-Asian demands for 
independence.  Furthermore, in labeling an internally colonized people not “strong and healthy 
enough to stand on its own two feet,” Roosevelt consigns Indigenous nations and other enclave 
groups to a status that had formally been given to “overseas” Mandates under Article 22 of the 
League of Nations Covenant; the purpose of that article being to “intrust[]” “advanced nations” 
with the “tutelage” of “peoples not yet able to stand by themselves under the strenuous 
conditions of the modern world.”   507

To give practical effect to the US position in this regard, Roosevelt insists on a “minor drafting 
change” to the portion of the draft preamble to Part A that called upon states to “respect the right 
of peoples and nations to self-determination” and to show “respect for their independence.”   She 
says that “since some of the people referred to in that paragraph live[] within the boundaries of 
one or more States and [are] not, properly speaking, independent,” the US was submitting 
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Amendment 3, replacing “respect for their independence” with “respect for the independence of 
all States.”   Ten days later, the US amends Amendment 3 to read, “respect the maintenance of 508

the right of self-determination in other states,” a phrase which becomes the final language of 
Resolution 637.  509

USSR’s “Anti-colonialism”: Stalinism and the Soviet whirlpool 

At the Third Committee’s 451st meeting, held on November 21, USSR delegate A. A. Sobolov 
follows a perfunctory, introductory condemnation of the US stance with a defense of state power 
that rivals Roosevelt’s in vigor.  He alleges that the colonial states’ “policy [is] to keep the 
populations of their colonies in poverty and ignorance.”  They accomplish this by “deliberately” 
maintaining “a state of backwardness by perpetuating the tribal system and making no move to 
encourage [within dependencies] a transition to self-government on a democratic basis.”    510

Comrade Sobolov then responds to an earlier comment from a Belgian delegate regarding 
Stalin’s commitment to the right of colonized peoples to self-determination.  He points out that 
Stalin so revered this right that, in 1936, he insisted upon “article 17 of the Constitution of the 
USSR, which said that every Union Republic had the right freely to secede from the Soviet 
Union.”  Yet, Sobolov admits, Soviet respect for self-determination is not “designed to cover all 
cases.”   

Just as a petition to become a British Dominion must be approved by Parliament in London, a 
petition by a people wishing to join the USSR requires the approval of the Supreme Soviet in 
Moscow.  Sobolov explains that his government’s first criteria for approving a petition to become 
autonomous Soviet republic is whether the petitioner’s land base is “wholly surrounded by 
USSR territory, since a Union Republic, which had the right to secede, should also be able to 
exercise that right.”  Two further conditions for statehood are that the “nationality from which 
the republic took its name” numbers in the majority and that more than a million people live 
within the republic, “so that the republic would be able exist as an independent State.”   511

Sobolov’s speech reflects two layers of discrimination inherent to the salt water theory of 
colonialism.  The first layer is located in progressivist equation of “the tribal system”—a 
nebulous yet singular signifier of “a state of backwardness”– with the assumed “ignorance” of all 
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colonized peoples living in overseas dependencies.  Less than a decade later, such an attitude will 
be responsible for the brutal repression that many leaders of newly decolonized states exact 
against Indigenous peoples whose “traditional” or pre-colonial modes of political organization 
and social identification will be posed as threats to state cohesion. This is particularly true in 
Africa, where the representatives of the Organization for African Unity try to hold Berlin 
conference borders together by proposing that colonialism and tribalism represent the “twin 
evils” standing in their states’ paths to progress and prosperity through industrialization.  512

The second layer is the constitutional position that minoritized nationalities occupy within the 
Soviet empire.  In his thorough study of this problem, political scientist Walker Connor describes 
Lenin’s progressivist formula for achievement of socialism.  The formula includes, after a 
dictatorship of the proletariat has been established, a period of the “flourishing of nations.”  In 
the early stages of their existence, Soviet leaders often dangle this notion of a flourishing period, 
along a promissory right of secession, to recruit non-Russian nationalities to join the Soviets.   513

Once incorporated, however, the possibility of realizing this right to secede seems to vanish into 
small-print constitutional restrictions, “melting pot” measures for Russian cultural integration, or 
outright repression.   

Stalin’s articles of incorporation   

Membership in the Supreme Soviet requires each nation to submit to an exhaustive list of 
constitutional restrictions.  Article 14 of the 1936 Constitution mandates each republic to parrot 
the party line with their government’s every utterance.  The article vests the Supreme Soviet with 
ultimate authority in the following areas of governance: 

Representation of the Union in international relations, conclusion and ratification 
of treaties with other states; Questions of war and peace; Admission of new 
republics into the USSR; Control over the observance of the Constitution of the 
USSR and ensuring conformity of the Constitutions of the Union Republics with 
the Constitution of the USSR; Confirmation of alterations of boundaries between 
Union Republics; Confirmation of the formation of new territories and regions 
and also of new Autonomous Republics within Union Republics; Organization of 
the defense of the USSR and direction of all the armed forces of the USSR; 
Foreign trade on the basis of state monopoly; Safeguarding the security of the 
state; Establishment of the national economic plans of the USSR; Approval of the 
single state budget of the USSR as well as of the taxes and revenues which go to 
the all-Union, Republican and local budgets; Administration of the banks, 
industrial and agricultural establishments and enterprises and trading enterprises 
of all-Union importance; Administration of transport and, communications; 
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Direction of the monetary and credit system; Organization of state insurance; 
Raising and granting of loans; Establishment of the basic principles for the use of 
land as well as for the use of natural deposits, forests and waters; Establishment of 
the basic principles in the spheres of education and public health; Organization of 
a uniform system of national economic statistics; Establishment of the principles 
of labor legislation; Legislation on the judicial system and judicial procedure; 
criminal and civil codes; Laws on citizenship of the Union; Laws on the rights of 
foreigners; Issuing of all-Union acts of amnesty.  514

Stalin personifies this tendency.  In 1912, he bolstered the Bolshevik’s popular appeal with his 
authorship of Marxism and the National-Colonial Question.  In the book, Stalin shrewdly defines 
a nation as a “historically constituted, stable community of people, formed on the basis of a 
common language, territory, economic life, and psychological make-up manifested in a common 
culture.”   Not long after he becomes the head of state, however, Stalin’s tune is altogether 515

different.  For instance, in 1934, at the Communist Party of the Soviet Union’s Seventeenth 
Congress, Stalin responds to a debate that had arisen over whether the Party had deviated from 
Marx’s intended trajectory by overemphasizing either “Great-Russian nationalism” or “local 
nationalism” by calling the whole thing a “purposeless controversy.” He explains, “The major 
danger is the deviation against which one has ceased to fight and has thus enabled to grow into a 
danger to the State.”   On another occasion, he comments that the right of national self-516

determination “[m]ust be subordinated to the principles of socialism.”   These rhetorical about-517

faces, however, reveal but a flicker of the infernal pathos driving soviet domestic policy. 

Uncle Joe deploys a raft of methods to ensure the Soviet public’s acquiescence and obedience.  
These range from direct purges, relocation programs, and the gerrymandering of political borders
—policies aimed to prevent nations from meeting the second and third requirements for 
statehood, outlined above by Sobolov—to assimilationist policies, such as making the Russian 
language compulsory in Soviet schools and military services, to culturally chauvinistic state-led 
heritage initiatives that ascribe heroic and virtuous qualities to famous historic Russian leaders, 
such Ivan the Terrible, while omitting mention of  “non-Russian leaders who had led their people 
in resisting its encroachment.”   Arendt notes that the Bolshevik bureaucrats’ “liquidification” 518

policy of the early 1930s betrayed definite “tendencies toward Russification.”  “[U]nder the 
pretext of expropriations of the kulaks and collectivization” and industrial-scale “artificial 
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famine and deportation,” these bureaucrats devise brutal policies to eliminate the groups deemed 
political threats.  Once this phase was complete, “those who were not among the many millions 519

of dead or the millions of deported slave laborers had learned ‘who is master here,’ had realized 
that their lives and the lives of their families depended not on their fellow-citizens but 
exclusively on the whims of the government which they faced in complete loneliness without 
any help whatsoever from the group they happened to belong.”   520

With this domestic track record, Soviet proclamations of solidarity and shared struggle are 
probably met with a high degree of skepticism by a number of the Afro-Asian representatives.  
By the 1950s, Stalin’s preference of blood to ink has travelled widely, owing to the vast reach of 
the Western press.  Despite the latter’s clear penchant for propaganda, it seems unlikely that the 
pile of primary testimonies to Stalin’s cruelties circulating throughout the non-Soviet world can 
simply be chalked up to Cold War truth-bending.  Particularly in view of the Soviet’s 1936 
constitutional constrictions, more than one ear likely registers a more hollow than hallowed 
resonance in Soviet discourse on the consecration of a right of all nations to self-determination. 
Nevertheless, as things stand, the Afro-Asian bloc has no reason to openly condemn Soviet 
hypocrisy, especially considering their common enemies in Western Europe.  

Afro-Asian condemnations of “overseas” colonialism 
  
On November 22, the day following Sobolov’s speech, several Arab representatives of the Afro-
Asian bloc begin a concerted effort to settle questions regarding self-determination’s meaning 
and necessity as a right.  Syrian delegate Toufic Huneidi leads off with a comment on the “great 
divergence between [the] words and deeds” of the colonial powers.  Given the enormous “great 
economic and social changes that had taken place in the world” since Woodrow Wilson first 
promoted the idea of self-determination, the “situation in the dependent territories ha[ve] 
remained practically unchanged,” he states incredulously.     521

  
At the next meeting, Badia Afnan of Iraq expounded on Huneidi’s remarks.  She says, “No legal 
argument could give validity to the claim that the destiny of alien populations of forcibly 
occupied overseas territories [is] a matter within the ‘domestic jurisdiction’ of the metropolitan 
Power.”   Then, Afnan directly contests Eleanor Roosevelt’s furtherance of the “limitations” of 522

Wilsonian self-determination by introducing a new term to their discussions: economic 
colonialism.  In her words, “Economic colonialism not only perpetuated all the old elements of 
discord but introduced new ones. Thus, the Strasbourg Plan for pooling colonial resources would 
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reinforce the economic structure of Europe at the expense of colonial peoples.”   The contents 523

of this plan will be discussed momentarily. 

A few speakers later, Egypt’s Mahmoud Azmi counters the Belgian Thesis’s claim that talk of 
decolonization would be idle until the “less civilized” members of the General Assembly revise 
unjust policies and ameliorate the exploitative conditions, such as forced labor, that exist within 
their borders.  He says that the credibility of “delegations [who] frequently use[] the term 
‘slavery’ when speaking of the conditions of people in other countries” is quite suspect.  In the 
case of Belgium, the colonizer’s finger pointing is undermined by the memory of the “decree of 
16 March 1922 of the Belgian Congo which was entitled, ‘Labor contract between Natives and 
civilized masters’ and which therefore regarded the indigenous inhabitants as little better than 
slaves.”  He then thanks the US delegation for the amendments that Eleanor Roosevelt has 
submitted.  524

The Strasbourg Plan for European development 

In 1956, Fanon speaks of the relationship between industrial capitalism and European colonizers’ 
dehumanization.  “Developing his technological knowledge in contact with more and more 
perfected machines, entering into the dynamic circuit of industrial production, meeting men from 
remote regions in the framework of the concentration of capital, that is to say, on the job, 
discovering the assembly line, the team, production ‘time,’ in other words yields per hour, the 
oppressed is shocked to find that he continues to be the object of racism and contempt.”  525

Fanon’s words bear significantly on an important scheme, concocted four years previous to his 
speech, in one of the first large scale collaborative efforts by the newly formed Council of 
Europe.  

The Strasbourg Plan to which Afnan referrs is a scheme designed by the Council of Europe in 
September of 1952. Its goal is to consolidate the economies of all of the Council’s member states 
into a massive investment fund to be used to maximize the production of material resources in 
the “overseas territories” under European colonial administrations.  They believe the Plan will 
solve the “permanent problem of the dollar gap”—Europe’s reliance on importing commodities 
produced within America’s economic “spheres of influence.”   526
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For Europe’s administering powers to maintain long-term political control over the colonial 
system, they first need to restore the system’s profitability.  World War II’s drain on colonial 
economies means that Europe’s colonial governments can no longer carry the costs of the capital 
overlays required for large-scale development projects.  Without such projects Europe cannot 
exploit colonized peoples’ natural resources and labor enough to overcome the costs political 
administration.  As Britain’s Secretary of State for the Colonies writes on October 7, 1952, to the 
Chancellor of the Exchequer, “we cannot ignore the writing on the wall.  At least in the sphere of 
direct development planning by Colonial Governments themselves, as opposed to private 
enterprise, it looks as if we are beginning to move, more rapidly than could have been foreseen, 
into an era of actual, urgent demand for investment (in the financial sense) on an increasing 
scale.”   527

During the last two week of September 1952, the Council of Europe, an organization Winston 
Churchill envisaged in 1946 as an assembly to “re-create the European family” through the 
construction of a “kind of United States of Europe,” meets in Strasbourg, France, to discuss 
Europe’s post-war economic deficiencies.   In an opening speech Mr. Semler, a representative 528

of the German Federal Republic, reminds delegates of the previous week’s admonition by former 
French Prime Minister Reynaud: “We must also, if free Europe is to be made viable, jointly 
exploit the riches of the African Continent, and try to find there those raw materials which we are 
now getting from the dollar area, and for which we are unable to pay.”   Semler explains, 529

“Steps should be taken to ensure that Western Europe” be the main supplier to its overseas 
colonies and provinces, while ensuring “against any attempt” to make these overseas areas 
“economically self-sufficient.”  Because “the experts” univocally warn against the 
“unwarrantable risk” of an “enormous capital outlay” to these territories, fulfillment of 
Reynaud’s vision and “the economic health of the area under consideration” depend on Europe’s 
ability to “increase the productivity” of African resource extraction.   530

One major selling point of such an initiative would be its demonstration “to the countries of the 
whole civilised world” that Europe still backs “raising the standard of living of these people so 
that they may enjoy the benefits of civilisation with its cultural and economic heritage.”  Another 
plus is that the initial hit to the working classes of Europe’s industrial sectors would be 
“recompensed later by the increased purchasing power of the overseas territories.”  These 531
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people would be mollified in the long run by an anticipated overall growth in European 
prosperity.   

To finance the initiative, Semler suggests that states solicit overhead capital from private 
enterprise, along #the lines of the Colombo Plan,” the massive 1950 trade deal the US and Britain 
had underwritten through South and Southeast Asia.  Another model is America$s #Point Four 
Program,” publicly announced in Truman$s inaugural address. In classified 1949 hearings of the 
Executive Senate Committee$s Foreign Affair Subcommittee, US Senator Green explains the 
value of the Point Four Program:  

[T]he Point 4 program can be developed into a really worthwhile program 
provided we wish to encourage the flow of capital out of the United States into 
these backward areas. … [If we] assume that that is a wise policy and that the 
State Department can get real busy and conclude treaties of amity, trade, and 
commerce with all these backward countries and limit the amount that can be 
imposed as a tax by those countries in all forms to an x percentage of the profits 
made by American capital, and we in turn say that we will limit the tax on such 
investments to x dollars in profits actually made if those profits are returned to 
this country. I think we can develop a great many backward areas in the world.”   532

For Semler, following Washington’s example does not mean providing such “an enormous 
capital outlay” as to allow the “overseas markets” to become “economically self-sufficient.”   533

This would “entail an unwarrantable risk.”  Instead, the correct prescription for “restoring the 534

economic health of the area under consideration” is to “improve its output, increase its 
productivity, and expand to the maximum its trade with the rest of the world.” Thus, the “primary 
aim” of “economic development” in Europe’s “overseas dependencies,” should be to “raise their 
standard of living by co-ordinated development of their resources.”  That way Europe can unify 
the “the whole civilised world” in this project of “raising the standards of living of [dependent 
peoples] so that they may enjoy the benefits of civilisation with its economic and cultural 
heritage.”  535

Two speakers after Semler, French delegate M. Saller discusses “the power of the nation,” which, 
“in this second half of the twentieth century,” is defined by “material factors of its geographical 
situation and its agricultural and industrial resources.”   In their present situation, however, 536

 1949 Executive Senate p. 356.532

 Council of Europe, op. cit., p. 136.533

 Ibid. p. 136.534

 Ibid. 137.535

 Ibid. pp. 144–45.536

 



199

Europe could no longer afford to “liv[e] on the resources it had built up in the past,” which 
admittedly had been possible, until World War II, “by exploiting a colonial system which no 
longer exists.”   The only way to overcome this “one basic economic fact” is, “naturally,” for 537

Europe to focus on maximizing production in “under-developed countries” with a 
“superabundance of raw materials,” particularly European “overseas territories” in Central 
America and Africa. “If properly exploited,” the windfall “surplus can then be shipped back to  

Europe in exchange for European aid in bringing about more rational output achieved.”  Saller’s 
confusing explanation of Europe’s rationale for expropriating the natural resources of “under-
developed countries” does not consider the possibility that people in these regions might oppose 
such a policy.  The next speaker however does.   

 

A self-described liberal, Denmark’s Hermod Lannung defends the proposal for Europe’s 
exploitation of Africa but cautions, “above all, for psychological reasons,” that it needs to 
“ensure that foreign investment becomes truly integrated in the local economy.”  This would 
entail a “publicity campaign” and a better and more expansive system for compiling and 
managing economic data in overseas territories.  He also thinks it “advisable to reserve one seat 

 Ibid. p. 146.537

 

Figure 4.  
Truman’s plans for economic 
development in overseas 
territories. 
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during “Part 2” of “Act for 
International Development 
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“Hearings before the 
Committee on Foreign 
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on the board of directors of European enterprise for an indigenous representative.”  Lannung 538

says these recommendations are drawn from his “work in the Colonial Committee’s of the 
United Nations since the very beginning.”  539

Of the numerous recommendations and comments given during the remainder of the Strasbourg 
Plan’s preparatory meetings, one stands out.  It calls for the “adoption … of a definite policy of 
emigration to meet the needs of countries which have a surplus of population.”  The proposed 
policy calls for the untold thousands of skilled but unemployed workers living in former-Axis 
countries to be shipped abroad to train and supervise the forced industrialization of overseas 
territories.  

Such a policy, the delegates believe, get to the “real core of the problem of poverty and 
misery.”   “Primitive methods of production,” not violent colonial authority, are to blame.  540

Therefore, in the spirit of “give until it hurts,” the delegates propose to send large numbers of 
these “experts” to “under-developed areas” through the United Nations Technical Assistance 
Program.  Proof is provided by one delegate’s anecdote from his experience in Bechuanaland, a 
British protectorate in Southern Africa.  “Tribal labor was allocated to schemes.  The natives 
were told to build roads or do other work, dams were erected, and by this means in due course 
water and electricity were made available. … These were cooperative efforts.”  541

  
Given its recent conception and the policies it proposed to enact in dependent territories, it seems 
certain that the existence of the Strasbourg Plan was not something European states would have 
wanted to receive international publicity until the scheme’s selling points had been properly 
spun. This made Afnan’s condemnation of the Plan at the General Assembly an especially bold 
move.   Another reason  Iraq’s delegate delivery must have raised more than a few eyebrow was 
that like Syria, Iraq had political system that was, in 1952, still constrained by the British 
monarchical arrangement forged at the 1916 Sykes-Picot Agreement, a territorial negotiation in 
which Britain had supplanted the comparatively unobtrusive political structure of the Ottoman 
millet system with a mandatory regime.   This, however, did not prevent Afnan from 542

concluding her speech by stating that the future of international affairs would be “bleak indeed” 
so long as “colonial peoples were denied the right to self-determination.”  543
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Subterfuge: the new colonialism 

Eleanor Roosevelt responds to the Arab delegates’ attack on “economic colonialism” and returns 
the Byelorussian delegation’s fire with a test of the State Department’s most recent Cold War 
strategy. She “quote[s] the statement made by [Dean] Acheson, Secretary of State of the United 
States, at a plenary meeting of the General Assembly, to the effect that whole nations had been 
swallowed up by a new colonialism or reduced to a state of servile independence” by soviet 
expansionism.   The purpose behind this confrontation is, evidently, to glance the anti-544

Americanism and anti-colonial grenades hurled by the Eastern bloc.   According to the State 
Department’s 1950 report on its government’s “colonial problem,” Roosevelt’s attack on the 
USSR’s “new colonialism” is part of a broader “psychological warfare” campaign.  The State 
Department plan is to deploy “counterpropaganda techniques … to expose the true character of 
Soviet actions and policies toward dependent areas.“  Precision is paramount, the report cautions, 
and therefore the “use of these techniques must be carefully adapted to each particular forum, 
whether it be a United Nations meeting or a Voice of America broadcast.”    545

Ironically, because the USSR’s territorial expansion has, for all intents and purposes, been 
confined to mainland Asia and Eastern Europe, in condemning soviet colonialism the US is 
effectively endorsing a definition of colonialism without the “overseas” requirement.   
Unfortunately, as a result of the limitations placed on UN membership, no representative of the 
hundreds of “whole nations” that had been “swallowed up” by US overland colonization in 
North America can rise to the podium to point this out.  Roosevelt’s Amendment 3 has ensured 
that this limitation will remain firm in the Committee’s discussion of self-determination.  Thus, 
the US attempt to redirect the debates to the “new colonialism” of the Soviet Union is not only 
contradictory to the hard statist line it has already drawn on the issue, but hypocritical in view of 
the fact that its own metropolitan area owes its legitimacy to a definition of colonialism that does 
not include overland continental expansionism.  

Reaching détente 

The next day, Mrs. Emmet retakes the floor to propose an amendment and eschew the position 
taken by the Afro-Asian bloc.  Britain’s amendment, which was in reality not an amendment but 
an entirely separate proposal intended to replace the existing draft, emphasizes “that self-
determination [is] a universal principle” that should serve to inspire UN member states “to 
strengthen universal peace.”  She defends Britain’s proposed substitute draft by reiterating that 
“any resolution adopted by the Committee should be strictly in accordance with the terms of the 
Charter” and supporting the theoretical point that “to adopt a resolution was not necessarily a 
step forward,” which Norway had raised the previous day. 
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Emmet also reminds the delegates how “highly dangerous” it would be for the Committee to “try 
to transform a general principle into a right, particularly into one entailing duties or obligations.“  
Her delegation therefore stands in opposition to “[m]ost of the Committee,” who thinks it “of 
little value to attempt to answer those questions in the abstract, since the problem could be 
solved without difficulty in each particular case.”    546

  
In her concluding remarks, the Emmet haughtily suggests that the Afro-Asian delegates are 
allowing “emotions to cloud their vision.”  This is her only explanation for why they would 
submit such “impractical resolutions which might disrupt the United Nations, instead of 
proposing practical measures in which all peace-loving nations of the world would gladly co-
operate.”  After all, less than a decade had passed since Britain “had fought heroically for liberty 
and the United Nations owed its very existence partly to the sacrifices of a country which was 
today being accused of practising oppression, exploitation and slavery by representatives of 
countries under the domination of dictatorships or totalitarian regimes.”   547

Emmet’s slanderous comment contain at least a fraction of a truth: a number of the anti-colonial 
delegations represent governments guilty of severe repression of their own citizenry.  Of course, 
this is far from the whole story.  For one thing, Emmet’s construction is provoked by a crisis in 
Britain’s colonial authority. Cultural theorist Homi Bhabha writes that when confronted with 
such a crisis, the narcissism that drives a colonizer’s will to colonize triggers a form of anxiety in 
which visions of lost authority are attached to an “oscillation between apocalypse and chaos.”   548

Given the resentment bred by the deafness of colonial rule, this anxiety is a present, yet 
sublimated, weight on a colonizer’s psyche.  One of the most demonstrable manifestations of this 
anxiety is a paranoid political discourse, which fixates on the imagined degeneracy of not only 
the cultures being actively colonized, but, so too, any perceived threat to his or her colonial 
authority.  A crucial aspect of this representation of degeneracy is always drawn from the 
experience and heritage of the colonizer’s own culture.  As such, these perceived threats become 
negative projections of the colonizer’s own self.  549

In 1957, Tunisian political theorist Albert Memmi describes ire to be a common psychological 
consequence of the colonizer’s “systematic devaluation of the colonized.”  Memmi observes that 
the colonizer, when facing a crisis of authority, is quick to grow “fed up with his subject, who 
tortures his conscience and his life.” 
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He tries to dismiss him from his mind, to imagine the colony without the 
colonized.  A witticism which is more serious than it sounds states that 
‘Everything will be perfect . . . if it weren’t for the natives.’  But the colonialist 
realizes that without the colonized, the colony would no longer have meaning.  
This intolerable contradiction fills him with a rage, a loathing, always ready to be 
loosed on the colonized, the innocent yet inevitable reason for his drama.  550

In colonial discourse, this emotional discharge transforms the colonizers’ gnawing, lurking fear 
of losing their colonial authority into affirmative statements that attribute base motives to any 
statement of opposition to their right to colonize, especially those which originate from a 
colonized or non-aligned culture.  Thus, although there is some truth to Emmet’s condemnation 
of anticolonial criticisms for having been made by representatives of “dictatorships and 
totalitarian regimes,” they are nonetheless invalid.  To her, all anticolonial criticism is always and 
already the work of the “despot, heathen, barbarian, chaos, violence.”   551

Another thing that undermines the credibility of Emmet’s accusations is that nowhere in the 
speech does she mention that Britain and other Western states are responsible for installing and 
actively supporting many of the African and Asian oligarchies that her remark implicitly targets.  
Moreover, on the occasions that popular forces toppled these oligarchies—such as happened in 
Iran, a year earlier—it was not uncommon for Western states to organize coup d’états bringing to 
power “friendly” dictators who pander to Western material interests.  In Iran, this would happen 
the following year, when the US responds to the democratically elected Prime Minister 
Mohammad Mosaddegh’s nationalization of oil production by assassinating him and supporting 
the authoritarian Shah Mohammad Reza Pahlavi, who would consistently be ranked one of the 
world’s top human rights offenders, into power.   
  
The Afro-Asian powers lose no time in responding to Emmet’s insults and declaratory assertions. 
Most of the remainder of the day’s meeting is therefore dedicated to speeches by Indian, 
Afghani, Ethiopian, Saudi Arabian, Iraqi, Pakistani, and Lebanese delegates who defend the 
proposed resolution’s establishment of self-determination as a political right, which, for current 
purposes, is only to be extended to the “indigenous populations” of “overseas” Trust and Non-
Self-Governing Territories.  Afghanistan’s delegate goes so far as to say that he would have 552

introduced a new declaration on the inadmissibility of Mrs. Emmet’s vituperation, “had it not 
been made in a speech.”   553
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At the next meeting, on November 27, the Franciscan Dutchman Beaufort gives a last-ditch plea 
against the Committee’s adoption of the draft proposal, on behalf of the colonial powers.  “Rash 
resolutions [are] liable to undermine the authority of many States, and thence the whole world 
order,” he said.  Clinging to the position that the proposed  right “exceeded the scope of the 
Charter,” Beaufort warns against “forc[ing] through majority decisions” which could end up 
“undermining the United Nations” and “its purpose of maintaining international peace and 
security.”  On November 28, despite the writing on the wall, Roosevelt follows Beaufort with 554

one last-ditch appeal to eliminate the geographical specificity contained in the draft proposal. 

To assuage a Peruvian delegate’s concern that universalizing self-determination could subvert the 
obligations conferred under Article 73’s “sacred trust,” which, in his mind, has “virtually 
abolished the colonial system,” Roosevelt uses cold, hard pragmatism.   She says that “all 555

peoples” could be granted a right to self-determination without causing member states “to 
dismember themselves.” Elsewhere in the speech, however, Roosevelt borrows from Belgium’s 
arguments with bravado, “wonder[ing] whether some delegations were reluctant to apply to their 
own countries the same right of self-determination as they insisted should be applied to 
territories administered by other governments.”  The insinuation of the query was clear enough, 556

and confirms that the US is no longer able to hold the “middle ground” the State Department had 
intended to stand on in the colonial debates.  What is, perhaps, most striking about Roosevelt’s 
retreat to the Belgian Thesis is that the US aligns with Western Europe on a non-enforceable 
measure.  In doing so, the US gives the Soviets entrée to build solidarity with the Afro-Asian 
bloc on an issue that is of high symbolic importance to the latter.  

Mr. Bazhan, representing the Ukrainian SSR, seizes the opportunity.  He proclaims that in 
“stressing the universal character of the right to self-determination,” Roosevelt is actually 
attempting “omit all reference to the arbitrary rule of the colonial powers.” In other words, to 
announce self-determination as a right that belonged to all is to “convert it into a mere abstract 
declaration.”   Having laid bare Roosevelt’s ruse, Bazhan passes the reins to the delegates of 557

Saudi Arabia and Lebanon, who refocus the charge for self-determination back onto Europe. 

The Saudi delegate, Baroody, goes first.  He uses his November 28th speech to invert the political 
implications to be drawn from the world map Hall had presented at the San Francisco 
Conference.  “The Asian countries believe[] that the metropolitan Powers [are] inclined to 
consider dependent territories as accessories and to impose upon them policies based solely on 
the interests of the metropolitan countries.”  As a result, Western Europeans often think of Asia 
“as a kind of extension of Europe.”  Pointing to the irony in this way of thinking, Baroody 
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remarks, “in geography, history, and culture Europe actually look[s] like an extension of Asia.”  
He concludes by combining an appeal to the progressivist heartstrings of his fellow delegates 
with a warning of the violent consequences of inaction.  “The West must understand that it [is] 
impossible to turn back the clock…. Many peoples [are] moving toward independence.   That 
evolution must be achieved in peace and order, not in war and chaos.”   558

The following day, Lebanon’s representative, Karim Azkoul, drives home the central reason why 
the Afro-Asian bloc insists on limiting the right of self-determination to Trust Territories and 
NSGTs.  “A draft resolution aiming at universality … would not be satisfactory, because it would 
imply intervention on matters which [are] essentially within the domestic jurisdiction of any 
State.”   Azkoul’s rationale is thus consonant with the concurrent coalescence of condemnation 559

of Belgian Thesis that comes in the Fourth Committee.  It is delivered in the last full day of 
debate on the draft proposal, and amounts to the Afro-Asian bloc’s final substantive comment on 
the matter.    

On December 1st, at their final meeting on Agenda Item 30, the Third Committee decides to 
recommend that the General Assembly adopt Draft Resolutions A, B, and C.  After eight roll-call 
votes on last minute amendments, additions, and, lastly, the proposals themselves, it is clear that 
the Western delegations stand alone against the tide of support for the “right of self-
determination of the peoples of Non-Self-Governing Territories.”  Australia, Belgium, France, 
Netherlands, New Zealand, South Africa, Great Britain, and the US are the most consistently 
defiant.  Canada, Cuba, Denmark, Luxembourg, Norway, and Sweden choose to cast “against” 
rather than “abstaining” ballots on several of the issues.   Two weeks later, this divergence of 560

the European and Euro-derivative state opinions from those of the Latin American, African, and 
Asian delegations, is again reflected, as the three draft resolutions are formally approved and 
joined into Resolution 637 by votes of 40-14-6, 39-12-5, and 42-7-8 (For-Against-Abstain).   561

Adoption of Resolution 637 

At the General Assembly’s 403rd Plenary Meeting on December 16, the single session the 
General Assembly’s highest decision-making body had scheduled to debate and vote on 
Resolution 637, the only speeches made are polemics from delegations of the Soviet bloc and 
Western powers.  Sobolov gets things rolling by declaring that the “self-determination of peoples 
has found its fullest and most harmonious expression in the Soviet Union.” He calls on the 
General Assembly to look to the USSR “as an example of the enormous success that may be 
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achieved by the proper application of the principle of self-determination of peoples, based on 
true equality of rights, mutual understanding, mutual respect and the co-operation of free peoples 
and nations, great or small.”   562

Sobolov is aware of the international media attention given to the plenary sessions and is 
therefore careful to tiptoe around any assurance that the USSR has enshrined a right to self-
determination for peoples living within its domestic jurisdiction.  His stealthy revision to the 
position he had taken at Third Committee suppresses the potential for autochthonous peoples 
desirous of freedom from the soviet Big Brother citing the speech as proof of the absoluteness of 
their right to self-determination.  Within the soviet system, all had the right to be free, in 
principle.  In practice, however, until all class tensions were resolved across the world map, all 
were to remain faithful proletarians, whose yearnings for national independence “must be 
subordinated” to the dictates of the Russified Soviet state. 

The UK delegate, Mrs. Emmet, follows Sobolov.  She unequivocally states her delegation’s 
objections to the extension of a right to self-determination.  “The fact that the universal principle 
of self-determination … has been converted into a so-called ‘right,’ applicable to the peoples of 
the world who happen to inhabit Trust and Non-Self-Governing Territories, is condemnation 
enough.  The motives which inspired this flagrant discrimination are as obvious,” Emmet fumes. 
In addition to reiterating one of the central tenants of the Belgian Thesis, her next point recycles 
the very criticism that Sobolov had used on November 21 at the Third Committee to slam the 
administering powers’ colonial policies for maintaining “tribal systems” in all their 
“backwardness.”  Emmet says that the proposal “makes no mention of the political aspirations of 
peoples inhabiting the metropolitan territories of States, many of whom live in ignorance and 
under oppression, and ha[ve] no voice in the management of their own affairs.”  563

After Roosevelt’s final recitation of her delegation’s line (“so vital a matter should be phrased as 
to appeal to the whole General Assembly”), van Lagenhove steps forward to register his support 
for the US and UK objections.  In the Belgian variation, to place such a “restrictive limitation” 
on self-determination is to “maintain that all indigenous peoples whose backward condition 
prevents them from administering themselves completely should benefit from the same 
guarantees.”   French and Australian delegates chime in with similar comments shortly 564

thereafter.  565

One of the last to speak is Kisilyov, the Byelorussian delegate, who speaks on behalf of the 
Soviet position.  He addresses the “unprecedented growth of [the] struggle[s] for national 
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liberation” across Africa and Asia. In terms that seemed inspired by the last paragraph of The 
Communist Manifesto, he asserts “that the peoples of the world are ever more insistently 
demanding that the colonial yoke should be abolished.”  Kisilyov’s speech is an early iteration 566

of the burgeoning anti-colonialist rhetoric which will be used to advance the demands that will 
be gratified, eight years later, by Resolution 1514’s “Declaration on the Granting of 
Independence to Colonial Countries and Peoples.”  Additionally, like the 1848 pamphlet Marx 
and Engels wrote for the European worker class, Kisilyov’s rhetorical saber rattling announces 
the majority’s contempt for, and their unwillingness to further tolerate, the existing status quo.   

As much, of course, has been clear since the final objections voiced by the Saudi and Lebanese 
delegates to the Third Committee.  It is therefore unsurprising that during the final Plenary 
Meeting exchanges that lead up to Resolution 637’s formal adoption by the General Assembly, 
neither East nor West utter a single reference to the proper formula for achieving “world peace.”  
Up until that point, the expression has been a common way of occasioning or concluding 
speeches related to the International Trusteeship System.  Its absence from the most highly 
publicized speeches on Resolution 637 is therefore palpable. 

But, as all are aware, the majority’s stand on self-determination congeals questions regarding the 
process of decolonization that the colonial powers had hitherto believed they could keep rarefied.  
The appearance of this visible line of force leads to a temporary lapse in the idealistic talk of how 
resolving particular technical issues is certain to drape every subject of the human species in 
gowns of peace, freedom, and equality. 

Evaluation of Resolution 637 

In theory, Resolution 637’s concretization of the right of self-determination should have implied 
that the General Assembly would work to facilitate, and encourage as its goal, the acceptance of 
social and political constructions of representatives of Trust and Non-Self-Governing Territories. 
As things stand, however, representatives of these areas are not recognized by the General 
Assembly unless they have been approved by one of the colonial powers. All questions related to 
how this newfound right to self-determination is to be consecrated remained unresolved.  
Likewise, there are no established preventative or punitive procedures in place to deter colonial 
states from failing to account for the wishes of the “indigenous populations” inhabiting NSGTs 
and Trust Territories.  

The Resolution’s introductory statement that the “right of peoples and nations to self-
determination is a prerequisite to the full enjoyment all fundamental human rights,” undermines 
the Belgian Thesis’ putative goal of giving the right a more solidified standing by incorporating 
the notion of universal self-determination into the actionable, enforceable work of the Fourth 
Committee toward self-government for dependent territories.  Extending the right of self-
determination as a “human right” leaves the “overseas” colonial topography intact while 
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violations by states of internally colonized nations’ rights to self-determination are to be 
siphoned into the amorphous list of categories now covered by the commission tasked with 
handling claims filed under the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights.      

Nonetheless, before Resolution 637’s adoption, self-determination was considered to be a 
principle, not a right. As a principle, any effort to extend self-determination to a particular group 
of people was merely aspirational. The significance of the resolution is therefore two-fold. 
Firstly, it extends self-determination to all peoples, including NSGTs. Secondly, turning the 
principle of self-determination into a right means, at least in theory, that it can be cited as a 
legally binding precept rather than an abstract ideal.  Still, because the resolution lacks a 567

definition for the newly adopted precept, the colonial powers can insist that the only groups 
eligible to exercise the right of self-determination are recognized governments of sovereign 
states.    568

  !
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CHAPTER 7 
1950s, Part II.  

Internal Colonialism: ILO’s solution to the "indigenous problem" 

After you realize that silence is talking,  
that outside and inside are just an illusion, 
What is left? 
I mean, like, where is the sun?  569

-Assata Shakur 

The lived realities of Indigenous people and others, who, as a rule, have been excluded from the 
settler class are notably absent from the master narrative.  While the specifics of the experiences 
differ widely, the most consistent shared theme may be the violence visited upon them as a 
means of achieving the colonizers’ objectives; a violence that always seems to be minimized, 
distorted, or erased by the silent spaces of the dominant narrative.  570

-Natsu Taylor Saito 

Introduction 

In 1950, the Committee of Experts on Indigenous Labour (CEIL) proposes the “two essential 
aims” of its “Programmes for Forest Tribes” in a report entitled “The Development of 
Programmes of Vocational Training for Indigenous Workers.” The first goal is “to assist nomadic 
tribes to become civilised, by teaching them, especially the children and adolescents, the habits 
of a settled life and occupations which will provide a more secure livelihood than that afforded 
by the produce of nature.” The second goal is “to bring about or to prepare for the economic re- 
adjustment' of this group to the general economic conditions of the country either by helping 
them to carry on their customary activities more profitably or by guiding them towards new 
activities.”   The report is one of seven the ILO publishes that year in preparation for the 571

committee’s first in-person discussion of the “indigenous problem,” scheduled for the following 
January in La Paz, Bolivia.  Each report covers an aspect of CEIL’s program to dispossess 
Indigenous peoples in independent states of their lands and their cultures by means of 
proletarianization and statist assimilation.  The formulation of this liberal stratagem for 
dispossession is the theme of this chapter. 
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The chapter begins with a brief account of an historical antecedent to the 1950s program for 
Indigenous peoples at the ILO, the US Department of War’s discussions leading up to the 1830 
Indian Removal Act.  From here, we return to the mid-20 century program at the ILO, via Brazil, 
before examining the theoretical paradigm of modernization which logic structures the ILO’s 
approach to the “indigenous problem.”  Modernization’s zero-sum geopolitic rationales, its 
prioritization of individual rights, and the relentlessness of its top-down economism form a new 
regime of colonizing discourse.  The chapter then turns to an analysis of CEIL’s [which later 
becomes the Committee of Experts on Indigenous Populations’ (CEIP)] work to ILO Convention 
no. 107, the “Indigenous and Tribal Populations Convention” of 1957.  The convention is 
historically significant because it lays the groundwork for later international Indigenous rights 
measures.  This happens in spite of the best efforts by the ILO 1950s experts to entirely dissolve 
the Indigenous peoples’ way of life into the dominant culture of statist society. 

The chapter concludes with a look at colonizers’ elaboration of various programs to “detribalize” 
dependent territories.  Until the 1950s, detribalization is treated as an unfortunate but necessary 
side effect of colonial economic development.  In the 1950s, calls for the construction of a 
mechanism to actively facilitate detribalization pick up steam, particularly as it becomes 
increasing clear that the General Assembly majority will no longer tolerate the UN international 
system’s supervision of formally dependent territories.  The chapter ends with a comparison of 
revolutionary changes to human circumstance detribalization portends. 

A missive on “the triumph of liberal principles” 

ILO “experts” devote the first seven years of the semicentennial to the quiet quest to solve the 
problem posed by the enduring existence of internally colonized nations within sovereign states.  
Although their area of “expertise” shift during this period, from “indigenous labor” to 
“indigenous populations,” their focus remains on finding a solution to this problem outside of the 
international legal framework for decolonization, a framework that us contemporaneously under 
construction at the UN’s General Assembly and Fourth Committee.  In many ways, they face an 
unprecedented challenge: never, in the history of the Western state system, had states perceived a 
need to legally justify internal colonization on a system-wide basis, or, for that matter, to 
recognize Indigenous peoples’ humanity. 

That is not to say that no historical parallels may be drawn to the policy posture of the 1950s 
committees on the “indigenous problem.” The “experts” conception of the so-called problem is 
but the cohered expression of many generations of accreted cultural sentiment.  One sees a 
source of its inheritance, for example, in a February 21, 1826 letter, drafted by John Quincy 
Adams’ Secretary of War, James Barbour, to the Committee on Indian Affairs, on the subject of a 
congressional bill, “Preservation and Civilization of the Indians.”   Barbour himself grew up on 
his family$s Virginia plantation, made profitable by the regimented immiseration of Black people 
they enslave.  After leaving office, he retires to the Virginia town of, yes, Barboursville, and buys 
a 5,000 acre estate.  There he dedicates the rest of his life to his personal passion of designing 
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experiments in scientific agronomy, ordering the more than one hundred Black people he 
enslaves on his property to shoulder the burdens of verifying his conjectures.  572

In the letter’s opening sentence, Barbour confesses that the “condition of the aborigines in this 
country” is so adverse that “[t]he history of the past presents but little on which the recollection 
lingers with satisfaction.”  He attributes this to the “one master passion, common to all mankind, 
that of acquiring land, [which] has driven, in ceaseless succession, the white man on the Indian.” 
Barbour, a former Virginia governor, then floats an extraordinarily prescient question, but only 
after damming the answer’s stream.   

It were now an unprofitable task to enquire, on what principle the nations of 
Europe were justified in dispossessing the original proprietor of his birth right.  
They brought with them their own maxims, which recognized power as the only 
standard of right, and fraud and force as perfectly legitimate in the acquisition of 
territory.  It has been done, and time has confirmed the act. 

The proof of this claim lies in the fact the Americans have become “a great people” while Indian 
societies have deteriorated to such an extent that all that remains are “a few ignorant and divided 
tribes of barbarians.”   

On the basis of this assessment, Barbour substitutes the “unprofitable” question of “principle” 
(which, in fact, is not composed as a question but as a statement) for “a most solemn” one, 
addressed to the landed white men of his country.  “Shall we go on quietly, in a course, which, 
judging from the past, threatens their extinction, while their past sufferings and future prospects, 
so pathetically appeal to our compassions?”  He therefore calls on his government to seize the 
“opportunity … now offered the United States” to demonstrate “the triumph of liberal 
principles.”    573

The letter proposes a five point federal Indian policy.  The first point is to “set apart for their 
exclusive abode” all of the territory “West of the Mississippi.”  Four years later, this invidious 
instruction is codified in the 1830 Indian Removal Act, the catalyst for the series of death march 
relocations now known as the The Trail of Tears or, for the Aniyunwiya (Cherokee), “the trail 
where they cried.”   Aside from the “advantages to be gained for ourselves,” Barbour’s “principle 
recommendation” for forced relocation the US will “guaranty” with “its most solemn faith” that 
“these people will be forever undisturbed….”  On the other hand, there is the other hand!  “From 
the adoption of the Federal Government … [Indians] were regarded … as an independent people.  
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Hence treaties were made with them for a surrender of the usufruct of their lands.  On the other 
hand, they were denied the exercise of this right as it respects other nations….” 

The plan’s second point is that the removal should focus on “individuals, in contradistinction to 
tribes.”  “The third object of the bill is, the establishment of a Territorial Government by the 
United States for their protection and their civilization.”  Fourth, he seeks to empower the US 574

executive branch to parcel out communities and lands.  “If circumstances shall eventually justify 
it, the extinction of tribes, and their amalgamation into one mass, and a distribution of property 
among the individuals” when “circumstances will justify it, to distribute the land to individuals 
by metes and bounds” because, as he surmises, “[n]othing … has had a more injurious influence 
on our efforts to improve the condition of the Indians, than holding their land in common.”  To 
provide support during the period of imposed transition to a system individual land tenure, while 
they “substitute as the means of subsistence the precarious chase for the certainty of cultivation,” 
he proposes to “add liberally all that is necessary to enable them effectually to succeed in their 
new condition—implements of husbandry, mechanics for repairing them, domestic animals, and 
supplies of food.”    575

He lists #the leading principle of the bill” last: “That nothing is to be done, in reference to 
Indians, without their own consent.”   He emphasizes this point in the letter’s closing, 576

admonishing the Chairman: 

…the end proposed is the happiness of the Indians—the instrument of its 
accomplishment—their progressive, and finally their complete civilization.  The 
obstacles to success are their ignorance, their prejudices, their repugnance to 
labor, their wandering propensities, and the uncertainty of the future.  I would 
endeavor to overcome these by schools; by a distribution of land in individual 
right; by a permanent social establishment which should require performance of 
social duties, by assigning them a country of which they are never to be bereaved, 
and cherishing them with parental kindness.  577

With a sense of optimism and perverse gratification, the Secretary weighs the “possible results” 
of his plan: “I am cheered with the hope, that much good may be effected with comparatively 
little injury.”  In the event that the outcome of the policy “requires their extinction, however it 
may fill us with sorrow, we shall be relieved of remorse.”    578
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Even the most cursory of glances at the US government’s pattern of 19th century conduct toward 
Indian nations will bear out the hypothesis that Barbour’s “guaranty,” made in “solemn faith” 
upon “liberal principles,” marks a harbinger of genocidal aggression. Other tropes contained in 
the letter are just as transcendent, deployed and re-deployed in colonizing discourse on the 
“indigenous problem.”   

Modernization of Indian removal 

In a December 1830 oration to Congress, Andrew Jackson responds to would-be critics of his 
signature Indian removal policy by asking rhetorically: “And is it supposed that the wandering 
savage has a stronger attachment to his home than the settled, civilized Christian?”   A century 579

and a score after the adoption of the Indian Removal Act, the ILO appoints a Committee of 
Experts on Indigenous Labour (CEIL) to develop policies comparable to the 19th century US 
federal Indian legislation except this time on a planetary scale.  Both policies intend to uproot 
and relocate Indigenous people from their ancestral homelands to provide land for white settlers, 
and, in particular, plantation agriculture.  In the 19th century example, the order to relocate 
Natives to the recently mapped Indian Territory is carried out by the US military.  It results 
“opening 25 million acres (an area the size of Kentucky) for speculation and cotton production” 
with large capital investment from the Second Bank of the United States and the rapid growth 
“new markets for slaves.”    580

 As expounded below, relocation for white settlement a driving impetus behind the ILO 
committee’s program for Indigenous peoples in the 1950s.  From its first report, a 1950 pilot 
study on the “indigenous problem” entitled “Problems of the Indigenous Populations of Brazil,” 
the goals are to prospect and survey Native lands, searching for profitable natural resources that 
may be extracted or areas that can be cleared for livestock and agriculture, and to corral Native 
communities onto Indian agency posts.   This committee’s goal complements the work of a 581

parallel ILO project to coordinate European emigration to Brazil for permanent settlement, a 
continuation of immigration and colonization program analyzed in chapter 3.  Two years after 
CEIL’s pilot study is published, the ILO has already prepared a “Guide to Living and Working in 
Brazil” to promote the settler “[c]olonisation projects” of “pioneering” European emigrants.  The 
guide advertises the “[c]reation of a special fund to develop colonisation of State lands and lands 
held by public institutions” to prospective pioneers as well as the state’s support in helping the 
newly arrived in identifying the regions “most suitable to Europeans” and connecting them with 
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“colonisation schemes organised by private groups, business enterprises, public companies, 
etc.”  582

During the 1950s, the Brazilian state’s settler colonial mentality is further reflected in its staunch 
defense of Portugal’s claim of pluricontinental sovereignty, discussed last chapter.  For example, 
in 1957, in response to the Fourth Committee’s request that Portugal submit the Article 73e 
reports on its overseas colonized provinces, Brazil’s delegation volunteers the following 
statement. 

[T]he civilizing task of Portugal in America, as in Africa and Asia, was achieved 
above the mere material factors of so-called colonialism…. Portuguese civilizing 
work was not consolidated by means of bloodshed, but rather with textbooks and 
teachers. …They did not rule over serfs, they educated free men.  583

The Republic of the United States of Brazil’s flagrant historical revisionism and denial of the 
white supremacist legal and social structures existing in places such as Mozambique and Angola 
is a reflection of Rio’s own civilizing mission.  But, in this instance, the delegate’s statement 
seems to lack savvy.   

The 1950s colonizing discourse is the ideological language of modernization.  It espouses an 
absolute faith in technology.  Liberal, capitalist, and state-driven, modernization theory’s social 
salvation is rationalized by bureaucratic planning, facades of centripetal democracy, the 
revolutionary new purchasing power of the individual citizen masses.  It is an ideology to which 
Brazil is no stranger. Its model of import-substitution industrialization sets out to prove that its 
government is a worthy competitor in the game of maximal domestic production of its human 
and natural resource, no matter the ecological or social cost.  

Modernization ideology 

During this period, state powers are intent on folding Indigenous peoples into the framework of 
top-down modernization that serves as the guiding philosophy of the period. Indigenous peoples 
are etched in economist discourse as “traditional” society (Western modernity’s former self), 
within a conceptual paradigm that naturalizes modernity through a positivist rendering of 
European colonial expansion and conquest as inevitable, given “certain” cultures’ predilections 
to entrepreneurial innovation and pioneering adventure.  As David Apter notes, “When 
traditionalism begins to disintegrate we think of older groups giving way to new, salaried, 
urbanized, and educated groups that are gaining new status in the hierarchy.  . . . Urbanization 
may cause traditional institutions to decay.  But it may also bring them into cities, not only into 
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the quarters where kinsmen live together (retaining many older perceives and customs), but even 
into factories and offices.”   To naturalize this way of life, defined by expanding manufacture 584

and structural dependence on commodities, is to de-naturalize and de-value modes of existence 
rooted in non-human ecology. 

W.W. Rostow thus sums up the most fundamental social-psychological factor in the “transition” 
from “traditional society” to one primed for what he calls “maturity”:  “Men must come to be 
valued in the society not for the connexion with clan or class or, even, with their guild; but for 
their individual ability to perform certain, increasingly specialized functions.  And, above all, the 
concept must be spread that man need not regard his physical environment as virtually a factor 
given by nature and providence, but as an ordered world which, if rationally understood, can be 
manipulated in ways that yield productive change and, in one dimension at east, progress.”  The 
other “dimension” Rostow considers is political: governance by “a new elite” aspiring to attain 
the “technological maturity” of a “modern industrial society.”  This accomplished by providing 
subsidies for transformation to industrial food production and spending on long-term social 
capital overlays, in order to attract foreign investment in the long-term.    585

It is interesting to compare Rostow’s model for industrial “take-off” Mbembe’s theorization of 
the “sorts of violence” involved in the establishment of colonial sovereignty.  Following an 
initial period of “founding violence” a regime must “provide self-interpreting language and 
models for the colonial order, to give this order meaning to justify its necessity and 
universalizing mission—in short, to help produce an imaginary capacity converting the founding 
violence into authorizing authority.”    586

Within the dominant orders of Western societies, this mission conducted more or less peacefully.  
In the United States, at least, interpolation begins from birth.  By elementary school, most in the 
dominant culture have already been acculturated to be complacent consumer citizens, 
unconsciously absorbing and reproducing the sensibilities of the American exceptionalist, white, 
cis, “middle class” normative order.  America’s social elite engineer this process of acculturation 
through the meticulous study of trends of population behaviors.  It is the process Edward 
Bernays, the American inventor of the public relations industry, christens the scientific 
“engineering of consent” in a 1947 article.  His article proposes that political and corporate 
“leaders, with the aid of technicians in the field who have specialized in utilizing the channels of 
communication,” take “action based only on thorough knowledge of the situation and on the 
application of scientific principles and tried practices to the task of getting people to support 
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ideas and programs.”   It is a paradigmatic expression of modernization theory, only rather than 587

the mass production of trucks, Bernays’ assembly lines employ the institutions of democracy to 
manufacture public opinion.  Hiding in plain sight, Bernays’ theorizes a brainwashing operation 
no different in principle from the now notorious Project MKULTRA, the CIA’s top secret 
program for behavioral modification experiments. 

Modernization theory represents a new phase in the West’s war against colonized peoples and 
Indigenous nations.  Its discourse on “traditional societies” and “ethnic minorities” elides every 
reference to Indigenous peoples’ ancient cultural bonds or their ineffably deep relationships to 
their ancestral homelands and the natural world in general. Such considerations would only 
encumber to statist programs for political and economic integration and are in fact anathema to 
them.   

Forced-draft urbanization 

In a 1968 essay in Foreign Affairs, Samuel P. Huntington encapsulates modernization’s approach 
to engineered statist democracy and social change. The venerated Harvard political scientist 
writes that in the war against Vietnam, US military strategists have inadvertently discovered “the 
answer to ‘wars of national liberation.’”   Whereas most American commentators focus on the 588

failure of the US strategy in rural areas to bring about, through carpet the countryside into 
oblivion (“pacification effort”) to foment “political revolution” against the Viet Cong.  He points 
to the 1.5 million tribal peoples (“religious and ethnic minorities”) who had been forced into 
urban slums over the previous few years as a result of the US carpet bombing as most “the  
dramatic and far-reaching impact of the war” because in cities the US has the upper hand in 
“producing a social revolution in the Vietnamese way of life which will be of far greater 
consequence to the future of the country.”    589

Huntington comments that this strategy of “forced-draft urbanization and modernization,” which 
the US “stumbled upon” in South Vietnam, is a promising alternative to “esoteric doctrines and 
gimmicks of counter-insurgency warfare” and, ceteris paribus, presents a net benefit to those 
forced into cities.   For one thing, “urban slum, which seems so horrible to middle-class 590

Americans, often becomes for the poor peasant a gateway to a new and better way of life.”  For 
another, it facilitates the establishment of statist democracy, demonstrated by significant 
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increases in voter turnout in several South Vietnamese areas, “undoubtedly the result of the 
strong pacification efforts made in those provinces.”  591

Modernization’s strategy for “social revolution” does not always involve massive carpet 
bombing campaigns, although in some figurative way it does.  A recurring feature of CEIL’s 
1950s discussions of the “indigenous problem” is the development of integration program 
capable of changing Native peoples’ way of life and relationship to the land through the 
imposition of catastrophe, the production of situations in which Indigenous people are forced to 
choose between death, slum life, or proletarianization because their ancestral lands are in the 
process of being destroyed on an industrial scale. 
  
First session of the committee. La Paz 1951 

The claims to universality presupposed within modernization theories are untenable and         
impossible.  It The presumptions of modernization theory are on full display at the first session 
of the Committee of Experts on Indigenous Labor, where Dr. Luis Alvarado, Assistant Director-
General of the ILO, opens the discussion with the comment that the “indigenous problem” 
cannot be taken, as it had traditionally, “as a question pertaining to a definite somatic or ethnic 
group, but as a question, … for historical reasons, … [pertaining to those who have] not yet been 
fully integrated into the social and economic life of the national community.” Similarly, Bolivia$s 
Minister of Labour and Welfare assures all the “Indigenous labour” question is not one of “racial 
inferiority” but of “emancipation of the feudal class.”  592

CEIL focuses on “internal” and “external” factors that “retard[]” the integration of Indigenous 
peoples.  The external factors, they cite, are “[e]conomic inferiority” and “certain prejudices” of 
the dominant population.  The internal factors preventing integration are multifold and include a 
lack of education, demonstrated by “ignorance of the official … spoken or written language”; 
Indigenous peoples’ “group psychology,” which is credited for their typical “reaction of 
resistance” to cultural assimilation; and their “very uneven” acceptance or adoption of the 
“dominant values” of statist society.  As a cumulative result of these markers of “cultural 
inferiority,” an indigenous person cannot “claim his rights.”  593

CEIL emphasizes that the ILO cannot “ignore without risk of failure … [the] study of social 
psychology,” with an added admonition that “no matter how attractive the life of the primitive 
man may seem the scientist must accept the fact that social change is inevitable through general 
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economic and social development … and an attempt must be made … to safeguard indigenous 
groups from the risk of becoming overwhelmed by this change.”  594

Observing that the “[m]ost notable progress” comes when “Indians consider themselves the 
initiators of the desired progress,” the committee recommends the “establishment of Indigenous 
councils” to circumvent “obstacles” to integration by “awakening a social consciousness.”    595

This notion of “awakening a social consciousness” is significant.  It either admits that Indigenous 
societies have been so oppressed by the dominant statist society that they have lost all sense of 
connection to their cultures, or, that such a connection never existed and it is the task of the 
committee to invent Indigenous peoples’ collective identities.  If the former scenario is true, then 
the committee is acknowledging that dominant statist societies are responsible for the destruction 
Indigenous nations as peoples, the baseline definition of genocide.  An analogy to a state-led 
program to set up “Indigenous councils” might be the hypothetical of a Nazi plan to organize 
kibbutzes in the Warsaw Ghetto as a stopgap measure to prevent organic insurrection.  If the 
latter is the case, it implies that the committee’s expertise is actually in the meticulous denial of 
social reality.  

To meet these goals, CEIL outlines a five-part agenda: 1) vocational training; 2) recruitment for 
agriculture and mining; 3) social insurance; 4) protection of indigenous handicrafts; and 5) 
mining safety programs.   The discourse on colonized populations of presumed subordinacy is 596

no longer focused on governing uncivilized colonial subjects but on skilled management of 
individual worker capacities, maximizing the productivity of human resources.  
In sum, it is a recipe for proletarianization and cultural appropriation. 

The committee delineates a “scientific basis” for vocational training with the statement: “It is not 
an uncommon belief that indigenous peoples, by reasons of biological handicaps to cultural 
blockages, are unable to profit from vocational training schemes…. [Nonetheless,] both the 
experience of experts and the results of scientific investigation indicate that in general the 
indigenous persons have the psychological capacities to learn all types of vocational skills and 
can profit by vocational training.” 

Vocational training is portrayed to private investors as philanthropic altruism incentivized by 
public subsidies and infrastructures, and to governments as a program that “would benefit the 
national economy” with the added stimulus that it would “bring about the integration of these 
populations into the national culture.”  597
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The drafters of this report emphasize that the programs should be flexible, “calculated to 
improve … [or] to modify the direction of the traditional activities” or Indigenous nations “of 
various sorts, e.g., … semi-nomadic, settled rural populations working on their own account or 
according to a share cropping system, or as wage earners … in the mines or in industry.” 

Finally, they urge that it is “very important,” as a “social assistance” measure, that the program 
ensure “equitable” treatment by “encourag[ing] women to increase to increase their occupational 
skills.”  The recruitment of Indigenous women to become individual wage laborers presents a 
new and some what more ambitious project of cultural deconstruction through the internal 
manipulation of gender relations than the ILO’s 1930s labor recruitment schemes in Africa, 
which sought to cleave communities into nuclear family units. 

The committee addresses, but leaves undetermined, the question of whether Indigenous peoples 
should themselves have input into the type of vocational training they will enter or if such 
decisions should be left to external administrators.  It is likewise undecided about whether to 
open the programs to the general public or to close enrollment and tailor content to the “special 
needs and to the degree of linguistic and cultural advancement.”  598

Committee members stress the importance of the collaboration between the UN or UN sub-
agency officials and member states in “carrying out local investigations among indigenous 
populations in various stages of evolution…,” a framing that reeks of social Darwinism.    599

With respect to mining and agricultural labor recruitment, CEIL follows the protocols the ILO 
established in the 1930s conventions.  Thus, we again see the goal of “replacing private agents 
with free public employment services” and rhetorical mention of the need for safeguarding 
Indigenous communities against social disintegration.  600

As for concern with the protection of Indigenous handicrafts, the CEIL calls for “better 
development of existing programmes to improve the techniques and work methods of the 
handcrafts of Indigenous populations….”   As discussed in more detail below, this is a program 601

directly comparable to a Nazi decree on the Slavs’ production of handicrafts for the Third Reich.  
Culture, for this ILO committee, is conceived as an independent variable, an interchangeable part 
in the larger in a zero-sum economic competition between for maximum industrial production. 
“[F]rom an economic viewpoint,” the report observes, it is equally important to improve 
techniques and designs … [of] artistic values within the framework of regional traditions” as 
those techniques and designs of handicrafts “of purely utilitarian value.”  As an added benefit, 
the proposed effort to “modernize” Indigenous nations’ methods, has “[t]he psychological value 
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of handicrafts as a factor of cultural integration during the transition period from one culture to 
another….”   The only caveat expressed is that “placing too much emphasis on the 602

development of handicraft industrials … might impede industrialisation.”   The  arrogance of 603

this provision is striking.  Not only because of the sacred meaning and prayerful purpose that 
goes into the making of many of these cultural items, but because the processes have been 
protected and handed down, in many cases, since time immemorial.  

Following up on the framework established during this first session, CEIL develops three 
preparatory reports for Second Conference, Geneva ’54: 1) Methods and Results; 2) Legislation; 
and 3) Living and Working Conditions of tribal and semi-tribal aboriginal forest dwellers. These 
are addressed in the following sections.  

Methods & results 

The first preparatory report opens with CEIL's statement that three “essential factors” guide state 
policies toward Indigenous peoples: 1) population size; 2) current official attitudes; and 3) 
financial resources. 

In the first several centuries following Columbus, the European system’s integration of 
Indigenous peoples was an ecclesiastical responsibility.   Integration policies were handed down 
by divine edicts, such as Pope Nicolas V’s famous 1455 order “…to invade, search out, capture, 
vanquish, and subdue all Saracens and pagans whatsoever, and other enemies of Christ 
wheresoever placed, and the kingdoms, dukedoms, principalities, dominions, possessions, and all 
movable and immovable goods whatsoever held and possessed by them and to reduce their 
persons to perpetual slavery, and to apply and appropriate to himself and his successors the 
kingdoms, dukedoms, counties, principalities, dominions, possessions, and goods, and to convert 
them to his and their use and profit….”—an order which, of course, the CEIL report does not 
include.  The committee does, however, note that “[a]ssumption by the state of direct 
responsibility for the work of integrating … is relatively recent.”  604

This preparatory report cites the example of Brazil where, in 1912, the government established a 
reservation system (SPI, today FUNAI) that functions, according to the report, to protect Indians 
from themselves.  The Indian agency classifies Indians into three tiered categories.  One of the 
categories is described in terms reminiscent of Fanon’s well-known description of the 
“lumpenproletariat” in Algeria.  Thus, in Brazil, CEIL notes the “fairly large groups of Indians 
… found living together with the civilized population” and writes that “[t]hese Indians have lost 
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the homogeneity and primitive cohesion characteristic of Indian society.  They are the ‘marginal’ 
Indians who fit into no civilized order and exist in a state of complete social and moral 
disintegration.  They are considered wretched vagrants, aimless, lawless, and futureless, accused 
of all manner of misdemeanors and crimes.  Systematic infanticide is sometimes practiced by 
them, and when asked the reasons for this unnatural custom, they reply that they do not want 
their children to grow up in their wretched and unhappy conditions.”   605

While the report cites such realities without hesitation, to justify their work, its authors limit 
themselves to detached liberal concern for the “needy other” by omitting reference to the parties 
responsible, the dominant settler culture.  Of all sources, a 1937 US Office of Indian Affairs 
edition of Indians at Work, observes that at the time the SPI was established, “even scientists 
were propagandizing the country for the extermination of the aboriginal population.”             606

The CEIL report cites Brazil’s 1928 Act (no. 5485), establishing an Indian “economic 
development” program which ordered the peoples forced into SPI “concentration centres,” less 
than a generation earlier, to be transitioned into “Indian agricultural settlements” once they had 
been judged, by SPI’s administrators, to be sufficiently “acculturated.”  The plan for 
“assimilat[ion] into the Brazilian rural social organisation,” however, was later scrapped for the 
officially benevolent reason that granting Indians “full Brazilian citizenship” required the 
“splitting up of the Indians holdings into lots with full property transfer rights,” which, CEIL 
implies, would facilitate the facilitate the alienation of Indigenous lands to non-native 
speculators.   607

The actual reasons may be inferred from the findings of the 1967 Figueiredo report.  “The 7,000-
page document, compiled by public prosecutor Jader de Figueiredo Correia, detailed mass 
murder, torture, enslavement, bacteriological warfare, sexual abuse, land theft and neglect waged 
against Brazil$s indigenous population. Some tribes were completely wiped out as a result and 
many more were decimated.”  The report, covering the 1940s through the 1960s, reveals the 
génocidaires to be wealthy landowners and SPI government officials, and leads to the dissolution 
of the SPI, but results in not a single prosecution, for “lack” of evidence.  Two years after its 
publication, Brazil claims the sole copy of the Figueiredo report was destroyed by an accidental 
fire.  It only took 45 years for it to be “rediscovered in Brazil’s Museum of the Indian.”   608
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Another example given in the Methods and Results preparatory report is Peru, where, behind the 
curve, integration is still carried out through the mission system and the “civilizing” process.  
Thus, for example, the 1941 Public Education Act (no. 9359) legislates the transmission of 
“civilization by means of mobile schools and boarding schools run by Catholic missionaries.”   609

Overall, stumbling blocks in the road to integration, the committee is forced to acknowledge, are 
far from easy to remove, involving problems of “such complexity and magnitude” that they raise 
“difficult questions of national sovereignty.”  As a result, the “process of cultural development… 
[will sometimes require] nothing short of far-reaching re-adaptation and re-education….”   610

Such measures will be necessary to mending the problems of discrimination associated with 
Indigenous peoples’ “special legal status.”  

That, in many states, Indigenous peoples lack the same legal rights and protections as naturalized 
citizens, the committee attributes to their “state of cultural evolution” rather than centuries of 
violent colonial invasion from de-natured European societies.   Still, likely given their exposure 611

and claims to expertise on how to handle the dire precarity faced by most of the humans subject 
to their study, CEIL cannot avoid the recommendation that Indigenous peoples “should be 
guaranteed … both legal and actual ownership of the land required for their subsistence, for their 
very existence depends on their owning and keeping their land [which is] increasingly liable to 
encroachment” as the dominant population continues “to intensify their quest for mineral and 
other natural wealth.”  612

Governments’ implementation of such baseline provisions for Indigenous peoples’ physical 
survival should be accompanied, the report notes, by a three-stage plan of assimilation  laid out 
under the sub-heading “Cultural Problem.”  Characteristically, the central question of the 
proposed plan is not centered on the sources of oppression, colonial invasion and occupation, but 
“in the attitudes and reactions” of Indigenous societies to contact with “more highly developed 
alien cultures.”  613

The committee uses the idea of Indigenous peoples’ “cultural problem” as the last instance 
explanatory for the “indigenous problem,” the banner topic that it was originally commissioned 
to “solve.”  Affixing the solution to the latter problem to a position along a cultural continuum of 
their own contrivance through phrases such as the “state of cultural evolution,” the “experts” 
deploy the “culture” category as a proxy for previous liberal postulates of natural racial hierarchy 
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and human continuum extending from barbaric and savage tribal peoples to enlightened White 
Civilization, ubiquitous in pre-war policy and social science discourses.  

 In their initial comments on the “cultural problem,” CEIL idyllically envisions post-integration 
as “[a] harmonious symbiosis of the two cultures,” that is, one with the formulation of correct 
social prescription.   The report breaks this into two component parts.  Empirically, it contends, 614

Indigenous peoples’ “economic problems” are solvable.  The experiences of “a number of 
governments in recent decades are proof that aboriginal forest-dwelling communities are quite 
capable of economic and social evolution….”  The prescription prioritizes the dissolution of 
nomadic ways of life, which pose an “insuperable obstacle” to integration. Governments must 
“turn [nomadic peoples] into rural co-operative type communities, both for production and 
consumption, and to direct efforts into animal husbandry, forestry, and sericulture,” attaching the 
caveat that “what must be avoided at all costs is incomplete adjustment” to sedentarism.  

Correspondingly, tribal peoples’ “geographic isolation should be brought to an end.”  Their lands 
“must thus be opened up” through construction of “all-weather roads,” “navigable waterways,” 
and “airfields.”  Aware of the likely impact of this infrastructure—“the systematic exploitation of 
certain valuable and sought-after economic resources found in tribal territories may lead to their 
exhaustion”—the committee proposes “that action to better the economic position of forest 
dwellers should be based on a systematic survey on or under their land.”  Government expiation 
for its integral role in the destruction of Indigenous nations’ ancestral homelands can come 
through establishing “experimental centres to work out methods of teaching agriculture, animal 
husbandry, forestry, and craft techniques.” The earlier in the process governments can build these 
social laboratories, they suggest, the smoother the process of integration and, of course, the 
greater the dividend. 

The second component is “social problems,” which the committee again treats as something 
endemic to Indigenous culture.  The solution to the slate of terrible illness ravaging Native 
communities is “getting improved health practices accepted” by inserting “modern” techniques 
into “traditional magic practices as are not positively harmful” (those that the experts deem 
harmful should be proscribed).  For example, it speculates that “use could be made of religious 
and magic ceremonies, … such as puberty rites[,] by substituting prophylactic measures, 
vaccination, etc., for the painful tests of physical endurance which are sometimes involved.”   615

Such proposed social panaceas bring to mind the Europeans’ role in the well-known African 
adage: #When the missionaries came to Africa they had the Bible and we had the land. They said 
'Let us pray.' We closed our eyes. When we opened them we had the Bible and they had the 
land.”  Much the same understanding applies to issues of health and population in settler 
colonies.  Take, for example, the accounts of Brazil by early Portuguese colonizers, chronicled in 
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Red Gold by the respected historian, John Hemming.  In the 16th century, the first colonial 
governor of Brazil “said that there were so many Indians that ‘they would never lack, even if we 
were to cut them up in slaughterhouses.’”  During the same period, upon his return home from 
Brazil, a historian penned: “‘All the country was full when the Portuguese began to settle it’; but 
the coasts of the captaincies were now depopulated because ‘the governors and captains of the 
land destroyed [the natives] little by little and killed many, and others fled into the interior.’”   

Hemming observes: “Not only was the native population dense and growing [at the time of the 
Portugal’s arrival], it was also remarkable healthy. …  [16th century explorer] Nóbrega wrote, ‘I 
never heard it said that anyone here died of fever but only of old age….’”   In contrast to these 616

salubrious societies, the European explorers returned home to a continent of pestilence. One 
recuperating from the ravages of the bubonic plague that, only the century before, had decimated 
the overall population of Europe by an estimated 30–60 percent, and where the viral vector of the 
Black Death had spiraled to pandemic proportions as a direct result of the lack of basic hygiene 
practices by Europeans at the time.   617

Legislation 

CEIL’s second preparatory report splits the topic of legislation into those states which apply 
“special legal status” to Indigenous peoples—defined as exclusion from the “same rights, 
privileges, or protection of general legislation” but provision of “special forms of protection by 
means of ad hoc legislation, particularly in matters of criminal and law”—and those states that 
do not.  Latin American treatment of the “Indian problem” was historically informed by the 
attitude that the region was “an integral part of the Spanish and Portuguese Empires in the New 
World.” The Iberian Crown’s legislation of principles of “justice and humanity” was “thwarted 
by the privileges granted by the Crown to the governors general or other favored persons” in the 
form of “encomiendas and repartimientos”, large land grants made profitable once they 
“obtain[ed] cheap, plentiful supplies of labour.”   

The committee acknowledges that it was the “greed of the colonists … themselves” that led to 
widespread abuses in pursuit of profit.   Nonetheless, they locate the source of the horrors of 618

the enslavement of Indians and Africans, and settler colonialism more generally, with the 
identity-less masses rather than any official source.  This is consonant with the committee’s 
pattern of shielding governments and large commercial enterprises—in other words, those actors 
with recognized international legal personalities—from liability, even centuries after the fact. 
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CEIL does concede that the impunity governments gave to large landholders led to a “system of 
legalized serfdom” for Indigenous peoples.  The use of the term “serfdom,” as opposed to 
“slavery,” reinforces a biased cultural framework because, in the dominant economic and 
political paradigms, serfdom is the feudal stage European and Euro-derivative social orders 
“evolved” past on their path to Progress. Attempting to affix Indigenous nations to a position 
along this historical trajectory denies their self-determined goals for social development.  This is 
an approach not altogether different from the Iberian powers’ conferring of the same “special” 
legal status upon Indians as they conferred upon their own children, a point that the committee 
criticizes.   619

Following the wave of 19th century criollo revolutions throughout Latin America, the committee 
points out many of the constitutions of newly independent states merely add a new layer of 
subjugation for Indigenous peoples.  “[T]he Indians were implicitly held to be citizens owing to 
the fact that they were born within the borders of their respective countries … while at the same 
time remaining subject to the old metropolitan legislation which had not been repealed.” The 
doubly inferiorizing legislation treats Indians as both savages and children of the State.  This is 
demonstrated through such policies as an 1823 decree on “the problem of civilising the Indians 
and practical means of solving it” and another, in 1834, “regarding them on ground of incapacity 
as being subject to the legal protections granted orphans.”   But it is not to condemn these 620

reprehensible codifications that the committee calls on governments to protect Indians’ “civil and 
political rights” but for the reason that they represent untapped resources and revenues. “[T]he 
Indians themselves are to give the services and pay the taxes due from them…”; to do so will 
allow governments a means of lifting “the tribes from the primitive conditions in which they 
live.”   621

To dissect the legislation of the “Indian problem” in the 20th century, the committee continues to 
focus on Brazil.  Part of the reason for attention on Brazil is that the majority of its claimed 
territory remains sparsely populated Amazon rainforest, much of which is home to “forest-
dwelling aboriginal populations.”  It was likely for this reason that CEIL selects Brazil as the 
subject of its pilot study, “The Problems of the Indigenous Populations of Brazil,” which it 
publishes in 1950.  The committee’s descriptions of Aztec, Mayan, and Incan societies, which 
sprinkle respect, and occasional remorse, on the triumphs of “empire” as well as the tragedies to 
befall the descendants of such grand imperial achievement, stand in stark contrast to the 
condescension they heap onto contemporary Indigenous cultures living under occupation in 
Brazil.   

The Brazilian aborigines who have not been assimilated to the national 
community … are not, as is the case in certain South-American countries, the 
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descendants of races that at the time of European conquest possessed an advanced 
civilisation of their own, the essential characteristics of which they still retain to a 
greater of lesser degree.  The Indian populations of Brazil consist of the 
descendants of tribes or nations who had reached various stages of evolution, 
whose cultural level was in all cases very primitive.    622

Rather than the arrival of Europeans, the 1950 study asserts, it is “the internal wars by which 
they are decimated.”   623

Returning to CEIL’s 1954 report, “Legislation,” we see a recitation of the progressive reforms in 
Brazil’s federal Indian policy.  Evidence of progress is demonstrated, for example, with a 1928 
amendment to of the Civil Code of 1916, which had deemed Indians “under a total legal 
disability and consider[ed] as wards of the orphans’ courts.” The reform transferred jurisdiction 
of Indian affairs so that they now fell “under the tutelage of the State, from which they may 
gradually emancipate themselves as they become adapted and assimilated to the civilized 
community of the nation as a whole.”   To gauge one’s “[d]egree of civilization,” Brazil 624

establish a four-rung ladder rubric, from nomadic up to “belonging to agricultural centres or 
living among civilised persons.”  Property belonging to Indians defined as belonging to one of 
the first three rungs was administered by government agencies until the former had demonstrated 
they were civilized.  In 1942, the Civil Code was again amended to change Indians’ legal 
standing from “totally unfit” to “comparatively unfit.”  The CEIL report’s authors praise the 
reforms as “legal recognition of the Indians ability to progress, an ability who[se?] existence had 
been officially denied ever since the era of the conquest.” Therefore, as liberals, they reject the 
monolithic view, “still held in certain quarters … [that] the Indian is congenitally incapable of 
progressing to the stage at which he can be incorporated into the national community.”   625

Embedded within these remarks is a haunting historical harkening back to the well-known 
Valladolid debates.  Sponsored by King Charles V just over four centuries earlier, the question 
was whether God’s will and the law of nature intended Spain to wage war against and to enslave 
American Indians.  In their defense, Dominican friar, Bartolome de Las Casas, contends in A 
Brief Account on the Destruction of the Indies that the Indians are “a most tender and effeminate 
people, and so imbecile and unequal-balanced temper, that they are incapable of hard labour.” As 
a result, he argues, they should be manumitted and gradually converted to Catholicism. 

In addition to its already mentioned acts of covert genocidal aggression against Indigenous 
nations, SPI’s official mission is “to exercise over Indians of all categories the guardianship of 
the State” and “to inculcate the idea that they are members of the Brazilian nation.”  These 
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powers are further enhanced by duties “to compile general statistics” on Indian communities and 
“to promote, in collaboration, with the appropriate authorities, the development of the natural 
resources, mining industries, or any other sources of profit in connection with the property of the 
Indian….”   626

The cultural evolutionary standards inscribed in the Brazilian civic codes leave no space for 
Indigenous nations to remain autonomous and self-determining.  Every inch of forest is claimed 
as potential profit.  The civic codes make it necessary for Indigenous peoples to abandon land-
based subsistence ways of life, forcing communities off their ancestral lands through direct 
displacements or hunger driven urban migrations.  The civilization standard seen in the civic 
codes transforms natural ecologies that had sustained Indigenous societies since time 
immemorial into property grids divided up by state planners for auction to captains of industry. 
SPI’s task is that of the grid’s surveyor, labor recruiter, and modern missionary.   

The official responsibilities of the SPI are “to study [Indigenous peoples’ lands] from the 
geographical and economic standpoints and to make an exact survey of the land,” and … “to set 
up posts with a view to attracting Indians and inducing them to settle down as steady farmers.”  
Other tasks of SPI post agents are to “organize and maintain Indian schools; …[to] encourage 
them to observe certain rules of hygiene; to induce the Indians to work by persuasive means; to 
combat nomadism and to settle the tribes…; to initiate and maintain agricultural and stock-
rearing projects and centres adapted to the state of evolution of the Indians…; [and] to bring the 
frontier Indians within the national boundaries.”  627

Was there no resistance to such destructive policies?  In my research on anti-colonial movements 
in Africa, I remember puzzling over the lack of documented resistance to Belgium’s tyrannical 
administration of the Congo before the 1950s.  Unlike other places, where national fronts were 
formed from decades of local rebellions, the popular movement led by Patrice Lumumba 
appeared to materialize from thin air.  Eventually, I came across some author’s observation that, 
as a rule in colonial situations, a conspicuous absence of documented resistance may be taken as 
evidence of the existence of an event horizon into living hell.  This rule, I suspect, is all the more 
applicable to settler colonies, where it is far more common for an entire culture’s story to be 
buried with the death of its last remaining member.  Not, in the least, to diminish the sacrifices 
made by generations of Native resisters to settler colonialism, the degree of the repression of 
Indigenous peoples’ rights to self-determination in Brazil seems, I think, comparable to that in 
the Congo.  

In addressing legislation, CEIL’s second preparatory report also comments on the similarities in 
Brazil’s and Colombia’s legal treatment of Indians.  Like Brazil, Indigenous people were 
historically treated as minors under Columbian law, which the committee interprets as a special, 

 Ibid. pp. 14–15.626

 Ibid. pp. 13–15.627

 



228

protective status. As evidence, it cites an 1890 legal exemption which states: “The general 
legislation of the Republic shall not be applicable to those ‘savages’ who are integrated into 
civilized life through the work of the missions.”   It likewise notes Peru’s efforts at special legal 628

protection for Indians.  For an example of a progressive integration measure, the report points to 
Peru’s penal code, which holds that in cases of crimes committed “by an Indian who is half-
civilized or has been degraded by servitude the judges must take his cultural and mental 
development into account. … Penalties of imprisonment and deportation may be commuted to 
internment in a prison farm or in a corrective labor institution.”  This racist penal predication 629

grants adjudicators incredible discretionary authority to incarcerate and enslave Indigenous 
peoples for profit.  

Throughout its investigation of the “Indigenous problem,” CEIL’s main focus is on Latin 
America.  The committee’s remarks on the policies of Asian states bears mention, however, 
because of the transparent colonial foundations of these Asian legal systems. With the exception 
of the Philippines, CEIL limits its survey to the anglophone constitutions of India, Pakistan, and 
Burma.   

The “experts” open the section with the statement that the “source of the indigenous policies of 
the three Asian governments lies in the legislative and administrative measures taken by the 
British Crown, before independence,” which lent themselves to the 19th century “conception” 
that Indigenous peoples are “distinct” from the dominant society “and government action is 
required to integrate them progressively in the cultural, economic, and social community.”   630

The report identifies the origin of this “special policy” in the British response to the “revolt of 
the Paharias.”  This refers to the armed resistance organized by Tilka Manjhi (known as Jabra 
paharia by the Paharia people), “India’s First and Forgotten Freedom Fighter,”  in defense of 631

the Santhals during the famine imposed by British land policies in Jharkhand, India.   

Under the direction of the Commandeer-in-Chief of British-occupied India, Robert Clive, a man 
described by historians as an “unstable sociopath,” the British East India Company’s levying of 
severe agrarian taxes and hoarding of foodstuffs during a drought bear exclusive responsibility 
for the Great Bengal Famine of 1770, which resulted in the deaths of an estimated 10 million 
people.  Rather than accepting blame for the tragedy, the British violently repress Tilka Manjhi$s 
movement but also, as a politically palliative half measure, designate the Santhal’s lands as a tax-
exempt autonomous territory before again restricting autonomy in 1796.   
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Characteristically, the committee fails to mention the Great Bengal Famine, an unfathomable 
tragedy in a region that had never previously known famine.  Instead, committee members fix 
their attention on the British policy response to the “revolt of the Paharias” and identify the 
temporary autonomy granted the Santhals as the origin of anglophone Asia’s “special policy” 
toward Indigenous peoples.   

CEIL notes that Britain’s “special policy” was further articulated in the mid-19th century, when 
the British assign the label “non-regulated province” to areas “inhabited principally by the 
uncivilised race of people called Santhals.”   The new label corresponded with the colonial 632

administration’s suppression of the 1855-6 Santhal Uprising against a series of British tax 
schemes which led to their expulsion from their ancestral homelands and then from the lands to 
which they had been relocated.   CEIL’s explanation of the British policy makes no mention of 633

British acts that precipitated the Santhal Uprising or the extension of this “special policy” in the 
administration’s adoption of the Criminal Tribes Act in 1871.  This latter measure, describes 
historian Ajay Verghese, had “an overarching goal of bringing ‘primitive’ peoples under control 
of a modern, centralized bureaucracy.”  In order to stifle the mobility of adivasi (tribal) 
resistance to British colonial policy, the decree provided that all members of a designated tribe 
were considered criminals, even if they had never committed a crime….”   634

The CEIL report skips over this policy landmark in anglophone Asia’s treatment of Indigenous 
nations in favor of the 1919 Government Act of India that empowers Britain’s governors general 
to exercise greater control over local tribal policies and “to declare any region to be a ‘backward 
area.’”  The legislation introduced a diarchical system in which governors general could approve 
or veto any law passed by elected officials and, therefore, had the authority to repress or reward a 
particular people based on the strategic interests of globalized colonial governance, regardless of 
pre-existing local customs, agreements, or understandings. 

The report lists the 1935 amended Government Act as the next major development in British 
India’s “special policy” toward tribal peoples.  The 1935 iteration designates “areas inhabited 
largely by aboriginal peoples … as Excluded Areas or Partially Excluded Areas.  The former 
were placed under the direct control of the governors while in the latter … such legislation was 
subject to the approval of the governors, who also had the right to amend it as they saw fit.”  635

CEIL points to these statutes as evidence that British colonial administrators “gradually came to 
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recognize that a plan was needed to develop and improve the economic, social, and cultural 
conditions of aborigines if they were to be integrated into the community….”  636

Although British rule of India formally ends in 1947, its vision for the integration of Indigenous 
people is clearly maintained by the Indian state.  Take, as emblematic of this continuity, the 
situation of the Indigenous Kashmiri, who, in 1947, acceded to Indian rule in exchange for 
constitutional guarantees of semi-autonomy.  In August 2019, Indian prime minister Narendra 
Modi orders a “severe lockdown” in Kashmir and deploys “tens of thousands of Indian troops … 
into the region, phones and internet shut down, and politicians and public figures placed under 
arrest.”  On October 31, India’s parliament votes to formally terminate article 370 of its 
constitution, which provided for Kashmir’s semi-autonomy, and the prime minister announces “a 
new age of political stability.”   The program is consonant ILO’s model for handling the 637

"indigenous problem" within sovereign states. The Kashmiri crises illustrates common policy 
alternatives that states have used to “solve” the “Indigenous problem,” alternatives that both 
deny Indigenous nations the right to self-determination. 

Returning from this digression into contemporary events, in the conclusion of CEIL’s 
“Legislation” report, the committee includes a brief description of the Philippine government’s 
policies toward Indigenous peoples.  Despite the short-shrift given by the committee to the 
Philippines, as a former United States colony this history provides an instructive counterpoint to 
the rest of the Asian countries the report covers.  For its part, the committee has little more of 
interest to say than, having dissolved the Bureau of Non-Christian Tribes, Manila’s favored legal 
instrument for governing Indigenous peoples is section 84 of the Public Land Law.  Section 84 
states that “when the Secretary of the Interior certifies that the majority of the non-Christian 
inhabitants of any government reservation have advanced sufficiently in civilisation, then the 
President may order that the lands of the public domain within such reservation may be granted 
under the said provisions of the Act to the said inhabitants….”   The story behind the arid 638

language of the statute is far grimmer than the committee intimates.  

As Howard Zinn recounts, US policymakers publicly portrayed the war to inaugurate the 
American colonization of the Philippines as an act of Christian charity.  President McKinley said 
of his decision to declare war: “That there was nothing left for us to do but to take them all and 
to educate the Filipinos, and uplift and civilize and Christianize them, and by God$s grace do the 
very best we could by them, as our fellow men for whom Christ also died. And then I went to 
bed and went to sleep and slept soundly.” The Secretary of War claimed: #The war in the 
Philippines has been conducted by the American army with scrupulous regard for the rules of 
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civilized warfare. . . . with self-restraint and with humanity never surpassed.” In reality, it was a 
war of extermination.  US Army generals ordered the scorching of entire regions and the killing 
of “[e]veryone over ten.”  Multiple hundreds of thousands of people died in the war that lasted 
from 1899 to 1902; approximately 4,300 were Americans.  639

Following the conflict, the US sought to transform the Philippines islands into “agricultural 
colonization projects.”  This involved a massive resettlement scheme in which entire Indigenous 
peoples were relocated from their ancestral lands to work on American-administered plantations.  
Governor General Harrison sought to mollify the Muslim societies within the body politic—
collectively called the Moro, a term the 17th century Spanish colonizers had coined, in reference 
to the Moors, to describe the 13 distinct Indigenous cultures in the Philippines that were 
religiously Muslim—by making, in Harrison’s words, “Filipino out of the Moro.”  The US 
cultural homogenization policy of Filipinization sought to stabilize colonial governance because, 
as historian Faina C. Abaya&Ulindang submits, “centralized bureaucracy makes for a more 
efficient control of the subject nation.”   Despite the formative influence of the US armed 640

invasion and cultural policies on subsequent regimes (US formal administration ended in 1946), 
the treatment of Indigenous peoples in the Philippines receives scant attention by the ILO 
committee of “experts.”   

Living and working conditions 

Living and Working Conditions is the title of a series of lengthy ad hoc reports as well as  a main 
heading of CEIL’s mandate.  The topic comes out of the 1940s discussions of the ILO’s 
American regional conference reports.  Leading into the roll call vote on ILO Convention no. 
107, these are the most in-depth investigations the ILO conducts on subject, representing the 
comiittee’s “expertise” on Indigenous peoples and greatly informing the range of “final 
solutions” the committee considers in its final discussions. They contain some useful historical 
data but, much more importantly, outline methods for understanding the assumptions built into 
the committee’s social construction of Indigenous people as a categorical other.  The result is that 
the social inclusion of Indigenous peoples hinges upon their emergence as individual worker-
citizens.  For reasons of space and because I find the records of live discussions more critically 
legible, I do not directly interrogate the several lengthy “Indigenous Peoples: Living and working 
conditions” compendiums the committee publishes in the 1950s, with the exception of the 1954 
edition, which is released in comparatively condensed form as one volume in the trilogy of 
studies CEIL publishes that year. 
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CEIL’s “working definition” of “aboriginal forest-dwelling populations” is, they admit in the 
report’s introduction, both “arbitrary and of uncertain validity.” Nevertheless, they contend that 
throughout Asia and Latin America “the problems…with which the public authorities are faced,” 
as a result of the presence of Indigenous peoples in independent states, “are essentially 
identical.”  In their “objective judgment,” they later explain, Indigenous peoples in these 641

regions are commonly identified by their “primitive” relation to the natural world, with the 
incontestable corollary that governments “will require as accurate idea as possible of [Indigenous 
peoples’] environment” for integration into statist societies to be successful.  Intervention in the 
“way of life of these peoples” is legitimate because “they have not achieved a sufficiently high 
level of technical development to dominate their surroundings.”   642

The notion of technological domination of nature as a marker of societal value is deeply rooted 
in colonizing discourse.  I submit that the popular acceptance, normalization, and 
operationalization of this concept by statist social bodies is more responsible for the dire 
ecological conditions and pervasive cynicism we presently experience than the lack of “effective 
antagonisms” generated by “a genuinely revitalized left confidently occup[ying] the new 
political terrain,” as British political philosopher Mark Fisher frames the alternative in his 
famous observation that “it’s easier to imagine the end of the world than the end of 
capitalism.”   643

To whom does Fisher prospectively refer when he writes of “a genuinely revitalized left”?  This 
question is critical, especially considering the pioneer-vanguardist historical overtones of his 
suggestion that it occupy “new political terrain.” There are no longer lands not subject to deep-
seated political dispute.  Though his call is depersonalized, without reference to any particular 
social formation, we can assume that Fisher envisions the emergence of new “Left,” capable of 
reclaiming and communalizing an actual land base. Without a material grounding, Fisher’s 
abstractions melt into air. 

In contrast, in an interview by well known author activist Naomi Klein, Michi Saagiig 
Nishnaabeg scholar Leanne Betasamosake Simpson’s comments have direct bearing on the 
cultural and environmental attitude implied by the ILO “experts’” conception of Indigenous 
peoples’ “way of life.”     

Colonialism and capitalism are based on extracting and assimilating. My land is 
seen as a resource. My relatives in the plant and animal worlds are seen as 
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resources. My culture and knowledge is a resource. My body is a resource and my 
children are a resource because they are the potential to grow, maintain, and 
uphold the extraction-assimilation system. The act of extraction removes all of the 
relationships that give whatever is being extracted meaning. Extracting is taking. 
Actually, extracting is stealing—it is taking without consent, without thought, 
care or even knowledge of the impacts that extraction has on the other living 
things in that environment.  644

Elsewhere, concerning our current prospects for collective survival without radical action against 
the settler colonial way of life, she writes: 

Societies based on conquest cannot be sustained, so yes, I do think we$re getting 
closer to that breaking point for sure. We$re running out of time. . . .  Maybe my 
ancestors felt that two hundred years ago or four hundred years ago. But I don$t 
think it matters. I think that the impetus to act and to change and to transform, for 
me, exists whether or not this is the end of the world. If a river is threatened, it$s 
the end of the world for those fish. It$s been the end of the world for somebody all 
along. And I think the sadness and the trauma of that is reason enough for me to 
act.   645

Clearly, in 1954, the attentions of the ILO “experts” do not stray from the task at hand, and thus 
they pay no mind to the long-term environmental stability of settler colonial state-based models 
of political integration.  Instead, they seek to amass data.  They call for a vigorous social 
scientific survey of the natural resources and “social organization of the aboriginal forest-
dwellers.”  The data serves to consolidate societal hierarchies and legitimate the rubric for 
“cultural advancement toward state integration.”  Such hierarchies facilitate sweeping cultural 646

reductions, glimpsed in judgements such the following: “aboriginal groups in Asia appear, in 
general, to have reached a more advanced state of cultural transformation than in America.  
Although they have not arrived at integration into the spiritual, economic, and social life of the 
countries in which they live, the material and non-material culture of most of these groups has 
lost most of its primitive aboriginal purity.”  Even the subject of housing becomes an opportunity 
for assigning societal rank along a spectrum that ranges from “primitive aboriginal types” of 
shelter to “[t]ypes derived from European influence,” the latter, of course, connoting a higher 
stage of cultural evolution.   647
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Of greater importance to the “experts” is the extraction of Indigenous peoples’ labor potential.  
Toward this end, they construct a three-tiered rubric for administrating advancement toward 
sedentation that “corresponds to a distinct stage in cultural, economic and social development.”  
The lowest rung they reserve for “[n]omadic or semi-nomadic dwelling groups.” A step up, we 
find “nomadic or semi-nomadic” people who work as itinerant “agricultural laborers, miners, 
woodworkers, etc.” The top tier, with the greatest “degree of integration into the civilization of 
the country as a whole,” belongs to “settled groups.”   648

Later in the report, the committee confronts the fundamental issue of “independent countries,” 
delineated under the sub-heading “Special Problem: The Land Problem.”  The land problem at 
issue is the foundational contradiction underlying every state’s claim to legitimate governance 
because the entire territoriality of the state system was, at some historical juncture, brought into 
being through the conquest and dispossession of Indigenous nations.  All the more so for the 
reason that, since the 1928 Paris Peace Pact, members of the international system have pledged 
solemn oath after solemn oath in renunciation of aggressive wars and territorial conquest.    

“[A]t first sight,” the committee notes, “there is no land problem for the forest-dwelling 
populations of Latin America … [as there is] no scarcity of free virgin soil….”  It  concedes, 
however, that “this is too far reaching a qualification…” given the “long and chequered history” 
of the region.   Be that as it may, “the land of the forest-dwellers is increasingly coveted.”  
Furthermore, in apparent ignorance of the above-mentioned accounts of 16th century Iberian 
conquistadors and explorers on region’s population density—#All the country was full when the 
Portuguese began to settle it”—these “experts” float the idea that the Latin American inland 
forest regions were essentially unpopulated wilderness before the arrival of Europeans. 
Indigenous peoples’ “present habitat is often of relatively recent date; formerly they lived along 
the Atlantic coast in a strip some 10 miles wide, extending from Tierra del Fuego to the 
Caribbean, and it may be said that none of them had ever penetrated deeply into the interior.”   649

The fiction’s function, it would appear, is two-fold.  First, it provides state administrators with a 
powerful political myth of the innocent birth and immaculate conception of the “nation.”   Unlike 
an honest look in the mirror, and its sanguinary, mendacious, and avaricious reflection, such 
myths serve to instill a sense of shared pride in common origin within the citizenry of settler 
colonial regimes.  Second, it seeks to preempt prospective legal challenges, land title claims of 
original aboriginal possession, throughout the great majority of Latin American territory located 
more than 10 miles from the Atlantic coast. In both respects it is  tantamount to the Bering Strait 
myth. 

Notwithstanding such inaccuracies, CEIL proceeds with liberal sentimentalist solemnity, 
lamenting that “[t]here is today a steady and ever-increasing advance by new settlers and by 
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prospectors for vegetable or mineral wealth.  …The problem is made all the more difficult in that 
it is difficult to check the normal expansion of the agricultural population, by whom any land not 
permanently occupied is automatically regarded as ownerless and therefore free.  This is 
especially the case when the real owners are forest-dwelling Indians, in whose favor moral 
considerations may play little part.”   The “experts” thus respond in typical fashion, 650

overlooking the ILO’s 1930s attempt to orchestrate emigration from Europe to rural Latin 
America, as mentioned above. 

Turning to Asia, the report observes that “[g]eneral trends in the land problems … are not unlike 
those in Latin America.” It tells of the experience of the Gond of Hyderabad.  “From the 
beginning of the 18th century tribal territories were increasingly encroached upon by non-
aboriginals who were granted legal possession of large tracts of Gond land.  In the 19th century 
the Government adopted a policy under which settlers acquired ownership of the land provided 
they occupies it and worked it and paid taxes.  The policy gave rise to abuse and gradually led to 
the dispossession and expulsion of the aboriginals.”  651

Acquiescing in the process of removing Indigenous peoples from their lands—one that continues 
to the present, as illustrated by Operation Amazon and Bolivian President Jair Bolsonaro’s secret 
plans to colonize the Amazon []  is just the first step in the international agencies’ plans for 
“modernization,” the euphemism they employ for converting Indigenous people into wage 
labor.  In a French language document dated April 22, 1955, UNESCO presents its progress on 652

the “indigenous problem,” marked for internal circulation, within the UN agencies.  The report, 
“Relations with the ILO in regards to improvement of Living and Working Conditions,” 
describes a “pilot project,’ undertaken by the Indigenous Institutes of the Americas at UNESCO’s 
request and designed for the “modification of the mental habits of certain indigenous peoples in 
the Mezquital valley of Mexico.”  The following year, the Regional Fundamental Education 
Center for Latin America expands the project, initiating a six-point “training of specialists” 
program with goals that include: “(iv) the improvement of domestic economy; (v) education for 
citizenship; (vi) educational and cultural use of leisure time (sports, folk arts, etc.).”  The 
program also seeks to train Indigenous specialists in the “development of agriculture, stock-
rearing, handicrafts and industry, the conservation and utilization of natural resources, [and] 
mining.”   653

Such programs are part of the UNESCO effort to promote Indigenous nations’ subordination to 
the state through the elevating a small percentage of Native individuals to positions of limited 
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leadership. They programs seem to be drawn from the playbook of 1920-30s African colonial 
administrators.   
  
From Native Labour to Indigenous Population: “Protection and integration” discussions at 40th 
and 41st Sessions (’56–57)  

In Geneva, during the summer of 1956, at the Third Sitting of the International Labour 
Conference’s 40th Session, the ILO convenes a general discussion on the problem of the 
“Protection and Integration of Indigenous and other tribal peoples in Independent Countries,” 
which, it is conceded in the Chairman’s opening remarks, is “a broad and complex one.”  654

Although there are twice as many state representatives as other delegates, the ILO  ensures 
voting parity with a 6:3:1 formula that gives the vote of the five employer delegates twice the 
weight of each of the worker representatives’ and six times the weight of each of the 30 
government delegates’ votes.   

Following the Chairman, a spokesperson observer for the office of the UN Secretary General 
office marvels that “this [is] the first time the Conference [h]as undertaken to discuss an 
international instrument dealing with indigenous populations in independent countries…”  
States’ treaty and federal laws to govern Indigenous nations had long been practice of 
international collaboration.  Belgium’s delegate, Fernand van Lagenhove, however, reminds the 
Conference of the General Assembly’s Plenary Committee and Fourth Committee debates over 
the Belgian Thesis, making the point that this is not, in fact the first time an international body 
had considered “problems of indigenous populations” in independent countries.  

Dismissive of the Belgian Thesis’s incrementalism, a Bolivian delegate floats a proposal for 
radical agrarian reform.  The proposal is in keeping with the tenets for agrarian redistribution 
promulgated in the 1952 Bolivian revolution, led by Marxist economic professor turned mining 
unionist turned revolutionary, Víctor Paz Estenssoro.  Despite rhetoric to the contrary, Paz 
Estenssoro’s land decrees largely leave Bolivia’s majority Indigenous population in the lurch.  
His policy is largely borrowed from the revolutionary model of the 1917 Mexican revolution, 
from which Article 27 of the Bolivian constitution stakes the state’s claim to original possession 
of all territory that can be rendered as property: “the property of the lands and water within 
national territory belonging originally to the Nation.”     655

When Paz Estenssoro assumes the presidency, he deflects numerous petitions for restitution of 
Indigenous nations’ ancestral homelands to the unresponsive Ministry of Peasant Affairs.  In an 
interview, he blames the failures to effectively carry out the revolutionary movement’s promised 
land reforms on Indians’ “state of cultural backwardness.”  “But even if we carried out land 
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reform, we could not acquire, overnight, the miraculous power to bring the peasants up to the 
cultural level of the other sectors. …  Besides carrying out the land reform…, [the Ministry of 
Peasant Affairs] was charged with peasant education, which could not be compared to education 
in the cities precisely because of the state of cultural backwardness in which the peasants found 
themselves, beginning with the language problem.”    656

Thus, when the non-Indigenous Bolivian delegate to the International Labour Conference issues 
the call for “[a] concerted and broad attack on all aspects of the [Indian] problem,” it is not 
backed by an intention to safeguard rights to land and self-determination.  It instead represents 
another usurpation of this banner.  Iran follows Bolivia cautiously, the goal being to win 
international support for Iran’s industrialization.  Its delegate explains that, while in favor of 
some form of “international standard” on the subject, “in Iran, tribal groups [are] distinguishable 
mainly as economic entities.”   

The Soviet government delegation likewise advocates for a convention protecting Indigenous 
rights, so long as it includes a “precise” plan for integration.  “Appropriate forms for 
development and self-administration should be found because the tribal system [is] 
anachronistic,” they contend.   Ukraine later takes this Leninist line to propose an amendment 657

for the imposition of state-designed “self-administration” models to replace Indigenous 
governance structures.   Not by accident, both governments favor the term “self-658

administration” to “self-determination,” likely because of the weightier political-legal 
implications retained by the latter term within the concurrent UN General Assembly 
decolonization debates.  Nevertheless, at the International Labor Conference, the Soviet 
delegation is alone in advocating for a right to consultation in the integration process by 
“indigenous people themselves.”   659

Committee’s competence question 

On the next topic, “A Question of Competence,” there is immediate opposition from two 
formerly British-administered settler colonies, Canada and Australia, who abjure to proposals for 
a convention on the grounds that many areas under discussion “fall outside the traditional field of 
competence of the ILO.”  Particularly ominous, in view of the regime’s ongoing racialized 
campaign of destruction and social domination of Aboriginal peoples, is an Australian 
government delegate’s submission that the Conference is falsely “assuming that protection and 
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integration [are] the only means of solving the problems facing indigenous populations in 
independent countries.”   660

A Peruvian employer delegate seeks to hasten a “solution” by transposing terms of the discussion 
into the more familiar, if base, ILO vernaculars of economism and individualism.  “To raise the 
standards of living of these peoples mean[s] to increase the number of consumers and hence 
assist[s] in the expansion of industry.  A higher educational level mean[s] greater individual 
responsibility and a higher per capita output.”  Opponents to the proposed convention, he claims, 
fail to grasp the matter “as a whole.”    661

Representatives of other UN sub-agencies also register their interests.  An UNESCO observer, 
for example, asserts a need to incorporate “educational and anthropological aspects” into the 
conversation.  The FAO’s primary concern is the clarification and settlement of issues related to 
Indigenous land tenure.  “No policy [should] be considered adequate if it merely preserve[s] the 
rights of tribal communities as they [stand], since this would be tantamount to economic and 
social stagnation….”    662

But the truth is that the UN’s international system has a great deal riding on the ILO’s 
competence to make the “indigenous problem” go away.  That does not mean the problem may 
be cast away.  For the sake of its own legitimacy, the system must generate some convincing end 
result, some confident announcement that after carefully studying and considering the problem 
from every angle, the world authorities on the subject have cracked the nut, once again proving 
why they are the experts.  To admit that the pooled purviews and resource reservoirs of four UN 
sub-agencies of are not up to the challenge of seeing the problem through to a solution would be 
to risk an acknowledgement of uncertainty.  Moreover, such an acknowledgement could 
potentially domino into a re-airing of the objections to the General Assembly’s handling of the 
“colonial problem” raised by Belgium.  For these reasons, the objection several settler colonial 
regimes raise, that the “indigenous problem” falls beyond the committee’s scope of competence, 
never stands a chance.      

Questions of applicability 

#The Application of the Proposed Conclusions” follows the section on competence.  It elicits 
immediate resistance from African and Asian governments, including Indonesia, Egypt, Syria, 
and Liberia.  Their governments’ shared policy stance, as summed up by an Indonesian delegate, 
is “to abolish all differentiation between elements of [the] population.” Further, they maintain 
that it is “not appropriate to consider certain tribal or semi-tribal elements of the population [to 
be] indigenous.”  Another delegate from this camp adds that support for the proposed convention 
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hinges on whether “a form of words [can] be found which [does] not imply that any difference 
exist[s] between the tribal or semi-tribal groups and the rest of the population except that of the 
level of their general social and economic development.”    663

Perceiving an opportunity, representatives of settler regimes—specifically, the United States, 
Canada, and New Zealand—press their case for a recommendation to be drawn up in “simpler 
terms,” as an alternative to a technical convention.  The appeal is quickly dismissed, however, by 
a vote of 76-7-0 in favor of continuing with efforts to draft a convention.   664

Land questions 

Deliberating the critical issue of the land rights to be vested in a convention, the Conference 
proposes full restitution of Indigenous peoples’ traditional homelands. “The property rights, 
either collective or individual, as the case may be, of indigenous peoples over the land they 
traditionally occupy should be recognized.”  It is a stance that seems so incongruous to the 
delegates’ typical attitude as to raise eyebrows. 

To be expected, the proposed exception transmits the rule rather than the exception.  As follows: 
“Indigenous people should not be removed without their free consent from their habitual 
territories except [emphasis added] for reasons, determined by national laws and regulations, 
relating to the national security or the interest of national economic development.”  In such 
cases, land of equal value “should be provided.”   The exceptions vest governments with such 665

broad discretionary authority as to render farcical any pretense of legal protection. 

Ten years before, through the 1946 Indian Claims Commission Act, the United States had, in 
fact, established machinery, the Indian Claims Commission (ICC), for what it claimed would be 
a procedure for “final settlement” of all outstanding legal obligations of the federal government 
toward Indian nations. The United States heralded the commission magnanimously, as evidence 
of its own largesse.   As cited by Cherokee (Keetoowah) scholar and activist, Ward Churchill, 
“The prevailing view is that the ICC represented ‘the greatest submission ever made by a 
sovereign state to moral and legal claims,’ as one federal jurist put it at the time.”  In reality, as 
Churchill elucidates, “although the act mandated that the ICC investigate and resolve all claims 
alleging ‘wrongful takings’ of Native land, under no circumstances were Indians permitted to 
recover their property.”  

Native people were to be neither compensated at a rate equivalent to the contemporary value of 
what they had lost, nor allowed to collect interest against whatever amount the commission 
concluded they should have received when their land was taken. Moreover, the old practice of 
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deducting gratuitous offsets from any monies awarded was carried over from the Court of Claims 
to the ICC. With things thus stacked against them, as Oklahoma Senator Elmer Thomas had 
earlier remarked, Indians “would be lucky [if] in the final adjudication they should get [even] a 
few dollars."   666

Perhaps it is simply a insouciant ignorance, or some willfully blind acceptance of the degree of 
historical destruction European colonial expansionism had visited upon Indigenous cultures over 
the four and half centuries since Columbus but, throughout the ILO’s discussion, Conference 
delegates seem to genuinely believe that the proposed convention’s model for state integration 
will provide full remedy and restitution to peoples whom the “experts’” most recent Living and 
Working report define as “descendants of peoples who inhabited the country at the time of 
conquest or colonisation, who lead a tribal or semi-tribal existence more in conformity with the 
social, economic, and cultural institutions of the period before conquest or colonisation than with 
the institutions of the nation to which they belong, or who are governed by special 
legislation…”   This definition, of course, refuses any inkling of connection linking the process 667

of “conquest or colonisation” to the “nation to which they belong.”  Rather than survivors of a 
concerted campaign of genocide and territorial dispossession, the Conference discussions seek to 
transform “indigenous persons,” sad relics of a disclaimed past, to citizen worker subjects, 
modern and productive.   

Handicrafts and rural industries 

To smooth the cultural transition, the Conference delegates emphasize the importance of state 
encouragement of Native cultures’ “Handicrafts and Rural Industries,” the ninth item of the 
Conference’s discussion of the plan for state integration.  In general terms, the delegates concur 
that such activities must be “encouraged as factors of economic development and as a means of 
preserving the cultural heritage of these peoples.”  There is also consensus that such a program is 
but an abeyance of integration into the statist society, balancing the public mission of liberal 
humanitarianism with aggressive economic austerity measures the modernization paradigm is 
imposing in the private sector.  Indigenous artisanship will be promoted in the short-term “to 
help … [Indigenous peoples] adjust themselves to modern methods of production and marketing 
… and improve the artistic values and particular modes of cultural expression of these 
peoples.”    668

Such a proposal, which displays a serial killer’s remorse for ongoing legacies of “conquest and 
colonisation,” is not unique.  In 1941, the Third Reich issued a decree on handicraft production 
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in Baltic states so the industry would be “liberated from the fetters of the Bolshevik system and 
reorganized on the solid basis of private initiative.”   Of course, not even the Nazis proposed 669

going so far as to assume they were in a position to “improve the artistic values and particular 
modes of cultural expression” of Baltic artisans.  

The FAO and the racial management of rural workers 

Another key player is the UN’s Food and Agriculture Organization (F.A.O.), whose role is to 
facilitate maximum production of agricultural commodities.  Additionally, as evidenced in a 
1953 report for the Brazilian government, the agency engages in the stabilization of racialized 
agrarian systems of exploitation. Toward this end, it investigates, under the auspices of its 
“Expanded Technical Assistance Program,” the agricultural prospects of the Amazonian region 
and issues a report to the Brazilian government.  The content of its survey on the workforce 
available to clearcut the Amazon basin—with a view toward short-term timber profit and long- 

The report laments the wasted managerial potential of “the white.”  “The white looks to achieve 
by wealth, power, or position a place of prestige in the community. The advantages of higher 
education are practically restricted to the whites, but its cultural benefits are applied primarily to 
the attainment of social prestige. …  Manual work is abhorrent to his general character.”  By 
contrast, the report notes that “[t]he negro, or substantially pure negro, is the wage laborer of the 
Amazon.  He is a completely satisfactory reliable manual worker and possesses a very high 
degree of skill in performing routine work.  In admixture with white blood, however, his desire is 
generally to leave the ranks of manual workers and if possible seek a position of some social 
esteem.”   670

The “cabocle,” or Indigenous person, is collectively rendered “the basic foundation of the 
collection [timber] economy.”    

He is nomadic and not disposed to agricultural practice, and no attraction as, for 
example, was offered him by the Ford plantations could either anchor him or buy 
his continued performance of plantation work. Education, far from securing him 
to the land, at once tempts him to the city. … In the forest the diversity of work in 
his native element makes work akin to the carefree picnic existence of his natural 
inclination. … In contrast, the women are excellent and reliable workers and if 
socially emancipated and freed from household chores and their ubiquitous 
offspring, would undoubtedly make excellent factory workers.     671
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While asserting that “[t]he official Government attitude to the Indians is extremely sympathetic 
and laws relating to the interaction of Brazilians and Indians weigh very heavily in the latter's 
favor,” the report reveals the racial hierarchy it relies up as it notes that “‘civilization’"has 
contrived its own very realistic measures to control any Indian menace.”   672

Committee of Experts on Indigenous Populations 

 The Committee of Experts on Indigenous Populations (CEIP) is formed sometime after CEIL to 
supplement the latter’s work on the “indigenous problem.”  CEIP’s task is to parallel CEIL’s 
work on the item, “Living and Working Conditions,” with an investigation into Indigenous 
peoples’ “Protection and Integration,” a newly created project and a separate item on the 40th 
Session’s  Conference agenda.  CEIP meets in June 1956 to suss out the details and desirability 
of a convention and/or recommendations based on their findings, ultimately formulating 
recommendations that support the convention drafted by CEIL.  

The June 1956 discussion commences with an overview by the committee’s official Reporter, 
Mr. Noorish from New Zealand, who relays that this is the “first time that the Organization ha[s] 
attempted to lay down standards covering the whole range of the living and working conditions 
of indigenous peoples in independent countries and their protection and progressive integration.”  
A Brazilian delegate elaborates on the importance of their work, urging his colleagues on the 
committee to “take the initiative in codifying a certain number of rules imposing minimum 
standards on the civilised nations….”    673

A representative of Canada, Mr. Achland, again enters his government’s plea for the adoption of 
a recommendation, rather than a convention, on the grounds that Indigenous peoples in Canada 
enjoy a “more advanced stage of development” than Indigenous peoples elsewhere. For this 
reason, after having “considered the matter from the point of indigenous peoples,” he states that 
“the application of the proposed instrument,” a binding convention, would present a 
“retrogressive step.”   Could it be that Achland’s real purpose is to deflect attention away from 674

Canada’s treatment of First Nations’ peoples or to mitigate the latter’s ability to bring forward 
international claims?  

Achland’s “stage of development” discourse is reflected throughout Canada’s policy toward 
Aboriginal peoples during the period. In 2013, food historian Ian Mosby exposes a series of 
1942-52 nutritional “experiments” by a team of government scientists, under the direction of a 
Royal Canadian Air Force Wing Commander and the Indian Affairs Branch Superintendent of 
Medical Services, on severely malnourished First Nations’ residential school children in northern 
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Manitoba.  Rather than urging the government to send more food, in a preliminary report the 
team advises greater emphasis on “domestic science” in the schools, emphasizing “modern 
nutritional knowledge.”  The report ends on a note of the inane optimism with which the models 
of modernization theorists are imbued: “It our belief that the Indian can become an economic 
asset to the nation.”   

Despite receiving numerous “warnings of widespread hunger” in schools over the preceding 
several decades “from Aboriginal children, their parents, and even Indian Affairs employees,” no 
action was taken by the federal government until officials realize, as Mosby notes, that 
“addressing the poor health and malnutrition in Aboriginal communities was not only essential to 
protecting the white population from Indian ‘reservoirs’ and ‘vectors’ of diseases like 
tuberculosis—language that became a central justification of the work of the Indian Health 
Services,”—and that “‘they did not fully understand the difficulties facing Indians in their 
adjustment to civilization.’”  Thus, the goal of these experiments is to accumulate “a base of 
scientific knowledge on which to build successful programs for Indian integration.”   

A 1948 Indian Affairs press release on the scientists’ experimentation on “bush Indians” states 
the purpose in lay terms: “The white man … now is trying to salvage the red man by directing 
him towards proper food channels.”  In the end, the “controlled experiments conducted, 
apparently without the subjects informed consent,” had little if any ameliorative effect.  Mosby, 
summarizing the evidence, concludes: “Clearly the research team was well aware that these 
vitamin supplements only addressed a small part of the problem and that if they really wanted to 
deal with the immediate problem of malnutrition and hunger, emergency food relief that met all 
of the nutritional needs of the community was badly needed.  The experiment seems to be driven, 
at least in part, by the nutrition experts’ desire to rest their theories on a ready-made ‘laboratory’ 
populated with already malnourished ‘experimental subjects.’”  675

Returning to CEIP’s 1956 discussion, we encounter the French delegation’s response to Canada.  
At the General Assembly and Fourth Committee debates on “the colonial problem,” aggrieved 
French representatives find themselves in the hot seat because of France’s indefensible stances 
on external colonialism.  In the ILO context, however, their delegate, Mr. Hauck, can take 
something resembling moral high ground.  He rebuffs Canada, waxing on about how the 
adoption of a convention will demonstrate that “the interlinking of [international agencies’] 
jurisdictions and collaboration between them” will contribute to the stability of the world 
order.    676
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This provides Peruvian employer representative, Mr. Puella, an opening to pontificate on the 
need for Indigenous peoples to “integrate completely.”  “[A] raising of his cultural level [is] an 
important matter for the employer, since the indigenous worker becomes more conscious of his 
responsibilities and more efficient at his work.”   This is the final comment of interest recorded 677

of this Session.  The remainder proceeds perfunctorily, hastened by several reminders to the 
reluctant that the closely comparable ILO’s 1947 legislation on social policy in external colonies 
was adopted unanimously as a convention. 

State responses to CEIP’s draft convention 

Prior to this June 1956 Session, CEIP circulates for comment its draft of a proposed convention 
on the protection and integration of Indigenous nations living in member states.  Next, ahead of 
the meeting, it distributes a report that contains the text along with the government responses to 
its draft articles.  In the replies, officials painstakingly parse articles, lines, phrases, or even 
individual words of the proposed draft, in the interests of their individual regimes.  The replies 
are important, not only because they bequeath insight into particular state positions, but, so too, 
because they partially illuminate the limits of politically palatable discourse going into the public 
discussions.   

There are no objections to the preamble of the draft proposal on the “Protection and Integration” 
of Indigenous nations.  It is a statement of universal principles, drained of meaningful content by 
abstraction.  For example, it states that “…all human beings have the right to pursue both their 
material well-being and their spiritual development in conditions of freedom and dignity.”   

The next section, “General Policy,” does elicit substantial government reaction.  It is worth 
reading the proposed text of its first article, in whole:   

1. This Convention applies to— 
members of tribal or semi-tribal groups in independent countries whose social and 
economic conditions are at a less advanced stage than the stage reached by the 
other sectors of the population, and whose status is regulated wholly or partially 
by their own customs or traditions or by special laws and regulations; members of 
tribal or semi-tribal groups in independent countries who are descendants of the 
population which inhabited, or a geographical region to which the country 
belongs, at the time of conquest or colonisation [emphasis added] and who, 
irrespective of their legal status, live more or less in conformity with the social, 
economic, and cultural institutions of that time than with the institutions of the 
nation to which they belong. 

 Ibid. p. 38.677
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2. For the purposes of this Convention the term includes groups and persons 
which, while at an advanced stage of detribalisation [emphasis added], are not yet 
fully integrated into the national community.     

The first reply to the proposed text comes from the United Kingdom.  Its representatives question 
the wisdom of two phrases included in the draft article: “time of conquest or colonisation” and 
“detribalisation.”  The first, they contend, “is vague since conquest or colonisation may have 
taken place on a number of occasions.”  They oppose the second on the grounds that the wording 
fails to be “sufficiently explicit,” an irony, considering that these two words alone form the 
substance of the objection, and that the substitutions they propose—either “people to which this 
Convention applies” or “non-integrated indigenous peoples”—are at least as ambiguous.    678

At the end of this chapter, I will revisit the motivations underlying the British objections.  For 
now, suffice it to say that detribalisation is a term that gains currency in the 1950s, mainly in 
British discussions on the prospects for constructing a formal system for African social 
disintegration. Dismemberment of Africa’s Indigenous cultural traditions and systems of social 
organization was long an effect of European colonial imposition, but it is not until the 1950s that 
we find explicit calls to initiate positive detribalization programs.    

The US is the other government to comment on this portion of the document.  In addition to 
seconding the British criticism of “detribalisation,” US delegates assert that the proposed 
definition “does not cover the [American] Indian population … in an accurate way.”  The US 
never ratifies ILO Convention no. 107, which enters into force on June 2, 1959, just as it fails to 
support the two later notable international statements on the rights of Indigenous peoples, ILO 
Convention no. 169, which it never ratifies, and the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of 
Indigenous Peoples, which it only belatedly and begrudgingly accepts in 2010. Still, the lack of 
any apparent intention to endorse international legal protections for Indigenous peoples does not 
prevent the US from weighing in on these documents or CEIP’s proposed draft articles.   

The US government deems it appropriate to follow up its comments on the draft convention’s 
“General Policy” with some variation of, “the US has no objection to the principles set forth in 
the article,” for the next 27 articles, save Article 23, on the rights of Indigenous nations to 
preserve their own languages.  This article includes provisions for teaching Indigenous children 
“to read and write in their mother tongue,” at least until the government effectuates “a 
progressive transition from the mother tongue … to one of the official languages of the country.”  
The US objects on the basis that “almost all tribes in the United States have reached the point of 
facility” in English.  Further, it alleges the following in changing tenses: “There were so many 
different tribal languages that to revive them would in many instances mean re-establishing a 
complete language for a few hundred persons.  This is not considered necessary.”    679
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Here, again, we encounter the serial killer’s remorse. In the US, the vehicle for “progressive 
transition” was predominantly the state-sponsored boarding schools, in which multiple 
generations of Native children were kidnapped from their families, relocated to penitentiary style 
facilities in remote locations, and subjected to a wide range of psychological and physical 
tortures, with the stated aim, to “Kill the Indian, Save the Man.”  As for language preservation, 
the US position is summed up by the comments of Indian Commissioner U.D.C. Adkins, who 
stated, in 1886, that “not an Indian pupil whose tuition and maintenance is paid for by the US 
Government is permitted to study in any language other than our own vernacular—the language 
of the greatest, most powerful, and enterprising nationalities under the sun.”   In 1890, Bureau 680

of Indian Affairs further explicated the policy, with the directive that boarding school “pupils be 
compelled to converse with each other in English, and should be properly rebuked or punished 
for persistent violation of this rule.”  Although this policy was revised by the turn of the century, 
in practice, Churchill explains, corporal punishment (for unwillingness or inability to assimilate) 
was an “endemic” feature of the students’ existence at these schools.   681

The same holds for the treatment of Native children in Canada’s residential schools.  A student 
who, in the 1920s, attended the Alberni residential school in British Columbia later shared with 
his son that, as a consequence for his speaking Tseshaht, school administrators “pushed sewing 
needles through his tongue, a routine punishment for language offenders.”   682

Regarding Native languages, the ILO program includes, in the proposed articles of the 
convention––which would ultimately be demoted and adopted as recommendations––measures 
for assimilationist education.  The two goals that may be inferred from CEIP’s proposed 
measures and the discussions of what they refer to as “fundamental education” are the 
dissolution of Indigenous cultural understandings and the training of a low-paid workforce, 
whose subsistence will be dependent on the production, consumption, and exchange of 
commodities rather than traditional means, all in an effort to maximize states’ aggregate 
economic productivity. 

Thus, CEIP’s draft suggests for states to prepare Indigenous students by “[p]re-vocational 
training…with emphasis on the teaching of subjects related to agriculture, handicrafts, rural 
industries, and home economics.”   In addition, Native schools should wage “a campaign of 683

fundamental education … designed to help children and adults understand the problems of their 
immediate environment and their rights and duties as citizens and individuals.”  The US 
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arguments for self-exemption from the proposed obligations is predicated on already having 
fulfilled these obligations.  Again, the annals of the US Indian boarding schools reveal a program 
to inculcate self-hatred in order to expedite cultural destruction rather than anything resembling 
responsible pedagogy.  Indian Commissioner Thomas J. Morgan’s remarks on the purpose of the 
schools are illustrative:  

It is of prime importance that a fervent patriotism be awakened in [the students’] 
minds…. They should be taught to look upon America as their home and the 
United States as their friend and benefactor.  They should be made familiar with 
the lives of the great and good men and women in American history, and be taught 
to feel pride in all their great achievements.  They should hear nothing of the 
‘wrongs [done] the Indians,’ and of the injustice of the white race.  If their 
unhappy history is alluded to it should be to contrast it to the better future that is 
within their grasp.   684

It seems worth recalling that the precedents for CEIP’s program for the education of “non-
integrated indigenous populations” were earlier ILO efforts to codify minimum standards for 
basic education and vocational training in African and Asian external colonies.  The real purpose 
of these programs was, however, to train a workforce to maximize the profitability of these 
colonies.  As much is admitted in a commissioner’s report from Basutoland on the “Training of 
Native Races.”  

Theoretically the career of learning is as open to the native as to the son of a 
European colonist. … [However,] it is very doubtful if there is any place in Africa 
for the educated native; for opinion, in the Colonies and at the labour centres, 
tends toward the belief, so often expressed, that the native educated is the native 
spoiled, and what is known as the ‘raw Kaffir’ is a more useful member of society 
than his educated brother.  685

Finally, the recommendations for the protection and integration of Indigenous peoples, which 
will be the end result of CEIP’s work, serve as practical guide for assimilation.  Its purpose 
appears to be to supplement CEIL’s work on “living and working conditions of tribal and semi-
tribal populations in independent countries” that, in 1957, is adopted by the Governing Body as 
ILO Convention No. 107 or the Indigenous and Tribal Populations Convention.  The latter 
measure is certainly landmark, as alluded to above by UN agency representatives.  Its 
significance is that it is the first time the world international legal system, the globalized 
expression of  jus publicum Europaeum, as Carl Schmitt labeled the canon of laws developed to 
justify Europe’s colonial expansions, had even recognized the existence of Indigenous peoples, 
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excluding, of course, the numerous laws adopted to legitimate the subjugation of heathens, 
savages, and barbarians. 

Detribalization: the overarching theme of the ILO’s program 

As movements for decolonization gained momentum in the post-war era, international 
organizations brought representatives of states, employers, workers, and multinational agencies 
together to develop programs intended to transform Indigenous peoples into worker-citizens and 
extract profit from their lands and resources.  The most visible result is ILO Convention No. 107, 
drafted by CEIL, and CEIP’s supplementary recommendations. An overarching goal of nearly a 
decade’s worth of ILO-sponsored reports, meetings, and international agreements is 
“detribalization,” the effort to replace collective Indigenous identities with atomized, state-
focused loyalties.  

The detribalization project has settler colonial roots.  In 1887, Canada’s first Prime Minister, 
John A. McDonald announced: #The great aim of our civilization has been to do away with the 
tribal system and assimilate the Indian people in all respects with the inhabitants of the 
Dominion, as speedily as they are fit for change.”   This theme would be echoed that year in 686

US President Theodore’s Roosevelt’s characterization of the General Allotment Act as “a mighty 
pulverizing engine to break up the tribal mass.  It acts directly upon the family and the 
individual.”  687

It has also been a consistent theme of classic colonial control.  In Britain, it is a concept that is 
discussed and developed in the House of Commons in the 1930s, as illustrated by Viscount 
Bledsoe’s observation that “The trusteeship of the United Kingdom is ideal in theory and on 
paper, but the state of Northern Rhodesia and Nyasaland illustrates in somewhat glaring colours 
the extreme difficulty of exercising that trusteeship efficiently longa manu at a distance of 6,000 
miles without full knowledge of the rapidly changing conditions consequent upon industrial 
development and detribalisation.  My noble friend referred to de-tribalisation.  It is going on to a 
very serious extent, and the results of that detribalisation have not in our judgment been fully 
recognised and appreciated.”   As discussed in chapter 3, similar sentiments, ambivalent if 688

detached, are expressed by the Committee of Experts on Native Labour in the 1930s toward the 
“social disintegration” of African tribal societies.  During this decade, colonial policymakers do 
not seem all that keen to formalize a program for detribalization, treating it more as an 
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unfortunate but inevitable outcome of the civilizing mission and the progress of colonial 
economic development.     

By the end of the 1940s, the concept becomes a stealth colonial management imperative.   
The tensions between the colonial project of detribalization and the nationalism associated with 
nascent decolonization movements is reflected in Lord Milverton’s 1949 “suggestion” that : 
“nationalism is often merely evidence of detribalised discontent and of the failure of a 
Government to create the instruments whereby man can master his environment-in other words, 
the absence of an economic and social policy. … I am well aware of the emotional forces which 
have to be considered to-day in dealing with Colonial matters, but I strongly deplore the forcing 
of the pace of granting political responsibility by those who do not understand the working of 
Western democracy.” The solution, he concludes,   “must be the hastening of de-tribalisation by 
forcing these reforms on the peoples and breaking up the cement of the society they understand. 
It may be a good thing to do, but it has to be done with discretion, and reasonably slowly. We 
already see an accentuation of the tensions existing amongst even the educated classes in Africa 
the moment outside pressure is released. In our universities, and in places like the London 
School of Economics, we can to some extent neutralise our own detribalised intellectuals.”  689

These discussions are undergirded by long-standing presumptions about European superiority 
and reflect the view that colonial subjects are, ultimately, simply workers.   

In 1949, Lord Baden-Powell states:  

The average native . . .  cannot be expected to pass in but a single generation from 
a state of primitive savagery to that of a highly-civilised human being. This is a 
process which takes time, and it is amazing how many Africans have advanced 
individually. However intelligent he may be, the African is still bound by his 
deep-rooted superstitions and tribal customs; he still looks to his Chief and 
headman as his natural overlords. With the impact of European civilisation, these 
ancient traditions are gradually waning, as Africans become progressively more 
de-tribalised with the necessity of working in towns and on farms, in mines and in 
factories, often far removed from their natural habitat….The African who leaves 
home to work for a European . . . tends to become progressively more 
sophisticated, depending upon the environment in which he works. He thereby 
begins to lose his respect for his tribal Chief and the old customs and superstitious 
beliefs. He is, however, a reasonably good worker, provided that he is well 
supervised. His wants are few, his cost of living is cheap, and thus labour is 
inexpensive, besides being plentiful. This latter fact is of inestimable value to all 
employers of native labour, and, in particular, to those engaged in the mining of 
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gold, chrome, coal and asbestos, as well as to those farming tobacco, maize, cattle 
and so forth.  690

While the colonial powers want to create an atomized workforce, they are faced with a 
conundrum.  Historically, they have established authority using divide-and-conquer tactics that 
not only reinforce “tribal” identities and loyalties but are also essential to colonial administration.  
But, from the colonizing perspective, if there was ever a time to pursue a program as radical as 
detribalization, it is the 1950s modernization decade.  The decade’s doctrine declares, “death to 
every dead and moribund convention.”  The colonizing discourse of modernization places a 
universal condition of annihilation on social existence.  Rapid integration of political society  
reedom is the universal  reserved for the individual and the state alone  hard-boiled It 
communicates cold zero-sum rationalisms the language.    

In the main, the facade of newness is simply that, but its veil allows the same old colonizing 
mission to proceed unfettered through previously unpioneered frontier territories.   

Modernization’s milieu provides the necessary cover to launch a new phase in colonizing states’ 
war against Indigenous nations: from a project of conquest, through the division of peoples, to a 
project of destruction, through the dissolution of a people.  As such, it meets the textbook 
definition of genocide.  In the same paragraph that coins the term, Lemkin says the neologism “is 
intended … to signify a coordinated plan of different actions aiming at the destruction of 
essential foundations of the life of national groups, with the aim of annihilating the groups 
themselves. … Genocide is directed against the national group as an entity, and the actions 
involved are directed against individuals, not in the individual capacity, but as members of the 
national group.”  691

In 1952, Sir Leslie Plummer communicates the following in June sitting of the House of Lords: 
“Clearly we cannot transfer land, for if we do we take it away from the chiefs whom we use as 
instruments of policy, thus weakening their authority, and we do not solve the problem. The way 
is detribalisation, industrialisation.”  692

Three years later, Lord Milverton tells the same House:  

It is true that self-government means initially the handing over of authority by the 
administering Power from one minority to another minority. How representative 
is this minority? That is a difficult question to answer. Generally speaking, the 
minority is the ablest and best educated, who can and do influence the ignorant 

 Ibid. pp. 1081–82.690
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masses. . . . [I]t is not possible to slow down the progress towards self-
government in order to give it a better chance when it comes. On the side lines the 
United Nations continue to provide a world forum for public opinion hostile to the 
colonial relationship, an opinion which is often ignorant and malicious as well. 

In the early days the economic credentials of superior achievement, the disparity 
of technical skills and moral values between the European and, say, the African, 
encouraged this idea of racial superiority; so what were at least partially 
environmental advantages in the first place become associated in the general mind 
with colour. Disturbing forces were released by the two World Wars. The Western 
European himself destroyed in native eyes much of his own prestige during that 
process. But much of the unrest with which we are faced to-day was inevitable in 
any case, as a result of the clash between two different ways of life. In African 
customary life, for instance, the individual was subordinated to the family and the 
tribal group. His loyalties were group loyalties. We are witnessing the full 
consequences of detribalisation, industrialisation, the cinema, the break-up of 
family life which comes from so many able-bodied men leaving their villages and 
working in mines and on plantations and farms, inflation and the fluctuating value 
of money, and, generally speaking, the imposition of a money economy upon 
people bred in a subsistence economy relying largely on barter.  693

In the late 1950s, the National Security Council secretly defines the US position on African 
detribalization, emphasizing the potential strategic importance of cultivating “a new source of 
allegiance” with territories on the verge of statehood. 

Detribalization:  

28. Although detribalization remains one of the major problems of the area, little 
positive action by the United States is possible. The tribal and family traditions of 
the people in question are such that they remain, despite the many advances that 
are currently being made, extremely primitive in many of their social outlooks. 
These traditions, while breaking up at an accelerated pace, remain strong, and 
even the urban African looks for a source of authority to replace the head of the 
tribe or family. Until some new loyalty is provided, the detribalized African will 
be an easy target for elements eager to exploit his traditional need for leadership 
and guidance.   

29. Policy Guidance: No immediate tangible action seems possible. In general, 
support the work of Western-oriented labor organizations, educational institutions 
and, in some cases, government leaders in a position to influence the African 
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looking for a new source of allegiance.  694

As Walter Rodney observed: #One of the most important manifestations of historical arrest and 
stagnation in colonial Africa is that which commonly goes under the title of %tribalism.’  That 
term, in its common journalistic setting, is understood to mean that Africans have a basic loyalty 
to tribe rather than nation and that each tribe still retains a fundamental hostility toward its 
neighboring tribes.  The examples favored by the capitalist press and bourgeois scholarship are 
those of Congo and Nigeria.  Their accounts suggest that Europeans tried to make a nation out of 
the Congolese and Nigerians peoples, as soon as the colonial power went, the natives returned to 
killing each other.  To this phenomenon, Europeans often attach the word %atavism, $"to carry the 
notion that Africans were returning to their primitive savagery.” 

 But, as he then pointed out: “Even a cursory survey of the African past shows that such 
assertions are the exact opposite of the truth. …What came to be called tribalism at the beginning 
of the new epoch of political independence  . . . was itself a product of the way that people were 
brought together under colonialism so as to be exploited.  It was a process of administrative 
devices, of entrenched regional separations, of differential access by particular ethnic groups into 
the colonial economy and culture…”    695

The contours of these social discourses for distancing the Western Liberal self from “the Other” 
continue, through “common sense” assumptions embedded in dominant narratives.  Today, for 
example, leading bulwarks of American liberal thought commonly rue the “tribal” discord sown 
in American politics by the Trump administration.  Take, for example, the recent front page New 
York Times article, “In a Swelling Age of Tribalism, The Trust of a Country Teeters,” by the 
paper’s chief White House correspondent, Peter Baker, one of the most trusted political voices in 
American journalism.  Tribalism is a concept that has been historically mobilized to naturalize 
the colonization of Indigenous nations on the basis of the latter societies’ presupposed inferior 
mode of social organization vis-a-vis Western civilization.  Baker leverages the term to describe 
the increasing political acrimony within the United States under the Trump regime.  For Baker, 
tribalism describes the worst aspects of life in the contemporary United States, where life in “an 
atomized age… allows individuals to retreat to their own story lines, fantasies and tales in which 
their tribe is always good or under attack, and the other always craven and duplicitous.”   696

New men, the town: colonizing and colonized conceptualizations 
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Pressure to develop a formal program for detribalization in dependent territories swells in the 
years leading up to decolonization’s formal announcement.  The timing is no coincidence.  Aside 
from the social engineering of worker-citizen subjects, detribalization is a concerted effort to 
wipe social memory.  It presents an attempt to not only to shatter Indigenous nations’ ancient 
kinships, local knowledges, and systems of self-sufficiency.  It is also a project to impose a 
completely new social reality in which people are forced by the exigencies of immediate 
circumstance to forget the true history of the colonizer’s invasion of their lands and peoples.  All 
this at a time when it is clear that sovereign statehood are close on the horizon.  Detribalization is 
therefore a program to ensure formal decolonization does not give rise to demands for actual 
decolonization.  

In the 1957 edition of his tome on the state of British colonies in Africa, An African Survey, 
Hailey conceives a three step process for the “Evolution of Indigenous Self-Government” in 
Britain’s African colonies.  This involves the securing of, first, political and then social control 
over the territories utilizing Britain’s Indirect Rule theory of colonization through Native 
Authorities.   The third phase is the patient, calculated coup d$"grace of British colonial 697

domination: detribalization through proletarianization and urbanization.   

Hailey’s assessment of colonial governance is constantly, consciously filtered through notions of 
“identity” and “differentiation.” Referencing the problems generated with the “Native Authority 
system” used to facilitate colonial control, he notes: “The existence of what have been 
conventionally described as ‘detribalized’ Africans had always posed a problem for which 
Indirect Rule had no satisfactory solution, and as Western education become more widespread 
and as more and more African entered the money economy there emerged a class of ‘new men’"
who felt themselves excluded from a share in political authority owing to the operation of the 
Native Authority system.  Their number was increased by the growth of urbanization which 
inevitably accompanies economic development, even where (as in West Africa) it may take other 
forms than the expansion of manufacturing industry.”   698

Hailey elaborates on the desirability of facilitating the emergence of detribalized “new men” 
through urbanization.  He cites a report of the East Africa Royal Commission.  “It is essential to 
break down barriers which prevent Africans from full participation in the life of the towns.  The 
African must come to regard them as places which fully provide him with an outlet for his 
courage, ability and initiative.”  Hailey is an advocate of provisions that pave the way for African 
urbanization, and, hence, detribalization.  In his social engineering view, cultural traditions are 
merely “habits.” It is the task of colonial administrations to adjust these habits toward 
“impersonal” relations that are more readily manipulated and more easily governed.  

 Hailey, An African Survey, Revised 1956: A study of problems arising in Africa south of the Sahara. 697
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Everywhere the change from a life on the land to a life in the town must bring 
with it a material break with previous social habits.  The urban resident has 
moved from a world where ties are largely personal to one in which his 
obligations are to an increasing extent impersonal.  There must in particular be a 
weakening of those associations which form the basis of the organization of the 
Native Authority system….   699

But in colonial contexts we find not “the town,” but separate towns. As Fanon explains:  

The zone where the natives live is not complementary to the zone inhabited by the 
settlers.  The two zones are opposed, but not in service of a higher unity.  
Obedient to the rules of pre- Aristotelian logic, they both follow the principle of 
reciprocal exclusivity.  No conciliation is possible, for of the two terms, one is 
superfluous.  The settlers' town is a strongly built town, all made of stone and 
steel.  It is a brightly lit town; the streets are covered with asphalt, and the garbage 
cans swallow all the leavings, unseen, unknown and hardly thought about. …The 
settlers$"town is a well-fed town; its belly always full of good things.  The settlers$"
town is a town of white people, of foreigners. The town belonging to the 
colonized people, or at least the native town, the Negro village, the medina, the 
reservation, is a place of ill fame, peopled by men of evil repute.  They are born 
there, it matters little where of how; they die there, it matters not where, nor how.  
It is a world without spaciousness; men live there on top of each other, and their 
huts are built one on top of the other.  The native town is a hungry town, starved 
of bread, of meat, of shoes, of coal, of light.  The native town is a crouching 
village, a town on its knees, a town wallowing in the mire.  700

What is the colonizers’ endgame during this period?  It is not the town or urbanization that 
“solves” the “indigenous problem.”  Neither Western education nor civilization present a lasting 
“solution.”  No, formal decolonization alone is capable of stabilizing the colonial status quo.  
“[Decolonization] brings a natural rhythm into existence, introduced by new men, and with it a 
new language and a new human humanity.  Decolonization is the veritable creation of new men.  
But this creation owes nothing of its legitimacy to any supernatural power; the ‘thing’"which has 
been colonized becomes man during the same process by which it frees itself.”  701
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CONCLUSION 

[T]he fact remains that the peculiar coerciveness of this colonial history has pathogenic effects 
on all the relations and agencies it spawns. …. This means that the antithetical terms named by 
the discourse of the social––town and country, bourgeoisie and proletariat, proletariat and 
peasantry, peasantry and lumpenproletariat––these putative antitheses are caught in a circle of 
genetic and reciprocal malformation.  702

-Ato Sekyi-Otu 

Between the devil and the deep blue sea: the right of Indigenous peoples and other internally 
colonized enclave groups to self-determination is denied by the UN’s state system from the get-
go.  The devil refers to the colonial invader who feeds children to dogs, burns villages to the 
ground, poisons waters, sells humans as property, slaughters game, routinely rapes and lashes, 
subtly sneers while offering false testimony with one hand on the Bible, infuses fury within 
families, substitutes shelter and food with needles and bottles, transforms soft bedding into grimy 
urban concrete, trounces sacred ways, dissolves languages, sterilizes cultures in guarded distant 
museums, locks brothers and sisters in cages for twenty-five to life, to recall but a few of the 
figure’s numberless misdeeds.  In this instance, the deep blue sea alludes to the criteria the UN 
for formal decolonization.   

This dissertation has examined four decades in the mid-20th century over which time the devil of 
colonialism stages its greatest accomplishment—its vanishing act on December 14, 1960.   
Our story of this plot began in the 1920s discussions of the League of Nations and ILO over the 
merits of preserving the illusion of freedom and social advancement within colonized territories, 
all the while constructing a system engineered to ensure colonized societies’ racial 
inferiorization, economic subjugation, and incremental cultural dismemberment.  We then turned 
to the 1930s, an interwar period when European and Euro-derivative regimes attempt to utilize 
the ILO for the stabilization and consolidation of colonial sovereignty over non-Western Native 
nations, not just in formally colonized territories, but within the domestic jurisdictions of 
independent states, as well.  Chapters 2 and 3 provided a decade-by-decade sketched of some of 
the major themes articulated within the system of international order that have bearing on the 
eventual “solutions” developed by this system to the “indigenous problem” and the “colonial 
problem.”  

The four remaining chapters, on the developments in the 1940s and 1950s, examined these 
“problems” separately.  We identified the “indigenous problem” as the process of legitimating 
internal (or settler) colonial rule and identify “colonial problem” as the process of outwardly 
masking the appearance of external (or formal) colonial rule.  Chapter 4 looked at the 
suppression of several 1940s attempts to connect the “indigenous problem” to discussions of 
formal colonialism at the ILO and the General Assembly.  Chapter 5 explored the United 
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Nations’ initial plan for “solving” the “colonial problem.”  During the organization’s first year or 
two, there is an expectation that formal colonialism will pick up where the League of Nations left 
off, only on an expanded global scale and under US stewardship.  But by the end of the decade, 
as we saw, seeds of doubt begin to sprout among certain western European delegations regarding 
the new colonial machinery’s ability to protect their long-term interests, most memorably in one 
British delegate’s oration on the “salt-water fallacy” embedded within the UN’s treatment of the 
“colonial problem.”   

At the beginning of the 1950s, the UN endeavored to partition the “indigenous problem” from 
the “colonial problem,” the former segregated away from the General Assembly’s highly 
publicized discussions of the latter and confined to the comparatively obscure chambers of the 
ILO’s expert committee.  Chapter 6 concentrated on the Belgian Thesis’ futile attempt to block 
the partition by pointing out the fundamental falsehoods on which this discursive barrier was 
premised: namely, that the “colonial problem” referred to the process by which Western states 
colonized Indigenous nations throughout the world regardless of these nations’ geographical 
proximity to their colonizer.  By limiting its proposed “solution” to the formally dependent 
“overseas” territories, the UN overlooks the obvious fact that not only did multiple colonized 
societies inhabit each of these territories, many colonized nations lived within the borders of UN 
member states.  Belgium’s public airing of some of the bedrock truths of actually existing 
colonialism exposed that honestly engaging the UN’s “colonial problem” would undermine the 
legitimacy of the entire system of statist authority.  Rather than serving its intended purpose of 
stalling out the decolonization proceeding, the Belgian Thesis became the strawman that 
galvanized General Assembly efforts to expedite a “solution” to the “colonial problem” based on 
formal colonialism’s political geography. 

The final chapter dealt with the “solution” to the “indigenous problem” elaborated by ILO 
“experts” on Indigenous Labour and Indigenous Populations from 1950–57.  The “experts” 
faithfully adhere to modernization theory’s zero-sum economic rationales for political and 
cultural integration of Indigenous nations into the working class sectors of independent states’ 
dominant social orders.  The work of the “experts” culminate in the 1957 adoption of two 
“Indigenous and Tribal Populations” measures, ILO Convention no.107 and ILO 
Recommendation no. 104.  Both represent significant landmarks in the history of the Western 
international legal system’s stance towards Indigenous peoples.  Yet, their genealogy 
demonstrates, that the “solution” the ILO developed to the “indigenous problem” was in fact a 
program for the dissolution of Native societies into the capitalist, statist societies comprising the 
international system.  As such, its design may aptly be described as an incrementalist program 
for genocide.  Chapter 7 provide an overview of the detribalization schemes developed for 
external colonies during the 1950s.  The explicit calls for a positive detribalization programs in 
formal dependencies precisely parallel the ILO’s concurrent development of a “solution” to the 
“indigenous problem” in independent states.   

Taken together, the seven chapters of this dissertation engage the historical archive to bring to 
life stories of the formal process of decolonization that leave Indigenous peoples and other 
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internally colonized nations in a continuing situation of actually existing colonialism.  By 
bifurcating the “indigenous problem” from the “colonial problem,” the UN was able to resolve 
each without threatening the statist nature of the international system or the ability of former 
colonial powers to extract wealth from Indigenous lands, leaving us with international machinery 
primed to subvert the very Indigenous rights it purportedly enshrines. 
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APPENDIX 

Period Specialized Committees and Commissions 
1920s-30s • Permanent Mandates Commission (League of Nations) 

• Temporary Slavery Commission (League of Nations) 
• Committee of Experts on Forced Labour 
• Committee of Experts on Native Labour (ILO) 
• Committee of Experts on Social Policy in Non-Metropolitan Territories 

(ILO)
1940s-50s • Commission II (UN Conference on International Organisation) 

• Ad Hoc Committee on Factors (NSGTs) (UN) 
• Sub-Commission of the Social Council on the Prevention of Discrimination 

and Protection of Minorities (ECOSOC) 
• Committee of Experts on Indigenous Labour (ILO) 
• Committee of Experts on Indigenous Populations (ILO)
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