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A Typology of Colonialism

n the past several years, settler colonial

theory has taken over my field, Native

American studies. Comparative indige-
nous histories focused especially on British-
descended “settler colonies>—Canada, New
Zealand, Australia, and the United States—
have proliferated. And settler colonial theo-
ry is now dogma. At my last two conference
presentations, a fellow panelist was aston-
ished that I didn’t deploy it. My research on
native New England whaling history made
me more globally comparative, but it also
forced a reckoning that many places experi-
enced colonialism without an influx of for-
eign settlers.

As scholars parse settler colonialism into its
multiple manifestations, colonialism itself
remains undifferentiated. One of settler
colonialism’s leading theorists, Lorenzo
Veracini, juxtaposes the two completely.
“Colonialism and settler colonialism are
not merely different, they are in some ways
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antithetical formations,” he wrote in the
2011 founding issue of the journal Sestler
Colonial Studies. For Veracini, “colonialism”
apparently refers to the late 19th-century
European scrambles for Africa and Asia—in
popular imagery, plantation colonies where
members of a white ruling class dressed in
white linen lounge on the edge of a cricket
field, sipping cocktails served up by dark-
skinned natives. Indeed, most of the liter-
ature on colonialism explores the history of
the plantation colonies of that era. Instead
of casting colonialism and settler colonial-
ism as antithetical categories, however,
settler colonialism could be considered one
variant of colonialism.

In that case, what are colonialism’s other
forms? There seem to be many. Taking my
cue from settler colonial studies, I have
made a list of colonialisms distinguished
mainly by colonizers’ motivations. I define
colonialism as foreign intrusion or domi-
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Gasshukoku suishi teitoku k6jogaki (Oral Statement by the American Navy Admiral), Japanese print, c. 1854,
artist unknown. Library of Congress. Licensed under Public Domain.

Transport colonialism: In 1854, US pressure resulted in the “opening” of Japan as a safe haven
for American whaleships. This disrupted local economies but did not displace Japanese people
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nation. My examples come from US and
Pacific history.

Settler Colonialism. Large numbers of
settlers claim land and become the majority.
Employing a “logic of elimination,” as
Patrick Wolfe put it in the American His-
torical Review, they attempt to engineer the
disappearance of the original inhabitants
everywhere except in nostalgia.

Planter Colonialism. Colonizers institute
mass production of a single crop, such as
sugar, coffee, cotton, or rubber. Though a
minority, members of the ruling class might
belong to an empire that enables their polit-
ical, legal, and administrative control. Their
labor demands cannot be satisfied by the
native population, so they import African
slaves or indentured laborers, as with the
“coolie” and “blackbirding” trades.

Extractive Colonialism. All the coloniz-
ers want is a raw material found in a partic-
ular locale: beaver fur, buffalo hides, gold,
guano, sandalwood. The desire for natural
history specimens and ethnographic artifacts
could also be considered extractive colonial-
ism. A slash-and-burn operation, extractive
colonialism does not necessarily entail per-
manent occupation, but it often seems to
follow. Extractive colonizers might destroy
or push away indigenous inhabitants to
access resources but more typically depend
upon native diplomatic mediation, environ-
mental knowledge, and labor. Consequent-
ly, marriage “in the custom of the country”
is more common with extractive colonialism
than with settler and planter colonialism.

Trade Colonialism. Classic histories of the
British North American colonies focus on
mercantile capitalism’s control over trading
relationships. The colonial periphery feeds
the metropole with raw materials, and the
metropole manufactures guns, cloth, and
other goods to sell in its colonies. Tariffs
and the policing of smuggling regulate trade
to ensure that capital accumulates in the
metropole. Trade coercion also exists outside
of imperial networks, as when the British



concession to open additional ports, besides
Canton, to foreign trade.

Transport Colonialism. US pressure on
Japan to open ports to foreigners in 1854 was
not about trade but rather transport: Com-
modore Matthew Perry wanted safe havens
for American whaleships. Transport colonial-
ism includes hubs (the Azores, Hawai‘i, and
other island chains that became supply depots
in the age of sail; steamship coaling stations;
US-built airstripsAand troop transfer stations
on Pacific islands during World War II).
It also entails route defenses, such as the
US forts constructed on the Great Plains to
protect American migrants on the Oregon
Trail, and engineering projects that expedite
travel, such as the Panama Canal. Transport
colonialism does not mandate displacement
of native peoples, but it does have a great
impact on local economies and cultures by
creating contact zones.

Imperial Power Colonialism. Sometimes
the purpose of colonialism appears to be
simply expansion for its own sake, to aggran-
dize domains. Imperial rivalry between France
and Britain in 18th-century North America
and the 19th-century Pacific involved settler,
planter, and extractive colonialism but also
inspired competition to amass territory ahead of
the other empire. Europeans have no monopoly
on imperial power colonialism. Tongan expan-
sion into eastern Fiji in the mid-19th century
seems to have been driven primarily by the am-
bitions of King George Tupou I and his cousin
Ma‘afu to enlarge the Tongan sphere of
influence.

Not-in-My-Backyard Colonialism. Col-
onizers sometimes want an empty place far
away as wasteland for depositing convicts
or conducting dangerous experiments.
The British representation of Australia as
terra nullius initially justified Botany Bay,
a prison colony. France and Chile also es-
tablished penal colonies on Pacific islands.
In the 20th century, US atomic testing relo-
cated Marshall Islands inhabitants, much as
settler colonialism might do, but not because
anyone else would settle there. France also
used distant colonies, first Algeria and then
the Tuamotus, as atomic test sites.

Legal Colonialism. Through diplomacy
or by force, one people might claim inde-
pendent or superior legal authority in anoth-
er’s territory. In 19th-century treaties with
peoples deemed barbaric, the United States

assumed legal jurisdiction over American
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Wanghia established extraterritorial courts
administered by US consuls and, in the 20th
century, allowed for the US District Court
of Shanghai.

Rogue Colonialism. Colonialism is not
always a state-sanctioned enterprise. Filibus-
ters and private companies can usurp foreign
territory. The state might follow to protect
and claim such interlopers as its own, as
in the US annexations of Texas in 1845
and Hawaii in 1898. Or the state might
condemn its most freewheeling members
to prevent diplomatic crises. The US gov-
ernment did not support filibuster William
Walker in Central America. Britain disap-
proved of Edward Wakefield’s New Zealand
Company and used the 1840 Treaty of
Whaitangi to rein in such private land spec-
ulators. Rogue colonialism has some other
colonialism (e.g., settler, imperial power)
as its motivating rationale but raises critical
questions about how individuals and the
state interact in colonizing endeavors.

Missionary Colonialism. As private agents,
missionaries could be considered rogue colo-
nizers, but they deserve their own category for
the distinctiveness of their purpose. They need
native people to justify their existence.

Romantic Colonialism. Some colonizers
want to escape to places that contrast envi-
ronmentally and culturally with their perma-
nent abodes. When Thor Heyerdahl took his
newlywed wife “back to nature” in the Mar-
quesas (as he explained in 1974’s Fatu-Hiva),
he wished the islanders would leave them
alone. More often, romantic colonizers—
Paul Gauguin, Robert Louis Stevenson, and
consumers of mass tourism—hope for native
people to join in the fantasy as performers
of local culture. French colonization in the
Pacific was, as in the title of Matt Matsuda’s
2005 book, an “Empire of Love.”

Postcolonial Colonialism. Former colonies
cannot so easily shake off the colonial legacy.
Economic dependency and entanglements
continue, as do bonds of affinity. Fiji, nearly
100 years a British planter colony and inde-
pendent since 1970, continues to bear the
imprint of its colonial past in its multiethnic,
multilingual citizenry; its unusual British-
imposed, aboriginal-protectionist landhold-
ing regime; and the popularity of rugby
among its people.

There are probably more than these 12
forms of colonialism. Adding to the complex-
ity of colonial motivations and consequences
are the ways different forms of colonialism

might coexist or morph into each other. In
1820s Hawai‘i, sandalwood traders, sailors,
and missionaries (extractive, transport, and
missionary colonizers) sought distinct rela-
tionships with native Hawalians that split
the foreign community into acrimony. A
generation or two later, the missionaries’ de-
scendants spearheaded the islands’ shift to
planter colonialism. Even though extractive
and missionary colonizers had a use for native
people, both forms of colonialism seemed to
act as harbingers of settler or planter colonial-
ism, which did not. The many varieties of
colonialism and their points of intersection
suggest that historians could elaborate on the
trend started by settler colonial studies and
more precisely investigate colonialization
processes as multifaceted affairs that affected
colonizers, the colonized, landholding, labor,
and migration in myriad ways.
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