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HIST252 
Guide to Responding to Unit 2 Reading Questions 

 
1. What were the key motivating factors for Europe’s colonization of Africa? 

 
Notes on responding: 
 

• Economic considerations 
o Explorers returning from Africa reported that the continent bore 

great riches. 
o This knowledge led European industrialists and capitalists to push 

for European control over Africa’s vast natural resources which 
were needed for the industrial enterprise. 

o Africa was seen as a new market for European manufactured 
products. 

• Geopolitical strategy 
o Colonies were seen as advantageous for asserting a state’s 

economic and political prowess. 
o Some European states pursued colonies in Africa to maintain their 

economic status vis-à-vis other European states. 
o Some European states pursued colonies in Africa for prestige 

reasons. 

• Activities of Europeans in Africa 
o The military activities of European outposts in Africa demonstrated 

the ease with which Europe could conquer African lands. 

• Christian missionary activities expanded beyond Europe. 
 

 
2. In what ways did African societies respond to the European colonization of 

Africa? 
 
Notes on responding: 
 

• African responses to the imposition of colonial rule were complex and 
pragmatic and tended to be informed by careful weighing of options and 
local geopolitical realities. 

o Africans were aware of the European intrusions and their limitations 
in thwarting them, yet it was impossible to grasp the “larger picture 
of European colonial rule and its implications.”1 

o Consequently, “political and economic competition with neighboring 
communities remained the highest priority, particularly when the 

                                            
1
Benjamin Talton, “African Resistance to Colonial Rule,” Schomburg Center for Research in Black 
Culture, the New York Public Library, accessed April 16, 2012, 
http://exhibitions.nypl.org/africanaage/essay-resistance.html. 
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European presence appeared to be an economic and political 
advantage.”2 

• Labeling African responses to the imposition of colonial rule as resistance 
or collaboration oversimplifies the courses of action pursued. 

• African leaders engaged in warfare, diplomacy, acquiescence, and 
alliances in their efforts to achieve the best possible outcome for their 
communities. 

o Some societies opted for violence as a response to European 
intrusions; the military efforts of Ethiopia were successful. 

o Some societies formed alliances with Europeans to fight a common 
enemy, basically using the European presence to their advantage. 

o Some leaders sought a diplomatic accommodation with European 
colonialists to ensure their position in power, limit European political 
control, or garner protection from neighboring societies. 

o Some societies initially submitted to European colonial intrusions, 
expecting such outside control to be temporary. 

o It is important to note that one strategy was not necessarily pursued 
to the exclusion of other strategies. African leaders made rational 
decisions that took into account changing realities and adopted 
their strategies accordingly. 

 

 

3. What was the role of racism in the colonization of Africa? 
 
Notes on responding: 
 

• The nineteenth century witnessed a deep exploration of “race” in 
European academic and elite circles. 

o European technological advances, the influence of biology on 
social sciences, and the growing tendency to equate nationality 
with race all led to racial suppositions that placed Europeans above 
other peoples. 

o Consequences of such theorizing include the classification of 
peoples into races and their ranking according to military might, the 
rejection of morality for human affairs (i.e., might makes right), and 
the glorification of warfare as a mechanism to separate the strong 
from the weak (and thereby benefitting humanity). 

• Racism provided Europe with a convenient rationalization and justification 
for the colonial enterprise. 

o Europeans justified the colonization of Africa with the idea of a 
“civilizing mission.” 

                                            
2
Ibid. 



Saylor URL: www.saylor.org/HIST252 Unit 2 (end) 

 
The Saylor Foundation Saylor.org 
 Page 3 of 4 

    

o Pseudo-scientific racism, as inspired by social Darwinism, viewed 
Africans as inferior peoples who needed to be placed under the 
tutelage of white Europeans for their own good.   

o It became the “white man’s burden” to colonize Africa and ensure 
that its peoples became more than savages. 
 

 
 

4. What was the relationship between European colonialists and Christian 
missionaries? 
 
Notes on responding: 
 

• The relationship between European colonialists and Christian missionaries 
is best described as symbiotic. 

o European colonial rule provided a calm and supportive environment 
for missionaries to pursue their activities. 

o Colonialists supported missionary activities because they believed 
that Africans converted to Christianity were less likely to resist 
colonial rule. 

o Missionaries often had closer ties with African communities; 
knowledge of African languages, customs, and practices made 
them valuable informants for colonial administrations. 

o Missionaries’ emphasis on education (spreading Christianity relied 
on the ability of Africans to read the Bible, hence the need for 
formal Western-style education) relieved European colonialists from 
the expense of providing education while simultaneously benefitting 
from the missionaries’ educational activities. 

o Missionaries “introduced and encouraged the use of foreign 
products”3 into African communities; this played into the hands of 
the colonialists as it pushed Africans further into the market 
economy. 

• The relationship between Christian missionaries and European colonialists 
during the conquest is less clear. 

o Christian missionaries were not direct agents for colonial 
undertakings, yet they tended to draw European powers further into 
the continent (providing them with convenient excuses to intervene 
and conquer). 

o In some cases, Christian missionaries attempted to undermine 
European conquest; in other cases, Christian missionaries 
encouraged the quick annexation of territory. 

                                            
3
Wallace G. Mills, “The Role of Missionaries in Conquest,” St. Mary’s University, History 322, accessed 
April 16, 2012, http://husky1.stmarys.ca/~wmills/course322/9Missionaries_conquest.html. 
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o At times, Christian missionaries attempted to meddle in the 
decision-making processes of African leaders regarding their 
responses to European intrusion.  

 
5. What was the Berlin Conference and what were its significance and outcomes for 

African societies? 
 
Notes on responding: 
 

• In 1884–1885, representatives from major European countries and the 
United States met in Berlin, Germany, to settle a dispute among European 
powers over navigation and commercial rights in the Congo River basin. 

o The conference was called by Germany’s chancellor (Otto von 
Bismarck). 

o There was no African participation. 
o The conference was unique because its goal was to prevent war 

between European powers rather than settle the aftermath of war. 

• The outcome of the Berlin Conference was the Berlin Act of 1885. 
o It established the rules for the colonial conquest that was to ensue. 
o It reduced tensions among European powers that resulted from 

French incursions into the Congo basin, the British takeover of 
Egypt, and the French invasion of Tunisia.  Europe decided that 
“rivalries over African soil were not serious enough to justify a war 
between European nations.”4 

o It settled freedom of navigation on the Congo, established the 
Congo Free State, and recognized French claims along the Congo. 

o It demarcated various European powers’ claims to African territory. 

• The Berlin Conference was detrimental for African societies because, 
arguably, their fate was settled in a faraway land without African 
participation. 

o The rules for colonial conquest agreed upon stimulated the 
colonization of Africa because European powers needed to 
effectively occupy the land they laid claim to rather than simply 
declare their claim. 

o This rule hastened the introduction of settlers, missionaries, and 
merchants into the colonies and the establishment of colonial 
administrations. 

o The arbitrary demarcation of European powers’ claims to African 
territory led to a partitioning of African lands that failed to take 
political, ethnic, and linguistic boundaries into account.  

 

                                            
4
Jim Jones, “The Congress of Berlin (1884–1885),” West Chester University, History 313, accessed April 
16, 2012, http://courses.wcupa.edu/jones/his312/lectures/ber-cong.htm.  


