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Conceptualising Imperialism in the 21st century

This paper explores some traditional explanations for imperialism in the context of the current debates surrounding the war and occupation of Iraq. It advances a typology of imperialism that derives from the Weberian notion of ideal types and conceptualises it into five basic categories. The first of these rests on an imperialism involving a high level of coercion and resource extraction but with little else in the way of benefits; the second is a more commercially minded presence that is not overly concerned with territorial occupation; the third presents a view of state interaction in world politics that has as its focus the expansion of capitalism and the inequalities that can result; the fourth considers the bringing of governance and progress with capitalist property and legal relations as a form of progressive modernity; and fifth and most recent development is a mixture of administrative rule and international legitimacy for temporary occupation.

The use of law and regulation under administrative colonialism to make people obey, rather than physical violence, marked a shift to an increasingly sophisticated and technocratic form of rule. Changes introduced by administrative colonialism, such as the imposition of peace, government and the prohibition of traditional customs, enabled the people living under colonial control to be more closely integrated into the economics of the global market. The linking of social life to the administrative structure and institutions of the colonial state was an integral part of this process. The current situation in Iraq therefore merits closer scrutiny. Clearly the situation in Iraq is fluid; arguably it combines many of the worst features of the first four types of imperial rule, only without the international legitimacy that would make such an occupation acceptable. 

