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Abstract

As a historical phenomenon, European colonialism has, from its beginning through the present
day, a tremendous influence on the history of human beings, and has long been studied by
students and scholars from all parts of the world. Traditional understandings of the motivations
and impacts of European colonialism has focused on the economic, political, and religious areas,
which, without doubts, are true and sound. However, the mentality behind the decisions and
actions of colonialism was not commonly understood. This paper focus on exploring this type of
predatory ‘‘frontier” mentality, as well as its antithesis the “sphere” mentality, through
interpreting and understanding the human mind behind the various causes and consequences of
European colonialism. Given the current global situation, the growth of the “sphere” mentality
and the decline of its antithesis is likely to be the general trend as a product of the evolution of
human civilization in the twenty first century. This shift in human mentality from competition to
cooperation is the biggest legacy of European colonialism.
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1. Introduction

Ever since the first settlers arrived at their new home, European colonialism had a
continuing influence on the entire planet. During this process, the European nations dominated
indigenous peoples of other parts of the Earth, and often exploited the local resources to build up
prosperity in Europe. The influx of wealth and resources bewildered the Europeans, whose
perspective was limited by the era. They imagined the world as a competitive “frontier,” where
the strong lived on the flesh of the weak. As history unfolded, however, rationality and
cooperation turned the tide, as cooperation has begun to substitute competition as the theme of

international affairs nowadays.

2. Analysis
2.1 European Colonialism and “Frontier” Mentality

This so called “frontier” mentality came from the belief that international affairs were
guided solely by the rules of the jungle. This belief was developed from ages of chaos after the
fall of the Roman Empire, which marked the formal collapse of law and relative peace.
Europeans were divided under the rules of different political entities, all of which were then
ready to establish themselves as new hegemonies just like Rome. Conspiracies, wars, and
plagues were among the major themes of Middle Ages, as even powerful houses like that of
Burgundy could not escape from the grimy fate of being stripped of power and annexed by the
kingdom of France.

Thus, the “frontier” mentality advocated for using predatory competition to solve
problems, especially domestic problems such as economic recessions. This approach stood for
the establishment and aggrandizement of a sphere of influence, in which the dominated countries
were forced to ceded significant rights, such as resource utilization and commerce, to the
dominant country. This resulted from the unique competitive history of Europe, which led to a
hungry pursuit for power.

Amid such intense competitions, monarchs throughout the continent tried to find every
possible way to strengthen their power, thus preserving their states and consolidating their rule.
The size of a country was usually the clearest indication of its strength. Generally, more land led
to more food and consequently more taxable income and population. These factors determined
the size and strength of the army. Thus, European monarchs always focused on enlarging their
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kingdoms, to push their frontier farther away. Before the Age of Discovery, this type of
“frontier” extension happened across Europe. However, due to the balance of power between
European states, it was impossible to continually enlarge frontiers in this resource-depleting
continent.

The discovery of America, and the subsequent benefits of its colonization, had given this
static system some lively dynamics and further proven to the Europeans the viability of predatory
competition. The Portuguese made a huge profit from opening a direct trade route to Asia, while
the Spaniards, with superior weapons, plundered enormous amount of gold from the native
American states. The latter established a period of domination across the continent of Europe due
to the large fortune amassed through conquest. Thus, colonization became a solution for the
problem of survival among the European states. The Dutch, for example, established an
expansive trading empire that stretched throughout the globe, which allowed them to withstand
the assaults of Spanish, English, and French monarchs, a feat made possible by the wealth
infused from their colonial system to the Netherlands. The new world crops such as potatoes and
maize also greatly relieved the food shortage that was common in Europe (Nunn & Qian, 2010, p.
169). The New World’s almost magical ability to produce huge amount of food might also
contribute to the idea that all problems can be solved by expanding to get new resources, the
cornerstone of “frontier” mentality. In essence, European colonialism was the application of the
ideology of predatory competition.

The problems, however, did not end with discovering and settling a “promised land”:
they merely started. The hardships of settling in a new place, especially death due to diseases and,
more often, battle against the natives of the area, promoted a society antagonistic towards
everything from the “wilderness beyond the map,” a society hostile to outsiders, if not
completely racist. The relationship between British-American settlers and Native Americans
proves this point: The Native Americans often brutally attacked the British-American settlements,
and the British-Americans returned the favor. As a result, the Native Americans were viewed as
savages, and later an inferior race, among the British-Americans. In the end, the Native
Americans, due to their inferior weaponry, lost most of their land, which the United States
eagerly desired, and were forced into a bloody migration in designated areas. Events unfolded
similarly as France began to exploit Algeria, as Britain began to exploit South Africa, and as
Russia began to exploit Siberia. The bloody competitions that led to and resulted from European

colonialism brewed high levels of antagonism between different social and ethnic groups,
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another marker of the “frontier” mentality. The statement “all around us there were savages” is
firm evidence of this antagonism, which persisted down the centuries, and contributed to many
social and racial issues that the world faces today (Weiskel, 1983, p. 235).

Another problem that was generated from this application of “frontier” mentality was
environmental damage. European colonial activities mingled species from all parts of the globe
that had lived secluded from each other before. The artificial transportation of plants and animals
introduced a new environment that changed sharply in a short amount of time, which gave the
native species little time to adapt their biology and survive. In other words, the European
colonizers participated in bringing invasive species to the frontiers throughout the world they
tried to establish. In other cases, they brought native species back to their home in Europe, such
as the potato. To minimize their work, Europeans tended to grow the same crops or raise the
same livestock, resulting in a large population dependent on a few species as energy inputs. This
system was very vulnerable: when one of the pillar species collapsed an outbreak of famine
would occur. This famine came with the potato failure during 1840s.

Moreover, when utilizing resources and transforming them into power, European nations
did not realize the importance of conservation. Overhunting, overfishing, and deforestation were
common back then, which led to a rapid decrease, or even extinction, in many species. As
Michael Williams states, “In the space of 10,000 years (a mere 500 generations) humans were
going to have an effect on global vegetation only slightly less dramatic and widespread than that
of the Ice Age in the 100,000 years before” (Williams, 2014, p. 11). In the animal kingdom, the
dodo bird, for example, became extinct due to its failure to survive the invasive species brought
by humans. According to an article on the BBC News website, the International Union for
Conservation of Nature has listed “801 animal and plant species (mostly animal) known to have
gone extinct since 1500” (Knight, 2012).

European colonialism also drastically changed the demographics of the world. Diseases
from Europe traveled to other continents along with the colonizers, and local viruses spread to
Europe on the trip back home (Kagan, Ozment, Turner, & Frank, 2014, p. 90). In the Americas,
for example, European diseases such as measles and smallpox spread violently among the
natives of the American continents (Kagan, Ozment, Turner, & Frank, 2014, p. 90). Indigenous
population decreased at such a rapid speed in such a large scale, that, according to author Charles

C. Mann, parts of the forests cleared away by the natives for farming had been restored, before
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being cleared away by the European settlers (Mann, 2011, pp. 32-33). Meanwhile, Europeans, in
turn, suffered a type of syphilis from the Americas.

Native Americans were also enslaved and forced to work under harsh conditions, which
resulted in a high mortality rate. As Mann demonstrates, the native population of Hispaniola, for
example, dropped from at least 60,000 to 26,000 in twenty-two years, and in another thirty-four
years this number dropped to less than 500 (Mann, 2011, pp. 11). The bloody oppression ended
with the Europeans, who now settled in the newly conquered lands, wiping out “their own labor
force” (Mann, 2011, pp. 11). Unwilling to work themselves, the colonists “employed” people
from other places to labor for them instead as slaves. Africa was depopulated as a result; millions
of its people were taken to the shores, lived there for a short period of time to get accustomed to
food of the New World, and were then shipped across the Atlantic into endless years of
oppression and labor. Some Europeans also stepped in and filled some of the consequential
population vacuum, as can be seen in South Africa. The population changes from the age of the
frontiers have left a visible mark in the world today.

2.2 “Sphere” Mentality and Global Cooperation

In the twentieth century, the continuing global tension and even direct military conflicts
marked the failure of predatory competition and the “frontier” mentality. The First World War,
the origin of many conflicts in the rest of the century, broke out due to the inability of the new-
born powers to extend their frontiers: the entire world was mostly colonized by traditional
European powers. Thus, to build up their economies, which would then back up their political
goal and international status, the new empires decided to challenge old European colonizers. The
predatory competition among the predators themselves turned out to be a disaster. The two world
wars caused tens of millions of battle casualties, with more deaths among civilians. The
economic damage from these wars were also high. For United States alone, the cost of WWII
was a staggering four-thousand-billion dollar, adjusted for inflation as of 2011 (Daggett, 2010).
The wars and conflicts also significantly disturbed world trade, which furthered the economic
hardships of post-war countries. Clearly, since the Earth was not a flat, unlimited expanse of land,
but rather a definite sphere, the ideology of “frontierism” would not work forever, and conflicts
would be inevitable. Given the devastating results of the two world wars and the creation of
atomic weapons, the substitution of the predatory competition with cooperation among all
humans, a kind of “sphere” mentality, will fit the raison d’état. The predatory competition among

European states has also weakened them badly, to a point when the former enslaved people
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within European spheres of influence were able to achieve independence. The whole system of
predatory European colonialism was thus officially gone.

Even during the early stage of European colonialism, there were voices that spoke against
the successful domination of European civilization. Some thinkers and artists were disgusted by
the manner of colonization process, as well as the justification Europeans gave in its defense.
They advocated for cultural relativism, treating each culture as unique equals, and were against
wars and violence which European colonizers sometimes used to sustain their domination. This
opposition towards the predatory competitions would later develop into forces that called for
cooperation, or even globalization.

Support for the “sphere” mentality grew during the twentieth century, when the idea of
predatory competition failed to work. After WWI, the unprecedentedly high numbers of
casualties made many realize the importance of cooperation, and anti-war feelings skyrocketed
in Europe (Alpha History, n.d.), where fierce competition was the common theme for previous
centuries. The brutal nature of WWII added on to the devastating “impact on the physical and
mental health”. (Ludwig-Maximilians-Universitaet Muenchen, 2014). For this reason, Woodrow
Wilson, the president of United States, proposed to organize a League of Nations, a milestone
event that marked the rise of “spherism”. The eruption of WWII indicated the weakness of this
institution; however, it did not destroy this system of international cooperation. The United
Nations further improved the institution by extending its field of activity and formally included
racial equality in its charter, a necessary step for cooperation between the entire human race. The
Cold War saw the last major “frontieristic” struggle, and the last time in current human history
when competition and antagonism dominated the theme of international affairs. Even then, a
significant number of people pressed for peace and cooperation rather than wars and conflicts.
The most notable examples are the anti-war movement throughout the western hemisphere in
response to the Vietnam war, as well as movement later in the century that called for less tension
between the superpowers.

Since then, the world has seen more than two decades of relative peace and cooperation.
The United Nations, for example, was reinvigorated in its role. According to the UN official
website, there have been 57 peacekeeping missions since 1988, out of a total of 71, suggesting
resurgence in the effort to maintain peace throughout the world after the Cold War (United
Nations, n.d.). The recent decline in both missions and personnel in UN peacekeepers reflects the

progress towards stability on Earth, another basis for cooperation and development. There was

309



PEOPLE: International Journal of Social Sciences
ISSN 2454-5899

also international support for natural disasters. After the earthquake that happened in 2010 in
Haiti, countries and international organizations all over the world sent in aids during 2010-2011,
totaling over 1 billion U.S. dollars (The Guardian, n.d.). Personnel were also sent to Haiti for
rescuing trapped victims or maintaining stability on the island. Support on this scale and scope
could not happen in a world full of predatory competition among nations. Even if there was
international support for a natural disaster, it might not end up in a positive way. The 1923 Kanto
earthquake, for example, saw an aid of 12 million dollars from United States. However, it ended
in “mutual accusations”, as some Japanese expressed “resentment towards western rescuers”,
and in America Japan was viewed as “ungrateful” to the help, according to Joshua Hammer
(2011). The right-wing forces in Japan even used this disaster as an opportunity to persecute
minorities within the country. Today, the world has moved towards a more cooperative mindset,
which can be appropriately supported by the humanitarian help the rest of the world have given
for Haiti.

Another related field with increasing international cooperation has been in counter-
terrorism. In a world of “frontier” mentality, countries might even sponsor terrorist organizations
to weaken their opponents, which would only cause more suffering while contributing nothing to
improving the situation. In the late twentieth century, there was an increase in sharing
information, providing training programs, arresting notorious terrorists, and initiating sanctions
against terrorist organizations. According to data, about 173 countries froze over 100 million
dollars in assets of terrorist groups (Farnesina, n.d.).

Countries also tried to avoid sensitive issues when collaborating on counter-terrorism,
thus preventing the effort from collapsing (Cordesman, 2010). The same method has also been
applied to counter transnational crimes. For example, there were many missions in Asia and the
Americas to hunt down drug dealers who had committed crimes in several sovereign countries.
Without the idea that the world is a sphere, that a problem beyond the borders is also one within,
there is no other approach to control and improving global security. Collaborations, and thus
peace, are usually more attainable through a multinational organization. Shanghai cooperation
organization is the most sufficient Eurasian organization in central Asia, it was started by
shanghai 5 first in 1996 (Ahadi et al., 2015, p. 43). At Bishkek summit all the defense ministers
agreed in case of a security threat in the region or to the members to create and formulate a
mechanism to respond any peace threat ad to stabilize the region (Ahadi et al., 2015, p. 43).

Similar organizations are formed in other continents of the world, and they have displayed great
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significance in maintaining regional peace and cooperation, instead of predatory and
expansionist wars.

Countries also cooperate in protecting the environment. Most countries of the world have
tried to drop their carbon-emission rate. Paris, for example, stopped being “the city of light.” In
China, there were also efforts to protect nature by recovering the vegetation in places like the
Loess Plateau. Data showed that the vegetation coverage in the Loess Plateau increased from
17% to 34%, while average income per person almost tripled (The World Bank Group, 2007). In
this project, the International Development Association contributed more than half the cost of the
project, greatly accelerating its progress (The World Bank Group, 2007). There was also an
effort to put limitation on emissions from factories, improve the public transportation system and
encourage sustainable transport. Across the globe countries have spent a significant amount of
governmental revenues in conservation. The United States, for example, spent more than 8
billion dollars in 2017, according to its Environmental Protection Agency (The U.S.
Environmental Protection Agency, 2017). These nations also have tried to cooperate as seen in
the Paris Climate Agreement.

Furthermore, there is an increasing interest in international exchange in education and
academics. Compared with the early twentieth century, there is more curriculum devoted to
foreign history and culture in many countries. More students and scholars also travel aboard to
either seek more advanced education or authentic cultural experience. In the United States, for
example, there was a 3.4% increase in the number of international students who currently study
there, while there was a 3.8% increase in the number of American students who chose to study
elsewhere in the world (Institution of International Education, 2018). From these students and
scholars, societies of different nations could acquire a portal that could provide a more detailed
understanding of each other’s cultures, improving the ability and the conditions for countries to

collaborate.

3. Conclusions

In conclusion, the late twentieth to early twenty-first centuries witnessed the rise of a
“sphere” mentality, which advocated for cooperation to attain a win-win situation. This trend
happened because of the increase in human’s capability of production, the antagonism against
destructive “frontieristic” wars and conflicts, the rise of nations formally dominated by others,

the recognition of tolerance and equality, and the vital challenges that affect the entire world
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today. On a general basis, the “sphere” mentality and cooperation between nations, which it
stands for, will continue to grow, while the “frontier” mentality will enter its decline. This
general trend will be the landmark of the twenty first century. Future research can focus on the
possible impacts of a world where cooperative “sphere” mentality is common, possible obstacles
of the development of this “sphere” mentality, and what change this mindset will trigger in the
future.
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