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The White Man’s Burden 

  

 For this assignment I chose to look at a series of political cartoons that are 

commentary on Rudyard Kipling’s poem “The White Man’s Burden.”  I am very 

familiar with this poem because I use it as a teaching tool for my freshman Honors 

Modern World History class.  Kipling wrote this poem in 1899 as an encouragement 

to the United States to bravely take on their role as an imperial power as the US was 

taking over the Philippines after the Spanish American War.  It so aptly captures the 

imperialist’s view of their thankless mission of bringing civilization to the savages of 

the world.   Of course by today’s standards we can hardly believe the level of hubris it 

conveys. 

 I have sorted the cartoons into three categories to reflect the changing view 

of imperialism over the last century or so.  Group One is true to Kipling’s point of 

view.  In these cartoons we can see the heroic imperialist, whether it is Uncle Sam, 

John Bull or Teddy Roosevelt,  struggling to bring the “new-caught, sullen peoples, 

half-devil and half-child” to a  glorious civilization.   Civilization here is represented by 

financial success, military security, education, or some vague golden light at the top 

of the mountain.   These representations clearly reflect the First World’s view of 

happiness rather than the Third World’s view which would probably include things 

such as family closeness, tribal ties, or a respect for tradition.  The thankless nature of 

the White Man’s Burden is shown as Teddy Roosevelt must step over the dead bodies 

The White Man’s Burden 

Take up the White Man's burden-- 
Send forth the best ye breed-- 
Go bind your sons to exile 
To serve your captives' need; 
To wait in heavy harness, 
On fluttered folk and wild-- 
Your new-caught, sullen peoples, 
Half-devil and half-child. 
 
Take up the White Man's burden-- 
In patience to abide, 
To veil the threat of terror 
And check the show of pride; 
By open speech and simple, 
An hundred times made plain 
To seek another's profit, 
And work another's gain. 
 
Take up the White Man's burden-- 
The savage wars of peace-- 
Fill full the mouth of Famine 
And bid the sickness cease; 
And when your goal is nearest 
The end for others sought, 
Watch sloth and heathen Folly 
Bring all your hopes to nought. 
 
Take up the White Man's burden-- 
No tawdry rule of kings, 
But toil of serf and sweeper-- 
The tale of common things. 
The ports ye shall not enter, 
The roads ye shall not tread, 
Go mark them with your living, 
And mark them with your dead. 
 
Take up the White Man's burden-- 
And reap his old reward: 
The blame of those ye better, 
The hate of those ye guard-- 
The cry of hosts ye humour 
(Ah, slowly!) toward the light:-- 
"Why brought he us from bondage, 
Our loved Egyptian night?" 
 
Take up the White Man's burden-- 
Ye dare not stoop to less-- 
Nor call too loud on Freedom 
To cloke your weariness; 
By all ye cry or whisper, 
By all ye leave or do, 
The silent, sullen peoples 
Shall weigh your gods and you. 
 
Take up the White Man's burden-- 
Have done with childish days-- 
The lightly proferred laurel, 
The easy, ungrudged praise. 
Comes now, to search your manhood 
Through all the thankless years 
Cold, edged with dear-bought 
wisdom, 
The judgment of your peers! 

Rudyard Kipling 

 



of “the best ye breed” Rough Riders that litter the hill to the school.  “The blame of those ye better, the hate of those ye 

guard” is depicted in the last cartoon of this group which is obviously from post WWII, but interestingly trying to revive 

the old notion of the White Man’s Burden. 

 In Group Two the cartoons begin to see things through the eyes of the colonized.  Their purpose is to shame the 

imperialist powers by revealing the true agenda of colonialism which is to bring wealth to the imperialist.  They are, 

however, still being propagated by the West which is obvious in their blatantly patronizing of the native peoples.  In the 

second of these cartoons we see that Uncle Sam, John Bull and the Kaiser are getting fat off the labors of the colonized.  

This is followed by the one showing how fighting over the sleeping dragon is bringing the European powers to the brink 

of war.  My favorite in this group is titled, “Civilization Begins at Home.”  Here we see Justice pulling back the curtain on 

imperialism to reveal the true cost of the Philippines to the US.  In all of these the message is clear, the civilized Western 

powers are being debased by their forays into imperialism and, in the end, losing what it is that makes them so much 

greater than those “half-devil, half-child” people. 

 Finally, in Group Three we have examples from a more modern perspective of neo-colonialism.  In these the 

economic assault of the colonized by the imperialist powers is the main theme.  In the first cartoon we find Ethiopian 

Prime Minister Zenawi more concerned with his profitable arms deals than with feeding his people.  The second cartoon 

that mimics the famous WWII photo from Iwo Jima and the next one instructing us on how neo-colonialism works, leave 

us to question what are we really fighting for in the Middle East?  Lastly, my favorite of all the cartoons we see how the 

US military is a pawn of the major corporations of the country.  Here Disney, Microsoft, Motorola, Texaco, Shell, Coca 

Cola, MacDonald’s, and Nike all are assaulting the colonized both economically as well as culturally.  All in all, this group 

of cartoons serves as a scathing analysis of how modern day imperialism works for the economic benefit of the 

imperialists.   
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