


 

The laudatory rhetoric and imagery of a “white man’s burden” and “civilizing mission”
received a sharp rejoinder in a cartoon published by Life in April, 1901 under the title
“March of the Strenuous Civilization.” In this sardonic rendering of the realities of
imperialist expansion, a missionary leads the charge holding a “Missionary Ledger.”
Immediately behind him march a sword-brandishing sailor carrying “loot” and a rifle-
bearing soldier carrying “booty.” “Science” comes next, clutching “lyddite,” a high
explosive first used by the British in the Boer War. “Literature” follows, holding the
text of Kipling’s poem, “The White Man’s Burden.” Music plays an organ labeled “Two
Step Symphony—‘Dollar Mark Forever.’” Behind Music comes “Sculpture,” holding up a
monument to a war hero. “Painting” carried a portfolio inscribed “‘Light. Death to all
Schools but Ours.” The last marcher holds up “Drummer’s Samples,” referring to the
traveling salesmen of business and commerce.

Skulls dot the landscape ahead in Life’s grim rendering. Vultures hover above the
procession, and the artifacts of past civilization are trampled underfoot at the rear.

 

“The March of the Strenuous Civilization.”
Life, April 11, 1901
Artist: C. S. Taylor

Source: Widener Library, Harvard University
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Life’s satire of the “white man’s burden” mystique offers a procession of the
supporters of the new imperialism beginning with missionaries and ending with the

traveling salesman.

Even the language of Life’s caption is subversive, for it picks up a famous pro-



 

Even the language of Life’s caption is subversive, for it picks up a famous pro-
imperialist speech by Theodore Roosevelt titled “The Strenuous Life.” Delivered on
April 10, 1899, two years before Roosevelt became president, the most famous lines
of the speech were these:

I wish to preach, not the doctrine of ignoble ease, but the doctrine of the
strenuous life, the life of toil and effort, of labor and strife; to preach that
highest form of success which comes, not to the man who desires mere
easy peace, but to the man who does not shrink from danger... 

...So, if we do our duty aright in the Philippines, we will add to that
national renown which is the highest and finest part of national life, will
greatly benefit the people of the Philippine Islands, and, above all, we will
play our part well in the great work of uplifting mankind.
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