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Abstract 
 

This thesis undertakes an analysis of the phrase, “to conciliate their affections” as it appeared 

in Governor Phillip’s Instructions in 1788 and argues it should not simply be equated, as it 

has regularly been in Australian historiography, to friendship. The thesis provides an 

intellectual history of conciliation to recover a more nuanced meaning of the phrase. This 

method combines an examination of the use of the phrase in a range of colonial texts, with 

an exploration of its practice in two British colonial contexts in the eighteenth century – 

British North America and the colony of New South Wales. The longer history of ideas of 

friendship in European thought are also examined; particularly those that relate to relations 

with non–Europeans. These ideas form the intellectual backdrop against which decisions of 

practical governance were taking place in the colonies. By examining conciliation in this 

way, we gain insights into the disjuncture between the rhetoric of conciliation devised in the 

metropole, and the practice of conciliation in the colonies. By looking at two geographically 

diverse but temporally adjacent colonial contexts in this way we also gain insight into the 

continuity of conciliation as a strategy of colonial governance. This intellectual historical and 

colonial contextualisation of conciliation complicates understandings of Australia’s 

colonisation as being unique in Britain’s Empire. 

 

Historians of Australia have frequently claimed that Phillip’s Instruction to conciliate was an 

‘Enlightened’ and ‘humanitarian’ attempt to forge friendship and was opposed to the exercise 

of violence against Indigenous peoples. In this thesis it is argued that conciliation was a 

strategy of colonial government incorporating a range of techniques including violence, as 
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well as the ‘civilizing’ of Indigenous peoples through the inculcation of European ideas and 

modes of living. These techniques were premised on the superiority of Europeans over non-

Europeans and relied on a series of justifications for the expansion of empire and the 

restriction of Indigenous peoples’ rights. Furthermore, conciliation was a strategy that 

primarily considered the furtherance of Britain’s colonial interests. In concluding the thesis, 

I consider the implications of this interpretation of conciliation for current debates about 

Australia’s settler colonial past, and its legacy in the present. 
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Introduction 

 

In April 1787, Captain Arthur Phillip was appointed as the inaugural governor of New South 

Wales, the first European colony established in what was then called New Holland but is now 

Australia. He arrived in January 1788, along with hundreds of convict settlers and a 

complement of marines to guard them in what is commonly referred to as The First Fleet. 

Phillip also carried official Instructions from the British Admiralty which dealt in part with 

how he was to deal with the Indigenous peoples he would encounter there. The relevant part 

of his Instructions read as follows, 

 

You are to endeavour by every possible means to open an Intercourse with 

the (Savages)1 Natives and to conciliate their affections, enjoining all Our 

Subjects to live in amity and kindness with them. And if any of Our Subjects 

shall wantonly destroy them, or give them any unnecessary Interruption in the 

exercise of their several occupations It is our Will and Pleasure that you do 

cause such offenders to be brought to punishment according to the degree of 

the Offence. You will endeavour to procure an account of the Numbers 

inhabiting the Neighbourhood of the intended settlement and report your 

opinion to one of our Secretaries of State in what manner Our Intercourse with 

these people may be turned to the advantage of this country.2 

 

                                                   
1 The word ‘savages’ was crossed out in the Instructions and replaced with natives. 
2 Governor Phillip’s ‘Instructions’, in Historical Records of Australia, ed. F. Watson, 33 vols. Library 

Committee of the Commonwealth Parliament, Sydney, vol. 1, p.13 
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These Instructions were the first colonial government policy concerning Australia’s 

Indigenous peoples. How these Instructions were understood and enacted in the months and 

years after Phillip and the First Fleet of colonists arrived in New Holland would reshape the 

lives of the Indigenous peoples of Australia. Today, Phillip’s Instructions and his 

interpretation of them continue to inform the views that Australians have of the beginnings 

of their colonial history. 

 

To mark the 200-year anniversary of the arrival of Phillip, the date of Australia’s national 

day was moved to coincide with the day on which the First Fleet arrived in New Holland on 

the 26th of January 1788. In the lead up to Australia Day in 2018, and in the context of a 

renewed push by the Greens Party to change the date of the national public holiday,3 Tony 

Abbott (b.1957), Australia’s most recent former Prime Minister (2013-2015), ventured his 

opinion during an interview on a Sydney radio station,  

 

British settlement was a very good thing – it wasn’t good immediately for 

everyone. But the modern Australia that emerged from British settlement … 

is something that all of us, on balance, can and should be proud of. This idea 

that we can rewrite history, this idea that we should never have been settled 

the way we were, (a) it’s unrealistic and (b) it flies in the face of our country’s 

historical achievement.4 

                                                   
3 For a discussion of this current debate and its longer historical context see McKenna, M (2018) ‘Moment of 

truth: History and Australia’s Future, Quarterly Essay, Black Inc., Melbourne, No. 69, pp. 1-86 
4 Karp, P. (2018) ‘Australia Day: Tony Abbott says British settlement a very good thing’ The Guardian 

Online, 18 January, http://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2018/jan/18/australia-day-tony-abbott-says-

british-settlement-a-very-good-thing 

http://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2018/jan/18/australia-day-tony-abbott-says-british-settlement-a-very-good-thing
http://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2018/jan/18/australia-day-tony-abbott-says-british-settlement-a-very-good-thing
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Abbott’s comments paint a simplistic and naive picture of Australia’s colonisation. They also 

raise the question of who “all of us” and ‘we’ who ‘settled’ are? Does the former Prime 

Minister’s idea of ‘we’ include those who were not ‘settlers’ - the country’s Indigenous 

inhabitants and their descendants? Are they among those who “on balance” should be proud 

of colonisation? Apart from the obvious divisiveness of such comments, it is their predication 

on a history, a singular, settler-colonial history; that is problematic and in need of re-

examination.  

 

A few years earlier in August 2014 Abbott spoke, as Prime Minister, at the launch of a project 

showcasing ‘100 Defining Moments in Australian History’ at the National Museum of 

Australia. He controversially remarked, “The arrival of the First Fleet was the defining 

moment in the history of this continent. Let me repeat that, it was the defining moment in the 

history of this continent.” Mr Abbott’s brief acknowledgement that it was a moment that also 

dispossessed Indigenous Australians and “for a long time, marginalised them”, effectively 

relegated that marginalization to the past, a somehow different past from the one being 

celebrated at the launch. His focus, and effusive praise was reserved for Governor Phillip as 

a “man who embodied the best of his times”; a man who tried “hard and faithfully” to 

establish amity with the Indigenous people he encountered. These remarks belong to a long 

history of Phillip’s portrayal as a bearer of civilization, who under instruction to “conciliate 
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their affections”, sought to establish friendship with the Indigenous people of New South 

Wales.5  

 

In this thesis I will argue that Phillip’s Instruction to “conciliate their affections” has been 

regularly misinterpreted by conflating conciliation with friendship. That misinterpretation is 

not limited to its place in general public discourse. Australian historiography of the early 

colonial period is only beginning to explore the complexity of conciliation. The purpose of 

this thesis is to contribute to this end by developing a more detailed understanding of the 

phrase, and to place it in a long history of usage as a strategy of British colonial governance. 

This will be done by re-examining the intellectual and the geo-political contexts in which 

conciliation featured. This clarification will tease apart the meanings of friendship and 

conciliation and reveal the colonial agenda conciliation was meant to serve, and the 

governance practices it entailed.  

 

i. ‘Enlightened’ conciliation and friendship: an exceptional conflation 

 

As Mr Abbott noted, the relevant paragraph in Phillip’s Instructions includes an injunction 

to live in “kindness and amity”, something that Phillip’s most recent biographer, New South 

Wales Supreme Court judge, Michael Pembroke, interprets as a genuine wish to be “friends.” 

Pembroke’s biography is marked by a troubling contradiction: ‘friendship’ is what Phillip 

and his “enlightened, tolerant and chivalrous” officers attempted while simultaneously 

                                                   
5 Abbott, T. (2014) ‘Remarks at the Launch of the Defining Moments in Australian History Project’, 

Canberra, 29 August, https://www.pm.gov.au/media/2014-08-29/remarks-launch-defining-

momentsaustralian-history-project-canberra 

https://www.pm.gov.au/media/2014-08-29/remarks-launch-defining-momentsaustralian-history-project-canberra
https://www.pm.gov.au/media/2014-08-29/remarks-launch-defining-momentsaustralian-history-project-canberra
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dispossessing the Indigenous inhabitants of their land and their local food sources. Despite 

this, Pembroke maintains, “There was no generalised racist terror. That would only come 

later, after Phillip’s time, when commerce, greed and land ownership took root and a 

prevailing sentiment of hostility towards the Aborigines emerged.6 While promoting his book 

Pembroke went so far as to claim there was no violence against Aborigines in Phillip’s time, 

save that committed by a few errant seamen and convicts; such was the extent of Phillip’s 

kindness and amity.7 Not only is this factually incorrect, but, like other references to Phillip’s 

Instructions it overlooks altogether the meaning of the phrase, “to conciliate their affections” 

that was supposed to operate in conjunction with both the prompt to kindness and amity, and 

an overt threat of violence.  

 

Pembroke’s views are not unlike those expressed by the celebrated historian, Inga 

Clendinnen in her 2003 award-winning account of early colonisation, Dancing with 

Strangers. Reflecting on Phillip’s execution of his Instructions, Clendinnen describes Phillip 

as bringing a “determination verging on obstinacy to the business of persuading the local 

population to friendship, a determination rare, possibly unique, in the gruff annals of 

imperialism.” On the relationship between these Instructions and violence we are advised by 

way of parenthetical aside, “(It is true that he also resorted to kidnap to convey his benevolent 

intentions, but that rough way to useful intercourse predates Columbus).” 8 So, was Phillip 

‘enlightened’ or pre-Colombian, in his pursuit of conciliation? Perhaps both? Clendinnen 

                                                   
6 Pembroke, M. (2013) Arthur Phillip: Sailor, Mercenary, Governor, Spy, Hardie Grant, Melbourne, p. 206 
7 Pembroke, M. (2013) Comments in radio interview with Geraldine Doogue, Saturday Extra, ABC Radio 

National,www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/saturdayextra/arthur/phillip/4876764, August 10 
8 Clendinnen, I. (2005) Dancing with Strangers, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, p. 25. Clendinnen’s 

historical scholarship was forged in earlier, highly regarded studies of the Mexica/Aztec peoples which 

imbued her Australian historical work with an anthropological quality celebrated for its effort, in absence of 

written records, to think across the colonial divide between colonizer and colonized.  

http://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/saturdayextra/arthur/phillip/4876764
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rightly identifies that imperial strategies such as kidnapping have a long history, but what her 

unquestioned acceptance of their role in colonisation reveals is a need to interrogate how 

those actions might be considered within the gamut of a policy characterised by friendship.9  

 

A recent collection edited by Kate Darian-Smith and Penelope Edmonds broadens our 

understanding of the behaviours that brought forth “conciliatory, if often uneasy, forms of 

allegiance and co-existence” in Australia and the Pacific Rim.10 In their analysis “Europeans 

brought with them a well–developed repertoire of performance whereby friendship was 

offered to indigenous peoples and imperial authority and sovereignty were asserted.”11 

Certain colonising practices and objects were instruments of conciliation: musical 

performance, treaty making, and gifting, message sticks and breastplates. The essays in this 

important collection illustrate how conciliation can be understood as a colonial practice with 

often messy implications. In particular, Maria Nugent’s examination of two re-enactments of 

the landing of Captain Cook on the shores of New South Wales (staged in 1901 and 1970 

respectively) provides clear evidence of a desire among those involved for colonial history 

to have “happened differently.” She examines similar “creative re-workings” each of which 

involved various forms of “creative displacement” that gloss over the conflict that occurred 

in early Australian colonial encounters.12 Nugent observes that these improvised conciliatory 

                                                   
9 Anderson, C. (2011) Colonization, kidnap and confinement in the Andamans penal colony, 1771 – 1864, 

Journal of Historical Geography, Vol. 37, pp. 68 – 81, Vaughn, A.T. (2006) Transatlantic Encounters: 

American Indians in Britain 1500 – 1776, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, p.15, 59, 75. 
10 Darian-Smith, K and Edmonds, P. (2015) Conciliation and Conflict, Performance and Commemoration in 

Colonial Australia and the Pacific Rim’ in Darian-Smith, K and Edmonds, P (eds.) Conciliation on Colonial 

Frontiers: Conflict, Performance and Commemoration in Australia and the Pacific Rim, Routledge, New 

York, pp. 1-14, p. 1 
11 Darian-Smith and Edmonds (2015) Conciliation on Colonial Frontiers, p. 1 
12 Nugent, M. (2015) ‘That Other Cry’: Re – Enacting captain Cook’s First Landing as Conciliation Event’ in 

Darian-Smith, K and Edmonds, P (eds.) Conciliation on Colonial Frontiers: Conflict, Performance and 

Commemoration in Australia and the Pacific Rim, Routledge, New York, pp. 193 – 209, p. 200 
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gestures represented a temporal shift intended to underpin reconciliation in the moment of 

re–enactment; opening up conversations about what took place and how best to reconcile 

violence and dispossession with British claims of possession. We cannot escape the fact that 

this ‘performed’ understanding of conciliation has become a proxy for understanding what 

conciliation in Phillip’s Instructions meant in its original historical moment. After all, if 

conciliation had played out in accordance with the retrospectively ‘hoped for’ narrative of 

timely (and continued) conciliation and reconciliation between the British and the Indigenous 

inhabitants, there would be none of the subsequent layering of meaning, or re-framing to 

which Nugent refers. There would be a straightforward account and its uncomplicated re-

telling. For me, this begins to explain the continuing confusion over the meaning of 

conciliation in Australian historiography. The deeper our knowledge of the dissonance 

between what we want conciliation to have been, and the violence and dispossession it 

actually entailed, the deeper our national shame and the greater the need, consciously or 

otherwise, to frame conciliation as a valiant attempt at friendship that was fraught with 

misunderstandings. Friendship gone awry is somehow more palatable than a deliberate 

strategy that countenanced violence and dispossession from the beginning. Of course, 

Indigenous Australians stand apart from this shame. Instead, some feel a “burning 

resentment” at attempts to construct a version of history that marginalises Indigenous 

Australians’ lived experiences.13 

 

                                                   
13 Perkins, Rachel (2014) Rachel Perkins speaks out on the need to stand up for Aboriginal Australians, 

Sydney Morning Herald, December 13, http://www.smh.com.au/comment/rachel-perkins-speaks-out-on-the-

need-to-stand-up-for-aboriginal-australians-20141212-125vrb.html 
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It is impossible to judge the extent to which this ‘performed’ or proxy version of conciliation 

differs from the version that was enacted by Phillip and subsequent governors, until we have 

undertaken a thorough exploration of what they, as administrators of British colonial 

governance, understood it to involve. Rather than viewing the phrase “to conciliate their 

affections” through the lens of what the white settler population wants it to be, historians 

need to determine what it signified to those who used the phrase in earlier instances of 

colonial governance. Turning our attention from the performance of conciliation we need to 

look at the ideas that informed its development as a strategy of governance. Then we can 

revisit its enactment in colonial contexts with a more nuanced understanding of its choice as 

a strategy, and the ways in which it was put into practice. This tandem approach will allow 

us to trace the interaction between ideas framed in European political thought, and colonial 

histories shaped by the choice of conciliation as a strategy of colonial governance in Britain’s 

eighteenth-century Empire.  

 

ii. Language and Intentions 

 

Interpretations of colonisation and its impact vary, and the public consternation that ensued 

in response to Tony Abbott’s remarks in 2014 indicates that the language used to describe 

conciliation and its practices, has significance for Indigenous and other Australians.14 Simply 

put, language has power. As historical novelist Kate Grenville pointed out in her 2005 

                                                   
14 Several Indigenous leaders expressed concern with Abbott’s ‘defining moment’ remarks. Professor John 

Maynard, an Indigenous Australian historian who assisted in the compilation of the ‘defining moments’ 

responded to those comments by remarking, "We were a little bit disturbed to say the least by that particular 

comment, the way that it was framed.”  See Dingle, S. (2014) ‘Tony Abbott names white settlement as 

Australia’s ‘defining moment’, remark draws Indigenous ire’ ABC News Online, 

http://www.abc.net.au/news/2014-08-30/pm-comment-on-defining-moment-angers-indigenous-

groups/5707926 30 August  

http://www.abc.net.au/news/2014-08-30/pm-comment-on-defining-moment-angers-indigenous-groups/5707926
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2014-08-30/pm-comment-on-defining-moment-angers-indigenous-groups/5707926


 

 9 

Monthly essay which examined the language of early colonial violence, the words chosen by 

Governor Phillip and other First Fleet diarists had an effect on how these moments were 

perceived at the time, and certainly in the times since. Grenville argues that Governor 

Phillip’s language used to describe the punitive expedition he ordered in response to the 

spearing of his gamekeeper, McEntire was, “a triumph of mathematical smoke and mirrors” 

and Lieutenant Watkin Tench’s account of the same incident, “exquisitely impersonal”. 

Resisting the temptation to pass judgement on the intent in Phillip and Tench’s choice of 

words, Grenville focuses instead on their effect, concluding, “The careful precise, neutral, 

seemingly reliable language of both versions draws us into accepting the unacceptable, a 

disproportionate and violent response.”15 The power of “seemingly reliable language” is also 

evident in the aforementioned interpretations of the Instructions, as conciliation, kindness 

and amity are jointly and severally ‘reliably’ taken to mean friendship despite that 

‘friendship’ being contemporaneous with violence and dispossession undoubtedly 

inconsistent with current and contemporary meanings of friendship.  

 

This present–centred conflation of conciliation as friendship is problematic in the same way 

other contested terminologies such as ‘settlement’ and ‘dispersal’ have been shown to be, 

particularly in the teaching of history.16  Without a detailed understanding of the practices 

                                                   
15 Grenville, K. (2005) ‘The Nation Reviewed: Comment’, Monthly Review, 

https://www.themonthly.com.au/nation-reviewed-kate-grenville-comment--114 
16 Ashplant, TG & Wilson, A. (1988) ‘Present-centred history and the problem of historical knowledge’, The 
Historical Journal Vol. 31, No. 2, pp. 253 – 274; On dispersal see Reynolds, H (1996) Frontier: Aboriginal 

Settlers and Land, Allen and Unwin, St. Leonards, p. 49; On settlement refer to Reynolds, H. (1972) 

Aborigines and Settlers: the Australian experience, Cassell, North Melbourne and Reynolds, H (1981) The 

Other Side of the Frontier: An interpretation of the Aboriginal response to the invasion and settlement of 

Australia, History Department, James Cook University, Townsville; On the problem of ‘settlement’ semantics 

in secondary school history pedagogy see Coffin, C (2003) ‘Reconstruals of the Past – Settlement or Invasion’ 

in Martin, J.R. & Wodak, R., Re/Reading the Past: Critical and Functional Perspectives on Time and Value, 

John Benjamins Publishing, Amsterdam, pp. 219 - 246 
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those words represent, they appear benign, masking processes and effects of colonisation 

more aptly described as destructive. It is the textual analysis of their usage and the recognition 

of the intellectual context in which they were deployed that invests them with their more 

precise and effectual meanings. Significantly for the present discussion, friendship as a 

concept crosses the line of benign description and ventures into decidedly positive 

terminological territory. Even when deployed in a political context, friendship is read as an 

inherently positive term. This semantic simplification of conciliation has the effect of 

neutralising or depoliticising it. Instead of the phrase representing the British administration’s 

pursuit of a strategy of colonial governance by a military rule involving violence and 

dispossession, conciliation is framed as a preference for an interpersonal relationship, that is, 

for friendship. This conflation effectively strips conciliatory actions of all but their best 

intentions.17 

  

Viewing colonization through the lens of conciliation will invigorate our thinking about the 

Australian colonial experience and contribute to a more thorough consideration of it within 

the broader bodies of scholarship on governance and cross-cultural relations in the British 

Empire. As Grace Karskens has recently pointed out, Governor Phillip was not alone in being 

asked to “be nice to the natives”.18 Many of Phillip’s contemporaries and predecessors were 

similarly instructed.19 My aim in this thesis then, is to use an intellectual history approach to 

contextualise conciliation and provide a more nuanced understanding of the reasons for its 

                                                   
17 On the conceptual history of friendship in International Relations see Roshchin, E (2006) ‘The Concept of 

Friendship: From Princes to States’, European Journal of International Relations, Vol. 12 No. 4, 599 - 624 
18 Karskens, G (2014) ‘Arthur Phillip and the Eora’ Radio interview with Geraldine Doogue, Saturday Extra, 

Radio National, Australian Broadcasting Corporation, September 13, 

http://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/saturdayextra/arthur-phillip-and-the-eora/5740550 
19 The phrase “to conciliate their affections” featured in the Instructions of governors of New South Wales 

until 1821 
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use, and the ways in which it was implemented. The findings of this thesis will provide a 

more complete understanding of conciliation that will assist us in continued analysis and 

interpretation of Australia’s colonial history. 

 

iii. Thesis Outline 

 

My thesis begins, in the first part of Chapter One, in which I will provide a review of the 

literature that has dealt with the early period of Australia’s colonisation. I will argue here that 

particular approaches in Australian historiography have led to a problematic interpretation of 

the phrase “to conciliate their affections”. The second part of Chapter One will outline my 

use of an intellectual history as a methodological approach to the problem. It will also detail 

the benefit of integrating that approach with an examination of conciliation as it was practised 

in British colonisation.  

 

By examining the practice of conciliation, we can begin to historicise Phillip’s Instructions. 

This task commences in Chapter Two by examining the way intellectual justifications for 

British colonisation shaped the discourse of conciliation and its practice between 

approximately 1600 and 1830. Contemporaneous perceptions of Indigenous peoples 

encountered by British colonists will also be explored in this chapter, in order to show how 

those perceptions factored in the relationships that developed between the colonists and the 

colonised. Later in the chapter I focus on discussing the emergence of stadial theory in 

Scottish Enlightenment thought as a means of explaining human progress from the ‘savage’ 

hunter in a ‘state of nature’ to a ‘civilized’ commercial society.  
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Scottish Enlightenment stadial theory developed in conjunction with the consolidation and 

expansion of Britain’s Empire and schemes for colonisation in America and elsewhere. The 

American colonial experience was an important context for the practice of conciliation, as I 

will show in Chapter Three through an examination of the conciliation of Native Americans 

in the Britain’s North American colonies. This chapter will explore the intellectual and 

geopolitical context in which conciliation re-emerged. It will consider the reasons 

conciliation was adopted as a strategy and examine the tensions between its rhetoric and its 

practice. This context is important because it provided British colonists and administrators 

with a rich store of the practical experience of conciliation in the decades leading up to 

Australia’s colonisation. It is not surprising then, that the tension between conciliatory 

rhetoric and practice should also feature in Australia’s colonisation. I argue however, that 

one reason for this continuity of tension in the colonial experience was a deeper level of 

ambiguity in European understandings of both conciliation and friendship.  

 

This deeper history will be explored in Chapter Four where I discuss the ideas of friendship 

and conciliation in Classical political thought in order to understand the ways in which they 

differ and what their influence was on eighteenth-century ideas of friendship and conciliation. 

The latter part of the chapter traces the development of the idea of ‘amicable strangership’ 

and its connection to ideas of commercial society as the peak of ‘civilization’. Specifically, 

it looks at the way these ideas were applied to evaluate the place of Pacific peoples in the 

hierarchies of civility expressed in Enlightenment thought. 
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This returns us in Chapter Five to the context of conciliation in colonial New South Wales. 

Here, the type of ‘friendships’ that were developed in the first few decades of colonisation 

will be examined. My aim is not just to describe friendships as they developed, but to show 

how they reflected conciliatory strategies that were adapted to respond to the circumstances 

of the early colony. Crucially, this chapter will allow consideration to be given to the role of 

violence in conciliation, particularly as the settlement expanded rapidly in the early 

nineteenth century.  

 

This discussion will inform my conclusion that in Britain’s eighteenth-century Empire 

conciliation was a strategy of governance that continually evolved in response to the 

intellectual and geo–political contexts of colonisation. I conclude that the interpretation of 

conciliation as a policy of friendliness speaks to its success as a rhetorical device, both in 

colonial times and in the present. This success however, belies the reality of a policy that 

sought to ‘domesticate’ and to ‘civilise’ Indigenous peoples to render them amenable and 

serviceable to further colonisation. Perhaps the most audacious of its successes though, 

remains the degree to which the violence of Australia’s early colonisation has been divorced 

from the amicable terms of Phillip’s Instructions, rather than being seen as a means by which 

he and his successors sought to “conciliate their affections”. 
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 1.0 An Unwritten History of Conciliation 

 

“Conciliation is the only plan intended to be pursued…but Governor Phillip when he last 

wrote, seemed to despair of getting any of them to remain among his people.”  

- The Voyage of Governor Phillip to Botany Bay 1790.1 

 

As the editor of The Voyage of Governor Phillip to Botany Bay, John Stockdale confidently 

affirmed the inaugural governor’s commitment to the conciliatory approach. He hinted at 

what the desired outcome of that pursuit might be; closer relations with the Indigenous 

inhabitants of the colony, but while the commitment to conciliation was resolute, what it 

actually meant or entailed is less clear, especially as we continue reading Stockdale’s version 

of Phillip’s account. To do so is to learn that the remedy to the governor’s “despair” of 

November 1789 was to order the kidnap (or ‘constraint’ as Stockdale prefers) of two 

Aboriginal men so they and the British could begin to learn each other’s language; perhaps 

with clearer communication Phillip might convince the Indigenous people to “remain among 

his people.” 

 

The incongruity of the idea of conciliation and the practice of kidnap evidently concerned 

Stockdale. He editorialises, 

 

                                                   
1 Phillip, A. [1789] The Voyage of Governor Phillip to Botany Bay, John Stockdale, London. Reprinted with 

introductions and annotations, James J. Auchmuty, Angus and Robertson, p.79 
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Hitherto he (Phillip) has been unwilling to take this method, but if it can be 

done in such a manner as not to create general alarm among them, it will 

probably turn out to be the kindest piece of violence that could be used.2  

 

The considered use of this language in what was probably expected to be the authoritative 

account of the establishment of the colony raises questions about what it meant to “conciliate 

the affections” and to wonder at what its inclusion in the Instructions tells us about colonial 

governance in the period. The extended study of that phrase in this thesis challenges the 

understanding that the phrase was meant merely as a rejoinder to be friendly with the 

‘natives’. It also prompts a reconsideration of the notion that Phillip’s approach to 

governance was unprecedented or exceptional, and that the failure of conciliation can be 

marked by the onset of violence.  

 

In this chapter I will argue that Australian historiography has failed to capture the complexity 

of conciliation. Having discussed contemporary perceptions of conciliation in my 

introduction, this chapter considers how conciliation has been understood in Australian 

historiography. In the first part of the chapter my review of the literature documents the 

gradual emergence of Australia’s colonial relations in the national narrative, and its place in 

the wider scholarship of empire. This reveals that the literature has rarely considered the 

intellectual influences on the conception of conciliation in significant detail and has largely 

ignored its history as a strategy of governing Indigenous peoples throughout Britain’s 

                                                   
2 Phillip, The Voyage, p. 79 
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Empire. The second part of this chapter will discuss my choice of intellectual history as a 

suitable methodology to address these issues in the scholarship.  

 

1.1 Understanding conciliation in New South Wales, 1788 

 

For all his prescience the editor of the ‘Voyages’ was wrong on two accounts. Firstly, the 

‘constraining’ of the natives was not universally considered a kindness. The action troubled 

the captives, Bennelong (c. 1764 – 1813) and Colbee (c. 1760 – 1806), and Lieutenant 

Bradley (1758 – 1833), their captor, alike.  Bradley describes luring the two men away from 

their companions with an offer of fish so as to be far enough away to avoid any resistance 

from them. Happy with acquiring the catch, the two Indigenous men danced in celebration 

when suddenly they were seized upon by four of Bradley’s crewmen and forced into a nearby 

boat. The mission was deemed successful since no muskets were fired, but Bradley’s account 

records the distress of his captives,  

 

The noise of the Men, Crying & screaming of the Women & Children  

together with the situation of the two miserable wretches in our possession 

was really a most distressing scene; they were much terrified, one of them 

particularly so.3 

 

                                                   
3 Bradley, W. [1802] A Voyage to New South Wales', December 1786 - May 1792, pp. 182-183 
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Bradley was also deeply affected by the encounter, expressing relief when he learned the men 

had no wives or families to lament their loss, declaring the whole episode, “by far the most 

unpleasant service I ever was ordered to execute.”4 

 

This kidnapping was not the first attempt at ‘kind’ violence. Eleven months earlier, perhaps 

reflecting on whether he had managed to comply with the Instruction to “conciliate their 

affections” over the course of 1788, Phillip ordered the capture of a couple of Indigenous 

men on January 1, 1789, so he might make a concerted attempt to establish relations with 

them. On that occasion, the would-be captives were enticed by, “courteous behavior and a 

few presents to enter into conversation”.5 Upon being seized the men cried aloud bringing 

their fleeing countrymen to their rescue, and “so desperate were their struggles, that, in spite 

of every effort on our side, only one of them was secured; the other affected his escape.” 

Tench describes the reaction, 

 

…an attack from the shore instantly commenced: they threw spears, stones, 

firebrands and whatever else presented itself, at the boats; nor did they retreat, 

agreeable to their former custom, until many muskets were fired over them.6  

 

Such was the capture of Arabanoo; who, having been forced into the role of the colony’s first 

intermediary, died in the small pox epidemic that swept through the colony just a few months 

later. At the time of his death, Tench reflected on his character, revealing the extent to which 

                                                   
4 Bradley, A Voyage to New South Wales, pp. 182-183 
5 Tench, W [1793] A Complete Account of the Settlement at Port Jackson in New South Wales, G. Nicol and J. 

Sewell, London, p. 12 
6 Tench, A Complete Account of the Settlement, p.12 
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his positive attributes were perceived to be due to the civilizing effects of his brief time 

among the British,  

 

 …the character of Arabanoo, as far as we had developed it, was distinguished 

by a portion of gravity and steadiness, which our subsequent acquaintance 

with his countrymen by no means led us to conclude a national 

characteristic… his fidelity and gratitude, particularly to his friend the 

governor, was constant and undeviating, and deserve to be recorded. Although 

of a gentle and placable temper, we early discovered that he was impatient of 

indignity, and allowed no superiority on our part…he did not want docility; 

but either from the difficulty of acquiring our language, from the 

unskillfulness of his teachers, or from some natural defect, his progress in 

learning was not equal to what we had expected.7   

 

Tench offers no remorse for Arabanoo’s capture. But he does indicate why his death was 

lamented. He writes,   

 

For the last three or four weeks of his life, hardly any restraint was laid upon 

his inclinations: so that had he meditated escape, he might easily have effected 

it. He was, perhaps, the only native who was ever attached to us from choice; 

and who did not prefer a precarious subsistence among wilds and precipices, 

to the comforts of a civilized system…8 

                                                   
7 Tench, A Complete Account of the Settlement, p. 21. Italics mine 
8 Tench, A Complete Account of the Settlement, p. 21 



 

 7 

 

The British had made what they considered to be a promising start to establishing a 

relationship wherein a ‘natural’ trust arose in their captive. For them, this was evidence of 

Arabanoo coming to an understanding of the superior benefits of European civilization. It 

was proof that their modeling of manners and provision of polite society had been instructive, 

however slow. Their success with Arabanoo had fostered a hope that this type of relationship 

was prototypical, and able to be replicated among his countrymen. His death meant the 

British had lost a useful intermediary, perhaps most useful because he had been “attached to 

us by choice”.9 Although the relationship had commenced with a coercive kidnap, the British 

perceived it to have been sustained on a ‘natural’ recognition of their superiority and 

authority. This added to the gravity of the loss.  

 

After Arabanoo’s death a second attempt was made to kidnap an Indigenous man, in August 

1789. This attempt was quickly aborted; its failure no doubt contributing to Phillip’s ‘despair’ 

that precipitated the capture of Bennelong and Colebee with that ‘kindest piece of violence’.10 

A week after the kidnap, Colebee escaped and Bennelong was only narrowly prevented from 

joining him. And although Tench observes that Bennelong enjoyed some aspects of captive 

life such as alcohol, a steady supply of food, so that for a while at least, “his relish of our 

society [was] so great, that hardly any one judged he would attempt to quit us, were the means 

of escape within his reach”, he too later absconded. It appears ‘kindly violence’ and ‘polite 

society’, were not attractive to these men, or their kin.11 

                                                   
9 Tench, A Complete Account of the Settlement, p. 21 
10 Bradley, A Voyage to New South Wales, p. 172 
10 Tench, A Complete Account of the Settlement, p. 30 
11 Tench, A Complete Account of the Settlement, p. 35 
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This puzzling coalescence of kindness and violence in the name of conciliation may have 

troubled the Voyages editor, but Philip’s repeated recourse to these actions suggests that 

despite being instructed to eschew violence, and not to disturb the Indigenous inhabitants in 

their everyday living, Phillip considered his actions as complying with his Instructions. 

Specifically, the removal of Indigenous people from their land by the use of force was not 

inconsistent with what Phillip understood his Instructions to mean. Phillip’s pragmatic 

realisation, that conciliation might be consistent with the use of force, has not always been 

reflected in Australian historiography, which has preferred to read conciliation as friendship. 

 

1.2 Understanding conciliation in Britain’s Empire 

 

Despite the fact that various instructions to conciliate were issued throughout Britain’s 

Empire during the eighteenth century, scholars of empire have seldom reflected on it or the 

violence that regularly accompanied it.  The first study dedicated specifically to conciliation 

was Merete Falck Borch’s, Conciliation- Compulsion- Conversion which concentrated on 

the aims of settlement to frame the discussion of conciliation, suggesting that Phillip’s 

Instructions were intended to achieve three goals – security, trade and friendship. Referring 

to the instruction to conciliate as a directive to obtain friendship, Borch identifies “amicable” 

relations with the Indigenous inhabitants as their aim, but provides little detail as to what this 

meant beyond a belief in the possibility of co-existence with Indigenous Australians, and 

British hopes that the relationship would be a “positive one”.12 Having considered 

                                                   
12 Borch, M.F (2004) Conciliation-Compulsion-Conversion: British Attitudes Towards Indigenous People 

1763-1814, Rodopi, New York, pp. 78- 80 
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conciliation in this light, Borch turns her attention to the absence of provision for negotiation 

of a land-use treaty in the Instructions, reckoning that this oversight can be explained by 

Phillip’s lack of formal education and naval career, a combination that “would not have 

furnished him with the means necessary to comprehend the more profound consequences of 

the encounter between the Aborigines and the British”.13 The explanation is a curious one. 

Once again the ‘amicable relations’ theory of conciliation remains uncontested and the 

chance to gain further insights into early colonial governance in New South Wales are lost.  

This is not unusual as studies of early Australian colonial governance in the broader context 

of empire are rare.  

 

Scholars of empire that have considered Britain’s earliest period of the colonisation of New 

South Wales have generally concentrated on the efforts to ‘civilize’ in the face of perceived 

barbarism14, the legal and economic developments in the colony15, and successive governors’ 

efforts to deal with a ‘problematic’ Indigenous population.16 The organising principles 

adopted to provide coherence to the vast array of source material on Britain’s global Empire 

manages to regularly exclude discussions of the early Australian colonisation on a number 

of grounds. As P. J. Marshall has acknowledged, the advent of the second British Empire is 

much harder to determine than the first and is reckoned by some to have been as late as 

                                                   
13 Borch, Conciliation, p. 105, for a discussion of treaty use in Australia see Ford, L., (2010) Settler 

Sovereignty: Jurisdiction and Indigenous People in America and Australia, Harvard University Press, 
Cambridge, Mass., pp.178 – 180  
14 Pagden, A (2003) Peoples and Empires: A Short History of European Migration, Exploration and Conquest 

from Greece to the Present, Modern Library, New York 
15 Waterhouse, R. (2010) “‘…a bastard offspring of tyranny under the guise of liberty’: Liberty and 

Representative Government in Australia, 1788 - 1901” in Greene, J. P. Exclusionary Empire: English Liberty 

Overseas 1600 – 1900, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, pp. 220-245 
16 Williams, G. (2001) ‘The Pacific’ in Marshall, P.J. (ed.) The Oxford History of the British Empire Vol. II: 

The Eighteenth Century, Oxford University Press, Oxford 
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1815.17 Yet, between 1783 and 1815, the establishment of a penal colony in New South 

Wales went from a last-resort option18 to a harsh reality for the original inhabitants, and a 

legacy for the presiding Governor (in 1815), Lachlan Macquarie. Frequently, the colonisation 

of New South Wales has been tacked on to the narrative that covers the loss of America’s 

colonies.19 Sometimes it is gathered into the discussions of Pacific Empire,20 but with greater 

regularity its early period is ignored altogether. While Harlow’s ‘Swing to the East’ thesis 

turned some attention toward Australia, the focus remained on British decision-making as 

scholars debated rationales for the founding of the antipodean colony.21 The geographic shift 

away from the Atlantic was not enough to turn scholars’ attention to the governance of the 

Indigenous population of New South Wales. 22  And yet, as Lisa Ford notes, the changes in 

Britain’s Empire brought about by the loss of the American colonies notwithstanding, the 

settler colonisation of New South Wales had much in common with the settlement of 

American colonies such as Georgia.23 Studies focussing on the second British Empire and 

the extent of nineteenth century territorial expansion were the most likely to address 

Australian colonial governance. However, these studies obviously fail to capture the efforts 

of Phillip, and a number of his immediate successors, who were also instructed to “conciliate 

their affections”. Other studies of Empire have focussed on the relationship between the 

                                                   
17 Marshall, P.J. (1999) ‘The First British Empire’ in Winks, R. W, The Oxford History of the British Empire, 

Vol. V: Historiography, Oxford University Press, Oxford, pp. 43 – 53, p. 43 
18 New South Wales was considered only after sites in West Africa at Lemaine and Das Voltas Bay had both 

been ruled out as unsuitable. See Pybus, C. (2006) Black Founders: The Unknown Story of Australia’s First 

Black Settlers, University of New South Wales Press, Sydney, pp.61 - 65 
19 Australia after the American colonies 
20 Frost, A and Samson, J (eds.) (1999) Pacific Empires: Essays in Honour of Glyndwr Williams, Melbourne 

University Press, Carlton  
21 Roe, M. (1958) ‘Australia’s Place in the Swing to the East’, Journal of Historical Studies of Australia and 

New Zealand, Issue 30, pp. 202 - 213 
22 Martin, G. (ed.) (1978) The Founding of Australia: The Argument about Australia’s Origins, Hale and 

Iremonger, Sydney 
23 Ford, Settler Sovereignty, p. 26 
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metropole and territories gained in the course of wars with rival European powers,24 or on 

the quest for natural resources and commercial markets.25  

 Australia’s European beginnings as a penal colony in the late eighteenth century, uncontested 

by rival colonial powers and distant from established trade routes, appears to have lacked the 

narrative gravitas required to integrate it into broader studies of empire as anything more 

than a passing reference.26 The result has been the marginalisation of those historiographic 

frames in Australia’s early colonial context. This has meant that the theories and practices of 

colonisation in that period have mostly been discussed within the context of a national 

history. This has limited the contribution that discussions of Australia’s colonisation have 

made to a broader understanding of the continuities and discontinuities that shaped the British 

Empire, and by extension, the modern world.  

 

Michael McDonnell has recently discussed these historiographical limitations noting that 

historians of early Australia, and other ‘settler’ colonies have not made connections between 

the experiences of their Indigenous peoples and those in the American colonies prior to 

                                                   
24 Anderson, F. (2000) Crucible of War: The Seven Years War and the Fate of Empire in British North 

America 1756-1766, Vintage Books, New York, Black, J. (2008) Crisis of Empire: Britain and America in the 

Eighteenth Century, Continuum London; Black, J. (2002) Europe and the World, 1650-1830, Routledge, 

London 
25 Hont, I. (2010) Jealousy of Trade, Harvard University Press, Cambridge, Massachusetts; Swingen, A. 

(2015) Competing Visions of Empire: Labour, Slavery, and the Origins of the British Atlantic Empire, Yale 

University Press, New Haven 
26 Pagden, A. (2001) Peoples and Empires: Europeans and the Rest of the World, from Antiquity to the 
Present, Phoenix Press, London, Samson, J. (2001) The British Empire, Oxford University Press, Oxford; 

Burbank, J. & Cooper, F. (2011) (eds.) Empires in World History: Power and the Politics of Difference, 

Princeton University Press, New Jersey; Marshall, P. J. (2001) (ed.) The Oxford History of the British Empire: 

The Eighteenth Century, Oxford University Press, Oxford; Ann Curthoys has suggested that this might be 

explained by the rise in the study of Aboriginal history coinciding with a loss of interest in histories of British 

Empire. See Curthoys, A (2012) ‘Towards a New Political Historiography of Settler Self – Government’ in 

Fullagar, K, (ed.) The Atlantic World in the Antipodes: Effects and Transformations since the Eighteenth 

Century, Cambridge Scholars Publishing, Newcastle-upon-Tyne, p. 240 
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1776.27 Following Peter Wood, he acknowledges that discussions of European–Indigenous 

relations can become, “formulaic and repetitive – epidemics and warfare, trade and 

intermarriage, religious conversion and rebellion”.28 Calling for new approaches to empire 

that break down historiographical boundaries and require us to “think across space and time” 

to thicken our understanding of Indigenous people’s place in empire, McDonnell stresses the 

importance of sharing pre-national histories in empire scholarship.29 What follows is a review 

of the scholarship that has discussed Australia’s early colonial period. From the first studies 

that treated it as a brief foreword to the national story, to the emergence of Indigenous studies, 

Australian histories of European–indigenous relations have been marginalised within that 

national historiography and all but excluded from broader considerations of Britain’s 

imperial historiography. 

  

1.3 Australian historiography - the national narrative 

 

Australian historiography has not always reflected the degree of interest in relations between 

Europeans and Indigenous peoples that saw Clendinnen’s Dancing with Strangers widely 

and justifiably praised for its portrayal of Indigenous Australians as vital actors in Australia’s 

                                                   
27 A useful exception is Lisa Ford’s Settler Sovereignty which considers the parallels between British 
approaches to the idea of sovereignty in the colony of Georgia and the colony of New South Wales. 
28 Wood, P. H. (1994) ‘North America in the Era of Captain Cook: Three Glimpses of Indian –European 

Contact in the Age of the American Revolution’ in Schwartz, S.B. (ed.) Implicit Understandings: Observing, 

Reporting and Reflecting on the Encounters between Europeans and Other Peoples in the Early Modern Era, 

Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, pp.485 – 486, 500 - 501 
29 McDonnell, M. (2012) ‘Facing Empire: Indigenous Histories in Comparative Perspective’ in Fullagar, K, 

(ed.) The Atlantic World in the Antipodes: Effects and Transformations since the Eighteenth Century, 

Cambridge Scholars Publishing, Newcastle -upon-Tyne p. 220-236, p.225  
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colonisation.30 Early discussions of relations between Indigenous Australians and Europeans 

often framed Indigenous peoples as primitive, uncivilised nomads in contrast to modern 

European civilized settlers.31  A.G.L. Shaw’s 1955 ‘The Story of Australia’ demonstrates 

how this characterisation of Indigenous Australians’ contributed to a view of Australian 

colonisation as exceptional. Shaw contended that,   

 

In India, South Africa and New Zealand English colonists were opposed by 

native peoples, vigorous and often highly civilized; in Australia there could 

be no serious resistance from the aborigines with their primitive culture. 32  

 

Shaw’s interpretation of how conciliatory policy played out was also representative: He 

states,  

 

These encounters were at first peaceful. The English government had 

excellent intentions and wanted to civilize the aborigines and ‘live in kindness 

and amity with them’. Philanthropic and missionary zeal kept this aim steadily 

before the Colonial Office, but ‘on the frontier’ it was easier said than 

achieved.33  

 

 

                                                   
30 Paisley, F. (2006) Reviewed Work: Dancing with Strangers: Europeans and Australians at First Contact, 

The American Historical Review, Vol. 111, No. 2 p. 456; Fox, A. (2006) Reviewed work: Dancing with 

Strangers: Europeans and Australians at First Contact, Journal of World History, Vol. 17, No. 4, pp. 456 - 458 
31 See also Bulbeck, C. (1991) ‘Aborigines, Memorials and the History of the Frontier’, Australian Historical 

Studies, Vol. 24, No. 96, pp. 168-17 
32Shaw, A.G.L. (1983) The Story of Australia, Faber and Faber, London, p. 17 
33Shaw, The Story of Australia, p. 23 
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 While Manning Clark’s comprehensive, History of Australia, first published in 1962, 

described cross-cultural relations more objectively than Shaw, even its 1986 summation of 

the early period of colonisation unquestionably framed the actions of the British colonists in 

terms of the positive intentions of amity and kindness – a theme sustained throughout the 

narrative. Clark suggests,  

 

In the beginning Phillip made all the traditional gestures of goodwill: he 

smiled with compassion; he gave them presents of hatchets and other articles; 

he ordered his men not to fire on them except when absolutely necessary…yet 

the aborigine remained aloof, out of reach, elusive, practising a 

standoffishness which puzzled and exasperated the bearers of such gifts. They 

remained shy in the company of the white man, though they had been treated 

with kindness and loaded with presents.34 

 

Clark interprets conciliation as goodwill and his subsequent explanation for its breakdown is 

attributed to the “primitive passions of an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth”. While he 

does not specifically attribute these passions to the Indigenous inhabitants alone, the 

reference to their ‘primitivism’ is sufficient to establish the connection in the mind of his 

readers.35 Thus the narrative broadly speaking becomes one of ‘good British intentions’ 

frustrated by the ‘primitiveness of the natives’. 

 

                                                   
34Clark, C.M.H. (1986) A History of Australia from the early times to the Age of Macquarie, Melbourne 

University Press, Melbourne, p.116 
35 Clark, A History of Australia, p.116 
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Clark speaks of mutual bewilderment – the Europeans at the “passions which degraded 

human nature” and the Aborigines at the British practice of flogging. He identifies 

Indigenous people’s resentment of the intrusion of the British as the catalyst for the violence. 

His explanation mentions only the theft and murders committed by Indigenous people, and 

the only goodwill spoken of is the goodwill of Europeans towards Indigenous people. So, 

although his omniscient narration appears objective, it remains strongly, but perhaps more 

subtly attached to the dichotomy of civilised, benevolent Europeans with good intentions 

(inherent in conciliation) and primitive, ungrateful Indigenous inhabitants given to 

‘passionate’ retribution. As if to underscore this dichotomy Clark revisits the idea of “amity 

and kindness in the governorship of Phillip Gidley King (1758-1808) (g. 1800 - 1806), 

referring to him as a member of “the kindness and amity school” and detailing his 

abandonment of that policy in the wake of the ambush of a settler in 1805 when King worried 

that “the aborigines idea of revenge would entail never-ending reprisals”.36 Although Clark 

is recounting King’s words rather than supplying his own interpretation as Shaw had, it is the 

tone of the narrative that influences the reader’s perceptions of the suitability of King’s 

actions. For instance, after describing what appeared to be a spontaneous act of violence by 

an Aboriginal man against a “labouring man” Clark ventures that Governor King abandoned 

“kindness and amity” and ordered a party of soldiers to end the “barbarities” of the 

Indigenous peoples by driving them from the area. There is no exploration of possible reasons 

for this violence. Indeed, it seems only European violence can be rationalised. Clark explains 

King’s decisions thus, 

 

                                                   
36 Clark, A History of Australia, pp. 166-7 
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King was not the first to drift from the benevolence and goodwill which 

informed the policy of amity and kindness to a belief in those innate and 

indelible characteristics of the aborigines which neither contact with 

civilization, nor the beneficent influences of the Protestant religion could 

touch.37 

 

A similar appraisal is given of a later attempt at conciliation in Van Diemen’s Land (now 

Tasmania) when Clark discusses the governance of its third Lieutenant Governor, William 

Sorrell (1775-1848) (g.1817-1823),  

 

With the natives, Sorrell’s policy of amity and kindness bore little fruit. They 

avoided the settlements, and they destroyed livestock, as their hatred for the 

white man appeared to be fixed and ineradicable.38 

 

Clark does discuss the negative impact of British violence used to keep the Vandemonian 

Indigenous population in check, not so much in terms of the loss of Aboriginal lives, but in 

terms of the way the violence rendered the ‘civilizing’ of the natives too difficult. He ventures 

that, “So long as terror was the instrument of policy no attempts such as had been begun on 

the mainland to civilize them could ever start …”.39 I will return to this supposed opposition 

between conciliation and violence in Van Diemen’s Land in the conclusion.   

 

                                                   
37 Clark, A History of Australia, p. 168 
38 Clark, A History of Australia, p. 319 
39 Clark, A History of Australia, p. 319 
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Although Shaw and Clark discussed British relations with the Aborigines, their narratives 

were still largely framed by, and concerned with, the story of European progress, and later, 

the building of the Australian nation. The resultant marginalisation of Indigenous Australians 

in Australian histories prompted anthropologist, Professor W.E.H Stanner to remonstrate 

with historians in his 1968 Boyer lectures, pointing out the need to more fully integrate the 

stories of Indigenous people into the national narrative,40 

 

Not to scrape up significance for them, but because they typify so vividly the 

other side of a story over which the great Australian silence reigns; the story 

of the things we were unconsciously resolved not to discuss with them or treat 

with them about; the story, in short, of the unacknowledged relations between 

two racial groups within a single field of life supposedly unified by the 

principle of assimilation, which has been the marker of transition.41 

 

Stanner’s narrative speaks of the “first chapter” in these relations in which Phillip brings with 

him,  

 

…a hopeful theory of human affairs: than an offer of friendship and trust will 

bring friendship and trust in return. He hopes to coax the aborigines into close 

relations with the new settlement and to give them, ‘a high opinion of their 

                                                   
40 It is worth noting that Indigenous Australians were not entitled to vote in Federal elections until a 

successful referendum in 1967, the year before Stanner’s lecture. For a summation of Indigenous voting rights 

in Australia see Stretton, P. & Finnimore, C. (1993) Black fellow citizens: Aborigines and the Commonwealth 

franchise, Australian Historical Studies, Vol. 2, No. 101, 521-535 
41 Stanner, W.E.H. (2010) ‘The Boyer lectures: After the Dreaming’ in Stanner, W.E.H. The Dreaming and 

Other Essays, Black Inc. Agenda, Collingwood, p.189 
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new guests” by refraining from any show or use of superior force. For a while 

the theory seems to work: a writer of the time speaks of a stage of “cautious 

friendship.” But things go wrong before a month is out and it is plain that the 

policy of ‘amity and trust’ is miscarrying.42 

 

Stanner’s consideration of conciliation once again highlights the duality it entails. He reflects 

on Phillip’s efforts in the light of Bennelong and Colbee escaping custody and returning to 

their people. Stanner supposes, 

 

The first three of Phillip’s policies are now in ruins. He has gained nothing, 

and lost something – that is, all chance of winning Aboriginal confidence, 

because Colby and Bennelong have spread their tales – of what we do not 

know, but certainly including a warning that behind any soft-seeming 

approach there is the possibility of sudden force and treachery. Phillip himself 

seems empty of ideas and divided between two half-expressed feelings: a 

falling confidence in the Aborigines, and a growing fear of them.43  

 

Stanner extrapolates Phillip’s fear and points towards the beginning of what Bain Atwood 

refers to as an unsettled settler nation,44 remarking, “What may have begun as a simple 

forgetting of other possible views, [other than conciliation by Phillip] turned under habit and 

over time into something like a cult of forgetfulness practiced on a national scale.”45 

                                                   
42Stanner, After the Dreaming, p.172  
43Stanner, After the Dreaming, p.174 
44 Attwood, B. (2005) Telling the Truth About Aboriginal History, Allen and Unwin, Crows Nest, p. 30 
45 Stanner, After the Dreaming p. 189 
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Stanner’s lecture added impetus to an already shifting historiographical landscape that was 

beginning to recognise Aboriginal people as political subjects, and subjects of history in their 

own right.46 The subsequent emergence of ‘Aboriginal history’ disrupted accepted notions 

of British and Indigenous peoples’ places Australia’s historical narrative, in some cases 

reframing ‘settlement’ and ‘colonisation’ as a processes of invasion.47 This paradigmatic shift 

ushered in a turbulent era in Australian historiography, but it also facilitated new ways of 

understanding it.48  

 

Even as Stanner was revealing the ‘silence’, Charles Rowley was compiling his seminal 

work, The Destruction of Aboriginal Society that placed the term ‘colonies of settlement’ in 

single quotes to identify its contested meaning. The first volume of Rowley’s three-part series 

framed the eponymous destruction as a result of economic conditions precipitated by 

decisions of settler–colonial governments. For Rowley, the encounter with Indigenous 

Australians was exceptional to other British colonial experiences because unlike the situation 

in North America and New Zealand, the local population lacked a capacity for organised 

warfare. The absence of colonial rivals on Australian shores, also meant there had been no 

reason to arm the local population in support of the British cause. Rowley also noted the 

difficulties of trying to govern nomadic peoples according to the principles of settled, static 

                                                   
46 A good example of this is noted by Ann Curthoys in her discussion of the history of Australian settler self – 

government. Curthoys points out the absence in Australian historiography of the involvement or effect of 
indigenous Australians in that process. See Curthoys, A. (2012) ‘Towards a New Political Historiography of 

Settler Self-Government’ in Fullagar, K. (ed.), The Atlantic World in the Antipodes: Effects and 

Transformations since the Eighteenth Century, Cambridge Scholars Publishing, Cambridge, pp. 237 – 255 
47 Attwood, Telling the Truth, p. 17 
48 For a comprehensive account of the political dimensions of this shift and the turbulence that followed see 

Attwood, Telling the Truth, pp. 60-84 For an updated version of those political dimensions see McKenna, M 

(2018) ‘Moment of Truth: History and Australia’s Future’, Quarterly Essay, Black Inc., Melbourne, Issue 69, 

pp. 1-86 
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societies. In his only direct reference to Phillip’s Instructions he candidly points out that, “the 

only way in which Philip could have avoided unnecessary interruption of Aboriginal pursuits, 

or his successors could have safeguarded the’ free enjoyment’ of Aboriginal possessions was 

to pack up the whole enterprise and return to England”.49 One might question whether British 

administrators with their North American experience might have foreseen this too. Instead, 

Britain and its customs were to be brought to New South Wales via an understanding that 

“natives in colonies would learn by precept and example to live in equality with the lower 

orders of the colonial society, with all the protections of the law”; a policy which Rowley 

saw as belonging to a long tradition of ‘Christianising the heathen’ and illustrating both a 

“basic ethnocentricity and the best of intentions”.50  

 

Where Rowley had framed the destruction of Aboriginal society in terms of economics, 

Henry Reynolds, publishing in the same year, sought to explain why colonial-settler relations 

were more violent in some areas than others, hoping that increased political awareness of this 

violence, together the activism of Aboriginal Australians would, “eventually reverberate in 

the quietest scholarly retreat.”51 The documentary evidence of government policies in 

Aborigines and Settlers, did not consider Phillip’s Instructions directly, but it did discuss the 

non-Indigenous population’s ‘accommodation’ of Indigenous people and the conditions 

under which Indigenous people were subsequently required to ‘adapt’ and ‘acquiesce’.52 

Later, in Frontier, Reynolds appraised the legal basis of these relationships succinctly, 

declaring, “It was clear from the beginning, Australia was a colony of settlement, not 

                                                   
49 Rowley, (1983) The Destruction of Aboriginal Society, Penguin, Ringwood, p. 20 
50 Rowley, Destruction of Aboriginal Society, pp.10 - 22 
51 Reynolds, H. (1987) Frontier: Aborigines, Settlers and Land, Allen and Unwin, St. Leonards, p. xi 
52 Reynolds, Frontier, pp. 69-70 
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conquest.53  Reynolds was of course speaking of the British perception of the legal situation, 

not judging the justice of its implementation.  Reynolds’ work furthered a discussion of the 

extent of frontier violence and its disparate nature that tells us something of conciliation, 

 

The wave of settlement did not always thrust them [Indigenous Australians] 

aside, but sometimes engulfed them where they stood. Fighting typically 

broke out months or years after the Europeans had established themselves. 

Even then it was scattered and sporadic, not necessarily involving all whites 

or all resident clans. There were no front lines, no clear demarcations between 

the territory of opposing forces, no distinction between combatants and 

civilians.54  

 

Here, and elsewhere, Reynolds captures the unevenness of the spatial and temporal elements 

of the frontier, challenging the established narrative of colonisation as ‘settlement’, 

recognising the variety and complexity of the conditions in which violence took place.55 His 

recognition of the kidnapping of Indigenous inhabitants as acts of violence reminds us that 

defining conciliation is problematic, given that others have considered this strategy as within 

the gamut of conciliation.56 Richard Broome also recognised the gravity of these actions, 

suggesting that the kidnapping of Arabanoo marked a transition from “friendship to 

coercion” that made Phillip appear “treacherous to the Eora”.57 Reynolds reminds us that 

                                                   
53 Reynolds, Frontier p. 4 
54 Reynolds, Frontier, p.8 
55 Reynolds, Frontier, p.39  
56 Clendinnen, Dancing with Strangers, p.25 
57 Broome, R (2010) Aboriginal Australians: A history since 1788, 4th edition, Allen and Unwin, Crows Nest, 

p.22 
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there was terror alongside the treachery, conflict alongside conciliation, observing that when 

Governor Phillip decided to produce ‘an universal terror’ around the site of the first 

settlement, he gave birth to a tradition of violence that outlived Phillip’s generation and 

several others afterward.58 

 

Reynolds also addresses the relationship between conciliation and land use, making the point 

that there are similarities between Phillip’s Instructions and the instructions from the United 

States government that ruled the extra – colonial territories, beyond the frontier. Directives 

issued to governors in those territories to treat the Indians with ‘the utmost good faith” and 

that laws ‘founded in justice and humanity’ were to be made ‘from time to time…for 

preventing wrongs being done to them, and for preserving peace and friendship with them’ 

might be considered precursors to Phillip’s Instructions, in their tone, at least.59 However, 

the salient difference between Phillip’s Instructions and those to which Reynolds refers is 

their treatment of land rights. He notes, “There was no mention of land at all in Phillip’s 

Instructions whereas the Congress determined that the Indian’s land and property would 

‘never be taken from them without their consent, and in their property, rights, and liberty’ 

they would never be ‘invaded or disturbed, unless in just and lawful wars authorized by 

Congress.’ These promises might be considered echoes of earlier ones made in the 1763 

Royal Proclamation in which it was declared that Native Americans “should not be molested 

or disturbed in the possession of Such Parts of our Dominions and territories as, not having 

                                                   
58 The reference is to Queensland Governor Sir George Bowen (1821-1899) who is said to have remarked to a 

local clergyman at a Christmas dinner that there was “nothing for the Aborigines but extermination.” 

Reynolds, Frontier, p. 56-57 
59 Reynolds, Frontier, p. 182 
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been ceded or purchased by us, are reserved to them…as their hunting grounds”.60 What 

becomes clear when considering this similarity between Phillip’s Instructions and these 

episodes in the American colonial context, is that whether these agreements or Instructions 

included references to fairness, justice, amity, kindness, the free movement of Indigenous 

peoples, or other such entreaties to legal or societal sensibilities, these ideas did not always 

translate into wholesale practice. Their enforcement by Phillip and those governors who 

succeeded him, was uneven, complicated, complex and circumstantial. 61   

 

1.4 Terra nullius and conciliation 

 

Reynolds’ observations about conciliation and the dispossession of Indigenous Australians 

prompts further consideration of the relationship between the two. It is now widely assumed 

that terra nullius was the policy on which dispossession was premised from the moment the 

colony was conceived.62 Since the Mabo vs The State of Queensland No. 2 decision in 1992, 

terra nullius has almost become a form of shorthand for recognition of the dispossession of 

Australia’s Indigenous peoples.63 Debates about the validity of its use were another element 

                                                   
60 Royal Proclamation of 1763 cited in Reynolds, Frontier, p. 183 
61 See also Borch, Conciliation, pp. 29 - 72 
62 Banner, S. (2007) Possessing the Pacific: Land, Settlers and Indigenous People from Australia to Alaska, 

Harvard University Press, Cambridge, Massachusetts, p.3 
63 Mabo v the State of Queensland (no. 2) (1992), 175 Commonwealth Law Reports, 1. This case sought to 

clarify the issue of the legal entitlement to parts of Mer Island in the Torres Strait held by Torres Strait 

Islander man, Edward Koiki Mabo. The State of Queensland (which had annexed the area in 1879) attempted 
to prevent the litigation in 1985 by “passing legislation explicitly asserting jurisdiction over the islands.” In 

1992 the High Court of Australia recognized certain indigenous tights to the land, referring to them as ‘native 

title’. These rights were “fragile” and relied upon the Indigenous peoples’ continual occupation and 

connection to the land. See Ford, L, Settler Sovereignty, p. 2017., p. 207. For an account of the history of 

Koiki Mabo’s activism see Loos, N (1996) Edward Koiki Mabo: His Struggle for Land Rights, University of 

Queensland Press, St. Lucia. The Australian historian Henry Reynolds met Edward Mabo in 1967 and his 

scholarship is considered to have been integral to the determination of the case. See Reynolds, H. Why 

Weren’t We Told? Viking, Ringwood, p.188 
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of the ‘history wars’ fought by public intellectuals and academic historians in the 1990s and 

early 2000s.64 Michael Connor was one strident critic of the references to terra nullius.  

Following Keith Windschuttle, he published The Invention of Terra Nullius: Historical and 

Legal Fictions on the Foundation of Australia  in which he critiqued the use of the term by 

Reynolds and others, and challenged the processes of academic history, more broadly. 

Connor suggests that the ‘invention’ of the ‘legal fiction’ of terra nullius diverted political 

attention away from an alternate path that “might have lead to a political and realistic 

conciliation between people”.65 While critiquing historians for their use of evidence, Connor 

in turn overlooks Phillip’s Instructions considering them a ‘slight source’ that did not foresee 

all the practical issues that would arise in the governance of the colony.  This reluctance to 

interrogate the Instructions effectively shifts the focus away from considering Indigenous 

dispossession as a product of British policy. Instead, Connor would have us focus on the 

‘early hopefulness’ in the remarks of Hunter, Tench and Collins whose thoughts were replete 

with certainty about their ability to “win their affections and convince them (Indigenous 

Australians) of the superiority we possessed”.66 

 

A more recent intellectual history approach to terra nullius has also considered whether this 

was, in fact, the legal principle on which British colonisation of New South Wales was 

premised. Andrew Fitzmaurice demonstrates that it was actually the natural law tradition that 

was applied in New South Wales. He demonstrates the application of natural law theory in 

other contemporary deliberations on British colonisation and shows that it was to this broader 

                                                   
64 Macintyre, S. and Clark, A. (2004) The History Wars, Melbourne University Press, Carlton  
65 O’Connor, M. (2005) The Invention of Terra Nullius: Historical and Legal Fictions on the Foundation of 

Australia, Macleay Press, Sydney, p. 53 
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legal tradition that High Court judges were referring to by their use of the term terra nullius 

in the Mabo decision. He argues, “the judges were not rejecting terra nullius so much as 

reviving it for a longstanding critique of colonization”.67 Fitzmaurice establishes that terra 

nullius term applied primarily to determinations relating to property, but that it followed that 

it also “indicated an absence of sovereignty, since it is fairly obvious that there is such a low 

level of exploitation of nature that property has not been created, it follows that the far greater 

degree to which nature must be exploited to create sovereignty is also lacking”.68  As Connor 

and Fitzmaurice have both shown, nowhere was it clearly articulated that the British were 

legally able to dispossess the Indigenous inhabitants on the basis of an assumption that their 

land was ‘possessed by no one’. Lisa Ford’s legal-historical analysis reaches the same 

conclusion, reminding us that the term was not even in regular usage until the late nineteenth 

century.69 By highlighting the broader intellectual context of the term, Fitzmaurice reminds 

us that not all principles and strategies were clearly or overtly articulated in British colonial 

governance. Rather, he shows that the dispossession that occurred in the colony of New South 

Wales relied on commonly held European understandings of society, property and 

governance, and the intellectual capabilities of non-Europeans. I will argue that conciliation 

was also a product of those understandings, and that in turn it also became another of these 

unspoken policies/strategies that was to be a force in the dispossession of Indigenous 

inhabitants. Like Fitzmaurice, I adopt an intellectual history approach as an appropriate 

method for synthesising the complex interplay of ideas in context that we are presented with 

in the Instructions. 

                                                   
67 Fitzmaurice, A (2007) ‘The genealogy of Terra Nullius’, Australian Historical Studies, Vol. 38, No. 129, 
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1.5 Contact histories 

 

While many of the early efforts to discuss relations between Europeans and Indigenous 

Australians focussed on the extent of violence, more recent scholarship has endeavoured to 

capture other elements of cross–cultural contact to further understand Australia’s early 

colonisation. Historical accounts of British contact with Australia’s Indigenous peoples often 

begin by referring to William Dampier’s (1651-1715) descriptions of them as “the 

miserablest people in the world”.70 It is regularly noted that Dampier was disappointed in the 

Indigenous inhabitants because they seemed to lack an interest in material possessions and 

trade, and the land because it appeared unfruitful.71 Despite the impact Dampier’s account 

had on perceptions of non-Europeans, discussions of cross-cultural contact usually begin in 

earnest with analysis of James Cook’s (1728-1779) expeditions between 1768 and 1771. 

Although Cook originally relied on Dampier’s account to frame his earliest observations,  his 

own experiences, and those of his fellow travellers, eventually produced a more detailed and 

sympathetic report.72 The observations of naturalists and the work of the artists on Cook’s 

voyages shaped the perceptions of a British public who were curious about the Pacific, and 

figured significantly in the considerations of those who planned and executed Australia’s 

                                                   
70Dampier, W. [1729] A Voyage to New Holland: The English Voyage of Discovery to the South Seas in 1699, 

edited and with an introduction by Sir Albert Gray, The Argonaut Press, London, (1928), p.312 
71 Clark, A History of Australia, p. 39, Salmond, A. (2004) The Trial of the Cannibal Dog: Captain Cook in 

the South Seas, Penguin, London, p.159 
72 Williams, G. (2005) Buccaneers, Explorers, Settlers: British Enterprise and Encounters in the Pacific, 
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 27 

colonisation.73 Consequently, it is vital to understand how Cook and others’ understanding 

of non-Europeans has figured in the literature of early settlement. 

 

Harriet Guest has examined Cook’s Pacific voyages through the journals of Cook and his 

ship–mates, and the artwork of William Hodges (1744-1797), revealing the variance in 

British attitudes to the peoples of the Pacific. Guest demonstrates the extent to which Cook’s 

encounters and the literary and artistic output attributed to them both reinforced and 

problematized existing notions of savagery and civilization in the Pacific. Most usefully, 

Guest references both the historical and intellectual contexts from which these interpretations 

emerge and demonstrates the ways in which they provided crucial reference points for British 

self-reflection on their identity in the face of Pacific ‘otherness’.  Her study makes clear that 

whether in the journals of Cook or the naturalists that travelled with him, the artwork of 

Hodges, or in the responses to the visit to London of Mai of Raiatea (c.1751-1780), 

Europeans were increasingly convinced of the humanity they shared with Pacific peoples but 

were simultaneously eager to understand that humanity according to a distinction of ranks as 

outlined in Scottish Enlightenment theories of society. Guest’s case studies are particularly 

instructive, providing insights into the ways specific Enlightenment ideas about civilised 

society impacted on British interpretations of Pacific peoples. The extent of a people’s 

curiosity, their willingness to trade, their ability to engage in (or at least mimic) sociability, 

                                                   
73 For the role of Joseph Banks’ observations see Gascoigne, J (1998) Science in the service of empire: Joseph 
Banks, the British State and the Uses of Science in the Age of Revolution, Cambridge University Press, 

Cambridge. For the role of the artists on Cook’s journeys see Smith, B (1992) Imagining the Pacific: in the 

Wake of Cook’s Voyages, Yale University Press, New Haven; Guest, H. (2007) Empire, Barbarism, and 

Civilization: Captain Cook, William Hodges and the Return to the Pacific, Cambridge University Press, 

Cambridge; On observations of women on Cook’s voyages see Jolly, M. (2012) ‘Women of the east, Women 

of the West: Region and Race, Gender and Sexuality on Cook’s Voyages’ in Fullagar, K. The Atlantic World 

in the Antipodes: Effects and Transformations since the Eighteenth Century, Cambridge Scholars Press, 

Newcastle-on-Tyne, pp. 2 - 32  
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the contexts of their intimate exchanges and their attitudes to industry and improvement were 

all markers against which the British could reference Pacific peoples’ degree of savagery or 

civilization, or their willingness and capacity to attain to it.74  Guest’s work indicates that 

these interpretations and the attitudes that emerged from the synchronous disturbances in 

Britain’s American colonies meant that in the wake of Cook’s voyages there emerged a need 

to pursue imperial power in a ‘new way’ that was driven by “an ideological belief…in a 

world – wide empire dedicated to the arts of peace; an empire in which tolerance, supported 

by technological progress in navigation and healthcare, would smooth the path for a 

Eurocentric market economy”75 John Gascoigne has made the point in his studies of 

Australia’s European origins, that the Scottish Enlightenment ideas of ‘progress’ and 

‘improvement’ were fundamental to shaping colonisation.76 These terms were used with 

respect to land, and the general condition of ‘settlers’, certainly, but this study will explain 

that they were also cornerstones of the way Europeans thought about the Indigenous 

inhabitants, and the need to conciliate them. Just as Cook had evaluated the peoples of Tahiti 

and Tonga according to evidence of their improvement from the primitive to the later stages 

of human development, Phillip, and those who came after him applied similar rationales to 

their evaluations of the Indigenous Australians, assuming their ‘improvement’ to be 

inevitable if they could be conciliated to European teachings, and model their values and 

mode of living on those of the British.    

 

                                                   
74 For further discussion on curiosity as a marker of civilization see Benedict, B.M. (2001) Curiosity: A 

Cultural History of Early Modern Inquiry, University of Chicago Press, Chicago 
75 Guest, Empire, Barbarism and Civilisation, p. 144 - 145 
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Given the claims made about the novelty of conciliation in the Australian context, Guest’s 

observation that a shift occurred in imperial governance around this time is worthy of further 

exploration. Was there perhaps, a definitive shift to a more overtly conciliatory policy in the 

broader considerations of the British administration? How can we trace this shift? Was it 

debated in Parliament? Was it implemented in concurrent imperial endeavours? Or was the 

shift, more subtle; more contextually specific, belonging to what Lauren Benton has called 

the, “proliferation of practices” used to extend British imperial sovereignty?77 Since, as Guest 

has shown, it is in the works of theorists such as Adam Smith (1723-1790), Adam Ferguson 

(1723-1816), John Millar (1735-1801) and their Scottish Enlightenment contemporaries that 

we find traces of the shifts in thinking about humankind, society and governance, it is to these 

sources that I will also turn in an attempt to make clear the contribution their ideas made to 

the conceptualisation and implementation of conciliation. 

 

Anne Salmond’s The Trial of the Cannibal Dog captures the complexity of Cook’s contact 

with non-Europeans, noting that, “On each side there was savagery and kindness, generosity 

and greed, intelligent curiosity and stupidity.” She notes that Cook’s interactions with 

Indigenous Australians were fewer, and more tentative, than his exchanges with the Tahitian 

and Maori peoples, who had already encountered previous European voyagers.  Salmond 

notes that the only extended period of contact at Endeavour River was ‘amiable’ and 

sufficient for Cook to form different views about the people there from Dampier. Rather than 

‘miserable’, he thought Indigenous Australians to be ‘timorous and inoffensive’.78 Nicholas 
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Thomas speculates about the competing priorities of friendship and commerce in Cook’s 

interactions with the Indigenous inhabitants of northern Australia, suggesting Cook felt that, 

“… for all their emergent friendliness, they [Indigenous Australians] were a people beyond 

the reach of his instructions, that plotted deals with peoples as potential trading partners.”79 

John Gascoigne also notes that whether by accident or design, Cook had managed to navigate 

localised cultural variations that governed trade relationships with Pacific peoples, with the 

“conspicuous exception” of Australian Aborigines.80 Despite these established trading 

relations with Pacific Islanders and an earlier tolerance of many forms of cultural difference, 

Gascoigne indicates of cultural difference that Cook’s tolerance waned with the advent of a 

third voyage (1776-1780) and that challenges to authority, by locals who engaged in theft of 

British goods, were severely dealt with.81 Despite recognising the ways in which Cook’s 

voyages, and those of Wallis, Byron and Vancouver “shaped the patterns of contact and 

colonisation “ for the next fifty years, Thomas nevertheless argues that Cook’s exchanges 

with Indigenous Australians “could not have been said to have inaugurated much”.82 Maria 

Nugent, however, presents a different view, suggesting that Indigenous Australians enacted 

a “repertoire of responses” to Cook, the memory of which may have positively influenced 

Philip’s reception, initially raising his hope that he might be able fulfil the role of  “friendly 

colonizer”.83   
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Nugent’s account acknowledges Indigenous agency in shaping relations between the British 

and Indigenous Australians in the early colonial period. Similarly, Grace Karskens has 

argued that Cook and Banks’ impressions of Indigenous experiences had a “profound 

impact” on future relations.84 Karskens elaborates that Phillip’s offering of beads, mirrors 

and cloth during the earliest episodes of contact was a gesture familiar to local tribes “whether 

[these were] as gifts and gestures of goodwill and conciliation or for barter”; offerings 

designed to overcome potential hostilities at the outset and cement “permanent trust and 

friendship” in the future.85 Karskens’ reading of contact in early Sydney is not so wholly 

effusive in its praise of Phillip’s efforts to conciliate as Clendinnen’s earlier account. For 

Karskens, the attempts at conciliation are, even during Phillip’s time, shadowed by the threat 

of violence.  They form part of a “chivalric discourse”, steeped in the colonisers’ belief in 

their superiority. Like Reynolds, Karskens captures the incongruity of invaders and 

‘possessors’ who “wanted to be friends”, but whose thinking was shaped by a stadial theory 

of human progress that placed the Indigenous inhabitants as belonging to the most primitive 

stage of hunting and gathering.86 The leads Karskens to conceive of early Australian 

colonisation as a hot–housed microcosm of society where all stages of stadial ‘development’ 

jostled virtually simultaneously meaning there “could be no distinctive history”. For her, 
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colonisation in New South Wales transcended its particularities and peculiarities and “simply 

fitted in with the grand historical narratives of European expansion”.87 

 

1.6 Settlement histories – friendship and conciliation 

 

While Nugent and Karskens’ work captures the positive potentialities of early cross-cultural 

contact, Vanessa Smith has identified that British administrators were cognizant of the 

potentially limiting effects of misunderstandings in Cook’s encounters with non-Europeans. 

She cites Cook’s Instructions as being the prototype for ensuring scientific (and later 

missionary) endeavours were received “in a spirit of friendship”. They read, in part, as 

follows,  

You are to endeavour by all proper means to cultivate a friendship with the 

Natives, presenting them such trifles as may be acceptable to them, 

exchanging with them for provisions (of which there is great Plenty) such as 

the Merchandize you have been directed to provide, as they may value, and 

showing them every Civility and regard.88 

 

Smith argues that “friendship was a significant part of the imperial project of discovery” and 

that Cook “charted the Pacific according to codes of friendship, repeatedly getting it wrong”. 

For her, the ‘amicable signs’ in Lord Morton’s Hints reflect the difficulties of deflecting 

conflict and maintaining communications that would ensure the scientific expedition was not 
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tainted with the violence of imperial endeavour.89 For Buchan however, the amicable signs 

suggested by Morton facilitated an attempt to ‘traffick’, so that Cook might, “judge 

Indigenous political, legal and social structures” according European norms.  Importantly, 

Cook’s use of ‘traffick’ as an “interpretive device” allowed him to control Indigenous people 

by dispensing with consent on the basis of an absence of any understanding of trade; such 

justifications having been prompted by a need to distinguish between British colonization 

premised on the “peaceful pursuit of profit”,90 and Spanish methods of “cruelty, conquest 

and corruption.”91  In other words, ‘friendly’ interactions served more than the overt purpose 

of minimizing violence. They were the performance of a political dimension to Morton’s 

Hints that effectively justified British territorial claims premised on an assumption that 

Indigenous Australians lacked an understanding of ‘traffick’ and its role in societal relations 

in contemporary European political thought.92 Vanessa Smith’s focus on the enactment of 

friendship together with Buchan’s account of its intellectual context makes clear that while, 

‘amicable signs’ may have been preferred to violence, violence was used as an interpretive 

device and that what eventuated during Cook’s eight short days of ‘friendly’ interactions was 

that consent was neither sought, nor given, and that violence was a sporadic reality, and a 

constant underlying threat. Smith notes this tension between how to effectively ‘take 

possession’ and the lack of specific direction as to how to verbalise that request, “…leaves 
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friendship an overladen term: made to carry the burden of European good intentions for the 

benefit ultimately, of European conscience rather than putative native subjects”.93 It seems 

conciliation also bears this burden, and the substitution of one term for another does not bring 

us any closer to laying down that burden and the conflation of these terms renders the 

meaning and practice of conciliation less clear.  

 

The good intentions of which Vanessa Smith speaks have historically been embodied in the 

personage of Governor Arthur Phillip. As mentioned above, there has been a focus on the 

extent to which Phillip’s enactment of the Instructions forbade or sanctioned violence. This 

has led some to compare levels of violence during Phillip’s governorship of a small area with 

levels of violence and dispossession that occurred later in various locations, across extended 

periods of time, as settlement spread, and direct gubernatorial control diminished. Those 

favourable comparisons and resultant assumption of causality (rather than correlation) have 

resulted in Phillip being cast as an Enlightenment hero of sorts, a man whose attitude and 

conduct towards Indigenous Australians was exceptional, guided by the emerging 

humanitarianism of a British administration that was also grappling with the question of 

slavery. The valorisation of Phillip in Australian histories has ebbed and flowed in line with 

the general patterns of historiography detailed above, but in recent years it has reached a 

high-water mark as more weight (but not necessarily meaning) has been given to the 

instruction to “conciliate their affections.” 
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In his 1937 biography of Phillip, George Mackaness portrayed the governor as a man whose 

pragmatic attitude extended to establishing friendly relations with the Indigenous 

populations. For him Phillip was a man who had a “happy way with the natives” and a “gift 

for gaining their confidence”.94 In Mackaness’s account these attitudes are seen as a matter 

of Phillip’s personality, not political or religious influences. Manning Clark also thought 

Phillip’s personality noteworthy. Considering him to be unaffected by a religious allegiance 

or utopian notions, Clark casts Phillip as someone naturally endowed with an “inner dignity”, 

deducing from his portrait that he also possessed “the Roman or stoical virtues of courage, 

duty, discipline and self-control, the strength to stand firm when the world rocks…”. From 

the testimonies of Phillip’s men Clark concludes that, “he had a power to evoke affection of 

the men who worked under him to inspire them … and the gift of making inferiors feel that 

their baser motives and behaviour were not worthy of the Governor.”95 Clark’s assessment 

of Phillip’s character here is based on his suitability to those aspects of governance that 

require him to provision ships, manage naval men and get through “the days of unleavened 

bread” before the establishment of the colony’s infrastructure. He is a ‘naval man’ with a 

task before him and the inner fortitude to achieve it. The brief ‘season’ of conciliation was 

not the result of some exceptional approach to cross-cultural relations by Phillip.  Rather, it 

was, “the white skin, the material power, his status as leader, and that quite fortuitous gap in 

his front teeth gave him some little merit in their opinion.”96 
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Alan Frost cites Phillip’s treatment of naval inferiors and later, convicts and Aborigines to 

attest to his humane, tolerant and egalitarian nature, suggesting that these experiences 

influenced the emerging society of New South Wales. He is reluctant to see Phillip’s 

“kindness” to sick convicts, and hungry or sick Aborigines as paternalism, preferring to see 

them as egalitarian in light of Phillip’s efforts to share in the privations of limited supplies, 

equally with his men. While Frost says little of the Instructions specifically, his observations 

of Phillip’s conduct to establish relations with the Indigenous inhabitants do note that “when 

at last he had established a substantial connection with them (the Aborigines), he opened the 

settlement to them, accepting that they should come and go as they chose; an interpretation 

that might suggest a degree of paternalism after all.97 It certainly records the first efforts of 

the British to involve themselves in the movements of Indigenous inhabitants, a practice 

which continues in post– colonial governments to this day.  

 

Following Frost, Allan Atkinson makes the case for Phillip to be judged according to his 

time, reminding us, “the colonization he pursued was, in contemporary terms, a legal and 

moral act.”  Atkinson also considers Phillip “a man of many virtues” but deems he is worthy 

of praise and blame in his handling of the colonisation of New South Wales. He suggests that 

as a naval man among army officers, Phillip modelled himself on the moral sensibility of 

Robinson Crusoe – a Father and Benefactor learning from trial and error.98 Describing 

Philip’s interactions with the Indigenous inhabitants as “typical” rather than exceptional, he 
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argues that he was “propelled in confidence” by both superior strength and good intentions, 

as the Europeans “pressed up against” Aboriginal people, “killing them softly”.99 Like others, 

Atkinson, interprets Phillip’s conduct concerning Indigenous inhabitants in light of his 

pronouncement that “there can be no slavery in a free land, and consequently no slaves”,100 

suggesting that his connections with the intellectual circle frequented by his patron, William 

Petty, 2nd Earl of Shelburne (1737-1835) may have had some influence in that regard.101  

 

More recently, Inga Clendinnen portrayed Phillip as an exceptional man, a product of the 

Enlightenment. Referring to him as a humanitarian and crediting him with an exceptional 

willingness to understand cross-cultural issues, Clendinnen sees Phillip’s attempts at 

conciliation to be as heroic as the actions of the Indigenous peoples with whom he attempted 

to cultivate relationships. Clendinnen goes so far as to suggest that the retribution Phillip 

ordered for the spearing of his gamekeeper, McEntire, was a contrivance he knew would fail, 

and that he had no intentions of following through with the disproportionate violence that 

was proposed.102 Such claims raise Phillip’s stocks as a hero of Empire, albeit in a 21st 

century styling. His actions, in Clendinnen’s interpretation, demonstrate the good intentions 

that Australian historiography has been so keen to bear witness to.  Michael Pembroke’s 

recent biography of Phillip is similarly effusive about his good intentions, suggesting that he 

pursued conciliation while “demonstrating that well-intentioned but innocently superior 

loftiness of the age.” According to Pembroke, Phillip countered vigilante violence against 
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the Indigenous inhabitants because it would undo his “good intentions” to engage with them. 

These intentions found their mark in the “deep personal interest in Bennelong’s welfare”, 

who was “clever, gregarious and open to being civilised” and whose kidnap is referred to, 

not as an act of violence, but as “a quest for engagement with the Aborigines.”103 This is the 

extent to which Pembroke considers conciliation, despite Phillip being responsible for 

shaping the first policy towards Australia’s First Peoples and overseeing the violence that 

was inherent in that policy. Pembroke’s attempt to tell an uncomplicated, even heroic story 

about a man who governed a complex colonial space means the dissonant violence is absent 

from the record.  

 

1.7 Studies in Conciliation 

 

As discussed earlier, studies that have dealt most specifically with conciliation have been 

rare, but recent colonial histories have referred to it as part of the early colonial context. A 

revealing account of attempts at conciliation has come out of Meredith Lake’s doctoral thesis 

on Protestantism in the colonisation of Australia prior to 1850.104 Although Lake’s initial 

reference to conciliation interprets it as “friendly relations” her detailed studies of the 

relationship between the Reverend Richard Johnson, his wife, Mary (1752-1831) and 

Boorong (1777-?), an Aboriginal girl they became self–appointed guardians of in the wake 

of the smallpox outbreak reveals more.105 Lake explains that this relationship serendipitously 

                                                   
103 Pembroke, Sailor, Mercenary, Governor, Spy, p. 206, p. 209 
104 Lake, M. (2008) ‘Such Spiritual Acres’ Protestantism, the land and colonization of Australia 1788– 1850. 

Unpublished doctoral thesis, University of Sydney  
105 Lake, Such Spiritual Acres, p. 89 Boorong had also been known as Abaroo see Clendinnen, Dancing with 

Strangers, p. 99  



 

 39 

facilitated attempts to conciliate Boorong, and by extension, other members of the local 

Indigenous population. While acknowledging that Johnson’s efforts in teaching Boorong 

English language skills, reading and Christian modesty were deeply rooted in his Protestant 

evangelical mission, Lake also points out that his success in developing these skills and 

maintaining an ongoing relationship with Boorong led to that relationship being co-opted to 

serve the purposes of Phillip’s conciliatory governance. Lake discusses Johnson’s role in 

conciliation, but also notes how Phillip and his officers drew upon the utility of a similar 

relationship between Lieutenant Dawes and another Aboriginal girl, Patyegerang. Lake’s 

discussion skilfully blends ethno-historical observation with an eye for the wider political 

context in which it took place. Her observations that Phillip’s intentions were “neither as 

innocent as making friends, nor as limited as treating captives kindly”, and that the ‘coming 

in’ of the Indigenous inhabitants in late 1790 facilitated by relations with Boorong and 

Patyegerang, ultimately benefitted Britain, add useful nuances to our understanding of 

conciliation. They remind us that the motivations of colonial actors can be complex, and that 

their practices often evolve in response to emerging circumstances, while influenced by more 

firmly established goals such as conversion or colonisation.106 

 

Penelope Edmonds has considered an example of this: the “conciliation narratives” conveyed 

by the Proclamation Boards issued by Governor Arthur in Van Diemen’s Land in 1829. 

Edmonds sees friendship as the key concept to understanding the use of the Proclamation 

Boards, reading it as an attempt to effect conciliation in the face of frontier violence. 

Edmond’s work pioneers a cultural history approach to colonisation traceable in the 
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performance and depiction of conciliation. The Boards show a European and Indigenous man 

linking arms, children of both groups holding hands, and European and Indigenous women 

cradling each other’s babies. These images surmount others clearly meant to convey that 

Europeans and Aborigines will be treated equally before the law. Edmonds makes the point 

that these images, and the idea of conciliation, have generally been interpreted through a 

rather inward-looking, localised lens.  She contends, along with Cassandra Pybus, that there 

is a need to consider their place as objects of diplomacy in an “interconnected global empire” 

within the context of frontier conflict, dispossession and war.107 I agree with Edmonds and 

Pybus. As visual representations it might appear that their message is clear: another example 

of ‘good intentions’. However, given that the Boards were issued approximately forty years 

after conciliation was first attempted in New South Wales, and some years after conciliation 

no longer formed part of Instructions to colonial governors, one has to wonder whether their 

intended effect was to foster Indigenous peoples’ dependence in order to more easily police 

and control them, limiting their ability to frustrate or repel colonial activity, particularly 

settler expansion. I shall return to this in my final chapter and conclusion. 

 

The fact that many gestures continue to be read as conciliatory even beyond the early colonial 

period reinforces how important it is that we arrive at a more detailed understanding of the 

idea and its practice. Having identified the contexts of our current understanding, its 

limitations and challenges, I will turn my attention to outlining how I intend to approach 

these challenges. 
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1.8 Methodology and Australian Colonial History - Windschuttles’s cult of fact 

 

Methodological approaches to Australian history have been subject to unprecedented public 

scrutiny in recent years. Keith Windschuttle’s The Killing of History generated fierce debate 

within and without academe when he questioned the commitment of Australian historians to 

the pursuit of the truth as they purportedly “rejected empiricism and induction” in favour of 

the “sophistry” of postmodernists, poststructuralists and the fields of cultural studies, 

hermeneutics and semiotics.108 Windschuttle’s later work, The Fabrication of Aboriginal 

History focused these claims on accounts of frontier violence, particularly the death tolls 

suggested by Henry Reynolds and Lyndall Ryan.109 As scholars engaged in these debates in 

the 1990s the focus was very much on conflict; our understanding of the conflicts in the 

nation’s past, and the so – called ‘history wars’ in which these understandings were disputed 

and defended. 

 

Windschuttle’s polemic had an impact. His questioning of the scope and impact of frontier 

violence resulted in a protracted debate that compelled academic historians to justify their 

methods and conclusions. Windschuttle’s concerns feature in both of his self – published and 

widely publicised books, forming the foundation of what he perceives to be a drift away from 

traditional empirical historical practice. For Windschuttle, the written record has a primacy, 
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what is absent is not evident, and therefore, not evidence.110 In his view, attempts to 

deconstruct historical narrative, analyse a relevant discourse, or take an interdisciplinary 

approach to historical material are anathema. His critique concludes with a roll–call of 

historians we can rely on to have got it right, and written it well – Charles Rowley, Frederick 

William Maitland, Lewis Namier and Edward Thompson, each of whom conducted the very 

necessary type of historical analyses that uses ‘hard data’ – parish records, government 

statistics, correspondence.111  However, historical research and writing is not a hermetically 

sealed practice, unaltered by the passing of the time with which it concerns itself. Nor should 

it be thought of, or practiced as such. The importance placed upon language and meaning in 

postmodern and poststructural approaches to history in the works of the likes of Foucault, 

Gadamer and others has allowed historians to significantly broaden and deepen their analysis 

of events and ideas that continue to shape our present.112 Tom Griffiths’ rebuttal of 

Windschuttle’s critique makes clear that using these approaches to consider the language of 

an historical moment does not result in the historian dispensing with the need for empirical 

evidence. Griffiths’ example details how studies of Australian frontier language uncovered 

euphemisms used to mask the realities of colonial violence. Our understanding of colonial 

attitudes towards Indigenous people in the colony would be the poorer had we accepted those 

meanings at face value.113 And yet, in no archive was there a single document providing the 

empirical evidence of a code with which to decipher terms such as ‘disperse’, ‘civilise’ or 

‘pacify’.  It was only when the use of these terms was examined over a long period, and 
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throughout disparate bodies of colonial records, and then contrasted with their practice, the 

dissonance between meaning and practice was revealed, and meanings that aptly described 

the practice were realised. The search for the nuances of meaning in the raw textual data 

effectively destabilised accepted meanings as they appeared ‘on the page’ and raised 

important questions about how consciously those euphemisms were employed.  

 

Windschuttle also finds the interdisciplinarity of more recent approaches to history to be 

problematic.114 However, the use of anthropological frameworks has resulted in useful 

contributions to Australian historiography. Where there was once silence about Indigenous 

people’s place in Australian colonial history, there are now accounts that incorporate their 

perspectives and ideas. In the wake of Stanner’s pivotal contribution to our understanding of 

the history of Indigenous Australians, anthropological approaches have treated Indigenous 

peoples as contributors to history, highlighting Indigenous Australians’ lived experiences, 

political agency, world-views and cultural practices as part of the colonial context. 

 

Inga Clendinnen’s Dancing With Strangers is an exemplar of ‘the anthropological turn’. Her 

account of early settlement incorporates Indigenous Australians perspective and culture, 

giving voice to previously silent and sidelined actors. Despite its problematic interpretation 

of conciliation her approach is a welcome departure from the overwhelmingly Anglocentric 

accounts that dominate offerings of the history of this period. Similarly, Grace Karskens’ The 

Colony, places Indigenous Australians as central figures in early colonial history, not solely 

as ‘problems’ for colonial administrators to deal with, but as repositories of knowledge 
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integral to the survival of the colonisers.115 Where possible Karskens introduces us to 

Indigenous peoples by their Indigenous language –group names. She uses the Indigenous 

names for places, people and animals and her account of ‘The Colony’ provides detailed 

accounts of Indigenous environmental practices, in particular, emphasising the extent to 

which European settlement relied upon them. Each of these contributions affords us a more 

detailed picture of Indigenous peoples’ lived experiences and their interaction with British 

colonists. 

 

There have also been contributions to Australian history that have incorporated Indigenous 

oral histories and belief systems throwing into sharp relief the dominance of Western 

traditions of thought even when discussing peoples who may subscribe to a wholly different 

world – view. An early attempt to capture and disseminate these views was made in the 

television series, The First Australians, written, directed and produced by Arrente woman, 

Rachel Perkins.116 The first episode of the series depicts what has become termed, the 

‘conciliatory period’ in Australian colonial history. Once again, the focus is very much on 

the relationship, specifically the friendship that is believed to have existed between Governor 

Phillip and Indigenous intermediary, Bennelong. At one point the narrative suggests that 

when Bennelong (and his fellow Eora man, Yemmawarranie) travelled to London with 

Governor Phillip it was as a result of a successful conciliatory policy that was grounded in a 

genuine friendship.  
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While I have critiqued the outcomes of these approaches with respect to the understanding 

of conciliation here and elsewhere in this thesis, nevertheless, it is clear that each of these 

examples of methodologies that Windschuttle so vehemently criticises have made useful 

contributions to Australian history in general and Indigenous-European relations in 

particular.  They have each made a vital (and vitalising) contribution to the understanding of 

Australia’s colonial history, especially given their positive reception by those outside the 

halls of academe. However, recent acknowledgement that Inga Clendinnen’s anthropological 

approach went a little too far in interpreting conciliation as friendliness raises the question of 

what approaches might improve our understanding of the idea.117   

 

Conciliation must first be understood as politics. It is as though, with all the focus on the 

personal interactions between Governor Phillip and the Indigenous people he encountered, 

the fact that he was there at the behest of a government with a long record of territorial 

acquisition and the colonisation of non-Europeans has leaked out of the narrative. It should 

be remembered that while the establishment of a penal colony was Phillip’s immediate task, 

there was a long-term vision to establish a colony of settlement, and this inevitably required 

the colonisation of the Indigenous people who lived there. This was not an unfamiliar 

situation for a British administration. Indeed, by 1787 when the Instructions were drafted 

they had recourse to almost two centuries of colonial experience upon which to draw when 

considering how to proceed in New South Wales. In an effort to understand the personal and 

particular, we have taken insufficient account of that political process, and the wider context 

in which it was enacted. Given the history of British colonialism it is more likely that the 
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phrase “to conciliate their affections” was an expression that related to the governance of 

Indigenous people, rather than of concern for the quality of the personal relationships that 

would be established between the two groups. The importance of which frame we use to view 

conciliation through, which discourse we see it as belonging to is significant. As intellectual 

historian, J.G.A. Pocock has remarked,  

 

It is of some importance to be able to interpret thought by placing it in the 

tradition of discourse to which it rightfully belongs; and this is so for two 

reasons. In the first place, it enables us to interpret thought as social behaviour, 

to observe the mind acting with relation to its society, that society’s traditions 

and its fellow inhabitants of that society. In the second place, it is of assistance 

in rendering thought intelligible to be able to identify the concepts which the 

thinker was handling and the language in which he was communicating with 

his fellow-men; what was he talking about and what was he taken to mean.118  

    

The Instructions were effectively the first piece of policy intended to guide the political 

process in the new colony. We now know that the colonising process as a whole, involved 

violence and dispossession and resulted in a legacy that endures to this day. And yet, any 

attention given to this first policy, the one that may well have set the tone for all policy 

towards Indigenous Australians thereafter, has been on how it played out, or whether it failed 

or succeeded. There has been little thought given to why the Pitt administration (1783-1801) 

chose to express their policy approach using this particular phrase, or which ideas or practices 
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that its’ specific use might signify. One might ask, if the policy was to be one of friendship, 

a term regularly used in governance discourse, why was it not used here?119 By using an 

approach that treats conciliation and friendship as distinct concepts in this instance, I will 

address that question.  

 

1.9 Addressing Conciliation’s Conflation: A Skinnerian Approach 

 

Since current explanations of what conciliation involved are inextricably bound up in the 

assumption that it is synonymous with friendship my first task is to tease these concepts apart. 

To achieve this, I will adopt what has become known as the ‘Cambridge School’, or more 

particularly, the Skinnerian approach to intellectual history. This approach focuses on 

recovering the meaning of ideas by examining them in their contexts and is particularly useful 

in this case where the conflation of conciliation and friendship could be considered an 

example of what Skinner refers to as “family resemblance” in the meanings of cognate 

concepts.120 Skinner describes such problems as, “the unconscious application of paradigms 

whose familiarity to the historian disguises an essential inapplicability to the past.”121 There 

is another type of familiarity that can cloud our understanding, that of familiar expectations. 

This is the “perpetual danger in our attempts to enlarge historical understanding”, where we 

are somewhat blinded to what an historical actor is doing by our expectation of what it is that 

they might be doing.”122 In the case at hand, we might assume that Phillip’s conciliation of 
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Indigenous Australians was an act (or series of acts) of friendship, because that is what we 

expect, given his instructions that counselled him against violence, and that he had made 

pronouncements against slavery in the colony.123 Such apparently plausible assumptions lead 

to acceptance of this interpretation if repeated often enough without critical interrogation.  

 

Familiarity with the idea of friendship coupled with its routine presence in political discourse 

to explain and justify governmental actions, suggests how easily it can be taken out of 

context.124 And friendship can suggest a multiplicity of meanings without necessarily settling 

on a particular one. It requires close examination to reveal the particular variant of friendship 

operating in a given context - an issue I will address by looking at the various meanings of 

friendship in Classical political thought in Chapter Two. Interpretations of conciliation have 

suffered from what Steven Zwicker has described as the “unsteadiness of language, the 

difficulty of controlling meaning, the leakage of implication between intended argument and 

unintended effect, and the subtlety and flexibility with which maxims or commonplaces, 

political idioms and languages form the means of negotiating status and power.”  As he notes, 

idioms and languages do have stable meanings, but that they can be “complicated or 

compromised by contextual factors such as fear, duplicity and desire”.125 The search for a 

stable meaning of the phrase in question requires that search to be informed by appropriate 

contexts, while exploring what might complicate or compromise that meaning.  
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My approach to determining the appropriate contexts to consider will differ from Skinner’s 

in some respects. Firstly, unlike Skinner, I will not be looking at the meaning of a particular 

idea in the work of a singular author. Rather, my research will trace the meaning of an idea 

by looking at its use in the texts of its relevant context(s). I use the bracketed plural 

deliberately to indicate the multiplicity of contexts this enquiry interrogates, and the need for 

our cognisance of them. This approach responds to some extent to Peter Gordon’s recent 

critique of contextualism in intellectual history. While Gordon does not question the validity 

of contextualism, he does question the emphasis its practitioners place on the ability of a 

context to “fully account for all the potentialities of an idea”126 Suggesting that intellectual 

history has drifted away from regularly mapping the transformation of a concept and 

morphed into an exercise in contextualist reconstruction over the past forty years, Gordon 

questions how a context is defined. For him, it implies a slowing down or cessation of time, 

and that the use of context to capture a historical phenomenon isolates one moment to the 

exclusion of others, dividing time and “resisting the dynamism of a temporality that 

overflows such limits.”127 This question of the definition, but also the singularity of context 

was brought to the fore for me when conducting initial searches into the usage of the phrase. 

Initial key word searches in databases such as Eighteenth-Century Collections Online and 

Early English Books Online and the British Newspaper Archives revealed that the phrase 

was used in a surprising variety of situations across a considerable span of time. This raised 

the questions about the limits I could place on context. Should I limit my study to a particular 

temporal context? The eighteenth century might suffice, or a perhaps a shorter time span 

                                                   
126 Gordon, P. (2014) ‘Contextualism and Criticism in the History of Ideas’ in McMahon, D. and Moyn, S. 

(eds.) Rethinking Modern European Intellectual History, Oxford University Press, p.32-33 
127 Gordon, Contextualism, p. 35-36 
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relevant to the New South Wales colony would be more appropriate? How much could I 

learn about conciliation in those specific periods, particularly about its use as a strategy of 

governance? Further analysis of the search results revealed that most uses of the phrase fell 

within one of three discursive contexts. The first included texts where the phrase conveyed a 

meaning that is most familiar to our current understanding of the term, as defined by the 

Concise Oxford English Dictionary: “To pacify, win over from hostility, reconcile.”128 These 

ideas were most often expressed in religious sermons such as the sermons on ‘practical 

subjects’ given by the Reverend Samuel Bishop that suggested, “whatever be the variety of 

changes and perplexities in human affairs, it is confessedly the natural consequence of good 

actions to conciliate the affections of men in general”.129 

 

A second context related to the development of rhetorical or social skills. Statesman and 

diplomat Lord Chesterfield (1694-1773) in his Principles of Politeness, and of Knowing the 

World urged the cultivation of theoretical, practical and intuitive knowledge, particularly of 

the “arts and manners of those acquainted with life and endeavour to imitate them. Observe 

the means they take to gain the favour and conciliate the affections of those they associate 

with; pursue those means, and you will soon gain the esteem of all that you know.”130 This 

usage of the phrase provides context to the rationale of the ‘modelling of manners’ inherent 

in ideas of sociability in the late eighteenth century that some administrators adopted as a 

                                                   
128 ‘Conciliate’ in The Concise Oxford Dictionary of Current English, Edited by J.B. Sykes, (1984) Clarendon 

Press, Oxford 
129 Bishop, S (1798) Sermons: chiefly upon practical subjects, published by Thomas Clare, A.M. London,  
130 Stanhope, P.D. (1777) Principles of Politeness and of Knowing the World; by the Late Lord Chesterfield. 

Methodised and Digested Under Distinct Heads, with Additions, by the Reverend Dr. John Trusler, p. 45 
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conciliatory strategy designed to reduce the ‘otherness’ of Indigenous inhabitants of 

colonised territories.  

 

By far the most frequent use of the phrase was in reference to governance. Edward Gibbon’s 

(1737-1794) Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire131 refers to the Emperor Honorius (384-

423 CE) regulating his behaviour and conciliating the affections of the clergy, the Senate and 

the people of Rome with “ frequent visits and liberal gifts” in the wake of Alaric (370 – 410 

CE), King of the Visigoths siege against the city in 401 CE.132 David Hume’s (1711-1776) 

The History of England (1754-1761) refers to William the Conqueror (1028-1087) 

conciliating the British at Hastings by “An appearance of lenity and justice”133 and Oliver 

Goldsmith’s (1728-1774) The Grecian History, shares how the Macedonians advised 

Alexander the Great (356-323 BC) not to subdue Greece by force but to “recover by gentle 

methods the barbarians who had taken arms; and to soothe, as it were, those glimmerings of 

revolt and innovation, by prudent reserve complacency and insinuations, in order to 

conciliate their affections”.134 These eighteenth century references to governance in turn, 

drew on Classical sources, and searches revealed that the phrase was used in Classical 

political thought – yet another context to consider.  Finally, there were also a range of 

contemporary primary sources in which the phrase was used - letters to and from British 

administrations, travel diaries, and pamphlets, many of which contribute to the understanding 

of the usage of the phrase in a governance context.  

                                                   
131 Published in six volumes between 1776 and 1788 
132 Gibbon, E. [1776] The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, Vol 5. Bury, J.B. (ed.) with 

an introduction by W. E. H. Lecky, Fred de Fau and Co., New York  
133 Hume, D. (1762) The History of England, from the invasion of Julius Caesar to the accession of Henry 

VII, Vol. 1 London   Eighteenth Century collections Online, Gale, National Library of Australia 
134 Goldsmith, O [1778] The Grecian History: From the earliest state to the death of Alexander the Great, 

Two Volumes in One. 1, Mack, Andrus and Woodruff, Ithaca, New York (1840), p.250 
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While each of these usages of the phrase might tell us something about its meaning, not all 

are relevant to understanding its meaning in Phillip’s Instructions. British colonial 

governance is the most relevant discursive context, and the eighteenth century the most 

obvious temporal context. However, examination of a particular eighteenth-century 

governance source challenged the validity of only looking at texts of colonial governance in 

the eighteenth century. Searches repeatedly returned references to Irish statesmen, 

parliamentarian and political philosopher, Edmund Burke’s (1730-1797) 1782 speech on the 

conciliation of the American colonies.135 Both Phillip’s Instructions and Burke’s speech after 

all, related to colonial governance, and the Instructions were drafted in 1787, just five years 

after Burke’s speech, so they could be thought to belong to the same temporal context. The 

meanings might also share an intellectual context since Burke interacted with members of 

the Bowood Circle of Lord Shelburne (1737 – 1805), who was home Secretary at the time, 

and later, Prime Minister (1782-83).136  Indeed, the similarity of those discursive, temporal 

and intellectual contexts present as conditions under which conciliation might be thought to 

share the same meaning. However, analysis of Burke’s speech revealed a difference in the 

meaning and practice of conciliation significant enough to flag the need for a multi – 

contextual approach to understanding what it meant in Governor Phillip’s Instructions.  

                                                   
135 Burke, E. [1770] ‘Speech on Conciliation with America’ (1775) in Select Works of Edmund Burke. Vol. 1 

A New Imprint of the Payne Edition. Foreword and Biographical Note by Francis Canavan, (1999) Liberty 

Fund Indianapolis  
136Whatmore, R (2011) Shelburne and Perpetual Peace: Small States, Commerce and international relations 

within the Bowood Circle’ in Aston, N and Orr, C.C., An Enlightenment Statesman in Whig Britain; Lord 

Shelburne in Context, 1737 – 1805, Andrew, E.G. (2006) Patrons of Enlightenment, University of Toronto 

Press, Toronto, pp. 170 - 187 
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Burke’s speech contributed to the bitter battles fought in the British Parliament over how best 

to deal with rebellion in the American colonies. For Burke, ‘gaining’ the Americans was a 

rational alternative to an expensive war with them,  

 

America, Gentlemen say, is a noble object. It is an object well worth fighting 

for. Certainly it is, if fighting a people be the best way of gaining them. 

Gentlemen in this respect will be led to their choice of means by their 

complexions and their habits. Those who understand the military art, will of 

course have some predilection for it. Those who wield the thunder of the state, 

may have more confidence in the efficacy of arms. But I confess, possibly for 

want of this knowledge, my opinion is much more in favour of prudent 

management, than of force; considering force not as an odious, but a feeble 

instrument, for preserving a people so numerous, so active, so growing, so 

spirited as this, in a profitable and subordinate connexion with us.137 

 

Burke considered it foolish to induce resentment in American subjects, warning of the 

dangers of tyrannical governance, he considers,  

 

… that we have Colonies for no purpose but to be serviceable to us, it seems 

to my poor understanding a little preposterous, to make them unserviceable, 

in order to keep them obedient. It is, in truth, nothing more than the old, and, 

as I thought, exploded problem of tyranny, which proposes to beggar its 

                                                   
137 Burke, E. (1775) ‘Speech on Conciliation with the Colonies,’ Selected Works of Edmund Burke, vol.1, 

Online Library of Liberty, Liberty Fund Indianapolis, pp. 235-236 
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subjects into submission. But remember, when you have completed your 

system of impoverishment, that nature still proceeds in her ordinary course; 

that discontent will encrease with misery; and that there are critical moments 

in the fortune of all states, when they who are too weak to contribute to your 

prosperity, may be strong enough to complete your ruin.138 

 

America’s serviceability and ‘interest’ to Britain was the hook on which Burke hung his 

argument. His solution to America’s impending detachment from Britain’s Empire was to 

remove the “grounds of difference” and to reconcile the American people and the British 

government to each other, “by the bond of the very same interest.”139 In the hope of peace 

Burke suggests the British concede to the American requests for representation since a 

“superior power may offer peace with honour and with safety”. For him, the benefits of 

retaining the American colonies were worth dispensing with the ‘imaginations’, “abstract 

ideas of right” and “general theories of government” upon which existing British approaches 

were premised.140 Not only did America have a rapidly expanding population of potential 

British subjects, but Britain had also profited handsomely from increasing trade with the 

American colonies. The scale of American agriculture, fisheries and whaling had grown to 

rival other European colonial powers, despite the “wise and salutary neglect” with which 

Britain had treated the American colonies, adding value to Britain’s coffers and reputation.141 

But over and above these appeals to prosperity, and the rejection of a longer, more costly 

                                                   
138 Burke, Conciliation of the Colonies, p. 248 
139 Burke, Conciliation of the Colonies, p. 226 
140 Burke, Conciliation of the Colonies, p. 228 
141 Burke, Conciliation of the Colonies, p. 235 
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war, Burke appealed to Parliament to maintain the American colonies on the basis of their 

‘Temper and Character’.142  

 

It was American’s love of freedom, a “fierce spirit of liberty “that Burke saw as a defining 

feature of their character, and it is on this point that his conciliatory rhetoric is most firmly 

based. Liberty was an ideal, he argued, that Americans had inherited from Englishmen, 

perpetuating it “according to English ideas and on English principles”, fuelled by the 

Protestantism on which the colony was founded, and the “natural desire” of the free peoples 

to preserve liberty even, and especially where slavery exists. The question of taxation he 

argued, had excited an inherent passion for liberty, reminding Americans that they also had 

an interest in it as a principle.143 Burke grasped the reality of a literate, educated and distant 

populace whose political and cultural foundations equipped them with the intellectual 

premise on which to appeal to rebellion. He figured the best hope of retaining America’s 

serviceability and preserving Britain’s interest would be to simultaneously concede to 

American demands for representation and revivify a sense of the principles American 

colonists had in common with those in British metropole, using those shared values to 

strengthen the attachment of the people in the colony to those in the metropole. ‘Adolescent’ 

America was to be given some forms of liberty, in the hope that it would remain a contributor 

to, and member of, the British ‘family’. Liberty, responsibly shared, was to be the basis on 

which Americans were to remain familiar, similar and subordinate. 

 

                                                   
142 Burke, Conciliation of the Colonies, p.240 
143 Burke, Conciliation of the Colonies, p. 245 
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By contrast, the conciliation of the Indigenous inhabitants of New South Wales was a matter 

of their difference - a difference that conciliation was to minimize or erase in order to render 

them manageable, governable, and capable of living in a manner that would be of benefit to 

Britain in keeping with the instruction to Phillip to, “…report your opinion to one of our 

Secretaries of State in what manner Our Intercourse with these people may be turned to the 

advantage of this country.”144 British administrators did not consider the Indigenous 

inhabitants to be familiar with the concept of liberty, perceiving them as living in the Lockean 

‘state of nature’, having no concept of property or a Christian god, both of which were 

considered to be fundamental to the impetus to organizing societies and implementing 

governance.145 That perceived lack of governance represented a vacuum the British chose to 

fill with a form of governance that suited their own purposes. Experience in other colonial 

contexts had proven that control over Indigenous populations enabled and enhanced colonial 

interests, and that maintaining and developing relationships with Indigenous peoples that 

secured their alliance and minimized potential violence towards Europeans was vital to their 

efforts. 

 

1.10 Conclusion 

 

The contrast of these usages of conciliation indicates that despite their contextual and 

temporal proximity, their meanings differed due to perceptions of the ‘Otherness’ of the 

indigenous peoples to be conciliated. Although the meanings share some conceptual 

                                                   
144 Governor Phillip’s Instructions, Historical Records of Australia, vol. 1, p.13 
145 Laslett, P. (1967) Locke’s Two Treatises of Government, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, pp. 97-

100 
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similarity – the pursuit of agreement and attachment, it is in their intellectual underpinnings 

and their practical implementation that they differ markedly. Burke’s approach involves 

Britain conceding to its American colonists so that an attachment based on familiar ties might 

remain intact. By contrast, the Indigenous peoples of New South Wales were required to 

accede, as quickly and as totally as possible, to British customs and manners, laws and 

concepts, stripping them of their ‘difference’, of the ‘Otherness’ that might make initiating 

and maintaining their attachment to Britain difficult, and frustrate the pursuit of British 

interests.  

 

In the light of these distinctions conciliation must be analysed in the very specific discursive 

context of the governance of Indigenous ‘Others’. However, this search for meaning will be 

multi-contextual in other respects.  Firstly, it will consider the usage of the phrase “to 

conciliate the affections” in many types of texts. I will examine texts of government 

administration including but not limited to government correspondence with colonies, 

parliamentary debates and reports and the diaries and journals of administrators and officials. 

The journals and diaries of those who encountered Native Americans and Indigenous 

Australians contributed to metropolitan understandings and responses to them. These will 

also be considered as they provide insights into both the formulation of and practice of 

conciliation. Political tracts and pamphlets form those non-government actors involved in 

settlement and colonisation are also helpful to understand the extent to which conciliation 

was a response to those interests.  

 

I will consider these texts within the intellectual context of the Scottish Enlightenment, a 

period of burgeoning effort to understand human society and governance in the wake of 
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European contact with the New World. Of particular relevance are the efforts to understand 

the place of non-Europeans in history, and the role of Europeans in bringing them in to 

‘civilization’ and ‘society’. The theories became integral to the decisions of governments and 

administrators and shaped the societal attitudes to the process of building relationships with 

the indigenous peoples that were encountered in the processes of colonisation.146  

 

There are also variations in the temporal and geo-political contexts that will be considered in 

this study, beginning with Classical uses of the phrase in Greek and Roman governance and 

political theory, followed by its appearance in texts of both early and late American 

colonisation. Finally, having provided a narrative of the antecedents of its use and practice, I 

will discuss its meaning in the governance of the Indigenous peoples of New South Wales in 

the period 1788-1820. These meanings will be considered in the light of their practice. In this 

way the meaning moves beyond the abstract and instantiates the impetus it provided to the 

policies that shaped the lived experiences of Indigenous peoples in a colonised space. By 

taking this multi-contextual approach, this research is imbued with a richness that disrupts 

the simplistic conflation of conciliation with friendship and provides a more nuanced 

understanding of conciliation in a context more expansive and complex than the national 

history to which past discussions of it have been confined. In this way it is imbued with a 

richness and can take its place among other strategies of colonial governance such as 

conquest, consent and the ‘civilising’ process. This task begins in the following chapter.

 

                                                   
146 Sebastiani, S. (2013) The Scottish Enlightenment: Race, Gender and the Limits of Progress, Palgrave, 

Macmillan, New York; Manning, S. (2011) ‘Historical Characters: Biography, the Science of Man and 

Romantic fiction’, in Manning, S. And Ahnert, T (eds.) Character, Self and Sociability in the Scottish 

Enlightenment, Palgrave Macmillan, Houndmills, p. 225 - 248 
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2.0 Conciliated Encounters: Civility, Benevolence and Indigenous ‘Others’ 

in Britain’s Maritime Empire 

 

One of the ways Australian historians have attempted to understand conciliation in New 

South Wales has been to focus on Governor Phillip, and his interaction with the Indigenous 

inhabitants, so as to elicit a sense of the attitudes he brought to bear on the governance of 

those people. As more attention has been paid to the experience of colonisation in Australian 

historical literature, Phillip’s relationship with them has been examined more closely. Indeed, 

it is almost as if the preferred approach has become to ‘get inside’ Phillip’s head to explain 

his actions. Perhaps it’s anticipated that if we can recover Phillip’s attitudes and intentions, 

we can understand what conciliation was and where it, and colonisation ‘went wrong’. Of 

course, intentions are notoriously difficult to recover, and so the attempts continue - to 

reconstruct Phillip’s (and by extension Britain’s) attitudes towards Indigenous peoples, from 

his actions as governor. 

 

In her effort to enliven our understanding of Phillip’s encounter with Indigenous Australians, 

Inga Clendinnen fleshes out Phillip’s role, and character, casting him as the busy, efficient 

patriarch, who was “remarkable” and “visionary” in his “obstinate dream of integrating these 

newly discovered people into the British polity.”1 In this chapter I will argue that rather than 

being visionary and forward – looking, Phillip and those who instructed him to conciliate, 

were of course, looking back. The encounters discussed in this chapter will clearly show that 

                                                   
1 Clendinnen, Dancing with Strangers, p. 23 
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efforts to conciliate were not the modern modus vivendi of nascent humanitarianism 

Clendinnen and others have portrayed them to be. Rather, conciliation has a place among a 

series of colonial strategies that were informed by a gradual unfolding of ideas of civility in 

response to encounters with non-Europeans. It is from these ideas that the intellectual 

rationale for conciliation evolved, and from the experience of applying these strategies that 

conciliatory practices emerged.  In this chapter I will discuss those ideas in a longer historical 

context stretching back to the sixteenth century. I will then consider the ways Enlightenment 

thinkers built on this intellectual tradition to conceptualise Indigenous peoples as ‘Other’ in 

a very specific way. In general, early modern Europeans tended to perceive humanity in more 

fluid terms, where both monstrous and barbarous peoples occupied places on a spectrum with 

more civilised peoples.2 By the eighteenth century this spectrum had been narrowed, and the 

concept of humanity itself was now internally divided by ethnographic categories of relative 

advance, of civilisation and savagery.3 My aim is to show how these ideas informed 

approaches to governing these ‘Others’ in a conciliatory manner. Since Clendinnen’s 

accounts of Phillip’s conciliatory efforts are among the most recent and most evocative in 

Australian historiography, it is worth considering some of her interpretations at the outset in 

order to demonstrate her positioning of Philip’s actions as “rare, possibly unique in the gruff 

annals of imperialism” and his determination to “persuade the local population to friendship” 

as exceptional. 4 

 

                                                   
2 Davies, S. (2016) Renaissance Ethnography and the Invention of the Human: New Worlds, Maps and 

Monsters, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge 
3 Sebastiani, S. (2013) The Scottish Enlightenment: Race, Gender and the Limits of Progress, Palgrave 

Macmillan, New York 
4 Clendinnen, Dancing with Strangers, p. 25 
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2.1 Phillip’s novel conciliation? 

 

In the wake of a devastating smallpox epidemic in May 1789, Governor Phillip had lost all 

meaningful contact with local peoples after the death of the colony’s earliest intermediary, 

Arabanoo.  He consequently sought new intermediaries and arranged a kidnapping that 

brought two young Indigenous men, Bennelong and Colebee into that role. Clendinnen 

excises the violence inherent in this kidnapping from the practice of conciliation. She ascribes 

it instead to a tradition ‘as old as Columbus’, thereby reinforcing the supposed novelty of 

conciliation and Phillip’s approach to it. We may wonder where the boundaries between 

tradition and longstanding government policy or practice lie, and how we might distinguish 

between the two? At any rate, Clendinnen prefers to emphasise the uniqueness of Phillip’s 

relationship with Bennelong, positing it as one characterised by “a very different interest.”5 

Here she is referring to Philip’s efforts to have him dress in European clothing in the hope 

that he might experience the benefits of its warmth and comfort, and ultimately the cover 

from shameful nakedness that it provides. The tone implies that Phillip’s is a novel approach 

- that Indigenous peoples were more likely to be subjected to the buttoning of a tunic, than 

to the butt of a gun. Clendinnen casts these actions as a product of Phillip’s singular personal 

genius. She considers the approach a reflection of his personal qualities rather than the 

continuity of methods of colonisation that regularly rendered Indigenous peoples wholly 

dependent on European goods.6 

                                                   
5 Clendinnen, Dancing with Strangers, p. 108 
6 British North America had already been labeled ‘An Empire of Goods’. Daniel Richter makes clear that by 

the eighteenth century native Americans had become tied into the commercial world of the Atlantic by their 

willingness to sell furs in exchange for manufactured goods such as knives and hatchets, kitchen implements, 

liquor, tobacco, firearms and gunpowder. See Richter, D. (1998) ‘Native Peoples of North America and the 

Eighteenth Century British Empire’ in Marshall, P. J. (ed.) The Oxford History of the British Empire Volume 

II: The Eighteenth Century, Oxford University Press, Oxford, pp. 347 – 371, p. 348 
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Alongside descriptions of Phillip’s supposedly innovative approach to fostering dependence, 

stands an account of his restraint in the face of violence when he is speared by one of 

Bennelong’s countrymen. I have no particular qualms with Clendinnen’s interpretation of the 

event itself. It is an insightful reconstruction of a moment of political conflict in the colony. 

But she pauses afterwards and interprets Phillip’s lack of retaliation as evidence of his 

“personal courage… his generous, even reckless commitment to conciliation.” And yet it 

may well be that in the face of many armed Indigenous inhabitants it was Phillip’s naval 

training told him he was ‘outgunned’ and outnumbered. Retaliation may have escalated 

matters beyond British control. A situation to avoid at all costs. The issue here is the framing. 

Through Clendinnen’s anthropological lens Phillip’s actions are ‘enlightened and 

considered’ and conciliation by extension, a remarkable, ‘civilised’ feat. However, if we 

consider the possibility that Phillip took the action (or exercised restraint) to preserve the 

lives of the few naval officers who accompanied him, and save himself having to account for 

the uncontrolled violence he’d been cautioned to avoid in his Instructions, it strips the event 

of much novelty or innovation at all.7  

 

A few chapters later Clendinnen returns to the theme of conciliation, having recorded the 

‘coming in’ to the settlement, of the Indigenous Australians. At this time, the Governor’s 

gamekeeper, McEntire, was speared and Phillip issued orders to exact retribution of high 

order. Not only were two Indigenous men to be brought in for public execution, the heads of 

                                                   
7 Clendinnen include in her account the possibility that officers were unhappy with Phillip going unarmed 

before such a large armed gathering. Had the event escalated, and British lives lost, no doubt Phillip would 

have appeared imprudent in his approach.  
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ten others were to be obtained, placed in sacks and brought back to the settlement for what 

Clendinnen assumes is public display.8 How to explain such punitive actions from a 

Governor characterised as committed to enlightened, non-violent conciliation? Clendinnen’s 

workaround is to grant Phillip “an authentic, anthropological insight”; a knowledge that it 

was “tribal diminution” that would have the desired effect of quelling attacks by Indigenous 

inhabitants.9 But strangely, the expedition that failed to find the culprits, or the requisite heads 

of others, is then re-interpreted as a farce; considered to be another tool of conciliation, deftly 

wielded (in Clendinnen’s estimation) to forestall vigilantism among settlers.10  

 

These interpretations of events, and particularly the celebration of Phillip’s ‘conciliatory’ 

role in them raise questions about why Clendinnen and others are so determined to cast 

Phillip as an enlightened hero of cross-cultural contact. These are questions beyond the scope 

of this thesis. Here though, I think it is certainly worth asking whether the ‘enlightened’ 

attitudes and conciliatory practices that Clendinnen sees as being unprecedented and 

outstanding elements of Arthur Phillip’s governance were novel at all? If so, from whence 

did his ideas appear? Clendinnen gestures toward the Enlightenment, but not in any great 

detail.11 Her focus is on Phillip, the person, not Philip in his role as governor. By investigating 

earlier instances of British dealings with non-Europeans in this chapter I reach the conclusion 

that conciliation was certainly not novel in 1788. Rather, it was a strategy that had been used 

periodically during the expansion of Britain’s Empire, but on a variety of evolving 

intellectual and practical pretexts.  

                                                   
8 Clendinnen, Dancing with Strangers, p. 174 
9 Clendinnen, Dancing with Strangers, p. 174 
10 Clendinnen, Dancing with Strangers, p. 177 
11 Clendinnen, Dancing with Strangers, p. 111 
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One of the significant intellectual pretexts on which conciliation was premised; that of non-

Europeans as ‘Other’ was deeply entwined with developing notions of civility. In his 

discussion of power, perception and identity in the British Empire between 1760 and 1860, 

Christopher Bayly argued that this period was critical in the “epistemological and economic 

creation of ‘indigenous peoples’ as a series of comparable categories across the globe.” He 

added that a consideration of British imperial expansion and British intellectual history is 

central to understanding the ‘invention’ of those Indigenous peoples.12  It is this comparison 

that ultimately positioned Indigenous peoples as needing to be conciliated to European norms 

and interests. Conciliation has historically involved the idea of parties being brought together 

to some form of agreement. The term ‘agreement’ itself raises questions about how 

Indigenous people were to be ‘conciliated’. Having shown in the previous chapter that 

conciliation should not be simply be conflated with friendship, I argue here that in its broadest 

sense conciliation involved deliberately reconfiguring the interests of Indigenous peoples to 

be more closely aligned with British interests, both in the immediate and longer term. For 

this reason, I refer to conciliation here as a colonising strategy that aimed above all to induce 

this alignment of interests. My argument is that this ‘alignment of interests’ did not constitute 

‘friendship’ as such but did resemble the kind of ‘Enlightened’ commercial sociality that Lisa 

Hill has described as the society of ‘amicable strangers’.13  

 

                                                   
12 Bayly, C. (1999) ‘The British and indigenous peoples, 1760 – 1860: Power, Perception and Identity’ in 

Daunton, M. and Halpern, R. (eds.) Empire and others: British Encounters with Indigenous Peoples, 1600 – 

1850, UCL Press, London, pp. 19 -41, p. 21 
13 Hill, L. and McCarthy, P. (2004) ‘On Friendship and necessitudo in Adam Smith’, History of the Human 

Sciences, Vol. 17. No. 4, pp. 1 - 16 
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Contact with and observation of Indigenous peoples throughout the Empire revealed some 

obvious differences from Europeans - those of physiognomy, language, culture and lifestyle 

for instance. These differences were frequently, but not always, evaluated and problematized 

as deviance from notions of European civility.14 Even when Europeans claimed that 

Indigenous peoples adhered to recognisable norms, or exhibited familiar institutions, these 

‘similarities’ could then be construed as showing their potential for being ‘civilised’.15 In this 

way, both similarity to and difference from Europeans could be entwined with justifications 

for colonisation.16  The premise of my thesis is that the role of conciliation in the justification 

of colonisation in the late eighteenth century has very largely been overlooked, or 

misconstrued as ‘friendship’. Historians have thereby missed an opportunity not only to 

interpret conciliation as the product of a longer history of imperial and colonial governance, 

but also to understand how it represented an Enlightened construction of the task of colonial 

governance – to rule Indigenous peoples who were construed as both similar to, yet different 

from European colonisers.  

 

Conciliation emerged from a long and complex history of discursive deployment including 

colonial governance of subject populations. Although these contexts differed, the salient 

feature of conciliation in this sense was that it was a governmental effort to control a subject 

                                                   
14 Salmond, The Trial of the Cannibal Dog; Keal, P. (2003) European Conquest and the Rights of Indigenous 

Peoples: The Moral Backwardness of International Society, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, pp. 56 – 
83 
15 This was most notable in the commentaries on visits of Indigenous peoples to the metropole. On Joseph 

Brant the Native American see Kelsay, I. T. (1984) Joseph Brant 1743 – 1807:Man of Two Worlds, Syracuse 

University Press, Syracuse, pp.380 - 390, on Mai the Ra’iatean see Guest, H. (2007) Empire, Barbarism, and 

Civilisation: James Cook, William Hodges , and the Return to the Pacific, Cambridge, Cambridge University 

Press, pp. 149 – 167 and Smith, V. Intimate Strangers, pp.179-225; On Bennelong and Yemmerawanne see 

Fullagar, K (2012) The Savage Visit, University of California Press, Berkeley, pp. 171-187 
16 Salmond, The Trial of the Cannibal Dog, p. 120; Keal, European Conquest, pp. 56 – 83 
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population as easily as possible, by inducing them to accept their subjection as ‘beneficial’. 

What made conciliation ‘beneficial’ could be construed in different ways. In some instances 

this involved ideas of religious conversion, in others the benefits were protection or the 

promise of economic self-interest. Each of these elements played a role in the pre-history of 

colonial conciliation, but by referring to conciliation as an ‘Enlightened’ strategy of colonial 

governance, my purpose is to suggest that by the late eighteenth century it had come to be 

seen as a ‘civilised’ strategy that aspired to universal benevolence and assuaged colonial 

consciences. The ultimate aim of Enlightened conciliation then, was to acculturate 

Indigenous people to European ideas of civility so that their interests would align with those 

of their colonisers, enabling them to accept their new place in the lower ranks of a civil, 

commercial society – as ‘intimate strangers’ with their new colonial masters. These ideas 

developed over a long course of time as England’s (and later, Britain’s) Empire gradually 

extended. 

 

2.2 Early English Colonisation: Civility and Conciliation 

 

In 1558 Elizabeth I ruled less territory than her predecessors had done for hundreds of years, 

due to the loss of key French territories. Concurrently, attempts to colonise Ireland were 

insecure and the claim by Mary Queen of Scots to Elizabeth’s throne was a source of 

additional instability.17 These circumstances provided the initial impetus to colonial 

endeavours outside what is now the British Isles. It also presented challenges to those who 

                                                   
17 Lloyd T.O (1984) The British Empire 1558 – 1995, Oxford University Press, Oxford, p.1 For an account of 

the origins of England’s colonisation of Ireland and Scotland see Armitage, D. (2000) The Ideological Origins 

of the British Empire, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, pp. 24 - 60 
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hoped to be involved in such endeavours. Would-be explorers needed to justify not only the 

expenditure and the inherent risks to themselves and their crews, but they also needed to 

manage the potential for the kind of success that was being enjoyed by their other European 

imperial powers. The Spanish, the Portuguese and the Dutch had, each in their own way, 

been vastly enriched by their holding of overseas territories, and the British were suspicious 

of the effects of this enrichment on the civility of its people. The corrupting influence of the 

sudden acquisition of wealth was a commonplace in European humanist thought.18 Thus 

humanist tradition provided a comprehensive intellectual rationale for early English 

colonisation in the sixteenth century. This tradition therefore, became characterised by two 

impulses that effectively framed the colonial project. The first conveyed a sense of imperial 

endeavours as being in keeping with the pursuit of vita activa - an active civic life. At the 

centre of that notion was the idea that man was not meant to pursue his own interests, alone, 

but that in keeping with a Ciceronian rationale, his efforts on behalf of civil society were to 

be rewarded with honour and profit.19 Efforts to plant new commonwealths appeared to be 

in keeping with both of those aspects of an active life and were therefore legitimised as 

civilised. Secondly, and conversely, was the notion that colonising activity needed to be 

constrained, lest its participants be diverted by the potential of wealth, ‘Asiatic luxuries’ and 

idleness, and the risk of moral corruption that arose from easily acquired profits.20 These 

concerns provided the intellectual backdrop to early considerations of how the English might 

                                                   
18 Buchan, B. And Hill, L. (2014) An Intellectual History of Corruption, Palgrave Macmillan, London, pp. 81 

– 87; Pagden, A. (2002) Peoples and Empires: Europeans and the Rest of the World, from Antiquity to the 

Present, Phoenix Press, London, pp. 88- 105 
19 Fitzmaurice, A. (2007) Humanism in America: an intellectual history of English colonization, 1500 - 1625, 

Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, p. 23 
20 Buchan, B. A. (2007) Europe’s Asia: Empire, Difference and the Moral Geography of European Political 

Thought c. 1500 – 1800, Australian Political Studies Association Conference, Monash University, Melbourne, 

Sept 24 - 26 
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deal with non – Europeans in places where colonisation was a possibility. In 1578, Martin 

Frobisher (c.1535 to 1594) an English seaman and privateer commanded his third voyage to 

the recently discovered territory of Meta Incognita,21 where he hoped to establish a mining 

colony. He and his crew were instructed that if they were to, 

 

… happen to come to have conference with the people of those parts where 

you shall arrive, that in all your doings and theirs you so behave yourselves 

and them, towards the said people as may rather procure their friendships and 

good likings towards you by courtesies than move them to any offence or 

misliking.22 

 

These instructions, which bear some resemblance to those issued to Governor Phillip, were 

given for the safety of the crew and for those they planned to leave behind to settle in the 

area. Despite this, there is no suggestion of a requirement to negotiate with local peoples to 

secure rights to natural resources. The only concern about personal enrichment was the 

instruction that no crew-member was to, “keep to himself and his private use any part or 

parcel of ore, precious stone or other matter of commodity, to be had or found in that land”. 

Any commodities that were taken were the property of the officers alone.23 The instructions 

                                                   
21 Meta Incognita (Latin for the unknown limits) was the name Elizabeth I gave to territory claimed by 

Frobisher on his second voyage in 1577. Frobisher had returned to England with rock samples which some 

assayed to contain gold. Elizabeth I sent a fleet of 15 ships on the third voyage in the hope of establishing a 

colony. The ‘black rock’ was mined extensively at first but it was revealed to be pyrite rather than the more 
valuable marcasite, as had been hoped by the voyage’s financier, Michael Lok (1532-1621). For an account of 

the voyages see McCoy, R.M. (2012) On the Edge: Mapping North America’s Coasts, Oxford University 

Press, Oxford, pp. 70-88  
22 Collinson, R. (1867) ‘Instructions Given to Our Loving Friend Martin Frobisher Esq. For the Order to be 

Observed in his Voyage now Recommended to him for the Land now called by Her Majesty, Meta Incognita 

to the Northwest Parts and Cathay, The Three Voyages of Martin Frobisher in Search of a Passage to the 

North-West 1576-8 Reprinted from the First Edition of Hakluyt’s Voyages, Hakluyt Society, London, p.214 
23 Collinson, The Three Voyages of Martin Frobisher, p. 216 
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remained largely untested at the completion of the voyage since Frobisher was unsuccessful 

in finding either wealth or the Northwest Passage, and no new territory was claimed. 

 

In November 1577, Humphrey Gilbert (c.1539 – 1583) a soldier and member of Parliament, 

had presented Elizabeth I with a pamphlet, A discourse how hir Majestie may annoy the King 

of Spayne that suggested he meet the challenge of enlarging England’s territories by attacking 

Spanish ships under cover of “lettres patentes to discover and inhabyte some strange place.”24 

The letters patent were granted in June 1578 to “discover hold and occupy such barbarous 

lands not actually possessed by any Christian prince”.25 This condition reveals the basis on 

which much early English colonisation was justified, and the fundamental premise of 

‘difference’ between barbarous and Christian peoples that would feature in the imperial 

policies that followed it. Gilbert was not permitted to hold or occupy lands that were 

possessed by a Christian head of state. Christian European power was considered legitimate, 

but the lands not held by such people were ‘barbarous’, and therefore ripe for being 

‘discovered’, possessed and occupied. 

 

At this time, the legitimacy of territorial claims was premised upon the doctrine of 

‘discovery’ that gave the right to territory to the first ‘Christian prince’ to claim it. The 

governments of the thirteen original North American colonies used this doctrine to secure 

                                                   
24 Gilbert, H [1577] ‘A Discourse how Hir Majestie may annoy the King of Spayne’, in Quinn, D.B. (2016) 

The Voyage and Colonising Enterprises of Sir Humphrey Gilbert Vol. 1, The Hakluyt Society, Routledge, 

Abingdon, p.176 
25 Seed, P. (1992) Taking Possession and Reading Texts: Establishing the Authority of Overseas Empires, The 

William and Mary Quarterly, Vol. 49, No. 2, pp. 183-209, p. 185 
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titles for Indian land and vest it in the Crown.26 Antony Anghie argues that the doctrine had 

developed in the jurisprudence of Catholic philosopher, theologian and jurist, Francisco de 

Vitoria (1483 – 1546), as he sought to maintain the legitimacy Spanish claims in the in the 

New World while accounting for “relations between societies [Spanish and Native 

American] which he understood to belong to two very different cultural orders, each with its 

own ideas of propriety and governance.”27 For Anghie, Vitoria’s doctrine of discovery 

effectively reconfigured the prior principal justification for colonisation – Christianity, and 

brought it into the secular realm by recognising that ‘Indians’ were just as human as the 

Spanish. By ‘recognising’ their ability to exercise natural reason, Vitoria was able to shift the 

justificatory rationale for colonisation from the universal system of divine law to the 

universal natural law system of jus gentium, a system characterised by its use of reason. In 

this way, argues Anghie, European norms of reason infiltrated and became intrinsic to, the 

laws upon which claims to sovereignty were made. Since Indigenous ideas and practices 

were already known to differ from those of the Spanish, the invocation of these Europeanised 

norms repeatedly configured Indigenous peoples as lacking, or transgressing established 

universal norms thus providing legal justifications for ongoing Spanish incursions.28 

 

 

 

                                                   
26 Miller, R.J. (2010) ‘The Legal Adoption of Discovery in the United States’ in Miller, R. J., Ruru, J, 

Behrendt, L. and Lindberg, T. (eds.) Discovering Indigenous Lands: The Doctrine of Discovery in the English 

Colonies, Oxford University Press, Oxford, pp. 26 – 35  
27 Anghie, A. (2004) Imperialism, Sovereignty and the Making of International Law, Cambridge University 

Press, Cambridge, p. 14-16 
28 Anghie, The Making of International Law, p.22 
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2.3 ‘Civil’ English responses to ‘barbaric’ Spanish colonisation 

 

The reliance on Christianity and secular law by the English to justify the conquering of 

Indigenous peoples in the New World, depended on the broader idea of ‘civility’. By 

identifying themselves as ‘civil’ the English sought to distinguish themselves from 

Indigenous peoples of the New World, but also from other European powers with whom they 

competed for colonial power and prestige. In the late sixteenth century European intellectuals 

were using a range of ideas to delineate people as ‘civil’ or castigate them as its opposite: 

‘savage’ or ‘barbarian’. John Hale discusses the rich history of civility in Western European 

thought, describing how it was that it came to be equated with ideas of rationality and 

orderliness in the social and political conduct of individuals and the state. Civility came to 

be seen as a product of education and the cultivation of manners, a polite and erudite quality 

exemplified in literature, in music, in conversation, and in trade. Hale explains that discipline 

was integral to the idea of civility, whether in the pursuit of an education, or the modification 

of one’s manners to conform with a social norm. Civility then, imbibed an ambiguous quality 

that could be applied at home, to distinguish the regal from the rude, just as easily as it could 

be exported abroad in comparisons made with peoples elsewhere in Europe or beyond. In 

colonial contexts, civility became a rhetorical tool used to distinguish the ‘civilised’ colonists 

from the ‘savage’ or ‘barbaric’ Indigenous inhabitants.29  

 

This kind of distinction played a role in the English cultivation of what came to be known as 

‘The Black Legend’ of ‘barbarous’ Spanish imperial and colonial brutality and violence in 

                                                   
29 Hale, J. (1994) The Civilization of Europe in the Renaissance, Atheneum, New York, pp. 355-420 
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comparison to supposed English civility and mildness.30 Linda Salamon argues that ‘The 

Black Legend’ was comprised of a blend of responses to Spanish conduct both in the Old 

World, and the New. Early sixteenth century accounts of the Inquisition were blended with 

critiques of conquest in the Spanish Americas such Bartoleme de Las Casas’ A Very Brief 

Relation of the Destruction of the Indies31 to create narratives focussed on the violence and 

destruction of local peoples. These and other texts cohered to become a convenient fiction 

with which the English could distinguish themselves from Spain and bolster their 

justifications for their own imperial activity.32 

 

Accounts such as those of Raleigh’s 1595 voyage to South America provided examples of 

the ways in which the English treatment of Indigenous peoples could be framed as truthful 

and benevolent, and therefore civil (especially in contradistinction to the Spanish). Raleigh 

writes,  

 

…for the Spaniards…persuaded all the (local) nations that we were men-

eaters and cannibals. But when the poor men and women had seen us, and that 

we gave them meat, and to every one something or other which was rare and 

strange to them, they began to conceive the deceit and purpose of the 

                                                   
30 According to Linda Salamon, “the phrase was coined in 1912 by journalist Julian Juderías y Loyot (1877-

1918), who sought to counter post-Enlightenment assumptions about Spaniards as ignorant and intellectually 

backward – in effect, positioned outside European culture – by tracing the roots of this bias.” See Salamon, 

L.B. (2008) ‘‘Gascoigne’s Globe: ‘The Spoyle of Antwerpe and the Black Legend of Spain’’, Early Modern 

Literary Studies, Vol. 14.1 Iss. 18, 7.1-38 
31 First translated into English in 1583 
32 For a discussion of early English texts that contribute to the ‘Black Legend’ see Fuchs, B (2002) Spanish 

Lessons: Spenser and the Irish Moriscos, Studies in English Literature, 1500-1900, Vol. 42, No. 1 pp. 43-62 
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Spaniards, who indeed, as they confessed took from them both their wives 

and daughters daily.33 

 

Raleigh writes in part to present himself as the representative of humanist virtue in a colonial 

setting. In doing so, he argued that proper conduct of trade, elicited ‘love’ towards the English 

among the local peoples, 

 

Nothing got us more love amongst them than this usage; for I suffered not any 

man to take from any of the nations so much as a pina (pineapple) or a potato 

root without giving them contentment, nor any man so much as to offer to 

touch any of their wives or daughters; which course, so contrary to the 

Spaniards, who tyrannize over them in all things…I caused my Indian 

interpreter at every place when we departed, to know of the loss or wrong 

done, and if aught were stolen or taken by violence, either the same was 

restored, and the party punished in their sight, or else was paid for to their 

uttermost demand.” 34 

 

Raleigh’s observations highlight the extent to which leaving a good impression on the 

Indigenous inhabitants was considered fundamental to their long-term acceptance of the 

presence of the English, whether for the purposes of trade, or later to facilitate settlement.  

 

                                                   
33 Lorimer, J. (2006) Sir Walter Raleigh’s ‘Discoverie of Guiana’, Ashgate, London, p.112 

34  Lorimer, Sir Walter Raleigh’s ‘Discoverie of Guiana, p.120 
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The notion that the English were more civil in their conduct towards non-Europeans was one 

way of distinguishing themselves from the Spanish, but another line of thinking was also 

developing; suggesting that providential outcomes of war had favoured the English, 

indicating that they enjoyed divine favour, manifesting a providential element to their 

colonial ambitions.35 While this idea was mobilised against the Spanish it nevertheless 

aligned religion and colonisation more closely, positing that alignment as the fulfilment of 

God’s command to “Go into all the world and preach the gospel to every creature”.36 With it 

came comparisons between England and biblical Israel (with whom the English claimed to 

have a shared ancestry) and imperial Rome (who had raised the English from ‘barbarians’ to 

‘civility’). This rhetoric of English civility became a constant theme in efforts to add 

credibility to English colonial endeavours.37 However, as David Armitage is careful to point 

out, while these writings may have been early contributions to the conception of empire as 

being at the heart of Englishness or Britishness, it is difficult to trace “any specifically and 

exclusively Protestant ideology of empire.”38 Instead, writers such as Richard Hakluyt (1553-

1616) championed England’s pursuit of the civitas perfecta through the virtue of the “natural 

activity of founding villages or coloniae, composed of families.”39  

 

                                                   
35 Armitage, Ideological Origins of Empire, pp. 165-169 
36 Bond, E.L. (2000) Damned Souls in a Tobacco Colony: Religion in Seventeenth Century Virginia, Mercer 

University Press, p. 22 
37 Bond, Damned Souls, p. 30 
38 Armitage, Ideological Origins of Empire, pp. 62-71 
39 Armitage, Ideological Origins of Empire, p. 74 
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2.4 ‘Home grown’ English colonisation  

 

While the English claimed to aspire to ‘civility’ abroad, their methods of dealing with 

Indigenous peoples in the New World were based on experiences of ‘home-grown’ 

colonisation, namely, English campaigns against the Celtic peoples in Ireland and Scotland.40 

Indeed it was in Ireland that Humphrey Gilbert had earned a reputation of disdain for the 

local population and a propensity for violence against them. In 1569 he marched through 

Kerry and Connello and devised a method to instil terror into the local population wherein,  

 

The heddes of all those (of who sort soever their were) which were killed in 

the daie, should be cutte off from their bodies and brought to the place where 

he incamped at night, and should there bee laied on the ground by eche side 

of the waie ledying into his owne tente so that none could come into his tente 

for any cause but commonly he muste passe through a lane of heddes which 

he used ad terrorem...[It brought] greate terrour to the people when thei sawe 

the heddes of their dedde fathers, brothers, children, kindsfolke, and freinds.41 

 

                                                   
40 On the relationship between the colonisation of Ireland and the colonisation of America see Benjamin, T. 

(2009) The Atlantic World: Europeans, Africans, Indians and their Shared History, 1400 – 1900, Cambridge 

University Press, Cambridge, p. 237; Canny, N. (1988) Kingdom and Colony: Ireland In the Atlantic World, 

The Johns Hopkins University Press, Baltimore; Horning, A. (2013) Ireland in the Virginian Sea, University 

of North Carolina Press, Chapel Hill 
41 Quoted in Jennings, F. (1975) The Invasion of America: Indians, Colonialism and the Cant of Conquest, 

University of North Carolina Press, Chapel Hill p. 168. 
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It is no wonder then, Richard Hakluyt’s cousin – a lawyer also named Richard Hakluyt, felt 

the need to advise Gilbert that he would need to sustain cordial relations with the local 

Indigenous peoples for the purpose of trade and the supply of necessities before he sailed in 

November 1578.42  

 

In 1601, as the attempt to reclaim Ireland by force of arms continued unsuccessfully, Francis 

Bacon (1561 - 1626) had attempted to persuade Queen Elizabeth I to avoid bloodshed in what 

may be one of the earliest attempts at conciliation in British colonial governance, by pursuing 

“not an extirpation of that people”, but instead to perform, “the office of protection, and 

reclaim of those her subjects”. He advised she ought to “reduce wild and barbarous people 

to civility and justice, as well as to reduce rebels to obedience”.43 Writing two years earlier 

to the Earl of Essex, another of the Queen’s advisors, Bacon had already suggested following 

the (some time) example of the Romans, claiming that the “justest triumphs” go not to those 

who annihilate the ‘savage’, or enrich themselves from the spoils of war against them, but to 

those who “replant and refound the policy of that nation, to which nothing is wanting but a 

just and civil government”.44 Bacon’s advice on colonial governance of the Irish reminds us 

that conciliation has long been a part of English colonial schemes. That no matter how ‘other’ 

others were, the conduct of the colonisers toward them had to exhibit due consideration 

toward divine and humanist moral principles. Among these ideas, few were to prove more 

                                                   
42 Mancall, P.M. (2006) Hakluyt’s promise: An Elizabethan’s Obsession for an English America, Yale 

University Press, New Haven, p. 62-3  
43 Bacon, F. (1601) ‘Considerations touching the Queen's Service in Ireland in Montagu’, Works of Bacon, 

Volume V, William Pickering, London, pp. 187–96.  
44 Bacon, F. (1601) ‘Letter from Francis Bacon to the Earl of Essex, January/February/March 1599’, Works of 

Bacon, Vol. XII, William Pickering London, pp. 20–3 
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long-lived than the idea that the colonisers should turn the colonised towards God and 

civility.  

 

Englishmen had not effectively colonised any additional ‘strange places’ by the time of 

Elizabeth I’s death in 1603. Their seafaring capabilities however, had transformed 

remarkably and further attempts were made to settle in North America.45  New monarch, 

James I granted the Charter of Virginia in 1606. It outlined that the English were to be about 

the “noble work” of propagating Christianity among the local population. They were also to 

strike currency to facilitate trade with them.46 The Instructions for Government issued to the 

Virginia Company in November 1606 show once again that the English were aware that the 

establishment of trade relied on amenable social relations. The Company were instructed to, 

 

… use all good means to draw the savages and the heathen people of the said 

several places…to the true service and knowledge of  God, and that all just, 

kind and charitable courses shall be holden with such of them as shall conform 

themselves to any good and sociable traffick…whereby they may be the 

sooner drawn to the true knowledge of God, and the obedience of us, our heirs 

and successors. 47  

 

                                                   
45 Lloyd T.O (1984) The British Empire 1558 – 1995, Oxford University Press, Oxford, p.1 
46 ‘The First Charter of Virginia; April 10, 1606’, in Thorpe, F.N. (ed.)(1906) The Federal and State 

Constitutions Colonial Charters, and Other Organic Laws of the States, Territories and colonies Now or 

Heretofore Forming the United States of America, Government Printing Office, Washington DC  
47 ‘Instructions for Government 20 November 1601’, in Barbour, P.L.(ed.) The Jamestown Voyages Under the 

First Charter 1606 – 1609 Vol. I., Second series No. CXXXVI issued by the Hakluyt Society, 1969, p. 34-5, 

On the ways in which early charters and patents neglected to mention peoples, and focused instead on land 

see Seed, Taking Possession of Overseas Empires, p. 186 
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These Instructions provide further evidence that early English colonisers were to regulate 

their behaviour toward Indigenous peoples, but in accordance with their willingness to 

engage in ‘good and sociable traffick’. In other words, their treatment was contingent upon 

their willingness to accommodate the trade of the incoming English. Clearly here, the 

message is to treat such peoples well in the hope that they might also be Christianised and 

form an ongoing, but decidedly subservient relationship to the colonisers.  

 

Advice was also given to the authorities in the colony at Jamestown, Virginia to “have Great 

Care not to Offend the naturals if you can Eschew it” and to trade with the Native Americans 

for corn and other foodstuffs before they could realise that the English had plans to raise their 

own crops.48 Clearly they were reluctant to signify to the Native Americans their plans to use 

their land in this way. This caution formed part of a raft of measures that were also aimed at 

conveying a sense of superiority. For instance it was also suggested that colonists prevent the 

local people from witnessing demonstrations of poor marksmanship, illness among the 

colonists or loss of their overall numbers since this might indicate to them that the colonists 

were “common men”.49 

 

English perceptions of the civility of Native Americans they encountered in Virginia appear 

to be shaped by the degree to which the Indigenous inhabitants supported them in their 

endeavours to explore unfamiliar country, or their willingness to provide food and drink. For 

instance, in A Relation written by a gent in the Colony, by Captain Gabriel Archer, the Native 

                                                   
48 ‘The London Council’s ‘Instructions by Way of Advice’,in Barbour, P.L. (1969) (ed.) The Jamestown 

Voyages Under the First Charter 1606 – 1609 Vol. I., Second series No. CXXXVI issued by the Hakluyt 

Society, 1969, pp. 49 – 54, p. 51 
49 Barbour, Instructions by Way of Advice, p. 52 
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Americans are referred to as “our kind comrades” as he tells of their guidance of his party 

through the American wilderness. He comments favourably on their hospitality which 

included, “banqueting with them, seeing their dances, and taking tobacco” and later, the 

victualling of the forward party.50 By way of exchange the English offer to defeat the enemies 

of those “kind” Nauirans by supplying 500 men to fight alongside them.51 When they part 

company it was with “the kindest farewell” marked by banqueting and the exchange of gifts. 

During the banquet a Nauiran guide reported the violence of one of his countrymen against 

a member of the English party. Thinking the violence had been most likely caused by his 

own men, Captain Newport ordered his own man to be bound to a tree and beaten with a 

cudgel before King Arahatec stayed his hand and had “his own man that did the injury” 

beaten by several of his countrymen. Strangely, the violence of this episode further bound 

Newport and King Arahaten together, as the Captain went on to display the use of English 

firearms at the King’s request; an exchange designed to prove that Newport could assist him 

in despatching his neighbouring enemies. Archer reports that the king, “rejoiced the more, 

and we found it bred a better affection in him towards us; so that by his signs we understood 

he would ere long be with us at our Fort.”52 

 

Ominously, this would not be the last time promises of military support would form the basis 

of ‘affection’ between English colonists and Native Americans. As I’ll show throughout the 

remainder of this thesis, the exchange described above bears all the hallmarks of relationships 

between British colonisers and indigenous peoples that have since been deemed ‘friendly’, 

                                                   
50 Barbour, P.L. (1969) ‘A relation…written…by a gent of the Colony’,The Jamestown Voyages Under the 

First Charter 1606 – 1609 Vol. I., Second series No. CXXXVI issued by the Hakluyt Society, 1969, p. 83-4 
51 Barbour, A relation…written…by a gent of the Colony, p. 88 
52 Barbour, A relation…written…by a gent of the Colony, pp. 88-90 
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but which, when we examine them more closely, are revealed as relationships that are 

routinely premised on gaining access to local resources, knowledge and alliances. At the 

same time, we can see that Newport’s willingness to consider his own men’s possible role in 

the tension between the groups echoing in Governor Phillip’s willingness to read cross–

cultural conflict as being largely due to misunderstanding caused by his men over 150 years 

later. By considering Philip’s response through the lens of a more contextualised 

interpretation of conciliation we see it is by no means novel – or a stance that he necessarily 

arrived at as a form of enlightened proto–humanitarianism. Rather, the misunderstandings 

and the violence born out of these conflicts were an accepted consequence of colonisation.  

 

2.5 Indolence, Itinerancy and Idolatry: Land, Labour and Locke 

 

The difficulties experienced in establishing the Virginia colony underscore how fundamental 

good relations with Indigenous communities were to the success of a fledgling colony. 53 

When John Smith (1580 - 1631) was placed in charge of trading with Native Americans 

(which during the early phase of colonisation was the equivalent of food security), his earliest 

efforts have been considered as a “mix of firmness, conciliation, accommodation and 

selective terrorism”.54  Smith’s early efforts met with mixed success, but the colonists’ 

situation continued to deteriorate. In his General History Smith remonstrated with the 

colonists, pointing out that God had provided a natural abundance in the colony, but that the 

fault for their dire circumstances during the ‘Starving Time’ of 1609 was “…our own, for 

                                                   
53 Kupperman, K.O. (2009) The Jamestown Project, Belknap Press, Cambridge, Massachusetts, Bailyn, B 

(2012) the Barbarous years -The Peopling of North America: The Conflict of Civilizations, 1600 - 1675 
54 Cave, A (2011) Lethal Encounters: Englishmen and Indians in Colonial Virginia, Praeger, Santa Barbara, 

p.50 
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want of providence, industry and government.”55 Smith’s identification of what ailed the 

colonists’ success also speaks to what he perceived should have differentiated them from the 

Indigenous peoples they encountered who obviously made good use the natural abundance 

that sustained them. The focus on what could be achieved by hard labour and a sense of 

brotherhood became one of the hallmarks of the New England settler ethos. Like Smith, the 

leader of the first wave of settlers to the Massachusetts Bay Colony, Reverend John Winthrop 

(c.1587-1649) was able to frame physical labour in the colonies as the pursuit of God’s 

purpose, suggesting, “whatsoever we stand in need of is treasured in the earth, by the creator 

and is to be fetched thence by the sweat of our Browes.”56 As Peter Harrison points out, these 

biblical narratives of the need to “fill the earth and subdue it” informed the conceptualisation 

of Indigenous property rights and the processes that sought to legitimise their dispossession. 

By subduing the earth with hard work, colonists were supposedly fulfilling the divine purpose 

for which their bodies had been created and the rational purpose of cultivation of lands that 

lay waste.57 It was not long before these traits became distinct points of comparison with 

supposedly slothful, indolent and savage Indigenous peoples who had ‘failed’ to make use 

of the land where God had planted them. Europeans also read Indigenous land management 

practices as ‘wandering’ itinerancy,58 and the practice of their culture as idolatry. These 

tripartite factors - indolence, itinerancy and idolatry cohered to mark Indigenous peoples as 

                                                   
55 Kupperman, K.O. (ed.) (1988) John Smith: A Select edition of his Writings, University of North Carolina 

Press, Chapel Hill, p. 130 
56 Winthrop, J (1908) Winthrop’s Journal, History of New England, C. Scribner and Sons, Massachusetts, p. 

92 
57 Harrison, P. (2005) “Fill the Earth and Subdue it”: Biblical Warrants for Colonization in Seventeenth 

Century England, Journal of Religious History, Vol. 29, No.1, pp. 3 - 25  
58 O’Brien, J. (1999) ‘”They are so frequently shifting their place of residence”: Land and the construction of 

social place of Indians in colonial Massachusetts’ in Martin Daunton and Rick Halpern (eds) Empire and 

Others: British encounters with Indigenous peoples 1600 – 1850, University of Pennsylvania Press, 

Philadelphia, p. 207 
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deviating from what John Gascoigne identifies as the most salient marker of progress in the 

long eighteenth century – that of improvement, particularly of land.59 In the ‘New World’ 

then, the absence of cultivation meant land was considered to be empty, and laid waste, and 

thereby available for European claims. But, in order to distinguish between similar empty 

tracts in the British Isles, a further requirement, that of enclosure, became a marker of 

property ownership.60 In an effort to reconcile themselves to depriving the Indigenous 

inhabitants of their land the colonists of New England had considered the issue in 1628,  

 

As for the natives in New England, they enclose no land, neither have they 

any settled habitation, nor any tame cattle to improve the land by, and so have 

no other but a natural right to those countries. So if we leave them sufficient 

for their own use, we may lawfully take the rest, there being more than enough 

for them and for us.61  

 

This justification was further bolstered by framing it in terms of the improvements an English 

presence would supposedly provide. Winthrop continues,  

 

We shall come in with the good leave of the natives, who find benefit already 

of our neighborhood and learn from us to improve a part to more use than 

before they could do the whole. And by this means we come in by valuable 
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purchase, for they have of us that which will yield them more benefit than all 

that land which we have from them.62  

 

Despite these intentions, ultimately it was the lack of enclosure by Amerindians that the 

English used to justify their claim, “by virtue of higher yield of goods to humanity, their land 

for cultivation”, towards the end of the seventeenth century.63 In their supposed indolence, 

itinerancy and idolatry, Europeans perceived that Indigenous peoples were failing to improve 

not only their land but themselves and their lot in life. This defied Eurocentric understandings 

of rational, civilised behaviour and worked to reinscribe notions of Indigenous savagery.  

Antony Anghie argues that these justifications were part of an effort to articulate an economic 

rationale for colonisation alongside religious justifications in English political thought – a 

shift that is most often identified with the work of English political philosopher John Locke 

(1632 – 1704).64 

 

Locke helped to design the Constitutions of Carolina (1669)65 on the basis that Indigenous 

people’s ignorance or non – adherence to Christianity conferred no right to the colonisers to 

“expel or use them ill”, marking a dissipation of purely religious justifications for 

colonisation. As a proponent of religious toleration, it is perhaps not surprising that he would 
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apply his ideas this way.66 From the 1680s Locke’s arguments for colonisation developed 

further resting more decidedly on his theory of property. According to this theory, an owner 

of property had to have “mixed their labour with the land” in order to affirm their ownership 

and to counteract claims of possession by the Native Americans.67 Significantly, Locke’s 

theory relied upon the idea of a binary distinction between people who were in a state of 

nature, and those who were deemed to be members of civil societies and subject to 

government. In Locke’s theory it was only peoples who could collect themselves into a 

political unit and engage in monetized exchange that had ‘progressed’ from the state of 

nature.68 Property, according to Locke, came into existence as men moved beyond simple 

social relationships and the limited amount of property owned and used in subsistence 

societies. For Locke, this natural state was altered when currency and trade were introduced, 

which in turn prompted the implementation of legal limits to property claims, and an 

increased need for government.69 This theory of property effectively excluded those 

Indigenous people who did not cultivate their land from being considered owners of it.  
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2.6 From Civil to Civilising: Reading Indigenous Peoples in North America and the 

Pacific 

 

As justifications for land use developed in response to emergent understandings of non–

Europeans, so too did the ideas and language used by Europeans to describe Indigenous 

peoples themselves; the cross–cultural encounters that transpired, and the relationships that 

developed. It was entirely possible for example, that the idea of civility, so useful in 

distinguishing ‘polite’ English from ‘barbarous’ or ‘savage’ non–Europeans, could also be 

ascribed to them when they showed a willingness to accept European religion and assist 

Europeans to meet their most basic needs of food, shelter and the preservation of peace. By 

the eighteenth century the terms of this reckoning were more likely to be premised on trade 

relations, military alliances and a willingness to accept and adapt to European conceptions 

of civil society. Increasingly these criteria were interpreted as markers of historical 

progress.70 Instead of simply considering non–Europeans as living in a Hobbesian state of 

nature, Enlightenment thinkers were increasingly likely to view them as ‘primitive’ versions 

of themselves.71  

 

Understandings of civil society, and the peoples within them, were the subject of continual 

scrutiny and scholarship in the eighteenth century, particularly among Scottish 

Enlightenment theorists. In their contributions to the moral philosophy of the period, Scottish 
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Enlightenment theorists emphasized the consideration of the everyday behaviours of people 

in order to understand how they became socialized, and consequently, how they related to 

one another.72 

 

Sustained contact between British colonists and the Indigenous peoples of the New World, 

and later, in the Pacific presented an unfolding series of challenges for metropolitan 

intellectuals. As Buchan has pointed out, Locke’s rationale for European superiority over 

Indigenous peoples had rested on their ‘construction’ or ‘recognition’ as different to 

Europeans.73 However, Locke’s argument became problematic when ongoing contact with 

Native Americans revealed that local peoples had developed recognisable forms of 

government based on kinship systems. While it was recognized that humans had lived in 

states varying from “the “rude and unpolished” in “the first ages of the world” to the modern, 

sophisticated, commercial society, it was not considered commonplace for these states to be 

observed within the one society.74  Encounters in America disrupted this thinking. The 

coexistence of ‘savagery’ and more ‘sophisticated’ forms of society presented a conceptual 

obstacle to the unchecked superimposition of imperial governance. This required Europeans 

to consider alternative forms of negotiation with Native Americans, resulting in treaties that 

were careful to connect “limited recognition of indigenous government to a similarly limited 

recognition of Indigenous property.” 75  
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These developments in the intellectual justifications for colonization were also a boon to 

thinking about how to account for the different states in which people lived. In response to 

the burgeoning array of empirical observations of non- Europeans’ religious, political, and 

social organization that Britain’s developing maritime empire afforded, Enlightenment 

thinkers developed increasingly systematized theories of society, shaped by religious, 

commercial or strategic interests.76 These theoretical formulations attempted to account for 

the values and virtues of those cultures they encountered. But those concessions to culture 

remained relative to the extent to which the values and behaviours of non-Europeans were in 

keeping with, or deviated from, a Eurocentric view.77   As Silvia Sebastiani points out, it was 

a conceptual rather than the spatial distance that framed this reordering of peoples; one where 

the ‘savage’ became a subject that warranted detailed explanation and historical 

contextualisation if it was to be “emancipated from genealogical reconstructions”78 by 

methods considered “more sharply scientific and historical”.79  

 

For Sebastiani, the systemization of these observations began in earnest in 1748 with the 

publication of Montesquieu’s Spirit of the Laws,80 later extended in David Hume’s essay, ‘Of 

National Characters’.81 Montesquieu’s contribution was an approach based on the premise 
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that human laws function like physical ones – each change in them accounted for by an 

explanation of customs and forms of government.82 By extension, Montesquieu recognized 

that government depended on ways of thinking and on the customs of peoples in the first 

instance and that it was in response to those customs that they would then develop laws that 

would in turn “influence every aspect of social, political and cultural behaviours.”83 Hume 

instead, understood human diversity as an array of localized uniformities that were contained 

within more particular diversities such as age, sex, nationality and social groupings. 

Montesquieu’s rationale became focused on climate as a determinant of difference; a point 

which Hume addressed by noting that even as peoples travelled from one climate to another 

they were able to retain their essential character.84 Alternatively, Hume suggested, it was the 

innate sociability in human nature that prompted the sharing of particular sentiments, and the 

development of collective values and passions, that allowed people to organize themselves 

into groups that were cognizant of a mutually derived benefit, thus laying the foundation for 

political organization.85 It was this principle, that of sympathy, that formed the basis of Adam 

Smith’s exploration of human development which culminated in the four-stages, or stadial 

theory of human progress.  

 

2.7 Adam Smith, sociability and stadial theory 

 

Adam Smith worked on his theory of the progress of human society during his time as the 

Chair of Moral Philosophy at Glasgow University (1752-1764). In his ‘Lectures on 
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Jurisprudence’, and while compiling his Theory of the Moral Sentiments, (both in the 1750s), 

Smith determined that it was peoples’ means of subsistence and interest in property that were 

indicators of the state of their progress from ‘primitive’ modes of living to modern civil 

society. 86 The Scottish Enlightenment inherited a variety of understandings of ‘civil 

society’.87  In one interpretation ‘civil’ was placed in binary opposition to ‘savage’ and 

‘barbaric’, and a civil society was one that reflected the ultimate in the advances of the 

process of civilization.88 Up until the eighteenth century, this understanding of civil society 

traced its roots back through Ciceronian ideas of societas civilis to Aristotelian ideas of the 

polis. In this interpretation the idea of civil society was virtually interchangeable for the term 

‘state’ as a political entity. Accordingly, ‘civil’ was a by-word for legitimacy; a legitimacy 

that was founded on recognized hierarchies such as the relationships between masters and 

slaves and husbands and wives. As the eighteenth century progressed, another meaning for 

‘civil’ emerged as it came to signify politeness, and refinement in opposition to vulgarity and 

primitivism. As the latter understanding became more commonplace, the conceptual 

connections between civil society and politeness were further strengthened by their 

integration into a set of ideas related to the pursuit of commerce as being the pinnacle of 

civilised conduct - a polite, pacifying and productive pursuit that would continue to ensure 

the superiority of societies that actively pursued it.89 
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With the limits of the spectrum of human development established as ‘savage’ and ‘civil’, 

Smith’s challenge was to delineate a theory that made sense of how peoples had progressed 

from simple savagery to societies that introduced complex systems to ensure the creation, 

protection and regulation of wealth, property and government.90 Smith’s thought about a 

society’s mode of subsistence and the social and legal arrangements it gave rise to, was 

premised upon his understanding of what he considered to be universal human desires. These 

included the improvement of personal circumstances and the “disposition to truck, barter and 

exchange”.91 By considering those interior, psychological motivations alongside external 

factors such as population growth, Smith attempted to explain the progress of people 

everywhere. Jennifer Pitts notes it was this approach, rather than the presumption of a 

superior predisposition to rationality in some groups rather than others, that Smith relied upon 

to support his theory.92  The result was a stadial theory: where hunter-gathering was seen as 

the original condition of humans who lived off the hunt; their subsistence wholly 

opportunistic. With time and forethought hunter-gatherers became pastoralists who kept 

livestock. Later, they broadened their activities to agriculture – initially providing enough for 

themselves, and then through the efficiency that came with specialisation, producing 

surpluses that could be traded. In the final stage of societal development resources were 

manufactured on an increasing scale and commercial exchange was the primary activity. 

Varieties of this “Scottish conception of improvement or progress” represented a common 
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ground for Scottish Enlightenment theorists and consequently wound its way through 

discussions related to the property rights of indigenous peoples.93  

 

Of interest to Smith was not just how societies progressed from ‘rudeness to polish’, but why 

they formed at all; a question he addressed in his Theory of the Moral Sentiments (1759). In 

doing so, Smith as many other European intellectuals did, engaged with first-hand reports of 

colonial travel and colonization. The Scottish Enlightenment was awash with multiple 

sources of information, not all of it reliable, on life in the colonies. Smith built upon the work 

of his predecessor in Moral Philosophy at University of Glasgow, Francis Hutcheson (1694-

1746). Hutcheson, in turn, had responded to Thomas Hobbes’ (1588-1679) depiction of 

‘natural’ man as having relatively comparable abilities that meant competition arose when 

“two men desire the same thing”, rendering them enemies.94 For Hobbes, it followed that life 

was insecure and people naturally inclined to a “restless desire of Power”, meaning life was, 

in general, “solitary, poor, nasty brutish and short.”95 Hutcheson disagreed with Hobbes’ 

assessment that man was in a constant state of war, and called for a more holistic examination 

of human nature, reckoning that,  

 

For though certain parts of our nature, certain desires, carry us into many vices 

in the corrupt state of things in which we find ourselves, yet when we 

contemplate the whole fabric of human nature… in particular the social and 
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kindly affections, and that moral sense which we may well call natural 

conscience, we see clearly that vices are not natural to our nature; we see the 

faculties which ought to moderate and govern the lower desires. 96  

 

Hutcheson recognised that within human nature was the capacity to be both corrupted and 

corrupting, but that by developing what we would now call a social conscience, man could 

be prompted to govern himself and pursue personal improvement for the good of all. 97 For 

Hutcheson, sociability was the prompt that rescued man from indigency and misery and 

delivered them safety and happiness. The question this then raised was whether sociability 

could, by offering the “hope of advantage” change the people’s habits and manners so as to  

reorient their “internal affections”. 98  

 

Smith answered this question with a more complex understanding of sympathy that had 

benefitted from the early work of his friend, David Hume. Hume, like other thinkers of the 

Enlightenment had approached Hobbes’ ideas about the state of nature with scepticism. 

Looking for an ethic of moral sense that was not derivative of either self-interest or reason, 

Hume focussed on the workings of sympathy in society.99 He considered there was no greater 

quality in human nature, “both in itself and in its consequences, than that propensity we have 
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to sympathize with others, and to receive by communication their inclinations and 

sentiments, however different from, or even contrary to our own.” 100 He positioned 

sympathy as the “source of the esteem” which allowed mankind to reflect on the characters 

and mental qualities of others so as to determine whether they were agreeable, pleasing, and 

in the interests of their society. This in turn, facilitated congress between strangers and gave 

rise to justice, which along with allegiances, the laws of nations, modesty and good manners 

were important social contrivances for the interests of society.101 

 

Smith, then, took sympathy to be the sharing of any feeling, and he paid greater attention to 

the motives behind the agency of an action. For instance, if an onlooker sympathised with 

the motive of an agent then they approve of their actions. 102  With this understanding of 

sympathy Smith could explain how people in society became ‘other –regarding’ and disposed 

to alter their behaviour to comply with social norms, 

  

When we judge in this manner of any affection, as proportioned or 

disproportioned to the cause which excites it, it is scarce possible that we 

should make use of any other rule or canon but the correspondent affection in 

ourselves. If, upon bringing the case home to our own breast, we find that the 

sentiments which it gives occasion to coincide and tally with our own, we 

necessarily approve of them, as proportioned and suitable to their objects; if 
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otherwise, we necessarily disapprove of them, as extravagant and out of 

proportion.103  

 

It was on this basis that Smith could unlock the motives of those within ‘the great society’ 

and the world of commerce.104 Clark suggests that Smith drew on a combination of natural 

law and Scottish sociology to “fashion a conception of moderate virtue that could harmonise 

prudence and benevolence, as well as the ‘masculine’ virtues of self – command and the 

‘feminine’ virtues of humanity, in ways consonant with the character of daily interactions in 

a modern society.”105 Lawrence Klein notes that Smith identified divergent dynamics in this 

great society “...while the ‘public sphere’ depended on sociability and civility, it also 

depended on autonomy. Sociability was built on affiliation while autonomy required 

independence; civility was the art of pleasing while autonomy might be very ingratiating.”106 

These conceptions of social relations then, formed the basis of understanding of both civil 

society, and those considered extraneous to it as Britain’s maritime empire expanded.  

 

2.8 Adam Smith and ‘Amicable Strangership’ 

 

 Lisa Hill also examines Smith’s theories of sociability and suggests that for Smith, the 

transition from pre – commercial alliances based on emotionally – driven ties of kinship, to 
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calmer, more predictable “commercial strangership” was a natural improvement.107 This 

“commercial strangership” was characterised by the cooling of the intense, passionate 

loyalties of kinship ties which make way for the predictability of prudence and justice that 

arise from interactions conducted between amicable strangers. This society of “amiably 

disposed strangers” was for Smith, a catalyst to “the productive powers of self-interest and 

the division of labour” - the means by which society would progress. 108 

 

When looking at this concept in Smith’s work; particularly in relation to empire, Hill points 

out that although Smith critiqued the restrictive effects of colonialism and the dominance of 

private trading companies such as the East India Company (EIC) these factors led him to 

consider alternatives to mercantilism. She suggests that what Smith wanted was a,  

 

…voluntaristic and naturally unfolding global economic regime rather based 

on mutual enablement rather than conquest and exploitation. For Smith the 

regime of cosmopolitan commerce would subdue war and generate amicable 

strangership between all nations.109 

 

This regime relied on the inversion of the Stoic conceptualisation of cosmopolitanism 

insomuch as the Stoics suggested that the more distant the moral claim to our friendship and 

loyalty, the greater we are bound to it, by an implied universality. For Smith though, it was 

the strength of the social bond that determined the ‘warmth’ or ‘coolness’ of the relationship, 
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not how widely that bond might be applied. Thus Smith countered Stoic cosmopolitanism - 

which considered one’s concern for all ‘others’ as objective and impartial, by emphasising 

the particular significance individuals placed on the natural bonds of family, and the reality 

of their natural desire to strengthen those relationships that were of most personal benefit to 

them. As Hill points out, Smith goes so far as to suggest that this inversion of the Stoic 

approach to human relations more accurately represents the order of nature. In place of Stoic 

bonds of mutual universal benevolence, Smith suggests it is the “more spontaneous, self-

interested motives” that would most effectively animate international commerce. 110 

 

These observations are further reflected in Smith’s consideration of the role of affection and 

‘natural love’ in facilitating social cohesion. For him, these are not primary factors in 

facilitating cohesion since they are too “inconstant and random”.111 Instead, commercial 

societies were to be bound by individuals’ instrumental need for the labour, goods and 

services of others; indeed those relationships were the stuff of which the social fabric of 

commercial societies were made. The result, as Hill explains, is that “impersonal and 

ubiquitous exchange becomes the paradigmatic social interaction in Smith’s universe, 

amicable strangership displaces intense friendship and enmity as the archetypal affective 

orientation.”112 

 

Hill’s explanation complicates our understanding of friendship, but in a most useful and 

interesting way. It provides a less anachronistic and more nuanced understanding of the type 
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of relationship that came to dominate relations between those who were not intimate friends 

in the eighteenth century. Its appropriateness to our question of determining the semantic 

differences between conciliation and friendship in colonial governance is underscored by the 

fact that one of the primary aims of amicable strangership – the pursuit of commerce - was 

undoubtedly also among the evolving rationales for colonial expansion. Here, we need to 

reflect on the fact that the thinkers of the Scottish Enlightenment did not think and write in a 

vacuum. Many of them were linked to the circles of government by ties of patronage and 

social connection. Smith, for example, moved in circles that included those both close to, and 

involved in government.113 In 1763 he was employed by Charles Townshend (1725-1767), 

Chancellor of the Exchequer as a tutor for his step–son.114 William Petty, Second Earl of 

Shelburne (1737-1805) who spent time as the Secretary of State for the Southern Department 

(1766-1788) and the Home Department (1782-1783), before becoming Prime Minister (g. 

1782-1783), was one British statesman who valued Smith’s thought. He admitted in a letter 

to Dugald Stewart (1753-1828), Professor of Moral Philosophy at Edinburgh (1778-1810) 

that Smith’s thought had challenged him in the early 1760s, but that Smith had persevered in 

explaining it to him with “benevolence and eloquence” until he had a greater 

understanding.115 Such was Shelburne’s conviction in the worth of Smith’s ideas that he 

regularly presented friends, with copies of Smith’s Theory of the Moral Sentiments.116 

                                                   
113 Smith became a member of ‘The Club’ whose members included Charles Fox, Edmund Burke, Samuel 

Johnson, James Boswell and Joshua Reynolds to name a few. See Ross, I.S. (2010) The Life of Adam Smith, 

Oxford University Press, Oxford, pp. 267-278 
114 Ross, The Life of Adam Smith, p. 158. Smith had already tutored the future Earl’s younger brother, Thomas 

Petty Fitzmaurice p. 135 
115 For a discussion of the significance of Smith’s influence on Shelburne’s economic policies see Morrison, 

J.A. (2012) Before Hegemony: Adam Smith, American Independence, and the Origins of the First Era of 

Globalization, International Organization, Vol. 66, pp. 395 - 428 
116 Whatmore, R. (2011) ‘Shelburne and perpetual peace: Small States, Commerce and International relations 

within the Bowood Circle’ in Aston, N. and Orr, C.C. (eds.) An Enlightenment Statesman in Whig Britain: 

Lord Shelburne in Context 1735 - 1805, The Boydell Press, Woodbridge, pp. 249-273 



 

 41 

Edward Andrew has established that Shelburne was a link between British, French and 

American Enlightenments, acting as patron to not only Smith, but to other influential thinkers 

such as William Blackstone (1723-1780), Benjamin Franklin (1706-1790) and Jeremy 

Bentham (1748-1832). He also had connections to the French philosophes through his 

patronage of André Morellet (1727-1809).117 Smith spent time among these figures both at 

Shelburne’s estate, and continental Europe, contributing to the circulation of his own ideas, 

and the refinement of the ideas of others.  

 

Smith was a keen-eyed critic of the effects of Empire and colonisation on commerce, but his 

ideas were not developed specifically for application to colonial governance.118 Nonetheless, 

he along with other leading figures of the Scottish Enlightenment, was actively interested in 

the expansion of Britain’s Empire and the peoples being incorporated within it.  This active 

interest was perhaps best exemplified in the work of Smith’s friend, the Scottish historian 

William Robertson (1721 – 1793).119 Robertson’s History of America (1777) was among the 

very first comprehensive histories in English written by the man widely considered the 

foremost historian of his age, and a master of intellectual patronage at the University of 

Edinburgh. Robertson recounts the conquest of peoples, and the establishment of colonies in 

the Americas, detailing several moments of ‘first contact’ between the Indigenous inhabitants 

and Europeans. Robertson begins by crediting maritime navigation with opening up the 

                                                   
117 Andrew, E.G. (2006) Patrons of Enlightenment, University of Toronto Press, p.170 
118 Jennifer Pitts points out that while Smith’s ideas about the progress of human development were not 

theorized with colonization in mind, they nevertheless left an ‘ambivalent legacy’ on that process. Pitts, J 

(2006) A Turn to Empire, Princeton University Press, Princeton p. 25 
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world to commerce.120 Consequently, it also opened up the need to understand the peoples 

of the New World. In keeping with Smith’s stadial theory Robertson notes,  

 

Men are, indeed, far advanced in improvement before commerce becomes an 

object of great importance to them. They must have made some considerable 

progress towards civilisation before they acquire the idea of property, and 

ascertain it so perfectly as to be acquainted with the most simple of all 

contracts, that of exchanging by barter one rude commodity for another.121  

 

Robertson used the Classical examples of the Phoenician and Greek maritime trading empires 

to show how navigation had facilitated trade and promoted civilisation.122  For Robertson, 

civilisation included good governance, and for this he singled out the Greeks as having 

progressed, “with rapidity to a state of greater civilisation and refinement.” The markers of 

Greek refinement, for Robertson included, “government in its most perfect and liberal 

form…equal laws and regular police…the sciences and the arts”, and the way the Greeks 

applied themselves, “to commerce with such ardour and success”.123 He notes that the 

Romans treated commerce differently, leaving it for the most part in the hands of, “slaves, 

freedmen, provincials and citizens of the lowest class”. This proved no impediment to empire 

according to Robertson, since their system of laws allowed commerce to function easily, not 

                                                   
120 Robertson, W [1777] The History of America, Vol. I, Printed by A. Strachan, London (1800), p. 3     
121 Robertson, The History of America, Book I, p. 3 
122 Robertson, The History of America, Book I pp.6 - 25 
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“obstructed by the jealousy of rival states, interrupted by frequent hostilities, or limited by 

partial restrictions.” 124 

 

Robertson also considers the relationship between the manners of a people and their  

propensity for social union. Discussing those who were victorious in the wake of the Roman 

Empire’s fall, he describes them as, “’uncivilised, strangers to letters, destitute of arts, 

unacquainted with regular government, subordination or laws.” He remarks that, “The 

manners and institutions of some of them were so rude as to be hardly compatible with social 

union.”125 Indicating the ways in which sociability and commerce are linked, and responsible 

for progress to the heights of civilization Robertson credits the Italian renaissance to their 

eventual engagement in maritime commerce with Asia, and their observations of “the arts 

and manners of people more polished than themselves.”126 

 

Smith, Robertson, and other Enlightenment thinkers set great store in the power of the 

‘polishing’ of manners, and credited those who possessed them with a superior form of 

civility, determining that it was then both natural, and their civic duty, to benevolently model 

such manners to those who came within the gamut of their society. These manners were, for 

those ‘civilised’ enough to possess them, to be accompanied by the pursuit of liberty, checked 

by one’s ability to both govern oneself and submit to good governance in turn. Of course, in 

the schema of civilization that Enlightenment thinkers used to frame these assertions, it was 
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Europeans who were acquainted with, and destined to model, these markers of membership 

of civil society. 

 

The extent to which thinkers of the era assumed that non–Europeans  ‘naturally’ submitted 

to refined Europeans can be found in Robertson’s recount of Columbus’s contact with the 

Indigenous peoples of the Americas, whom he says, “respect their guests as a superior order 

of beings.”127 The Europeans were beneficent in turn, bringing “joy” as they “distribute 

hawksbells, glass beads and other baubles.”128 Robertson acknowledges that Indigenous 

peoples’ veneration of Europeans was intrinsic to their success in the New World.129 For him, 

it was the conduct of the ‘adventurers’ that largely determined the quality of the relationship 

with non- Europeans. His observations of Columbus’s garrison ignoring his “prudent 

instruction” and the ways they, “by their own indiscretion…speedily effaced those 

favourable impressions, and soon convinced the natives that they had all the wants and 

weaknesses and passions of men”,130 indicate the ways in which he considered ‘good 

conduct’ was a requirement to maintain the construct of superiority. It is likely that 

Robertson’s reading of events was influenced by, or even continued to contribute to, the 

English – Spanish colonial rivalry that was ‘The Black Legend’. It is also clear that he sees 

commerce as a hallmark of civilization, and the development of appropriate sympathies 

between Europeans and ‘others’ as the rational means of facilitating it.  

 

                                                   
127 Italics mine 
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What could not be overlooked in Robertson’s analysis was that despite their ‘superiority’ 

Europeans had to rely on Indigenous peoples for assistance, meaning good working 

relationships were vital. Alongside trinkets, Europeans would, where relevant, offer 

protection to would - be allies and intermediaries, in their local geo–political struggles. For 

Robertson, Columbus’s offer to protect Guacanahari from his rivals worked to underscore 

the status of the Europeans, generating the requisite veneration for close ties. Of Guacanahari, 

Robertson writes, “The credulous prince closed eagerly with the proposal, and thought 

himself already safe under the patronage of beings sprung from Heaven, and in superior 

power to mortal men.”131 Robertson’s writings indicate that he considered Columbus 

prudent, and his actions as those of someone cognisant of the role of appropriately ‘civilised’ 

European behaviour when dealing with non-Europeans. He records that Columbus’s 

exchanges with Indigenous peoples were conducted with “all the pomp of military 

magnificence that he could exhibit, in order to strike the imagination of the natives.” And to 

“inspire them with a dread of his power, he did not neglect the arts of gaining their love and 

confidence. He adhered scrupulously to the principles of integrity and justice in all his 

transactions with them, on every occasion, not only with humanity, but with indulgence.” 132 

Turning his attention to the Pacific, Robertson also briefly mused upon the people of New 

South Wales. Relying on John Hawkesworth’s (1715-1773) account of Cook’s voyage 

(p.1773) Robertson reported them as being “ruder than most Americans”. In an amalgam of 

stadial theory and Lockean ideas of property and cultivation, Robertson describes the 

Indigenous peoples as,  
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…evidently ruder than most of the Americans, and have made still less 

progress in improvement and the arts of life. There is not the least appearance 

of cultivation in any part of this vast region. The inhabitants are extremely 

few…their tribes still more inconsiderable than those of America.133 

 

It was Robertson’s recommendation that should the and its people be “more fully explored 

by future navigators” that they should compare the manners of those peoples with those in 

America, as it would prove, “an instructive article in the history of the human species.” 

Clearly Robertson is intrigued as to where the peoples of New South Wales figured in the 

evolving hierarchy of humanity. While Robertson does not refer to Colombus’s treatment of 

Native Americans as conciliation, his description of appropriate conduct towards the 

‘Indigenous ‘Other’ bears a strong resemblance to that recommended by the Admiralty to 

explorers such as Cook, and later, governors such as Phillip. It is conduct consistent with the 

idea of ‘amicable strangership’. 

 

3.11 Cook’s amicable strangership in the Pacific  

When James Cook described his voyages in the Pacific between 1768 and 1779 he was more 

likely to describe his perception of the motives and attitudes of the Indigenous peoples he 

encountered, rather than his own motives towards them. Often these perceptions were 

substantively based on observations made during occasions of gifting or trading. For 

instance, on his return visit to Tahiti in 1773 Cook wrote, “To several who called themselves 

chiefs, I made presents of shirts, axes and several other articles; and, in return, they promised 
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to bring me hogs and fowls: a promise they never did, nor ever intended to perform.”134 Yet, 

a few days later he noted some of the Tahitian people deserved to be applauded for an “act 

of justice” when they assisted in the return of a stolen musket.135  Initially Cook formed a 

harsh judgment of Tahitian manners, indicating that the degree to which non- Europeans 

complied with the British idea of property and practice of trade was a significant determinant 

of how favourably they would be perceived in this period.  

 

Further reading of Cook’s journal indicates his highest praise and admiration was reserved 

for those who exhibited understandings, values and emotional responses similar to his own. 

This approach was consistent with Enlightenment theories of sentiment and sympathy in 

practice. As Hume had theorized, it was through sympathy that the good of society could be 

realized, working in such a way that,  

 

…the minds of men are mirrors to one another, not only because they reflect 

each other’s emotions, but also because those rays of passions, sentiments and 

opinions may be often reverberated, and may decay away by insensible 

degrees.136 

 

These understandings of sentiment and sympathy meant that alongside the evaluation of the 

Tahitians’ willingness to trade or engage with Christianity, Cook was also looking to read 
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the ‘reflected emotions’ of those he encountered. Their resonance with what the British 

considered socially appropriate acted as another marker by which non-Europeans were 

evaluated for traces of civility or savagery. Ultimately, they also functioned as a means by 

which Cook could determine the suitability of Pacific ‘Others’ to enter into ‘amicable 

strangership’. 

 

Writing about an incident in Huaheine in 17774, Cook speaks of a, “good old chief”, Oree, 

[who] is demonstrably ashamed of the assault of a member of Cook’s crew, and the theft of 

his property.137  On hearing the complaint from Cook, he “wept aloud” and “began to 

expostulate with his people, (as far as we could understand) how well I had treated them, 

both in this and my former voyage, and how base it was in them, to commit such actions”.138 

The chief then effectively made himself Cook’s prisoner, an action that caused local 

onlookers to show considerable grief as “every face was bedewed with tears”.139 They set off 

to recover the property, but the priority became the restoration of trade, which had ceased 

with all the commotion. This was achieved by returning the chief and his sister to their people 

after they had shared a meal with Cook. Cook describes an emotional scene, obviously 

approving of the proper esteem shown to the chief, who was embraced with “tears of joy” by 

his people.140 Cook was also clearly happy to be returning to the most important matter of 

trade, “All was now joy and peace: the people crowded in from every part, with hogs, fowls, 

and fruit, so that we presently filled two boats…” The episode concludes neatly, with the 

return of the crewman’s effects. These “troublesome transactions”, Cook was at pains to 
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explain, were recorded as an indication of the “great confidence this brave old chief put in 

us”.141  In a telling conclusion to the account Cook reflects on the nature of his relationship 

with the chief and what this signifies,  

 

It also in some degree shows that friendship is sacred with them. Oree and I 

were professed friends in all the forms customary among them; and he seemed 

to think that this could not be broken by the act of any other persons…His 

words were to this –“Oree (meaning me, for so I was always called) and I are 

friends; I have done nothing to forfeit his friendship; why then should I not 

go with him?” We, however may never find another chief who will act in the 

same manner under similar circumstances. It may be asked, What had he to 

fear? To which I answer, Nothing. For it was not my intention to hurt an hair 

of his head, or to detain him a moment longer than he desired. But how was 

he or the people to know this? They were not ignorant, that, if he was once in 

my power, the whole force of the island could not take him from me, and that, 

let my demands for his ransom have been ever so high, they must have 

complied with them. Thus far, their fears both for his and their own safety, 

were founded in reason. 142 

 

2.10 Conclusion 

From the earliest days of Britain’s maritime Empire in the late sixteenth century, those 

involved in promoting and prosecuting it operated with and within, a set of ideas about 
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themselves, the peoples they would encounter and the other colonial powers they were 

competing with. Early English colonial endeavours were spurred by the success of other 

European powers, particularly the Dutch, Spanish and Portuguese whose maritime empires 

were more extensive and established than the English.  From the territories they had 

conquered in the New World, they had enriched themselves by extracting resources and 

exploiting local labour, with little or no regard for the welfare or rights of Indigenous peoples. 

Their imperial activities were largely justified by establishing the ‘Otherness’ and inferiority 

of Indigenous peoples based on their lack of Christianity – the predominant marker of civility 

for Europeans in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. 

 

For the English, ideas of civility and civil society drew upon elements Christian and humanist 

thought, and proposed imperial projects received both scrutiny and support from Christian 

and humanist intellectuals. Concerns about the corrupting effects of the ease with which 

England might be enriched by colonial activities were to offset to some extent by the capacity 

of colonial projects to be conceived as the pursuit of a civic virtue, or discharge of Christian 

duty. In an effort to distinguish themselves from other European powers (and further justify 

their imperial activity), the language of English colonization sought to frame their treatment 

of Indigenous peoples as both civilized and civilizing, and superior to their colonial rivals. 

Early English efforts were substantial failures and it was not until the establishment of the 

Virginian colony in the early seventeenth century that the English gained a foothold in North 

America. Rather than the kinds of extractive and evangelical colonialism practiced by their 

rivals, the English preferred to establish and maintain trade relations with Indigenous 

peoples. The means by which advantageous relations could be established, and the ongoing 
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English presence justified, featured regularly in colonial discourse from England’s earliest 

forays into the New World, to the eventual loss of the American colonies and beyond.  

 

This chapter has interrogated the way those efforts to establish and maintain good relations 

with the Indigenous ‘Other’ developed against an intellectual backdrop in which 

justifications for imperialism were constantly evolving, and ideas about non–Europeans were 

developing – often, one in response to the other. It has shown how early discourses on English 

maritime colonization drew upon the precedence of Anglo-Irish colonization by nominating 

Indigenous peoples as ‘savage’ and ‘other’, subjecting them to violence and dispossessing 

them of their land. It has traced how Enlightenment thought about sympathy and its place in 

human relations shaped attitudes to the role of commerce in society, positioning it as the 

pinnacle of civility in a stadial theory of human progress. Finally, it has demonstrated how 

the notion of amicable strangership that grew out of Smith’s work, underpinned the ways in 

which the British interpreted and related to non- Europeans, prompting them to see it as their 

duty to conciliate Indigenous peoples to the improved, superior and pacifying effects of 

commerce and ordered society.  

 

In tracing this intellectual history, it becomes clear that the approach to conciliation that 

Arthur Phillip took in New South Wales was neither new, nor exceptional. Rather it was a 

late - eighteenth century iteration of a strategy of governance, the roots of which lay in British 

notions of superiority over non – Europeans based on ideas of civility. The following chapter 

examines the practical implementation of conciliation in British North America. It is 

concerned with establishing in what circumstances conciliation was considered a necessary 
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strategy, and the extent to which to which the rhetoric of conciliation was matched by its 

practice. 
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3.0 Securing their Attachment: Conciliating Native Americans to British 

Interests in the Eighteenth Century 

 

In the Spring of 1763, the Superintendent for Indian Affairs in Britain’s North American 

colonies, Sir William, (1715 – 1774) was at the centre of tense, negotiations with the First 

Nations peoples of the Mohawk Valley.1 For much of their recent history, relations between 

the British and their First Nations allies had been discussed in term of friendship and amity, 

typified by the Covenant Chain agreement between the Confederacy of the Six Nations of 

the Iroquois and the British. But since peace with the French, Britons were flocking to settle 

territories not ceded or sold to them by their ‘friends’ and allies and ideas of friendship and 

amity were becoming destabilised. 

 

In a conference called by Johnson at Hartford, Connecticut to discuss these disputes, 

Sagayenquaraghta, a representative of the Onondagas, spoke of the time when the English 

and First Nations peoples had first made agreements, “[we] liked you so well that we gave 

You Room for You to settle upon our Land”.2 He spoke of their mutual assistance during the 

intervening years, including further gifts of land.  However, of the assumption that they 

would accede to current plans and allow further settlement in the Mohawk valley he said,  

 

…the Six nations know Nothing that they have ever given it away or sold it 

to any, and what Little we have left, we intend to keep for ourselves…think 

                                                   
1 Those First Nations peoples had been instrumental in Britain’s recent defeat of the French in the Seven 

Years War (1756 – 1763). 
2 ‘An Indian Conference’ 28th May 1763 in Flick, A.C. (1925) The Papers of Sir William Johnson, Vol. 4, 

The University of New York, Albany,1925 p. 124  



 

 3 

how you would like it to have your land taken from in an unfair and injurious 

Manner…Take it seriously into your consideration how strong our Union used 

to be…one Body and Blood, & happily united in our Affections” 3 

 

This appraisal of the relationship differed from that of Commander of British forces, General 

Jeffrey Amherst (1717-1797). Amherst wrote to Johnson during the conference and 

expressed how he wished him to deal with the matter,  

 

I Desire you will make such Use thereof as may Appear most proper for 

putting a Stop to such Treacherous Behaviour for the Future, and for Shewing 

the Indians the Contemptible Figure they must make in our Eyes, by Violating 

the most Solemn promise of Friendship, without the least provocation on our 

Side…But if they are so Rash as to make an Attempt, the Mischief they intend, 

will certainly Recoil Upon themselves. 4 

 

The language used by both parties, so soon after they were united in their defeat of a common 

enemy reveals how elastic and contingent ideas of friendship could be, reminding us of the 

caution we should exercise before conflating it with conciliation. 

 

As the previous chapter showed, Britain’s desire for harmonious relations with the 

Indigenous peoples they encountered in North America had featured in governance discourse 

                                                   
3 ‘An Indian Conference’ 28th May 1763, The Papers of Sir William Johnson, vol. 4, p. 124 
4 Sir Jeffery Amherst to Sir William Johnson, 29th May 1763, The Papers of Sir William Johnson, Vol. 4, p. 
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since English maritime colonisation began. Diplomatic language often referred to amity, 

friendship and brotherhood.5 An understanding of conciliation as being synonymous with 

friendship raises the question as to why the phrase “to conciliate their affections” came to 

feature in Britain’s governance of Native Americans? What does the discursive shift from 

friendship and amity to conciliation reveal about changes to British colonial policy and 

practice? And what does it signify about conciliation in Governor Phillip’s Instructions in 

1788? 

 

Merete Borch’s examination of British attitudes towards Indigenous peoples between 1763 

and 1814 examines relations with Native Americans in British North America. Borch 

contends that the conciliation of Native Americans attempted to “establish friendly relations 

by recognizing their rights and preventing abuses against them”, and that in time, 

Superintendents of Indian Affairs, “made promises to restrain settlers and traders, which 

afterwards they found it difficult to keep.”6 Despite Britain’s failure to keep these promises, 

Borch maintains that conciliation acknowledged a “theoretical obligation to deal with the 

Indians in a morally justifiable way”.7 For Borch then, like Clendinnen, conciliation was a 

moral policy that failed in its implementation. This framing of conciliation as signifying 

friendship overlooks how the use of the phrase, “to conciliate their affections” marked a shift 

away from earlier, longstanding expressions of amity and friendship. 

 

                                                   
5 For two examples of this language formalized in treaties see: A Treaty of Friendship held with the Chiefs of 

the Six Nations at Philadelphia in September and October 1736 in Kalter, S. (ed.) (2005) Benjamin Franklin, 

Pennsylvania and the First Nations: The Treaties of 1736 – 62, University of Illinois Press, Urbana, p. 49 – 

60, The treaty held with the Indians of the Six Nations, at Philadelphia, in July 1742 in Kalter, The treaties of 

1736 -62, pp. 63-84 
6 Borch, Conciliation, p. 47 
7 Borch, Conciliation, p. 72 
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In this chapter I consider that shift, and argue that it was mostly driven by practical, not moral 

considerations.  Conciliation was a rhetorical strategy flexible enough to uphold the rights of 

Native Americans to their land at times, but also to manage their growing resentment of 

settler encroachment and to forestall violent reprisals expected as a result. Additionally, 

conciliation was used to secure military alliances with Native Americans in Britain’s disputes 

with colonial rivals, and later, American revolutionaries. Conciliatory practice therefore, 

included seemingly benevolent efforts to manage and police First nations peoples and render 

them dependant on British ‘civilization’.8 Conciliation came to signify the forms of 

paternalism and guardianship that would later feature in the governance of Indigenous 

Australians in the colony of New South Wales. So, while the rhetoric of conciliation may 

appear to have had some moral underpinnings, this chapter will show that in practice it 

accommodated the decidedly pragmatic ends of British colonial policy, elements of which 

would feature in the colonisation of New South Wales. To begin, I will first examine the 

origins of conciliation in the colonial uneasiness prompted by conquest. 

 

3.1 The Language of Friendship and Amity in English Colonisation 

 

The complex history of interactions between Europeans and First Nations peoples in North 

America stretches back for over four hundred years.9 The ongoing English presence in North 

                                                   
8 For a discussion on the idea of benevolence in the concept of civilization see Turco, L (2003) ‘Moral sense 

and the foundation of morals’ in Broadie, A. (ed.) The Cambridge Companion to the Scottish Enlightenment, 

Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, pp. 136-155 Bayly, C.A. (1989) Imperial Meridian: The British 

Empire and the World 1780 - 1830, Longman, London, p.90  
9 Jennings, F. (1975) The Invasion of America: Indians Colonialism and the Cant of Conquest, The University 

of North Carolina Press, Chapel Hill; Jennings, F(1990) Empire of Fortune: Crown, Colonies and Tribes in the 

Seven Years War, Norton, New York; Jennings, F and Fenton, W. N (1995) The History and Culture of Iroquois 

Diplomacy: An Interdisciplinary Guide to the Treaties of the Six Nations and Their League, Syracuse University 

Press, Syracuse; Jennings, F. (2000) The Creation of America: Through Revolution to Empire, Cambridge 
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America from the seventeenth century meant that relationships between them and the 

Indigenous peoples effectively developed their own language. In the seventeenth and 

eighteenth centuries, friendship was a significant descriptor used in the language to describe 

cross-cultural relations, including those that were more formalised in treaties and agreements.  

John Reid goes so far as to say that its use as an “expression of good relations” between 

indigenous peoples and Europeans in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries was so 

frequent that it would be “impossible to account comprehensively for its use and evolution.” 10 

What Reid, and others, have gleaned about the meanings of friendship in this context though, 

is significant; and sufficient to provide some background to the changes to its usage and the 

emergence of conciliation as a descriptor of cross–cultural relations. Reid’s assessment of 

friendship as “often a conveniently ambiguous term - bridging the perceptual gap between 

imperial and aboriginal participants who understood their associations quite differently”, is 

telling.  Likewise, Jenny Hale Pulsipher notes, there were “pretended overtures of friendship” 

by the English during the period of early contact in the New England colonies.11  

 

                                                   
University Press, New York; Vaughn, A.T. (1965) New England Frontier: Puritans and Indians, 1620-1675, 
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Englanders, 1605-1763, American Antiquarian Society, Worcester, Massachusetts; Vaughn, A.T. Graymont, 

B. (1996) New York and New Jersey Treaties, 1714-1753, University Publications of America, Bethesda; 

Richter, D.K. (1992) The Ordeal of the Longhouse: The Peoples of the Iroquois League in the era of European 

Colonization, University of North Carolina Press, Chapel Hill; Richter, D.K. (2003) Facing East from Indian 

Country: A Native History of Early America, Harvard University Press, Cambridge, Massachusetts, Shannon, 
T. J. (2002) Indians and Colonists at the Crossroads of Empire: The Albany Congress of 1754, Cornell 

University Press, Ithaca, Shannon, T.J. (2008) The Iroquois and Diplomacy on the Early American Frontier, 

Viking, New York 
10 Reid, J. (2012) ‘Imperial Aboriginal Friendship in Eighteenth-Century Mi’kma’ki/Wulstuwik’ in Bannister, 

J and Riordan, L. (eds.), The Loyal Atlantic: Remaking the British Atlantic in the Revolutionary Era, 

University of Toronto Press, Toronto, p.78 
11 Pulsipher, J.H. (2006) Subjects unto the Same King: Indians, English, and the Contest for Authority in 

Colonial New England, University of Pennsylvania Press, Philadelphia, p. 8 
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Pulsipher discusses some attempts by the English to describe early colonial relations as 

friendship in the Plymouth Bay Colony in the early 1620s. She describes how the first treaty 

between the English and the Wampanoags in 1622 addressed the Wampanoag sachem, 

Massasoit as “friend” and “ally”. The terms were reciprocal for the most part, implying 

equality. The idea of friendship was also strengthened when the English took gifts to 

Massasoit to “bind closer” to the Wampanoag, rather than extract a tribute and seek 

subjection.12 In 1636 the Massachusetts government also made a compact with the 

Narragansetts, on what the Narragansetts considered to be terms of friendship rather than 

subjection. Pulsipher details other instances of similar agreements, where Indigenous peoples 

considered themselves as friends and equals with the English, often because of English 

efforts to bestow gifts upon them. However, these relationships were not unilaterally 

understood as equal. Colonists agreed that the Indians were subject to the same English king 

that they were; but did not agree that this afforded them equal status with English settlers.  

 

When the English sought the subjection of their ‘friends’, Native Americans resisted by 

persisting with their own established forms of government. As Frances Jennings notes, this 

persistence baffled the English.13 A typical cause of that bafflement might be the 1644 treaty 

wherein two Narragansett sachems submitted themselves, their land and possessions to the 

king in exchange for “His Majestie’s royal protection”. However, they were not asking to be 

protected from rival Indian nations, but from the Massachusetts colony, they considered to 

be their enemy since it kept demanding their subjection. Narragansett reluctance to accept 

the rule of local governors, despite having sworn subjection to the English monarch made 

                                                   
12 Pulsipher, 2006, Subjects unto the Same King, pp. 18-19 
13 Jennings, The Invasion of America, p. 117 
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sense within their world-view.14 As Pulsipher presents it, they figured that as sachems, they 

were the equivalent of English princes, and as such subject only to the English king, rather 

than his local representative.15  

 

The English brought to these agreements elements of their own world-view. For them, 

friendship remained a salient feature of the diplomatic process, but they adapted it to their 

repeated attempts to assert their authority over their First Nations partners. One way they did 

this in later agreements was to remove references to the English king. This was intended to 

neuter lines of appeal to English monarchs when disagreements arose, thereby reinforcing 

their own local, colonial authority.16 Another strategy was to include additional conditions 

upon treaties of friendship. For example, when Wyandanch, a representative of the 

Montauks, sought a treaty of friendship with the United Colonies in 1644 the English 

acknowledged the Montauk as their friends but required them to submit to English authority. 

This included Montauk submission to the jurisdiction of English courts on issues related to 

English citizens and property. They also had to agree to give the English exclusive rights to 

purchase their lands. As Strong demonstrates, the additional requirements in those 

agreements created tensions within First Nations communities as some Indian leaders became 

closer to English interests. The access those leaders gained to English economic and military 

                                                   
14 Mitrød notes that in some regions the Indians may have even seen Europeans as junior partners beholden to 

the Native population for the privilege of settling in their country – see Mitrød, T.A. (2012) The Memory of 

Ancient Customs, Cornell University Press, Ithaca, p. 64 
15 Pulsipher, J.H. (2003) ‘‘Subjects… Unto the Same King’: New England Indians and the Use of Royal 

Political Power, The Massachusetts Historical Review, Vol. 5, pp. 29-57, p. 39 
16 Pulsipher (2006) Subjects unto the Same King, p. 28 
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resources, shifted the balance of power within Indian communities, fuelling inevitable 

confrontation.17  

 

Attempts were made to ameliorate the violence that flowed from trade and land disputes. The 

attempted Protestant conversion of First Nations people to Christianity began with the 

establishment of missions and ‘praying towns’ in Massachusetts in 1646. The history of 

Protestant missions is a complex one but for present purposes two very important points are 

of note. The first point is that unlike many of the colonial political elites who recognised First 

Nations political power structures, Christian missionaries perceived First Nations Peoples to 

be creatures of nature. To them they were pagans, who were undisciplined and subject to the 

sway of their passions, particularly violent passions.18 The second important point is the way 

in which the missionaries saw themselves as civilizers of these populations. Missionaries 

believed they were the agents of law and morality, able to instruct First Nations people in 

how to control their passions. In an attempt to rid them of their ‘erroneous’ ways, First 

Nations peoples in praying towns were forced to adopt English language, manners, dress, 

diet and of course, religion.19 

 

These attempts at conversion and ‘civilising’ the First nations peoples were also a potent 

source of conflict between them and the colonists. Bernard Bailyn notes that the Puritans 

                                                   
17Strong, J.A. (1994) ‘The Imposition of a Colonial Jurisdiction of the Montauk Indians of Long Island’ 
Ethnohistory, Vol. 41, No. 4, pp. 561 - 590, p. 563 - 564 
18 Richter, D.K. (1983) War and Culture: The Iroquois Experience, The William and Mary Quarterly, Vol.40, 

pp. 528 – 559, p. 528; Sacks, D. (2012) ‘The true temper of empire: dominion, friendship and exchange in the 

English Atlantic, c. 1575-1625, Renaissance Studies, Vol. 26, No. 4, pp. 531- 558, p. 554 
19 Sarson, S. (2005) British America, 1500 – 1800 Creating Colonies, Imagining an Empire, Oxford 

University Press, New York, pp. 135-6, Stanley, A (2016) ‘The praying Town: Ancounter and Conversion 

through imposed urban space’ in Maudin, D, Herman, B.L. (eds.) Building the British Atlantic World: Spaces, 

Places and Material Culture, 1600 – 1850, University of North Carolina Press, Chapel Hill, pp. 142-164 
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considered, “war with the natives was a struggle with satanic forces whose ‘extirpation’ was 

a Christian duty.”20  Andrew Porter points out that early missionary efforts in North America 

did not produce a substantial number of converts or significantly improve relations with 

Native Americans. Instead, these prompts to conversion and the “adaptation to white ways” 

inherent in missionary work triggered Metacom’s War (or King Phillip’s War) that destroyed 

the ‘praying towns’ established by Presbyterian, John Eliot (1604-1690).21 Conflict began 

when Metacom became tired of English interference in traditional life ways. His contempt 

escalated after the English hanged three Wampanoag men for murdering a Christianised First 

Nations spy. That incident led Metacom to appeal to Alongquian-speaking peoples to form a 

coalition against the English, who for their part had joined with the Mohegans and their 

former enemies, the Pequot. In 1676 a Christianised mercenary assassinated Metacom and 

the war ended. Subsequently, New York governor Edmund Andros (1637 – 1714) formed an 

alliance with the politically powerful Iroquois League. This resulted in the Covenant Chain 

agreement that would powerfully shape diplomacy in the region for the next century.  

 

Though the war resulted in an English victory, some were concerned by the high cost of 

victory. In a 1676 Report to the Council of Trade, colonial administrator Edward Randolph 

(1632 – 1703) reflected on the loss of “upward of some three thousand Indian men, women 

                                                   
20 Bailyn, B. (2012) The Barbarous Years: The Conflict of Civilization 1600 – 1675, Alfred A. Knopf, New 

York, p.499 
21 Porter, A. (2004) Religion Versus Empire: British Protestant missionaries and overseas expansion, 1700-

1914, Manchester University Press, Manchester, pp.16-17. Porter also notes that it was the Society for the 

Propagation of the Gospel (SPG) founded in 1701 that had a more longstanding impact on relations between 

colonists and Native Americans in Britain’s colonies. For the volunteer members of the SPG the conversions 

of both Native Americans and later, the imported African slave population, was “the greatest Charity we can 

show…especially…to the souls of many of those poor Natives who may by this be converted from that state 

of Barbarism and Idolatry in which they now live.” ‘Instructions for the Clergy employed by the Society’ 

(1706) quoted in Porter, Religion versus Empire, p. 18 (original emphasis)  
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and children destroyed, [during the war] who, if well managed would have been very 

serviceable to the English: which makes all manner of labour dear.22 Randolph’s remarks 

convey two interesting points. Firstly, that the English recognised the value of the labour of 

First nations peoples. The reference to women and children perhaps also indicating that he 

may have been referring to Indian consumption of English trading goods; something the 

English were keen to foster. Secondly, it foreshadows a policy of management – a strategy 

that would become a central feature of English governance of Native Americans until the 

Revolution, and later in other settler colonies such as New South Wales. After the defeat of 

Metacom and his allies, Andros enacted an early form of management. He invited the tribes 

the Mohawks had defeated to move just north of Albany in New York, where they would 

come under the protection of his government and the Iroquois confederacy, thereby 

eliminating them as an ongoing threat. The alliance between Andros and the Iroquois also 

provided the means by which the defeated parties in Bacon’s rebellion (1675-6) (mostly 

Susquehannocks) were offered refuge in Iroquois territory, thereby ending their domination 

in the lower Susquehanna Valley. 

 

3.2 The Covenant Chain 

 

In the Spring of 1675 Major Edmund Andros had visited the Mohawk country with the 

intention of drawing their interests away from the rule of New France. It was during these 

visits that Covenant Chain diplomacy, devoted to preserving the ‘chain of friendship’ 

                                                   
22 Emphasis mine 
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between the English and the Iroquois, emerged.23 The Iroquois were a Confederacy of Five 

Nations whose location across the western and northern borders of a series of English 

colonies separating them from the French further to the north, and sitting astride waterways 

that provided access to beaver hunting grounds, ensured that their goodwill was a key 

objective of colonial policy for over 200 years. Francis Jennings notes that the “political 

ingenuity” of the Iroquois produced an elaborate traditional structure of offices and 

responsibilities among them and their neighbours. 24Daniel Richter documents how the 

natural resources of the region attracted Europeans from the fifteenth century onwards. As 

French, English and Dutch settlements were established from the early seventeenth century 

competition for the fur trade and access to the Great Lakes enhanced the importance of the 

region.25 Power struggles between First Nations peoples, the Iroquois tradition of mourning 

wars, and the impact of epidemics of introduced diseases contributed to the establishment of 

the importance of the region, and by extension the role of the Iroquois confederacy. Their 

understanding of the importance of trade to the competing French and English powers, as 

well as a familiarity with the interests of various First Nations peoples, meant the Iroquois 

were able to establish themselves as the diplomatic force to be reckoned with.26  

 

As the seventeenth century drew to a close, the power of the Iroquois League grew. 

Representatives from various English colonies travelled to Iroquoia to participate in 

                                                   
23 Hinderaker, E (2012) Diplomacy between Britons and Native Americans, in Bowen, H.V. & Mancke, E 

and Reid, J.G. (eds.) Britain’s Oceanic Empire: Atlantic and Indian Ocean Worlds, c. 1550 – 1850, 

Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, pp.218 - 248 
24 Jennings, The Invasion of America, pp. 113 - 114 
25 Kelsay, I. T. (1984) Joseph Brant 1743 – 180: Man of Two Worlds, Syracuse University Press, Syracuse, p. 

8 
26 Richter, D.K. (1992) The Ordeal of the Longhouse: The Peoples of the Iroquois League in the era of 

European Colonization, University of North Carolina Press, Chapel Hill, pp. 50 - 74 
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Covenant Chain rituals in the hope that the Iroquois Confederacy would prove useful in 

assisting them in their attempts to regulate cross-cultural interactions on the Anglo-American 

frontier. In 1701 the rise of Iroquois power culminated in the Confederacy signing treaties 

with both New France and New York. Effectively giving them the balance of power in the 

region and strengthening their ties with both of the colonial powers.  

 

However, Covenant Chain diplomacy was a complicated, evolving process.  Among the 

Iroquois Confederacy were those nations who thought it prudent to limit French power in the 

region, particularly the influence of the Jesuit missionaries. Others were more concerned with 

English dominance. Disagreements over geopolitics among the members of the Confederacy 

were not uncommon. For Governor Andros the reasons for seeking Iroquois support were 

also complex. Not only did he require a check on French power on New York’s north-western 

frontier, but he also hoped that by demonstrating a connection with the Iroquois he would 

bolster (at least the appearance) of royal authority as a show of strength against the power of 

the Massachusetts Bay Puritans. Finally, he hoped that the relationship might settle some of 

the chaos that occurred in the Anglo-American backcountry from New England to Virginia. 

All these competing interests coalesced in the forms of Indigenous and colonial diplomacy 

from which the ‘Covenant Chain’ treaties of friendship and amity emerged. 

 

In the two centuries prior to English colonisation the Iroquois had engaged in diplomatic 

practices in the form of the rituals and customs involved in their ‘mourning-wars’. These 

practices involved formalised reciprocal arrangements for managing war and the grief over 

the losses that arose from it. The experience gained by the Iroquois in this period provided 

them with the diplomatic language to deal with colonial authorities. Thus, submissions made 
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by Five Nations sachems were rich with metaphor including that of the Covenant Chain itself 

– an instrument that was to be ‘brightened’ and kept free of ‘rust’ by regular re–commitment 

to terms agreed upon by the parties.27 These rituals and agreements of covenant chain 

diplomacy facilitated the building of trust and mutual confidence between the parties. From 

the outset, material objects such as wampum belts were a significant element in Covenant 

Chain diplomacy, which also involved ritualised gifting, a practice the British had been quick 

to adapt to in order to maintain the cordial relations upon which trade and settlement relied 

so heavily.28 Richard White identifies these spaces of negotiation as a ‘middle ground’ – a 

place of accommodation “in between cultures, peoples and in between empires and the non-

state world of villages.” He reasons that the new practises that emerged from these efforts to 

find shared meanings were necessary because for much of the early colonial period in North 

America, Europeans “could neither dictate to Indians, nor ignore them.”29 Indeed it has been 

observed that the Iroquois were able to consolidate their power through the processes of 

colonisation as they fulfilled the role of ‘first among equals’ in diplomatic negotiations in 

their sphere of influence.  

 

While it is clear some concessions were made to Native American diplomatic practices, many 

of the substantive processes – those surrounding the cession or purchase of land for instance, 

ultimately relied on British customs and legal procedures that favoured written agreements 

over the oral agreements of First nations peoples.30 Elizabeth Mancke argues that as early as 

                                                   
27 Richter, The Ordeal of the Longhouse, p. 33 
28 For a discussion of the use of wampum belts in diplomacy see Richter, The Ordeal of the Longhouse, pp. 

47-49 
29 White, R. (2011) The Middle Ground: Indians, Empires and Republics in the Great Lakes region, 1650 – 

1815 Twentieth Anniversary edition, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, p. x  
30 Seed, P. (2001) American Pentimento: The Invention of Indians and the Pursuit of Riches, University of 

Minnesota, Minneapolis p. 26 
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the 1607 Jamestown settlement colonists realised that land, labour and their ability to identify 

as natural–born English subjects were their greatest assets.31 As Mancke puts it,  

 

Labour invested in land created wealth and legitimated a claim; ownership of 

land gave them the right to participate in government and the exercise of 

traditional English liberties, such as trial by jury, deliberative assemblies, and 

local government; and self – government could protect their land and labour. 

 

In this “dialectical complementarity” she describes, Mancke draws our attention to the extent 

to which it was English rationales of sovereignty, and the systems that formalised and 

protected it, that dominated and shaped colonial diplomacy.32 Lisa Ford has described how 

these justifications of sovereignty developed in response to the incompatibility of existing 

Christian legal theory at the time of early English colonization. She argues that it was initially 

a mix of Catholic, natural law and proto–Lockean theory that underpinned English claims to 

sovereignty. Importantly though, Ford makes the point that English claims to sovereignty 

and possession were not dominated by “complex and quasi-legal rules”. Instead these 

relationships were typified by the pragmatic calculations made for the benefit of further 

settlement and it is for this reason that an ad-hoc legal pluralism emerged on colonial frontiers 

leading to the convoluted treaty diplomacy conducted with Native Americans in the 

seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.33  

                                                   
31 Mancke, E (2009)’The Languages of Liberty in British North America 1607-1776’ in Greene, J.P. (ed.) 

Exclusionary Empire: English Liberty Overseas, 1600-1900, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, pp. 25-

50, p.25 
32Ford, Settler Sovereignty, pp.14-17 
33 Ford, Settler Sovereignty, pp.18-19 
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Despite the increasing complexity of British diplomacy, Iroquois leaders were by no means 

ignorant of the force of the written word as a means of legal recourse. It fell to those working 

most closely with colonial officials to explain the gravity of written agreements to those who 

might enter into them, and to remind them that past agreements remained binding. For 

instance in 1744 in Lancaster, Affaragoa reminded the Commissioners of Virginia that,  

 

This Treaty has been sent to the governor of Virginia by Order of the great 

King, and is what we must rely on, and being in Writing, is more certain than 

your Memory. That is the way the white People have of preserving 

Transactions of every Kind, and transmitting them down to their Children’s 

children for ever, and all Disputes are settled by this faithful kind of Evidence, 

and must be the Rule between the great King and you.34 

 

Despite, or perhaps even because of, the constant adaptations and accommodations that were 

taking place in ‘the middle ground’ misunderstandings and deception were common, thus 

underscoring the need to closely examine the meaning and context of significant terms such 

as friendship and conciliation. It is to this task that I turn in the following section. 

  

                                                   
34 Kalter, S (2006) (ed.) Benjamin Franklin, Pennsylvania and the First Nations: The Treaties of 1736-62, 

University of Illinois Press, Urbana, p. 102-104 
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3.3 Colonial ‘Friendship in the Eighteenth Century and the breaking of the Covenant 

Chain’ 

 

At the close of the seventeenth century a re-organised English Board of Trade received 

instructions to secure information that would advance the development of commercial 

relationships beneficial to England, and so set out to gain a comprehensive understanding of 

American plantations and the particularities of each of the established colonies.35 From 

Edward Randolph (1632-1703), Surveyor General of customs in the American colonies, the 

Board received advice that pointed toward a lack of available land, not just for growers to 

plant crops but for their servants to settle on, as being a part of the problem. He wrote,  

 

…the land has been taken up and engrossed beforehand, whereby such people 

are forced to hire and pay rent for lands or go to the utmost bounds of the 

Colony for land exposed to danger, and often the occasion of war with the 

Indians.36 

 

Disputes about the availability of land, territorial boundaries and the fairness of trade with 

Native Americans were to be the central ‘problems’ that would complicate relations between 

the British and Native Americans. And, as Randolph noted, it was to the “utmost bounds” 

                                                   
35 Kammen, M. G. (1966) ‘Virginia at the Close of the Seventeenth Century: An Appraisal by James Blair and 

John Locke’, The Virginia Magazine of History and Biography, Vol. 74, No. 2, pp.141-169, p. 143 
36 Toppan, R.  and Goodricke, A.T. S. (eds.), (1898-1909) Edward Randolph; Including His Letter and 

Official Papers from the New England, Middle and Southern Colonies in America, and the West Indies;1676-

1700, Vol. 7, Printed by the Prince Society for John Wilson and Son, Boston, pp. 486-492  
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that growing numbers of settlers flocked, often regardless of their legal entitlement to settle 

there. It is to be remembered the British had long staked their imperial claim on right of 

settlement. Legal entitlement is a slipper category in colonial history. During the time that 

Randolph served as Surveyor General of Customs, John Locke was serving as Secretary on 

the Council of Trade and was continuing his work on the Two Treatises of Government which 

powerfully articulated the British colonial claim to convert sparsely populated territory into 

property. Such ideas as Armitage and others have pointed out, drew upon and helped to shape 

and reapply European legal traditions that gave priority of ownership to peoples deemed to 

be more ‘industrious, ‘rational’, and wedded to the use of money to regulate exchange. 

Alongside such ideas however, the British were also clearly concerned by more pragmatic 

concerns such as the need for military alliance and security.37 

 

In 1701 New York colonial official Robert Livingston (1654-1728) observed in a letter to the 

Council of Trade and Plantations that the defence of New York was of vital importance to 

the security of neighbouring colonies. Since England was at peace with France at the time, 

Livingston considered the greatest threat to the colony to be incursions from Canadian 

Indians. Livingston feared that if they were allowed, “…peaceable and undisturbed passage 

through our Indian country, ‘twill be an easy matter for them to destroy and dispeople those 

noble and beneficial settlements of Virginia and Maryland as well as the other Colonies.”38 

He continues by detailing how the French had, “by their artifices and Five Nations, and that 

with many of the principle (sic) men amongst them.” Livingston was of the opinion that this 

                                                   
37 Armitage, Ideological Origins of Empire, p. 165-169 
38 Livingston, R. to Council of Trade and Plantations, May 13, 1701 CO 5/1046, Nos. 15, 15.i-iii./ CO. 5/118, 

pp. 343-383 Calendar reference Item 436, Vol. 19 (1701) , p.232-241  
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attachment came about primarily through fear, rather than any love for the French but this 

did not diminish his concern that once the French, “extended their settlements and traffic as 

far into the country as their forts and garrisons, they will undoubtedly carry them (the 

Indians).”39 These concerns about the strength of Indian attachment to British interests were 

raised many times during the eighteenth century.   

 

Livingston makes clear that keeping the Indians in “firmness to this Government” was of 

vital strategic importance since they had “fought our battles for us and been a constant barrier 

of defence between Virginia and Maryland and the French.” In a moment of reflection 

Livingston mentions the plight of the Indians who had fought in the “long war” and the “great 

loss they had sustained in their youth [that] hath almost dispirited them.” He continues by 

portraying them as victims of the French, who have applied, “their chiefest artifices…either 

to gain them to their side or… so to terrify them that they might be in continual fear”. The 

preservation of British trade was at the heart of these concerns and Livingston proposed the 

building of forts and the extending of settlements into Indian country in order to preserve it, 

noting that the “Indians in our friendship are not desirous of any such fort, but much the 

contrary are wholly averse to it.”40 

 

Livingston’s letter reveals the complicated ways in which English officials and colonial 

administrators considered their relationship with Indians. On the one hand friendship was 

perfectly consistent with seeking material advantage. Friendship meant trade, on favourable 

                                                   
39 Livingston, R. to Council of Trade and Plantations, May 13, 1701 CO 5/1046, Nos. 15, 15.i-iii./ CO. 5/118, 

pp. 343-383 Calendar reference Item 436, Vol. 19 (1701) , p.232-241  
40 Livingston, R. to Council of Trade and Plantations, May 13, 1701 CO 5/1046, Nos. 15, 15.i-iii./ CO. 5/118, 

pp. 343-383 Calendar reference Item 436, Vol. 19 (1701) , p.232-241  
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terms. The importance of the fur trade from the earliest period of English settlement meant 

that it had powerfully shaped colonial relations.41 The competition between European settlers 

for access to furs was fierce so it was not unusual that while claiming friendship with First 

nations peoples, the English, for the sake of trade were quite prepared to disregard the wishes 

of their Indian ‘friends’ to further their interests on a larger scale. In official Instructions, 

friendship could be used simply as a means of justification. On the other hand, friendship 

could be used in official discourse as a form of shorthand for the means by which colonists 

were to manage their relationship with the First Nations peoples. Some of the reasons for this 

approach are illustrated in the 1719 instructions to Nova Scotian governor, Richard Philipps 

(1661-1750) (g. 1717 - 1749). Philipps was to, 

 

…maintain this “strict friendship” with the Indian nations inhabiting within 

the precincts of Your Government, that they may be reduc’d by Degrees not 

only to be good Neighbours to his majesty’s subjects, but likewise themselves 

become good subjects to His Majesty; We do therefore direct you upon your 

Arrival in Nova Scotia to send for the several Heads of the said Indian Nations 

or Clans, and promise them Friendship and protection on his Majesty’s; You 

will likewise bestow on them, as your Discretion shall direct, such presents as 

you shall carry from hence, in His Majesty’s Name, for their use.42  

 

                                                   
41 Dolin, E. J. (2011) Fur, Fortune and Empire: The Epic History of the Fur Trade in America, W.W. Norton 

and Co. New York, p. xv 
42 ‘Instructions to Richard Philipps, 14 July 1719, National Archives of the United Kingdom, quoted in Reid, 

J.G. (2012) ‘Imperial Aboriginal Friendship in Eighteenth-Century Mi’kma’ki/Wulstuwik’ in Bannister, J. 

and Riordan, L. (eds.), The Loyal Atlantic: Remaking the British Atlantic in the Revolutionary Era, University 

of Toronto Press, Toronto, p. 79 



 

 21 

Reid notes that the recognition of friendship was new in governors’ Instructions at this time, 

but that the inclusion of the phrase persisted in some jurisdictions through the latter half of 

the eighteenth century.43 There is in fact a complicated range of usage at this time. One can 

see references to friendship, but alongside those references, another phrase begins to be used, 

and that is the instruction to “conciliate their affections”. In order to understand both 

friendship and conciliation we need to briefly examine their respective American contexts 

before moving on the latter phrase’s deployment in colonial governance in New South Wales 

in the next chapter.  

 

In colonial America, friendship had two important connotations. The first of these was the 

need for attachment for the purposes of trade and military alliance. The inclusion of a 

reference to friendship in Philipps’ Nova Scotian Instructions may have been a response to 

British concerns that their French rivals had considerably better relations with ‘their Indians’ 

than the British had with theirs. French willingness to intermarry with local peoples, as well 

as their, ‘kindly using them’ in trade meant that they enjoyed stable trade relations and strong 

military alliances. The methods of the French Jesuit priests were considered to be less 

invasive and more amenable to co-existence with the First Nations peoples they engaged 

with. To curb French expansion and improve governance of the First nations people under 

British control Nova Scotian councillor William Shirreff and Lieutenant Governor, Thomas 

Caulfield advocated that the British adopt similar practices. While these policies were not 

adopted in totality,44 the recognition that ‘friendly’ relations and a ‘good understanding’ with 

the First Nations peoples were fundamental to British success in North America persisted, 

                                                   
43 Reid, Imperial Aboriginal Friendship, p. 80  
44 Reid, Imperial Aboriginal Friendship, p. 80 
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and is thereafter consistently reflected in Instructions to colonial governors.  From 1720 in 

South Carolina and 1730 in North Carolina there were concerns that the First Nations peoples 

had “fallen from the British interests”. As a result, governors of those colonies were 

instructed to, 

 

…use all possible ways and means for regaining the affections of the said 

Indians, and to preserve a good correspondence with such of them as remain 

faithful to our INTEREST; and you are like wise hereby directed to 

recommend in the strongest terms to the Indian traders to be just and 

reasonable in their dealings with the native Indians…45 

 

The second connotation of friendship in colonial America, implying guardianship, began to 

be articulated as colonial populations consolidated in the second half of the eighteenth 

century. With the spread of Euro – Americans throughout the territories of New England (as 

the place of the earliest settlements) came the inevitable conflict between the two groups. 

This conflict was a result of many and varied factors. The fur trade (from which the English 

wished to exclude the Dutch) resulted in English alliances with the Narragansett and 

Mohegan Indians against the Pequot with whom the Dutch traded and were allied. Sarson 

details how Pequot survivors of the bloody war that raged (1636-7) made a successful appeal 

to the English for the establishment of the first Indian reservation on the West Bank of the 

Thames River. Indian dependence on the English fur trade increased at a time when resources 

                                                   
45 Instructions to Governors of South Carolina (1720 to Revolution) and South Carolina (1730 to Revolution) 

in Labaree, L.W. (ed.) (1935) Royal Instructions to British Colonial Governors 1670 – 1776 Vol. II, Apple – 
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of fur and land were diminishing. The competing pressures inevitably led to further conflict 

and the diminution of Indian numbers. In 1720 the general Court appointed ‘guardians’ so 

that this small Pequot reservation might be protected from colonists looking to settle. When 

the Assembly broadened its powers in 1725 they declared the Governor had “care of Indians 

in their several tribes in this Colony” and from thenceforth overseers were assigned to this 

task. Wendy St. Jean notes that Connecticut official Major John Mason  (1600-72) and 

Mohegan sachem, Uncas had already engaged in a de-facto version of guardianship after 

Mohegan’s recognised Mason’s military superiority after his defeat of the widely feared 

Pequot sachem, Sassacus at Mystic Fort in 1637.46 In his A Brief History of the Pequot War 

(1736) Mason attests to this relationship declaring the Mohegan leader, Uncas to be “a great 

Friend, [who] did great Service”47 These friendship and guardianship arrangements 

ultimately proved problematic as guardianship came to be interpreted as a unilateral right to 

sell Mohegan land. Lisa Ford explains that although a commission of enquiry staffed by 

prominent officials reminded claimants that, “the Government of Connecticut have by 

several treaties acknowledged them [the Mohegans] to have lands of their own...” the 

decision was eventually overturned.48 

 

Throughout the 1750s a range of British colonial authorities expressed the view that a more 

practical approach to friendship had to be implemented. In 1752, colonial official Archibald 

Kennedy (1685-1763) published The Importance of Gaining and Preserving the Friendship 

                                                   
46 St. Jean, W. B. (1999) Inventing Guardianship: The Mohegan Indians and Their ‘Protectors’, The New 

England Quarterly Vol. 72, No. 3 Sep. pp. 362 – 387, 362-365 
47 quoted in St. Jean, Wendy B. Inventing Guardianship, p. 366 
48 Ford, Settler Sovereignty, p. 19 
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of the Indians to the British Interest Considered. Anticipating the imminent ‘breaking’ of the 

Covenant Chain, Kennedy placed the blame on,  

 

 …the mostly Anglo–Dutch traders in Indian goods, who together with a tribe 

of harpies or handlers, their relations and understrappers, have so abused, 

defrauded and deceived those poor, innocent, well meaning people, that this 

treaty has well-nigh executed itself, so that at present we have very few 

Indians left that are sincerely in our interest, or that can be depended upon. 

The fatal consequences of this management were severely felt in many 

instances last war, particularly in the case of Saratoga, Schenectady & c. 

which could not possibly have happened had our Indians been sincerely our 

friends.49 

 

Kennedy’s observation that King George’s War may have gone differently, or perhaps 

avoided altogether if the Indians had been ‘managed’ more adequately was to serve as a 

warning that ‘Indian’ violence could easily be repeated if the relationship continued to be 

neglected. Surveyor General and Acting Governor of New York, Cadwallader Colden (1688-

1776) (g.1760-1762), expressed similar views. In his dedication to James Oglethorpe (1696-

1785) in his History of the Five Nations of Canada (1747) Colden appealed, 

 

If care were taken to plant and cultivate in them that general benevolence to 

mankind which is the true first Principle of virtue, it would effectually 
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eradicate those horrid Vices, occasioned by their unbounded Revenge; and 

then they would no longer deserve the name of Barbarians, but would become 

a People, whose Friendship might add Honour to the British Nation.50 

 

Paul Tonks argues that Colden and Kennedy were so convinced that the narrow self – interest 

of the British government was detrimental to relations with the Five Nations that they sought 

to embarrass the government by extolling the public–spirited virtues of the Five Nations by 

comparison. By doing so they hoped to engender a sense of colonial unity also that mirrored 

the Confederacy of the Five Nations. In their opinion, only when each of the British colonies 

put aside their own interest in favour of the collective interest would relations with the Five 

Nations proceed more smoothly.51 Such views were to provide a foundation for the effort to 

consolidate a combined colonial management of the frontier at the Albany Conference in 

1754. 

 

3.4 Managing Colonial Tensions with Conciliation  

 

Having already signalled his unhappiness with the state of the relationship, Mohawk leader, 

Hendrick travelled to New York in June 1753 to address Governor Clinton directly.52 

Hendrick listed the grievances of the Mohawks for Clinton. They included unfair land 

                                                   
50 Colden, C (1747) The History of the Five Nations of Canada, which are dependent on the Province of New 

York in America and are the Barrier between the English and the French in that part of the World, T. 

Osborne, London 
51 Tonks, P. (2010) Empire and Authority in Colonial New York: The politics Thought of Archibald Kennedy 

and Cadwallader Colden, New York History Vol. 91, No. 1, pp. 25 – 44, p. 36 
52 Alden, J. R. (1940) ‘The Albany Congress and the Creation of the Superintendencies’, The Mississippi 

Valley Historical Review, Vol. 27, No. 2, pp. 193-210 
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dealings, the unchecked sale of alcohol and the fact that their ‘taking up of the hatchet’ on 

behalf of the British against the French had not resulted in their reciprocal protection against 

the French, as had been promised. Hendrick made it clear that if these grievances were not 

dealt with he would break the Covenant Chain and advise the other members of the Six 

nations that their agreement to the Covenant would also be at an end. British officials tried 

to convince Hendrick to negotiate his claims at the Albany Conference that was planned for 

the following year. In the end, the Mohawk leader was disappointed with British rhetoric and 

informed them,  

 

As soon as we will come home we will send up a Belt of Wampum to our 

Brothers the Five Nations to acquaint them the Covenant Chain is broken 

between you and us. So brother you are not to expect to hear of me any more, 

and Brother we desire to hear no more of you. And we shall no longer acquaint 

you with any news or affairs as we used to do.53 

 

With the admission by Clinton in 1753 that he had failed in his negotiations with the 

Mohawks, the ‘Indian problem’ as it was widely known, became pressing enough to warrant 

a more cohesive effort among the colonies. The Board of Trade eventually called for the 

colonies to meet, and in 1754 representatives of seven of the thirteen colonies did so at the 
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Albany Congress.54 The Lords of Trade hoped that this meeting would facilitate the burying 

of the Hatchet and the brightening of the Covenant Chain.55 

 

The proceedings of the Albany Congress (at which Iroquois representatives were also in 

attendance) were reported to Whitehall. They effectively recommended Colonel William 

Johnson be appointed as a Superintendent for Indian Affairs in the colonies. Similar 

discussions had been taking place in Whitehall where concerns over French aggression on 

Britain’s northern colonial border led President of the Board of Trade, Lord Halifax (1748 – 

1761) to suggest, “far reaching changes to the handling of Indian Affairs.” While there is 

some debate over the influence of various colonial figures on the decision to appoint Johnson 

as Superintendent for the Northern Colonies in February 1756, Alden notes that the Board 

explicitly stated that they chose Johnson on the basis of the Iroquois’ specific request for him 

to fulfil the role. The ‘new approach’ to Indian Affairs continued when the Board appointed 

Edmund Atkin as Superintendent for the Southern Colonies a few months later.56  These new 

appointments superseded the role of the Commissioners at Albany who had been the source 

of so much anxiety.  

 

Johnson’s submission to the Albany Congress had set forth his approach to keep the Six 

Nations from “so powerful an opposite as the French.”57 He recommended there be some 

“English continually residing in every Nation” to keep abreast of French movements. Some 
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of these men were to be educated enough to learn the dialects of the principal tribes so as 

they might become interpreters. Johnson stressed the need for unity among the provincial 

governments in order to raise the Six Nations opinion of them. For strategic purposes he 

suggests a fort at Onondaga with a “proper officer and a brisk party of Men”. For the servicing 

of the Six Nations in general he recommends missionaries and finally, blacksmiths to 

maintain weaponry and repair household items. Greater trade with the Six Nations was to be 

encouraged by a relaxation of taxes. Finally, Johnson suggested that the Six Nations be 

reminded of the agreements their forbears had made with the British with respect to lands 

and hunting grounds. But he also wanted the Six Nations to feel some connection to that land, 

remarking, “The Question then should be whether the Indians will join us in defending their 

own property in those lands.”58 Johnson’s approach demonstrates the complexity of the 

situation he was charged with managing. For him, living among First Nations peoples, 

enhancing communication and co-operation with them, providing their material needs and 

protecting them would draw them closer to the British and further from the French. These 

strategies were designed to make it easier to manage the various tensions that threatened 

peace, diplomatic negotiations and the pursuit of British interests, particularly, but not 

exclusively, the acquisition of land. His task to conciliate was made even more complex by 

the outbreak in 1754 of inter colonial warfare, the French-Indian War between the British 

colonies and their First Nations allies against the French (and later Spanish) colonies and 

their First Nations allies.  This conflict formed part of arguably the first inter-colonial and 

inter-imperial war on a global scale, the Seven Years War (1756-1763). 
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3.5 Conciliation: Managing the Interests of Empire 

 

During the Seven Years War the interests of the British and their First Nations allies were 

aligned to some degree, but mistrust about the extent to which First Nations peoples 

genuinely shared the interests of the British meant that there were some who believed 

rhetorical invocations of friendship should be consolidated by practical measures on the 

ground.  For them, failure to accomplish a genuine alignment of interests could lead to 

catastrophic results, particularly in the sparsely populated frontiers of the various colonies.59  

Benjamin Franklin put the case quite starkly in The Interests of Great Britain with Regard to 

her Colonies (1760), in which he stated the case confronting the colonists,  

 

 …a vast wilderness thinly or scarce at all peopled, [which] conceals with ease 

the March of Troops and Workmen…still worse, the wide extended forests 

between our Settlements and theirs, are inhabited by barbarous tribes of 

Savages that delight in War and take pride in Murder, Subjects properly 

neither of the French nor English, but strongly attach’d to the former by the 

Arts and indefatigable Industry of Priests, Similarity of Superstitions, and 

Frequent Family Alliances.60 

 

                                                   
59 For an example see the discussion of the desertion and murder of ‘Jerry’ an adopted member of the 

Tuscarora people who worked as a scout for the British 44th regiment in Way, P. (1999) ‘The Cutting Edge of 

Culture: British Soldiers Encounter Native Americans in the French and Indian War’ in Daunton, M. and 

Halpern, R (eds.) Empire and Others: British Encounters with Indigenous Peoples, 1600 – 1850, University 

of Pennsylvania Press, Philadelphia, pp. 123 - 124 
60 Franklin, B (1760) The Interest of Great Britain Considered with Regard to her Colonies and the 

Acquisitions of Canada and Guadaloupe, Second Boston Edition reprinted and Sold by B. Mecom, Boston, 
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Franklin’s observations were intended to persuade others that since the frontier was a theatre 

of war, the security of Britons depended on the ‘strong attachment’ of the First nations 

peoples whose knowledge of the wilderness could serve as a barrier, protecting distant farms 

and communities. In the sparsely populated British colonies of North America it was this 

type of conflict that added to concerns about the British government’s ability to hold territory 

and maintain the security of British settlers. The violence Franklin describes was an obstacle 

to the kind of ‘settlement’ that would make legal possession and sovereignty difficult to 

establish. 

 

Franklin’s point questioned the role of the relationship with Britain’s First Nation allies in 

terms of the material interests of British colonists. The idea of interests was becoming 

increasingly central to conceptions of governance, particularly of non-Europeans. As Albert 

Hirschman so clearly articulated in The Passions and the Interests, the European idea of a 

person or a nation having an ‘interest’ had been infused with economic overtones in political 

thought since Machiavelli’s publication of The Prince.61 In Hirschman’s influential analysis, 

political and diplomatic thought in the seventeenth century came to consider interests as 

rational preferences based on a close calculation of advantages and costs. This positive 

valuation separated interest from the passions – irrational motivations that could not be 

controlled and always threatened to spill into violence. By the eighteenth century interests 

had become so intrinsically linked to ideas of commerce that Tory agitator and pamphleteer, 

Viscount Bolingbroke (1678 – 1751) considered that the reduction of interest to its economic 

element had already displaced more “lasting ties” such as “honour, friendship, relation, 
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consanguinity, or unity of affections.”62 In the latter half of the eighteenth century, with the 

development of theories of sociability in Scottish Enlightenment thought that centred on 

commerce, the idea of interests, specifically economic interests in trade, came to be 

understood as having a pacifying influence. Most clearly articulated in Montesquieu’s Spirit 

of the Laws, the idea of doux commerce was thought to polish and soften the manners of 

those who engaged in it. Thus, it was hoped that the alignment of commercial interests 

between the British and the peoples they colonised could pacify and civilize those ‘barbarous’ 

peoples within British colonies. As Montesquieu had observed in The Spirit of the Laws, 

“Commerce…polishes and softens barbarian ways as we can see every day.”63 

 

However, this increased level of sophistication attained in matters of commerce and law by 

colonised populations complicated their relationship with British officials. Native Americans 

were all-too-aware of the long history of dishonest treatment by British officials despite the 

recurrent rhetoric of friendship. Other Europeans also considered the discrepancies and the 

way they shaped British colonial governance. French Jesuit priest and historian, Pierre de 

Charlevoix (1682-1761) noted that although the British possessed the military might to 

conquer territories, their great difficulty was that they lacked the skill to retain them. Though 

inferior in military capacity, Charlevoix believed the French possessed the diplomatic skills 

that afforded them privileged trading partnerships and secure territories. What he meant was 

that the French were more skilful at conciliating the affections of the First Nations peoples 

that they settled among. 
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More scathing in his account of the problems with Anglo-Amerindian relations was the 

anonymous author of ‘The State of British and French Colonies….’, who documented the 

course of this issue in colonial affairs from the difficult beginnings in Virginia where the 

Indians were disgusted by the behaviour and violence of the English settlers, particularly the 

“villainy of one Captain Hunt” who abducted twenty Indians,to more contemporary times 

when “the English have made it their business every where, by degrees, to root them [the 

Indians] out, either by making war on them, or setting their several nations or tribes at 

variance among themselves.”64 This disdain for the methods of the English was shared by 

Irish–born Patriot, Charles Thomson, who in his Causes of the Alienation of the Delawares 

and the Shawanese from the British Interest (1759) lamented that, 

 

It has been to many a cause of wonder, how it came to pass that the English 

have so few Indians in their interest, while the French have so many at 

Command; and by what means and for what reasons those neighbouring 

Tribes in particular, who, at the first Arrival of the English in Pennsylvania, 

and for a long series of years afterwards shewed every mark of Affection and 

Kindness, should become our most bitter Enemies, and treat those whom they 

had so often declared their brethren, nay as their own Flesh and Blood, with 

such barbarous Cruelties.65 
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 The British preoccupation with commerce and their tendency to deal falsely with the Indians 

had also contributed to the “disgrace” that characterized their conduct of relations with the 

Indians, and the lack of commercial and territorial security.66 British dealings with local 

populations were not, it seems, winning them any ‘friends’, despite the treaties and covenants 

that were steeped in rhetorical flourishes premised on their commitment to friendship.  

 

Franklin shrewdly observed the futility of pursuing war and conquest against this background 

of damaged relations with the Indians, “No considerable advantage has resulted to the 

colonies by the Conquests of this War, or can result from confirming them by Peace.”67 

Thomson observed that by contrast, the French had established useful diplomatic relations 

with Native Americans with a far more agreeable approach to them,  

 

The English in order to get their Lands, drive them as far from them as 

possible, nor seem to care what becomes of them, provided that they can get 

them removed out of the Way of their present Settlements; whereas the 

French, considering that they can never want Land in America, who enjoy the 

friendship of the Indians, use all means in their Power to draw as many into 

their Alliance as possible, and, to secure their Affections, invite as many as 

can to live near them, and to make their Towns as near to the French 

Settlements as they can. By this means they have drawn off a great number of 

Mohocks and other Six Nations Tribes, and having settled them in towns 

along the banks of the river St. Lawrence, have so secured them to their 
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interest, that, even of these they can command above six or seven hundred 

fighting Men, which is more than Colonel Johnson has, with all his Interest, 

been able to raise in all the northern District.68 

 

Thomson, speaking more generally of trade relations, blamed the ongoing mistrust on the 

actions of traders who were effectively, “representatives of the British among the Indians, 

and by whom they were to judge our manner and religion”. He noted that those traders had 

deterred the Shawanese and other tribes from being instructed in Christianity, a method that 

Jesuit priests had found useful in the conduct of diplomatic relations with the First Nations 

peoples allied to the French. By contrast Thomson lamented the deleterious effect of such 

contact had on their First Nations allies perceptions, remarking that those who had been in 

contact with British Christianity were convinced that Christians were likely to, “lie, cheat 

and debauch their Women, and even their Wives, if their Husbands were not at home.” 69 

Having posited trade as the foundation of relations with Native Americans it followed that 

the tensions created by dishonest dealings in both trade and land usage and ownership, 

impacted negatively on the relationship overall. The threat this posed to the agreements and 

alliances the British had secured with Native Americans was increasingly concerning as it 

could lead to their attachment to a competing colonial power. Conciliation became a regular 

strategy to mitigate these tensions and manage the relationship more closely. 
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3.6 Efforts to Attach and Conciliate 

 

Victory in 1763 did not mean that the British could peacefully contemplate a settled colonial 

frontier in America. The bitter violence of war with the Cherokee (1762-63) drew attention 

to the continuing problem of how to placate First Nations hostility while facilitating further 

colonial expansion. The regular appearance of the phrase, “to conciliate their affections” in 

Instructions to colonial governors in America after the Seven Years War bears witness to this 

dilemma. In a paragraph that bears a strong resemblance to the instructions Governor Phillip 

would receive 24 years later, governors of East Florida, Quebec, Grenada and West Florida 

were instructed in 1764,  

 

And you are to inform yourself with the greatest exactness of the number, 

nature and position of the several bodies or tribes of INDIANS, of the manner 

of their lives, and the rules and constitutions by which they are governed or 

regulated; and UPON no account to molest or disturb them in the possession 

of such parts of the said province as they at present occupy or possess, BUT 

to use the best means you can for conciliating their affections and uniting them 

to our government, reporting to us, by our Commissioners for Trade and 

Plantations whatever information you can collect with respect to these people 

and the whole of your proceedings with them.70 
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For the British, the costs of subduing First Nations resistance to further colonial 

encroachment so soon after incurring the ruinous costs of the Seven Years War meant an 

increasing emphasis on conciliation. Conciliation then, was marked by a need to draw First 

Nations peoples into unity with British colonials, and significantly, to have an exact 

understanding of their whereabouts and numbers. Greater regulation of both First Nations 

peoples and the traders that interacted with them was aimed at securing their attachment to 

British interests and minimising the resentment felt by First Nations peoples at the dealings 

of various colonial authorities and traders.   

 

As mentioned in the introduction to this chapter, tensions had risen as colonial expansion 

gained pace after the Seven Years War. From 1763 Johnson regularly referred to the need to 

avoid invoking the resentment of the First Nations peoples, lest they lose their restraint and 

visit violence upon settlers. In March 1763 Johnson wrote to Commander of British forces, 

Jeffery Amherst about concerns that members of the Susquenna Company were attempting 

to settle one thousand families in Connecticut against the wishes of the Mohawk peoples. 

Johnson suggested that should the settlers go ahead, they risk, “oversetting all the good 

measures we have taken to satisfy the Indians and prove too general and too fatal to the 

neighbouring frontiers.”71 He feared that the settlers would “draw upon themselves and their 

neighbours the resentment of the Six Nations and the rest of their Allies beyond any 

probability of Reconciliation.” Writing about the same incident to William Penn, Johnson 

reaffirms the illegality of settler claims, and once again mentions the resentment of the 

Indians whom he says “will not be easily restrained” if their claims are not judged favourably 
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by the Governor of Connecticut. The situation deteriorated and Johnson’s concerns about 

Indian resentment grew, but so did his acknowledgement of their validity. Writing to the Earl 

of Halifax (effectively the Secretary of State for Indian Affairs) Johnson points out that the 

Indians had stood ready to “accompany our troops” and that their “favourable disposition” 

should not be let to slip, instead, “their affections should be conciliated to the utmost” – a 

process that engaged his “sole attention”. 

 

Others also saw unfair dealings with First Nations peoples as a precursor to violence to be 

avoided and redressed. In a speech to the General Assembly of New Jersey in February 1764 

Governor William Franklin, decried the violence inflicted upon “friendly Indians” who had 

given “the strongest proofs of their attachment to the British nation”.  The concern was that 

contempt for the British would arise among those who had chosen to live under their 

protection. As can be seen below, there was a definite preference for having the Indians living 

without resentment under the protection. Franklin states the problem thus,  

 

I think it proper at this time to mention to you, that some people in 

Pennsylvania having contrary to the common principles of humanity, 

murdered, in cool blood, a number of friendly Indians who had long lived 

peaceably among the inhabitants of that province, in the manner that the 

Indians of Brotherton have resided among us; and having also contempt of the 

government, which had taken them under its protection, threatened the 
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destruction of other Indians remaining there, though they have given the 

strongest proofs of their attachment to the British nation.72 

 

In reply, the Assembly, which included William Johnson, blamed the “hostilities in the 

Neighbourhood of our Frontiers”, and reminded the governor that 

 

In the original settlement of this province; great circumspection and care was 

used to gain and preserve the friendship of the Indian natives. Their lands were 

from time to time, fairly and openly purchased to their general satisfaction. This 

conciliated their affection, and for a long course of time they were eminently 

serviceable to the new settlers. And since the beginning of their hostilities, lest 

some among them should think any part of our lands remain unpurchased, care 

was taken, at the treaty of Easton in 1758, to obtain for a valuable consideration, 

a general release for all the lands in this province; such parts only accepted as 

were reserved for the use of those Indians that inclined to live under the 

protection of our government. This was done, and the money paid in open 

council, and their approbation universally expressed.73 

 

In his, History of the American Indians of 1775, Irish trader James Adair also recognised that 

unfair dealings impeded the relationship between Indians and the British,  
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…equity and gratitude ought to induce us to be kind to our steady old friends, 

and only purchase so much of their land, as they would dispose of, for value. 

With proper management, they would prove extremely serviceable to a British 

colony, on the Mississippi. I hope no future conduct will alienate their 

affections. 

 

He continues,  

 

The Spaniards have taken advantage of our misconduct, by fortifying 

Louisiana and employing the French to conciliate the affections of the 

Savages; while our legislators, fermented with the corrupt lees of false power; 

are striving to whip us with scorpions.74 

 

Adair’s concern was also with the manner in which First Nations peoples might conduct an 

attack if their resentment festered, describing the stealthy nature of their warfare he concludes 

that,  

 

As we can gain nothing by blows with such warriors, it is certainly in our 

interest; to use proper measures to conciliate their affections; for whether we 

are conquerors or conquered, we are always great losers in an Indian War.75    
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There was a distinct recognition that unfair treatment of the Indians in the processes of 

purchasing land was only harming attempts by officials to have them remain attached to the 

British cause and interest. In 1773 North Carolina Governor William Tryon expressed these 

concerns to the Earl of Dartmouth,  

 

To pretended, fraudulent, or private purchases, I have, and shall continue to 

give all the discountenance and opposition in my power and shall make it my 

study to do the Indians, upon every occasion, the stricktest Justice, to 

conciliate their affections and to preserve among them the happy temper, 

which distinguished the late Congress.76 

 

The tensions that arose among First Nations peoples due to their unfair treatment warranted 

constant management by British officials. Conciliation had become a prominent strategy to 

manage those tensions, stymie resentment, secure attachment and generally maintain good 

working relations with First Nations peoples. Not only was this necessary to avoid local 

conflicts, but since the end of the Seven Years War another situation had been developing 

that would once again see Britain look to its First Nations allies.  
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3.7 Conciliation: Managing a Colonial Crisis 

 

At the conclusion of the Seven Years War the British Parliament sought to recoup the vast 

sums of money they had spent prosecuting it. On the premise that the war had been fought, 

at least in part, to protect British colonists against the threat of French invasion, Britain levied 

a raft of unpopular taxes on American colonists, prompting cries of ‘no taxation without 

representation’, and an upsurge in revolutionary sentiment. By the mid 1770s tensions 

between Britain and its American colonies resulted in the formation of the Continental 

Congress, an increase in military conflict and eventually to the American Declaration of 

Independence in July 1776.  

 

The American Revolutionary War that followed further complicated existing tensions in 

Britain’s relations with First Nations peoples. Initially, Native Americans considered the War 

to be outside of their own concerns, perceiving it to be a matter between English and 

American ‘brothers.’ In the early period of the War, neutrality was considered a prudent path 

by many First Nations peoples, and British officials obviously considered this preferable to 

them joining the Patriot cause.77 But by the late 1770s neutrality became difficult to maintain 

in the face of regular incursions into Indian territories, and the British argued that their efforts 

to secure Native American allegiance were in response to similar efforts by the Americans 

and their Spanish and French allies.78 The negotiations and alliances that developed at this 
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point, and during the remainder of the War are detailed and complex and as such are beyond 

the immediate scope of this thesis. What emerges from that complexity however, are clear 

signs of British expectations of Native American support. But as Calloway notes, winning 

and retaining Indian allegiance in the midst of the changing fortunes of war and diplomatic 

competition from other antagonists required, “constant attention to gift–giving, protocol and 

local chiefs,” and as the war continued some administrators considered the increasing cost of 

the gift–giving involved in retaining First Nations alliances as too expensive and ineffective. 

The resultant reduction in honouring gifting traditions that had been a regular feature of 

diplomatic relations meant the British came to be considered as parsimonious by First 

Nations peoples. In turn, some First Nations peoples were regarded by the British as 

incapable of maintaining either neutrality or alliance and support for the British became 

increasingly strained or absent. William Johnson’s earlier defence of the need to observe 

traditional gift-giving procedures to conciliate Native American allies, and his reminders to 

metropolitan officials of the importance of their support in times of war had passed with his 

death in 1774. 79   

 

The war also complicated trade, making the conciliation of First Nations peoples even more 

imperative. In this context gifting retained some of its former currency. In 1782 Thomas 

Brown was sent to the Choctaw nation by social reformer and founder of the colony of 

Georgia, James Oglethorpe (1696-1785) to “strive to bring them into alliance and open a 

trade with them.” Brown reported that where others had failed to engage them in trade, being 

robbed or murdered for their troubles, he had managed to engage them by offering them the 
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protection of the colony of Georgia. The magistrates of the Georgian city of Savannah 

received the Choctaws “in the best manner they could being well assured of what benefit it 

would be to the British trade and interest: and therefore they spared not such presents as were 

thought necessary to conciliate their affections.” The Choctaws were “extremely satisfied 

with their reception and have carried with them fresh proposals of that peace and commerce 

which has so long been interrupted by the unfortunate war.”80 Protection then, continued to 

be offered by the British as a commodity of conciliation; less tangible than the gifts of 

material goods but of strategic importance to both parties as the War progressed.  

 

Ultimately, Britain’s interests in America were frustrated by an American victory, and their 

promises of protection for Native Americans remained ultimately unfulfilled. This harsh 

reality was reflected in the neglect of their First Nations allies in diplomatic negotiations at 

the conclusion of the War. Britain’s peace agreement with America signed in Paris in 1783 

made no mention of the First Nations peoples who were now forced to cede territory to the 

victors. As Calloway notes, it was not typical for European states to acknowledge the 

sovereignty of First Nations peoples over whom they claimed sovereignty when it came to 

dealing with one another.81 He argues that the Peace of Paris threw relations between Britain 

and her “Indian allies” into a new phase. Some First Nations peoples had suffered terribly as 

allies of the British. In places they had been expected to bear the brunt of the fighting against 

the Americans. Additionally, the League of the Six Nations that had formed the foundation 

of the alliance with the British had disintegrated in a series of conflicts among themselves 

                                                   
80 ‘Extract of a letter from Charlestown, South Carolina Aug 4, 1782, Caledonian Mercury, Saturday 13 April 

1782  
81 Calloway, Suspicion and Self –Interest, p.41 
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during the Revolutionary War. Since their consent to the Peace of Paris had not been 

considered, First Nations peoples did not consider themselves as defeated subjects of George 

III, but as free peoples. Aware of their understanding of the situation as early as 1783 Quebec 

Governor, Sir Frederick Haldimand (1718 - 1791) (g.1778 – 1786) had advised former prime 

minister and now Secretary of State for Home Affairs, Lord Frederick North (1732-1792),  

 

…these People my Lord, have as enlightened Ideas of the nature of 

Obligations of Treaties as the most Civilized Nations have, and know that no 

infringement of the Treaty in 1768…can be binding upon them without their 

Express Concurrence and Consent.82 

 

Native Americans, as Haldimand had observed, knew what the implications of their 

exclusion from the 1783 Paris Treaty meant. They had been disappointed in the way the 1763 

Proclamation the British had ignored their claims. The two decades of conciliation that had 

elapsed since then had been replete with British promises of protection of First Nations 

peoples, particularly those whom the British had determined to be of strategic benefit in the 

American War of Independence. When that war was lost First Nations peoples bore the 

double burden of reduced political leverage with Britain now their military services were no 

longer required, and the resentment of the Americans who saw them as former allies who 

should make atonement for the ‘atrocities’ committed while supporting the British. The Six 

                                                   
82 Haldimand to North, 27 November 1783, Haldimand papers, 21717:178 quoted in Calloway, Suspicion and 

Self-Interest, p. 49 
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Nations stated their fate succinctly when they informed Colonel John Butler (1728-1796) in 

July 1783, “in endeavouring to assist you, it seems we have wrought our own ruin.” 83  

 

In the favour of the Loyalist Native Americans was Haldimand’s determination to hold on to 

Britain’s frontier posts in the Northwest. He was eager to secure the fur trade that he 

considered vital to the security of Canada and keen avoid the resentment that he was sure 

would be stirred up if they were relinquished to the Americans. Once again it was Britain’s 

commercial interests rather than their avowed friendship that determined the politics of their 

actions.84  

 

The Mohawks were particularly vocal in their contempt for the agreements that were reached 

in 1783. One of their leaders, Joseph Brant (1743-1807), continued to look for British 

support. Brant appealed to Haldimand for support in fending off the Americans and seeking 

compensation for the loss of their land, but to no avail. Subsequently he had hoped 

Superintendent for the Northern Colonies, Sir John Johnson (1741-1830) could negotiate 

more successfully in London. But when Johnson had failed to negotiate successful terms 

upon his return from London in 1785, Brant arranged to sail to England himself. While in 

London, Brant met with President of the Committee on Trade and Foreign Plantations, Lord 

Sydney (1733-1800). Brant appealed to Sydney by asking whether in the their quest to 

resolve “their Immediate Serious Consequences” those members of the Indian Confederacy 

that had remained as Loyalists were to be considered “faithful Allies” they could expect the 

                                                   
83 Extract of Council of Six Nations and Confederates, 2 July 1783, Haldimand papers 21779: 115-116 quoted 

in Calloway, Suspicion and Self–Interest, p. 51 
84 Calloway, Suspicion and Self–Interest, p. 54  
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support of “Such Old and True friends.” Days later, he met with Under-Secretary of State for 

the Home Department, Evan Nepean (1751-1822) to discuss the issue of his half–pay on 

account of military service. 85 

 

One can only speculate what Sydney and Nepean made of Brant’s articulate representation 

of Mohawk interests based on the purported premise of friendship and a long history of 

conciliation. Perhaps they came face to face with the consequences of the failure of friendship 

in the British colonies during their meeting with him. Could it be that in the midst of the 

preparations for colonisation in New South Wales, Sydney (for whom the city established 

there in 1788 was later named) conceived of Brant as the kind of intermediary that could be 

produced by way of conciliation in New South Wales. Brant may well have represented the 

kind of subject the British might cultivated if treated appropriately. Brant had through long 

association with British officers (particularly William Johnson to whom he became related 

through marriage), been educated in British manners, customs and ideas.  Indeed, he had 

been so deeply acculturated that his attachment to Britain had included military service and 

continued loyalty and diplomatic efforts on their behalf, even in the face of the betrayals of 

the Peace of Paris. Such attachment and loyalty would have been desirable commodities in 

an emerging colony, especially in the wake of Britain’s American losses.  

 

 

 

                                                   
85 Kelsay, Joseph Brant, pp. 380-390 
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3.8 Conclusion 

The colonisation of North America by the English, (and British) regularly referred to a 

language of amity and friendship. Native American diplomatic practices also used these 

terms. That the understandings of those ideas differed markedly between the parties is beyond 

question. Attempts by the English to enact diplomacy by Christianising and ‘civilising’ 

Native Americans in the seventeenth century met with limited success and resulted in 

heightened tensions as some First Nations peoples resisted English intervention in their lives 

and on their land.  

 

From the late seventeenth century to the middle of the eighteenth century the increasingly 

complicated diplomatic negotiations between the British and Native Americans was 

dominated by the Covenant Chain agreement. It served to regulate the airing of grievances 

related to trade, territory and the dispensing of justice. However, this agreement came under 

repeated strain as the British engaged in unfair trade practices and encroached on Native 

American hunting grounds. At the same time British colonial authorities and intellectuals 

were increasingly conscious of the advantages enjoyed by the French due to their more 

cordial relations with the First Nations peoples in the territories they colonised. In response 

to those practical rather than intellectual concerns the British conceived of and mobilised, 

two connotations of friendship that would operate under the auspices of conciliation. The 

first form of ‘friendship’ sought to secure the attachment of Native Americans to Bri tish 

interests for the purposes of strengthening trade and military alliances. The second promised 

protection to Native American allies in the form of greater regulation of trade, fair dealings 

in territorial disputes and protection from the violence of their rivals. 
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An irony of Britain’s colonial history in America is that even after their defeat by the 

American colonies, conciliation continued as a trope in the government of First Nations 

peoples by the new United States of America. In his fifth annual Message to Congress, then 

President Washington remarked,  

 

After they [Congress] shall have provided for the present emergency, it will 

merit their most serious labors to render tranquillity with the savages 

permanent by creating ties of interest. Next to a rigorous execution of justice 

on the violators of peace, the establishment of commerce with the Indian 

nations in behalf of the United States is most likely to conciliate their 

attachment. But it ought to be conducted without fraud, without extortion, 

with constant and plentiful supplies, with a ready market for the commodities 

of the Indians and a stated price for what they give in payment and receive in 

exchange.86 

 

At the same time, the British and Americans were still involved in conflict on their borders 

in which First Nations lands and peoples were once again used as a buffer between the major 

combatants. The First Nations peoples eventually came to terms with the Americans in 1795. 

The following year, the British ceded the frontier posts in accordance with the Jay Treaty. As 

Brant lamented not long before, “This is the second time the poor Indians have been left in 

the lurch.”87 Neither friendship, nor conciliation had delivered the protection, provision or 

                                                   
86 Washington, G. [1793] ‘President Washington on Government Trading Houses’ in Purcha, F. P. (ed.) 

(2000), Documents of United States Indian Policy, University of Nebraska Press, Lincoln, p. 16  

87 Joseph Brant to Joseph Chew, 22 October 1794 and 19 January 1796 quoted in Calloway, Suspicion and 

Self-Interest, p. 58 
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relationship it had promised to First Nations peoples. For the British (and their United States 

successors) however, conciliation had succeeded in assuaging both their moral anxieties and 

their practical diplomatic imperatives. To understand this, we need to return to intellectual 

history in order to see how the colonial offer of conciliation imbibed a long (and deeply 

imperial) history of particular kinds of ‘friendship’.
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4.0 Friendly Encounters, Conciliated Settlement - Contact and Control in 

the Eighteenth Century   

 

In March 1768, not long before Lieutenant James Cook was about to set sail on his first 

Pacific voyage, Sir William Johnson was meeting with representatives of the Confederacy of 

the Six Nations, the Confederate nations of Canada and deputies sent from the Cherokee 

Nation. They were gathered at his home, Johnson Hall, to “treat of Peace”. Internal relations 

between the Indian confederacies had been strained, especially since the Seven Years War 

(1756 – 1763), but more problematic was the relationship between the First Nations Peoples 

and the British.  

 

Johnson wrote to the Secretary of State for the colonies the Earl of Shelburne (1737-1805), 

on the eve of the Congress; a meeting called in response to the murder of First Nations 

peoples by colonists. Johnson advised Shelburne the murders took place against a backdrop 

of other legitimate grievances and that First Nations peoples interpreted the latest incident as 

a “prelude to greater designs against them”.1 Johnson opened the Congress by reminding the 

Native American delegates that the murders had happened “regardless of the friendship 

subsisting between us.” He expressed a hope that they would recognise the murders as “a 

private act of a profligate individual and his accomplice”, and not a failure of good 

government. He suggested,  

                                                   
1 Sir William Johnson to the Earl of Shelburne, 14 March 1768 in Flick, A.C. (ed.) (1925) The Papers of Sir 

William Johnson Vol. 4, The University of The State of New York, Albany, p. 37 
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I make no doubt you will soon feel its effect (referring to the influence of the 

King and Shelburne)…and express your thanks for these tokens of friendship 

and justice, ‘till when, I desire you to do Justice to the good intentions of the 

English by a pacific conduct, and to cast away from this moment any sparks 

of resentment which may remain in your hearts together with all misgrounded 

Jealousys or suspicions of our integrity. 2 

 

Johnson framed his response to the grievances of the First Nations peoples in terms of a 

‘friendship’ and justice that they should be grateful for. In a stinging rebuttal that attested to 

the difference between British and First nations peoples’ interpretations of friendship and 

protection, their representative rose and reminded Johnson of the promises that were made 

to them: that their lands or peltry would not be encroached upon and that they would be able 

to travel without the risk of attack. He spoke of how the French had warned that the British 

would not be true to their word.  What had eventuated, he recounted, was that the British 

“rose up to crush us, The rum bottles hung at every door to Steal our lands” and that instead 

of English protection they were subject to their “Superior cunning” and murder. Furthermore, 

the subsequent promises of justice were hollow because, “the wise men of the towns will 

always be against us”. Further fuelling their resentment were the assurances they had been 

given that British law would restrain colonists, but that in practise it was of little effect, “we 

can see the blood you have spilled and the fences you have made, and surely it is but right 

                                                   
2 ‘Proceedings of Sir William Johnson with the Indians’, in Flick, A.C. (ed.) (1925) The Papers of Sir William 

Johnson Vol. 4, The University of The State of New York, Albany, p.38  
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that we should punish those who have done all this Mischief” he suggested.3 Eager to proceed 

with the signing of the peace treaty Johnson encouraged them to “put away all guile from 

your hearts, and never to think of any bad things which are past but to expect the good which 

is near at hand.”4 The treaty was duly signed.  

 

This exchange reveals that for First Nations peoples British friendship meant ongoing 

violence and dispossession, and they were fully aware of it. Despite this, the British continued 

to formulate friendship in positive terms, positing themselves as just and benevolent. As 

discussed in the previous chapter the confrontation of these conflicting realities of friendship 

endured even as Britain’s colonial presence in North America was diminished after the loss 

of her American colonies.  

 

Scholarship of late eighteenth-century conciliation and friendship typically focuses on the 

Pacific, particularly on individual relationships such as those that entered into by James Cook 

and Joseph Banks (1743-1820), with Tup’aia (1725-1770) and Mai (1751-1780), or the 

‘friendship’ of Governor Phillip and Bennelong.5 Some of this discussion has relied upon 

naive readings of friendship that fail to account for the complex ways in which ideas of 

friendship and conciliation have operated both rhetorically and practically in colonial 

governance. In this chapter I want to complicate this approach by arguing that efforts to form 

                                                   
3 ‘Proceedings of Sir William Johnson with the Indians’, in Flick, A.C. (ed.) (1925) The Papers of Sir William 
Johnson Vol. 4, The University of The State of New York, Albany, p. 46-48 
4 ‘Proceedings of Sir William Johnson with the Indians’, in Flick, A.C. (ed.) (1925) The Papers of Sir William 

Johnson Vol. 4, The University of The State of New York, Albany. p. 50 
5 Clendinnen, Dancing with Strangers; Smith, V. (2010) Intimate Strangers: Friendship, Exchange and 

Pacific Encounters, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge; An interesting exception is Ann McGrath’s 

discussion of gender relations in the early colonial period See McGrath, A. (1990) The white man’s looking 

glass: Aboriginal-colonial relations at Port Jackson, Australian Historical Studies, Vol. 24, No. 95, pp. 189-

206 
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friendships with, or conciliate the affections of, Indigenous peoples during colonial 

encounters or in the process of settler colonisation were not necessarily consistent with 

typical ideas of personal relations at that time. By considering the ways in which the idea of 

friendship in colonial contexts was contingent upon imperial ambitions it will become clear 

that interpreting conciliation as a simple desire to ‘make friends’ obfuscates the purposes of 

the strategy. In order to develop this more complicated appreciation of the relationship 

between friendship and conciliation in the context of colonial governance we need to 

understand how it has been discussed in the scholarly literature.  

 

4.1 The concept of friendship in Western political thought 

 

The concept of friendship is foundational to understanding how governance has been 

understood in the traditions of Western political thought. Evgeny Roshchin’s work on 

friendship in international relations makes clear that there have always been variety of ways 

that friendship is conceptualised in politics.  The Skinnerian approach Roshchin takes to 

charting and analysing the significant turning points in the conceptual history of friendship 

highlights the care with which we should apply the term. Making it clear that historically, 

political friendships were more prescriptive and less akin to personal friendship than we 

might imagine, Roshchin notes,  

 

 …the early modern discourse on politics and the law among nations was not 

dominated by the equation of personal and public friendships with the 

collateral moral imperatives. Instead it allowed for a variety of 
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conceptualizations of friendship articulated in diverse texts ranging from 

‘international compacts, discussions of rights, and duties of sovereigns and 

their subjects to moralist advice on princely conduct; it differentiated between 

public and private friendships, contracted legal friendships and affectionate 

relations.6  

 

Roshchin’s interrogation of the way friendship operated as a concept that legitimised 

particular political structures, makes it particularly useful scholarship for evaluating the place 

of friendship in legitimising colonial governance.7  

 

For Roshchin, international friendship (the term he uses to describe the use of friendship in 

relations between two states or between a state and the peoples it colonises) is not a perennial 

value but is a “contingent conceptual tool employed to promote particular political projects.”8 

As he and others have noted, the use of friendship in political discourse begins with its 

appearance in the texts of Greek and Roman governance.  

 

Classical texts formed the basis of the education of eighteenth century gentlemen. Alice 

Brandenburg notes that early eighteenth-century educators such as Henry Felton and 

Anthony Blackwell had emphasised the importance of the study of ancient writers, 

suggesting that their style and genius made them helpful to those who wished to learn oratory 

                                                   
6 Roshchin, E. (2009) Friendship in international relations: A History of the Concept, unpublished PhD thesis, 

University of Jykväskylä, p. 12 
7 Roshchin, Friendship in international relations, p. 24 
8Roshchin, Friendship in international relations, p. 3. I also note that relations with many Indigenous polities 

were not conducted in terms of a state to state relationship. 
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and rhetoric before entering public life.9 Education in the classics offered students a 

repertoire of moral, political, historical, artistic and literary tropes with which to approach 

contemporary issues. Martin Clarke details the teaching of the Classics at Cambridge and 

Oxford between the sixteenth to the eighteenth century. At Cambridge students read the work 

of Demosthenes, Cicero and Juvenal during their undergraduate years, sometimes including 

Livy and Sophocles. At Oxford in the mid–eighteenth century, undergraduate students were 

regularly examined on books such as Virgil’s Aenid, Theophastrus’s Characters, Cicero’s 

De Oratore and De Officiis and Tacitus’ Annals among others.10 For the young gentleman 

attending these universities this type of classical education provided the cultural references 

and vocabulary with which contemporary issues would be discussed. Given that it was often 

from among these graduates that the intellectuals and government administrators of the 

eighteenth century emerged, the importance of examining the Classical context of eighteenth 

century ideas of friendship in politics cannot be overstated.  

 

4.2 Classical friendship 

 

Friendship was one of the most popular terms in Greek and Roman political vocabularies.11 

When Aristotle discussed friendship between city states he used the term philia, and 

distinguished between political friendships, which could be entered into by parties who were 

not equal to one another, and friendships of virtue and pleasure that could only exist between 

                                                   
9 Brandenburg, A.S. (1947) English Education and Neo – Classical Taste in the Eighteenth Century, Modern 

language Quarterly, Vol. 8, Issue 2, pp. 174-193  
10 Clarke, M. (2014) Classical Education in Britain 1500 – 1900, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 

pp.70-71 
11 Roshchin, Friendship in international relations, p. 35 
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equals. Although Aristotle made this distinction, many later authors were more inclined to 

collapse this distinction and the use of personal virtuous friendship as a topos for political 

friendship persisted.12 Mitchell unpacks the various types of friendship types that existed in 

the Greek polis, noting that kinship in the political sense was most evident where the 

relationship was ‘horizontal’ between a city-state and its colony. This type of relationship 

created a set of mutual obligations particularly with respect to mutual protection. It could,  

but did not always rely on “racial kinship”, and sometimes relied on myth.13 A more 

formalised version of friendship developed from around the seventh century in Greece. 

Building on xenia (the term for guest friendship),14 states began appointing citizens to act as 

representatives in a form described as proxenia. Similar to xenia relationships, proxenia 

required an exchange to take place, usually of military support or protection. Proxenos 

(appointed representatives of states) could act as intermediaries in relationships between 

states, as foreign diplomats with states that were more geographically distanced and even as 

providers of religious sanctuary to those within territories hostile to their practices.15 There 

were some issues with this type of relationship. The potential for personal enrichment, and 

the way in which the title was appointed could be problematic insomuch as it had the potential 

to create factions. Eventually the role came to be an honorific one, sometimes used to flatter 

the bearer in the hope of political gain.16 

                                                   
12 Roshchin, Friendship in international relations, p. 37. The extent to which personal friendship was a 

feature of political relations is a contested point. For a summary of views see Konstan, D. (1997) Friendship 
in the Classical World, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, p.4 and Mitchell, L.G (1997) Greeks 

Bearing Gifts: the public use of private relationships in the Greek World, 435 – 323 BC, Cambridge 

University Press, Cambridge, p. 23 
13 Mitchell, Greeks Bearing Gifts, pp. 23- 27 
14 Baltzly, D. and Eipopoulos, N. (2009) ‘The Classical ideals of Friendship’ in Caine, B (ed), Friendship: a 

history, Equinox, London, p. 6 
15 Mitchell, Greeks Bearing Gifts, pp. 28 - 31 
16 Mitchell, Greeks Bearing Gifts, pp. 36 - 37 
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Importantly, friendship in Classical Greece had a distinctly political connotation. For the 

Greeks, friendship could be used to describe the relations that the Greek city–states had with 

‘others’ in the 5th and 4th centuries BCE. The final type of relationship involving friendship 

with ‘others’ in Greek states emerged in the fifth and fourth centuries BCE. Once again, 

reciprocity was a key feature of the relationship. Mitchell notes that while those from outside 

the city-state of Athens sought to access the benefits of citizenship, it was also the case that 

citizenship required the bearer to discharge particular duties to the polis in an exchange for 

those benefits (whether or not they chose to be actively involved in the politics of the polis).17 

For Mitchell, each of these political relationships depended upon a mutually agreed 

understanding of the rights and responsibilities of the parties to that relationship and their 

willingness to adhere to them.18 These methods of ‘guest friendship’ were fundamental to the 

flourishing of the Greek state, as it allowed their empire to incorporate diverse peoples into 

existing power structures. Blatzly and Epiopoulos note that the Peloponnesian war, and the 

civil wars that persisted after its conclusion saw the revival of yet another form of political 

friendship, homonoia or concord; a political slogan that signified a specifically political 

relationship among fellow – citizens that was sometimes identified with the idea of civic 

friendship. Common to each of these expressions of political friendship was the underlying 

maxim, “help friends and harm enemies”, making friendship not just an opportunity to benefit 

from the exchange of rights and responsibilities, but a political asset, a ‘good’ in the 

Aristotelian sense, in and of itself.  

 

                                                   
17 Mitchell, Greeks Bearing Gifts, pp. 37 - 39 
18 Mitchell, Greeks Bearing Gifts, p. 40 
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As Greek culture spread through lands conquered by Alexander the Great in the late 

classical/early Hellenistic period came a change in the way friendship was theorized and 

utilized in the political sphere.19  As small city-states gave way to an empire, the seat of 

power shifted correspondingly from the people to a king, or kings. The resultant 

concentration of power opened the possibility for personal favours to the king to be used as 

leverage for securing one’s own interest, or the interests of a particular group or region. Thus 

friendship expressed in terms of xenia and proxenia relationships became important 

diplomatic considerations designed to secure stability in the region of expanding Hellenistic 

influence.20 The idea of friendship also began appearing in treaties and decrees of the 

period.21 This usually involved the Greeks recognizing existing territorial rights and coupling 

them promises to provide military assistance should it be required.22 There are several 

instances of where friendship and alliance meant that the colonising power preserved the 

territorial rights of the colonised, allowed them to continue in the use of their own legal 

system and did not hinder their cultural practices. In fact, the Greeks were known to extend 

the right of citizenship between its city-states (isopoliteia), and in some cases to its colonies. 

In each of these cases the right to isopoliteia was based on the presence of philia. Gruen 

argues that it was this use of philia that was the precursor to the Roman’s use of amicitia in 

diplomacy. He argues though, that the Romans developed amicitia into a form of friendship 

had “an elastic character and “represented an informal and extra-legal relationship not 

                                                   
19 Blatzly & Epiopoulos, Classical ideals of Friendship, p. 26 
20 Mitchell, Greeks Bearing Gifts, p.75 
21 See the following treaties in Burnstein, S. M. (ed. And trans.) (1985) The Hellenistic Age from the Battle of 

Ipsos to the Death of KleopatraVII, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, ‘’Treaty between Antiochus I or 

II and Lysimachei’p.29; Decree of the Aitolian League recognizing the inviolability of Magnesia and 

Maeander’, p.40 ’Treaty between King Pharnakes I of Pontus and the City of Chersonesos’, p. 101 
22 Blatzly & Epiopouylos, Classical ideals of Friendship, p. 27 
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requiring a treaty, a pact, or any official engagements.”23 This was a means by which Greek 

territories were extended promises of freedom, and the restoration of laws and ancestral 

constitutions.24 In this way, the Romans by virtue of bestowing the unrepayable beneficium 

of freedom on the Greek states became the entrenched superior in a series of asymmetrical 

relationships.25 Inevitably this meant mentions of friendship in these contexts imbibed a 

propagandistic quality. For instance, the type of ‘freedom’ granted to the Greek states was 

not “atomistic independence for each community”; rather it was of a type that saw those 

states attached to Rome as a stronger power.26 

 

Using friendship in these diplomatic and political contexts was convenient because “it draped 

Rome in the garb of benefactor.”27 Friendship emerges in this context as part of the Romans’ 

“idealization of the past.”28 This narrative of progress from simple social life to sophisticated 

erudite empire was deeply embedded in Roman literature.29 Gruen makes the point that 

Cicero had described Rome’s acquisition of territory as a product of that historical 

understanding. That Rome had succeeded in its imperial quest by “treating even conquered 

peoples as beneficiaries and friends.”30  

 

                                                   
23 Gruen, E. S. (1984) The Coming of Rome, Vol.1 University of California Press, Berkeley pp. 54-95 

Amicitia could attend arbitral agreements, isopoliteia, asylia, peace treaties, royal marriages or military 

alliances; it could apply to an equal partnership or a relation between greater and lesser powers; it could 

signify firm co-operation or slack bonds of amity. 
24 Gruen, The Coming of Rome, pp. 140-141 
25 Gruen, The Coming of Rome, p. 206 
26 Gruen, The Coming of Rome, p. 146-7 
27 Gruen, The Coming of Rome, pp. 156-7 
28 Gruen, The Coming of Rome, pp. 159 
29 Virgil (1909) Virgil’s Aenid, translated by Dryden, J. P.F. Collier and Son, New York, Ovid, (1986) 

Metamorphoses, trans. A.D. Melville, Oxford university Press, Oxford 
30 Gruen, The Coming of Rome, p. 16 
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Writing against the backdrop of the political turmoil that followed the assassination of Julius 

Caesar in 44 BC, Cicero’s De Amicitia (On Friendship) was an attempt to revivify the 

moralistic basis of the relationship founded on virtue – harking back to Aristotelian 

conceptions of the idea.31 Cicero’s focus was primarily on interpersonal friendship. However, 

he also spoke of friendship as a crucial requirement for the historical development of society 

and empire, suggesting that,  

 

But if from the condition of human life you were to exclude all kindly union, 

no house, no city, could stand, nor, indeed, could the tillage of the field 

survive. If it is not perfectly understood what virtue there is in friendship and 

concord, it may be learned from dissension and discord.32 

 

He emphasises the point by suggesting that its absence makes way for tyranny,  

 

This indeed is the life of tyrants, in which there is no good faith, no affection, 

no fixed confidence in kindly feeling, perpetual suspicion and anxiety, and no 

room for friendship; for who can love either him whom he fears, or him by 

whom he thinks that he is feared?33 

 

                                                   
31 Mews, C. J. (2009) ‘Cicero on Friendship’ in Caine, B. (ed) Friendship: A History, pp. 61-72, London, 

Equinox Publishing, p. 70. Mews argues that Cicero was writing against the slide of amicitia into clientela.  
32 Cicero M.T. De Amicitia (On Friendship) and Scipio’s Dream, translated with an Introduction and Notes 

by Andrew P. Peabody, Little, Brown and Co., (1887). http://oll.libertyfund.org/titles/544#Cicero_0041-

03_35 
33 Cicero, De Amicitia (On Friendship) and Scipio’s Dream, http://oll.libertyfund.org/titles/544#Cicero_0041-

03_54  
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The good faith and virtue manifested in friendship, Cicero believed, was vital to the Romans’ 

ability to conquer, but to do so benevolently,  

 

Our dominion in Italy was at stake in wars under two commanders, Phyrrhus 

and Hannibal. On account of the good faith of one, we hold him in no 

unfriendly remembrance; the other because of his cruelty our people must 

always hate.34 

 

Cicero’s account of the importance of friendship to empire is a salient example of Paul 

Burton’s argument that a morally grounded language of friendship was the primary way in 

which the Romans chose to frame their relationships with international partners overseas.35 

Burton explains that classical conceptions of political friendship generally fell under two 

broad sub-categories, amicitae and clientelae.36   

 

The meaning of clientela changed as Rome became the dominant power in the region. As the 

number of relationships characterized by equality diminished, and asymmetrical 

relationships became the common form of political friendship amicitae came to be a “polite 

euphemism” for clientela so as to avoid causing offence to the subordinate party in the 

                                                   
34 Cicero, De Amicitia (On Friendship) and Scipio’s Dream, http://oll.libertyfund.org/titles/544#Cicero_0041-

03_41 
35 Burton, P. J. (2011) Friendship and Empire: Roman Diplomacy in the Middle Republic (353-146 BC), 

Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, p.2 
36 Since the publication of Ernst Badian’s Foreign Clientelae, the term amicitiae has typically referred to 

relationships between equals, and clientelae, has been used to describe relationships between superior and 

inferior parties. Badian defined clientelae as a form of political friendship wherein the client may be described 

as an “inferior entrusted by custom or by himself, to the protection of a stranger more powerful than he, and 

rendering certain services and observances in return for this protection. See Badian, E. (1958) Foreign 

Clientelae, Clarendon Press, Oxford 
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relationship. In this manner, Burton argues, the Romans created an ‘empire of trust’ based 

on relations with amici.37 There were many ways in which a party could become an amici of 

Rome. There were military alliances, diplomatic exchanges, agreements for facilitating troop 

movements or for the provision of military intelligence. In other cases, agreements were 

made to provide translation services or even advice and mediation between Rome and third 

parties. In the same manner as Greek philia, Roman amici relationships were built on the 

parties’ capacity to reciprocate. If a party was unable to reciprocate they became clientelae 

of the Roman state, and did not enjoy the same status, freedom and privilege afforded her 

amici.38   

 

Both Badian and Burton agree that Roman relations with her ‘free’ friends were based on 

duties owed in return for beneficia.39 Beneficia pertained to social relations one had with 

one’s social inferiors. This was part of a preserved “traditional aristocratic code: patriotic, 

generous to the poor, protective of dependants.”40 In this way beneficia came to be embedded 

in notions of ‘civilised friendship’ excluding those who lacked the resources to reciprocate, 

reinscribing their inferiority in the relationship. A similar dynamic was also embedded in 

systems of patronage that were a regular feature of Roman and Athenian life.41 While these 

patron – client relationships incorporated elements of benevolence, Cicero was careful to 

                                                   
37 Burton, Friendship and Empire, p.4 
38 Burton, Friendship and Empire, pp. 190-194, See also Gruen, The Coming of Rome, p.56 In some cases 

amici were considered equals with Rome, as in the case of a formal treaty negotiated between Marcus Fabius 
and the Camertians in 310 BCE. Livy records how this relationship continued to benefit Rome for at least 

three centuries in the form of Camertian support for Roman campaigns in Carthage and against the Cimbri. In 

return, Camertia celebrated the protection of Rome, and the glory of formal recognition of their status as 

equals; a status which was of greater value as Rome’s power and influences continued to grow. P. 88-89 
39 Burton, Friendship and Empire, p. 83 (Double check this is a quote in Burton) 
40 Griffin, M. (2003) ‘De Beneficiis and Roman Society’, The Journal of Roman Studies, Vol. 93, pp. 92-113, 

p. 95 
41 Buchan and Hill, History of Corruption, p. 30 
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differentiate them from amicitia because they were fundamentally instrumental, unstable and 

temporary in nature.42 

 

By contrast, true friendship according to Cicero, required at least some degree of reciprocity 

– the greater the degree the greater the likelihood of true friendship. As a leading figure in 

Roman politics, close to the centres of power he was pragmatic enough to understand the 

importance of friendly relations that a patron had with his clients. However, in his De 

Amicitia we see his first principle of friendship was that it could only occur between “good 

men”. Secondly, we note that this friendship pertained men of a certain status, capable of 

moral virtue.43 Cicero’s ‘good men’ were,  

 

…those whose actions and lives leave no question as to their honour, purity, 

equity and liberality; who are free from greed, lust, and violence; and who 

have the courage of their convictions.44 

 

These ‘good men’ were to be in “complete accord on all subjects human and divine, joined 

with mutual good-will and affection.” These friendships were considered to have a unifying 

influence,  

 

                                                   
42 Buchan and Hill, History of Corruption, p. 33. As noted in Chapters 2 and 4 of this thesis, webs of 

patronage still remained important in the political and intellectual circles of the eighteenth century, see also 

Andrew, E. (2006) Patrons of Enlightenment, University of Toronto Press, Toronto 
43 Mews, On Friendship, p. 71 
44 Cicero, De Amicitia (On Friendship) and Scipio’s Dream, http://oll.libertyfund.org/titles/544#Cicero_0041-

03_33 
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Nothing indeed yields a richer revenue than kind affections, nothing gives 

more delight than the interchange of friendly cares and offices. Then if we 

add, as we rightly may, that there is nothing which so allures and attracts aught 

else to itself as the likeness of character does to friendship it will certainly be 

admitted that good men love good men and adopt them into fellowship as if 

united with them by kindred and by nature.”45 

 

Cicero held the friendship of equals in the highest regard but admitted that there were varying 

degrees of friendship. His idealisation of political friendship between men who were equal 

in virtue and capacity to reciprocate was a reaction to the corrupting power of self–interest 

that occurred in many relationships between amicitia. He emphasised that instrumentality in 

friendship differed from ‘true friendship’.46 The seeds of instrumentality in the relationship 

risked it becoming a ‘vulgar friendship’. Like Aristotle, he accepted that some true 

friendships could develop instrumental features, but for Cicero utility was only permissible 

in friendships that had been well established on the basis of virtue or amor.47 He reasoned, 

“if it were utility that cemented friendships, an altered aspect of utility would dissolve 

them.”48  

 

                                                   
45 Cicero, De Amicitia (On Friendship) and Scipio’s Dream, http://oll.libertyfund.org/titles/544#Cicero_0041-

03_51 
46 Nicgorski,W. (2008) ‘Cicero’s Distinctive Voice on Friendship’ in von Heyking, J. & Avramenko, R. 

Friendship and Politics: Essays in Political Thought, University of Notre Dame Press, Notre Dame, Indiana, 

pp.84-111. 
47 Burton, Friendship and Empire, pp.49-50 
48 Cicero, De Amicitia (On Friendship) and Scipio’s Dream, http://oll.libertyfund.org/titles/544#Cicero_0041-

03_43 
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Some key points emerge from this brief analysis of friendship in Classical contexts. Firstly, 

friendship was a term applied to a multiplicity of personal and political relationships. The 

meanings of friendship in these contexts could be purposefully distinctive to mark out a 

particular type of relationship, or derivative and approximate, sometimes obfuscating 

meaning. Friendship was not a term that applied only to the Ciceronian ideal of masculine, 

virtuosity between equals of rank. While it did for the most part exclude women, it could be 

used to describe relations with social inferiors and political dependants who to varying 

degrees were deserving of beneficium. Significantly, both styles of friendship were thought 

in their own way to provide a bulwark against the corruption and degeneracy that could 

destabilise society and undermine empire.49  

 

4.3 From friendship to conciliation in the eighteenth century 

 

The Classical context outlined above is a crucial part of the story of contextualising 

friendship and conciliation in the eighteenth century. The period has particular significance 

in furthering our understanding of friendship in British colonial governance. As Krishan 

Kumar has noted, the educated class of Europeans that populated the ranks of the government 

and intelligentsia had Greek and Roman classics as the “backbone of their thought.”50 

Likewise, the perceptions of officers, artists and botanists on voyages such as Cook’s to the 

Pacific were shaped by their classical education; their empirical observations often 

generating periods of “extended comparative reflection” which in turn were expressed in 

                                                   
49 Buchan and Hill, Intellectual History of Corruption, p. 40   
50Kumar, K (2012) Greece and Rome in the British Empire: Contrasting Role Models, Journal of British 

Studies, Vol. 51. Issue 1, pp. 76-101 
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their journals and artworks.51 Ciceronian thought regarding friendship remained influential 

as fresh concerns about sustainable and just governance re–emerged in the wake of the 

Restoration crisis of the mid seventeenth century, and the Jacobite rebellions of the early 

eighteenth century.52 The rebellions had particularly influenced Scottish thinkers who were 

keen to expose the injustice of feudal societies, and to justify the social and economic changes 

that had given rise to prosperous and patriotic southern Scottish society beset by a supposedly 

‘barbarous’ and rebellious north.53 In reconfiguring the means by which a civilised, 

commercial society should be ordered, Scottish theorists such as Lord Kames, (1696-1782), 

Frances Hutcheson, David Hume and Adam Smith considered, as the Romans had, the roles 

that social relations and civic virtue played in shaping stable societies whose governments 

would uphold liberty and pursue justice. Each of their approaches had recourse to the role of 

beneficium (benevolence in the modern vernacular), and the ways in which this other–

regarding behaviour was a civilising influence on those who might be prone to corruption by 

self–interest. 

 

It was also from the Classical context that commerce as a civilising influence (another 

dominant idea of the eighteenth century), emerged. David Sacks notes that it was the Roman 

statesman and philosopher Seneca (4BC-AD65) that surmised that goods had been 

distributed to various regions on Earth to make it necessary for human beings to engage in 

                                                   
51 Joppien, R and Smith, B. (1985) The Art of Captain Cook’s Voyages: Volume Two: The Voyage of the 

‘Resolution and Adventure’ 1772 – 1775, Oxford University Press, Oxford, p. 95 
52 Goldie, M (2008) ‘The English System of Liberty’ in Wokler, R. and Goldie, M (eds.) The Cambridge 

History of Eighteenth Century Political Thought, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, p. 43 
53 Moore, J. (2008) ‘Natural Rights in the Scottish Enlightenment’ in Goldie, Mark and Wokler, Robert (eds) 

The Cambridge History of Eighteenth Century Political Thought, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 

pp. 291 – 316, p.  
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commerce with one another.54 Following this line of thought early seventeenth century jurist 

Alberico Gentili (1552-1608) ventured that, “if nature had given all things equally to all men, 

the reason for loving one another would readily be destroyed… This is the law of friendship 

and its strongest bond.”55 This thinking served to invoke the need for international beneficium 

or patronage on a global scale. As discussed in Chapter Three, the notion that this fusion of 

friendship and commerce precipitated peace gained traction in the eighteenth century in the 

works of Enlightenment thinkers. The development of these ideas was a complex process in 

that elements of it were historically derived, but also that they also became more embedded 

via their inscription into Enlightenment accounts of history.  

 

One example would be the way these ideas were comprehensively expressed in Edward 

Gibbon’s (1737 -1794) six-volume history The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire.56 

Gibbon determined that it had been the corruption of civic virtue that had led to Rome’s fall.57 

When it comes to the decline of Rome, Gibbon gives a scathing account of the failure of 

Arcadia – son of Theodosius (379 – 395 AD), last emperor to rule over a united Roman 

Empire. Gibbon examines his rule and finds him wanting, documenting how self–interest 

and parsimony developed “regardless of public opinion.” Gibbon suggests that Arcadia’s 

avarice, “attracted the wealth of the East by the various arts of partial, and general, extortion: 

oppressive taxes, scandalous bribery, immoderate fines, unjust confiscations, forced or 

                                                   
54 Lucius Annaeus Seneca, ‘De Ventis’, Naturales Questiones, V. 18.4, 14m in Seneca in Ten Volumes, edited 
and translated by Corcoran T. H. Harvard University Press, Cambridge, Massachusetts, (1972), Vol. 10, pp. 

114-5, 120 - 123 
55 Sacks, D.H. (2012) ‘The True temper of empire: dominion, friendship and exchange in the English Atlantic, 

c. 1575-1625, Renaissance Studies, Vol. 26 No. 4, pp. 531-558, p. 540 
56 Gibbon, E. [1776] ‘Chapter XXX’ in The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, Vol 5. 

Bury, J.B. (ed.) with an introduction by W. E. H. Lecky, Fred de Fau and Co., New York  
57 Pocock, J.G.A. (1976) Between Machiavelli and Hume: Gibbon as Civic humanist and philosophical 

Historian, Daedalus, Vol. 105, No. 3, pp. 153 – 169, p. 156 
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fictitious testaments, by which the tyrant despoiled of their lawful inheritance the children of 

strangers, or enemies; and the public sale of justice, as well as of favour, which he instituted 

in the palace of Constantinople.”  Among the other failings of Roman governance at the time 

was a neglect to, “conciliate the hearts of the soldiers and people, by the liberal distribution 

of those riches … acquired with so much toil, and with so much guilt.” Consequently, “his 

dependents served him without attachment; the universal hatred of mankind was repressed 

only by the influence of servile fear.” This failure can be contrasted with the success of Alaric 

(370-410AD) after he sacked Rome. Gibbon writes, “The emperor resided several months in 

the capital, and every part of his behaviour was regulated with care to conciliate the affection 

of the clergy, the senate, and the people of Rome.” The clergy were visited frequently, and 

gifts were given to the shrines of the apostles. He further describes how the new emperor 

excused the Senate from the public humiliation of the triumphal procession; how public 

games and spectacles such as the hunting of wild beasts were held to gratify the people, and 

finally there was dancing.58 Gibbon’s observations indicate that conciliation involved forms 

of benevolence designed not only to placate the governed, but also to foster in them an 

‘attachment’ that previous poor governance may have made difficult.  

 

Later in the same chapter Gibbon describes the means by which Italy finally came to peace 

with Alaric, “The tumult of virtue and freedom subsided; and the sum of four thousand 

pounds of gold was granted, under the name of a subsidy, to secure the peace of Italy, and 

to conciliate the friendship of the king of the Goths.”59 That the friendship was to be 

                                                   
58 Gibbon, E. [1776] ‘Chapter XXX’ in The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, Vol 5. 

Bury, J.B. (ed.) with an introduction by W. E. H. Lecky, Fred de Fau and Co., New York 
59 Gibbon, Chapter XXX, Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, Vol 5. Bury, J.B. (ed.) with an introduction 

by W. E. H. Lecky, Fred de Fau and Co., New York 
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conciliated between the Roman Senate and the Visigoth conqueror, Alaric also makes clear 

that friendship and conciliation were not one and the same thing. Conciliation was the process 

by which a governing power might establish good relations with a conquered party in order 

to engender attachment and stabilise governance. The type or nature of the friendship that 

they could be conciliated to was in all likelihood circumstantial, and dependant on the 

furtherance of their imperial interests. Indeed, they could even be conciliated to the vulgar 

friendships that Cicero despised – those based solely on instrumentality. 

 

4.4 Friendship in Eighteenth Century Britain 

 

In the same way that Roman ideas of friendship could be both specific and ambiguous, the 

use of the word friendship in mid–eighteenth century Britain could cover a range of 

relationships. In his 1755 publication of A Dictionary of the English Language Samuel 

Johnson (1709-1784) included entries for both friend and friendship. According to 

contemporary usage a friend was:  

 

1. One joined to another in mutual benevolence and intimacy: opposed to foe 

or enemy. 2. One without hostile intentions. 3.One reconciled to another. 4. 

An attendant, or companion. 5.Favourer; one propitious.6. A familiar 

compellation.60 

 

                                                   
60 Johnson, S. (1768) ‘FRIEND’ A Dictionary of the English Language Language…to which is prefixed An 

English Grammar (3rd edition) W.G. Jones, Dublin 
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 By extension, friendliness was defined as, “1. A disposition to friendship and 2. An exertion 

of benevolence.”61 To be friendly was to have a disposition that was kind, favourable and 

benevolent, and friendship (the relationship which Phillip is believed to have been seeking 

to achieve with the Indigenous peoples of New South Wales), was defined as, 

 

A state of minds united by mutual benevolence. 2. Highest degree of intimacy. 

3. Favour, personal kindness. 4. Assistance; help. 5. Conformity, affinity, 

correspondence. Aptness to unite.62  

 

Johnson’s definitions capture the multivalent nature of friendship. Consider the breadth of 

qualities encompassed by his definitions, including intimacy, a unity of minds, benevolence, 

favour, kindness, assistance, conformity, and tellingly: an absence of hostility. Between the 

outer parameters of these diverse qualities lies the ambiguity of friendship, and the distinct 

ambivalence with which it could be said to have been pursued as an objective of colonial 

government.  

 

Allan Silver’s examination of friendship in commercial society notes Adam Smith’s 

understanding of the relationship between kindness and benevolence. Silver shows that for 

Smith, 

…if one’s beneficence to another does not elicit commensurate kindness or 

gratitude: No man ever lost the fruits of his benevolence. If he does not gather 

                                                   
61 Johnson, S. (1768) ‘FRIENDLINESS’ A Dictionary of the English Language Language…to which is 

prefixed An English Grammar (3rd edition) W.G. Jones, Dublin 
62 Johnson, S. (1768)’FRIENDLY’ A Dictionary of the English Language Language…to which is prefixed 

An English Grammar (3rd edition) W.G. Jones, Dublin  
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them from the persons from whom he ought to have gathered them, he seldom 

fails to gather them, and with a ten-fold increase, from other people.63  

 

Presumably, where kindness and benevolence in the form of friendliness met with the 

expression of those same qualities in return, the resultant equivalence created the conditions 

for an ongoing friendship. Katharine Swett argues that the intimacy of friendships could be 

established by the ties of extended family, and between men, by discussion of their marital 

relationships. Beyond this, she suggests, intimacy was built up by verbal dexterity. That it 

was,  

 

…through language one might bask in the assurance of mutual regard and 

mutual dependence. The habits of gracious communication, light 

competitions in exchanging compliments, the very lavishness of the language 

of politeness, freed friends to express their affection for one another, their 

desire to continue the friendship, in extravagant, romantic terms that must 

have helped to absorb and cajole away animosity.64 

                                                   
63 Silver, A (1990) ‘Friendship in Commercial Society: Eighteenth-Century Social Theory and Modern 

Sociology’ The American Journal of Sociology, Vol. 95, No. 6, pp. 1474-1504 
64 Swett, K. (1999) "The Account between Us": Honor, Reciprocity and Companionship in Male Friendship in 

the Later Seventeenth Century,  Albion: A Quarterly Journal Concerned with British Studies, Vol. 31, No. 1, 

pp. 1-30 Swett’s argument makes it difficult to conceive of the existence of a friendship of any depth 

between those who did not share a common language – for instance Governor Phillip and Bennelong.  
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Swett is referring to male friendships, and as Sarah Lloyd notes, friendship was still a male 

bastion in the eighteenth century and benevolence often had both morally reformative and 

socially performative qualities that reinscribed the superiority of those who were in a position 

to exercise it. Lloyd argues it was a “comprehensive moral and religious quality” that 

“connoted appropriate feeling” that was fundamental to the way charity was understood in 

the period. For Lloyd, one’s ability to exercise benevolence defined how a member of civil 

society behaved and consequently demarcated difference (whether religious, national, social, 

racial or sexual). In this way benevolence was intrinsic to issues of “social order, property 

and rights to legitimising existing social structures.” In the eighteenth century, events such 

as the parading of poor children, or orphans before wealthy gentlemen served to “assert moral 

authority, bridge divisions and maintain boundaries.” It marked the subordination of the 

children within a social and moral hierarchy, thereby guaranteeing the superiority of those 

who exercised benevolence towards them, thereby facilitating what The Times described as 

the beneficial effects...from a well-regulated society”.65  

 

For eighteenth century British gentlemen, friendship implied a moral hierarchy and a well-

regulated society which assumed a distinct hierarchy that informed the selection of exactly 

who one could be a friend to, or merely just friendly with. A well-regulated society of course, 

relied on a commonality of understanding of what we would now call culture – the manners, 

customs and habits of a people. A difficulty arose when the expansion of Britain’s maritime 

Empire brought the British into contact with people whose manners and customs varied 

                                                   
65 Lloyd, S. (2002) Pleasing Spectacles and Elegant Dinners: Conviviality, Benevolence and Charity 

Anniversaries in Eighteenth Century London, The Journal of British Studies, Vol. 41, No. 1 pp. 23 – 57 
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markedly from their own, thus marking them as being apart from established norms of 

society. While the British may have approached non–Europeans with what they considered 

to be kind and benevolent intentions, the social distance between them meant that a 

progression from friendliness to friendship of the kind considered typical in the eighteenth 

century would have been difficult, if indeed it was sought at all. The business of European 

empires then, involved ‘civilising’ Indigenous peoples to conform to certain norms and 

expectations of the colonisers. Not to render them alike necessarily, but to perpetuate 

European superiority.66 Having discussed the use of the language of friendship and 

conciliation in Britain’s American colonies to achieve this, we can now turn our attention to 

the British presence in the Pacific.  

 

4.5 Pacific friendship 

 

The British Admiralty’s concerted efforts in the South Pacific began with Samuel Wallis’s 

(1728-1795) voyage in the Dolphin in 1766 and reached its peak in the three voyages of 

James Cook between 1768 and 1779.67 Although establishing markets or extracting resources 

there was of less importance than it had been in America (initially at least), workable relations 

with the Indigenous peoples remained crucial. Good relations enabled access to resources 

such as fresh food and water required to sustain healthy crews and facilitated the observations 

that underpinned the scientific elements of the voyages. From the journal of Joseph Banks, 

                                                   
66 Buchan, B. A. (2005) ‘Subjects of benevolence: concepts of society and civilisation in early colonial 

indigenous administration, Journal of Australian Studies, Vol. 29, No. 85, pp. 37-48, p. 38 
67 For a discussion of the British Admiralty decisions to explore the Pacific see Williams, G. (1999) ‘‘To 

Make Discoveries of Countries Hitherto Unknown’: The Admiralty and Pacific Exploration in the Eighteenth 

Century’’, in Frost, A and Samson, J (eds.) Pacific Empires: Essays in Honour of Glyndwr Williams, 

Melbourne University Press, Carlton, pp. 13-31, 
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we get a sense of the difficulty the Endeavour crew experienced in forming any type of 

connection with Indigenous peoples on the coast of New Holland (later, New South Wales). 

Banks writes,  

 

That they are a very pusillanimous people we had reason to suppose from 

every part of their conduct in every place where we were except Sting Rays 

(Botany) Bay, and there only the instance of the Landing of our two boats full 

of men for near a quarter of an hour and were not to be drove away till several 

times wounded with small shot, which we were obliged to do so as at that time 

we expected their Lances to be poisoned from the quantity of gum that was 

about their points; but upon every other occasion both there and everywhere 

else they behaved alike, shunning us and giving up any part of the country 

which we landed upon at once… 68 

 

Rodiger Joppien and Bernard Smith have argued that the reason for paucity of artistic 

material relating to the Endeavour’s voyage along Australia’s east coast is that their contact 

with the Aborigines was not “stable or amicable enough” to permit detailed drawings to be 

made.69 Banks observations may explain why. Not only were the Indigenous inhabitants 

perceived to lack the courage to stay and greet them, but if they did, they risked being subject 

to violence if the British suspected them as having sufficient courage to pose a potential 

threat. The prescription of such a narrow range of acceptable behaviour reminds us that these 

                                                   
68 Banks, Journal II, p.134 quoted in Joppien and Smith, (1985) The Art of Captain Cook’s Voyages Volume 

One: The Voyage of the Endeavour 1768 – 1771, Oxford University Press, Oxford, p. 44 
69 Banks, Journal II, p.134 quoted in Joppien and Smith, (1985) The Art of Captain Cook’s Voyages Volume 

One: The Voyage of the Endeavour 1768 – 1771, Oxford University Press, Oxford, p. 44 
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moments of cross–cultural contact were fraught with the potential for mutual 

misunderstanding, even if observers such as Banks were not always cognisant of their actions 

being misinterpreted. Certainly, the recognition of mutual difficulty appears to elude Banks 

on this occasion. Perhaps this is because it contrasted so sharply with the interactions he and 

his shipmates experienced elsewhere. In other Pacific locations, contact with local peoples 

had been easier to initiate, more sustained and thus more readily refined.  

 

For the British, it was commerce and traces of shared sensibilities that lent stability and 

amicability to other Pacific exchanges. As noted earlier, the intertwining of friendship and 

commerce in the form of amicable strangership, facilitated proximity, and thus the space for 

observation and the cultivation of useful relationships.70 Yet the potential for the deleterious 

effects of this commerce, and the complex ways in which ideas of friendship operated in 

these spaces did not go unnoticed. George Forster (1754-1794), who travelled with his father 

Johann Reinhold Forster (1729-1798) on Cook’s second Pacific voyage (1772-1775), wrote 

in his A Voyage Around the World that, “We came to destroy under the specious mask of 

friendship”71 It could be argued that friendship in the form of commerce afforded the greatest 

mask, since it legitimised the exchange of commodities, the formation of intimacies, the 

learning of language and the formation of hierarchies of power. Friendship even operated to 

delineate who was not a friend. On more than one occasion on Cook’s voyages, those who 

stole from Cook and his crew were marked as unfriendly. Their intent to simply take what 

                                                   
70 For a discussion of the intertwining of sexual intimacy and trade see Gascoigne (2007) Captain Cook: 

Voyager Between Worlds, Continuum, London, p. 195 
71 Quoted in Smith, Intimate Strangers, p.10 
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was neither gifted by benevolent gesture, or valued, sold or exchanged marked them out has 

having transgressed British norms of friendship. 

 

The key feature of colonisation that friendship masked was violence. Alecia Simmonds 

argues that the “casual intertwining of friendship and violence” during British exploration of 

the Pacific owed much to the intellectual histories of friendship and hospitality as they 

operated within the natural law tradition.72 Simmonds explains how Spanish philosopher and 

jurist Francisco de Vitoria (1483–1546) drew on the work of Cicero to legitimise trade with 

indigenous peoples so long as they harmed neither them nor their country. Later, Dutch jurist 

Hugo Grotius (1583–1645) would substantiate the importance of friendship by recognising 

that elements such as the air, sea and shore were common property and as such any person 

or nation should have access to them, and that disruption of access would incur legal sanction. 

This precipitated the need for negotiation, and hence the development of global friendship. 

The mid–eighteenth century Swiss jurist, Amer de Vattel (1714-1767) noted in his The Law 

of Nations (1758) that nations, like people, were social and as such were obliged to “cultivate 

the friendship of the other nations”.73 For Vattel, friendship included the exchange of 

knowledge and products, and it was his belief that in friendship, these behaviours would 

displace the violence of conquest. Simmonds, following Lauren Benton, considers Vattel’s 

ideas to have been more of a ‘resource than road map’.74 For Simmonds, British colonial 

authorities in the Pacific constructed and performed the moral hierarchies they expected 

Pacific peoples to engage positively with in the name of friendship. As she skilfully 
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demonstrates, compliance with those hierarchies could be read as having formulated 

friendship, and by extension Indigenous peoples’ consent to the British presence. In this way 

trade could signify friendliness, if not necessarily friendship and a concomitant absence of 

violence.75 Gascoigne notes that on occasion ceremony and violence could also act as 

precursors to friendship in the colonisation of the Pacific. He discusses how the violence that 

took place during Wallis’s voyage to Tahiti in 1767 “had shown the iron hand in the European 

glove” relieving Cook of the need to resort to large-scale violence when he landed there in 

1769.76 Although, as we saw in Chapter Two, Cook did not hesitate (especially by his final 

voyage) to administer a physical rebuke in the spirit of friendliness if he thought it would 

was necessary to administer justice or remind Indigenous peoples of the Pacific of their 

obligations to the British.  

 

Conversely, transgressions of these laws of friendship and the hierarchies they resulted in 

(say by acts of theft or violence) required reconciliatory acts, so that friendship and the 

concomitant legitimisation of the British presence might be restored. The means by which 

friendships might be established (or later, re–established) in these moments of cross–cultural 

contact have been well documented, but it is worth noting that gifting was a significant 

process in the development of friendship. Gifting could establish the British as benevolent, 

while simultaneously commencing a cycle of reciprocity that could be read as friendship. But 

as Simmonds has demonstrated, when efforts to exchange gifts or engage in commerce were 

disrupted by theft or rebuffed though lack of interest, friendship became fractious or 
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remained a forlorn hope, a demonstration of what Vanessa Smith has called “the script of 

Empire as a theatre of false friendship”.77  

 

If the voyages of Wallis and Cook in the Pacific islands were part of the theatre of empire, 

then the arrival of Governor Phillip and the First Fleet in New South Wales in 1788 might 

represent an early scene in its post–American second act. Conciliation as a strategy of 

governance had been auditioned in the North American colonies in the strategies of William 

Johnson and others based in the colonies rather than the metropole. In Sydney, conciliation 

took centre stage as the first policy for Britons living alongside the First Nations peoples of 

New South Wales. Its role, I argue here, was to beckon friendship from the wings.  While 

Cook had been told to “cultivate a friendship” and found it difficult to do so because he had 

no lasting interactions with Indigenous peoples of New South Wales, it was expected that 

Phillip would get closer to them and draw Indigenous people into a relationship that would 

allow him to conciliate them to the ongoing British presence.  

 

Vanessa Smith briefly considers the transition from friendship to conciliation by referring to 

the instructions given to George Vancouver (1757–1798) in 1791 to “conciliate to friendship” 

of the ‘natives’ he might encounter on his voyages through the Pacific and the Pacific 

northwest coast of North America.78 She suggests the use of the phrase is a “less optimistic” 

response to the untimely death of Cook at the hands of local Hawaiian peoples.79 As this and 

previous chapters have demonstrated however, the British had a very long previous 

                                                   
77 Smith, Intimate Strangers, p. 10 
78 Present-day Canada 
79 Smith, Intimate Strangers, p.7  



 

 31 

experience of colonial conciliation. Indeed, the Admiralty had proposed conciliation as a 

policy for dealing with indigenous peoples in Phillip’s 1787 instructions. Vancouver’s 

instruction, especially when read in the light of early efforts by the British in New South 

Wales can be seen to subtly acknowledge that there existed a phase somewhere between non–

aggression (one form of friendship) and complete acceptance of the norms of British society, 

including legal and commercial relationships. The role of conciliation then, was to maintain 

the former type of friendship while developing a capacity in the local populations to engage 

in the latter. Deirdre Coleman suggests that the ‘kindness’ exhibited in what I suggest is a 

space between types of friendship, allows “those who wish to present the early years of 

colonisation in New South Wales as pristine, a period of genuine curiosity and friendly 

overtures, untainted by the frontier racial violence which was to follow in the nineteenth 

century”.80 In a similar vein Penny Russell identifies that expressions of peace and goodwill 

formed part of a suite of resources that might appear “superficial in the glaring context of 

dispossession”, but that nevertheless conveyed meaning. She notes that courtesy, “rarely 

stemmed the violence” but that it did facilitate opportunities for contact and conversation 

between “two sets of human beings”.81 That contact, and those conversations have been 

captured in the relationships the British established with key intermediaries in colonial 

contexts. Some of these more well-known relationships are explored below. 

 

                                                   
80Coleman, D. (2005) Romantic Colonization and British Anti – Slavery, Cambridge University Press, 

Cambridge, p.164 -167 
81 Russell, P. (2010) Savage or Civilised?: Manners in Colonial Australia, University of New South Wales 

Press, Sydney 
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4.6 Personal ‘Friendships’ in Colonial Contexts 

 

The contact and conversation of which Russell speaks has become of increasing interest in 

trying to understand Australia’s early colonial period. Historians of the period usually devote 

at least some of their narrative to interpersonal cross–cultural friendships as a way of 

understanding the broader colonial relationship. In the Pacific context the relations between 

Cook, Banks and Mai are scrutinised and considered as friendships to varying degrees. 

Gascoigne notes that three Pacific intermediaries, the Ra‘iatean priest and navigator, Tupaia 

(c.1725-1770), his countryman, Mai, and Hitihiti,82 who completed a circuit of the Pacific 

were all “regarded with affection by their British shipmates.83 Smith focuses on the 

relationship between Joseph Banks, Tupaia and Mai (and to a lesser extent, Cook), arguing 

that in Banks’ depiction of the relationships, and in the willingness of Tupaia and Mai to act 

as cultural informants there is an “affective attachment” based on a “degree of 

identification.”84 Smith’s is an intricate reading of the relationships, and indeed the power 

relations that transpired between those men. She effectively juxtaposes the friendly, but cool 

and instrumental relationship between Cook and Tupaia with the warm, intimate, reciprocal 

and idealised friendship of Tupaia and Banks. For Cook, Tupaia is a “functionary” – a 

translator and navigator that makes elements of the voyage easier, but in so doing presents 

Cook with a troubling equivalence of capability and authority. He is useful, but the 

relationship lacks the element of reciprocity that lends the relationship the Ciceronian 

                                                   
82 The dates of Hithiti’s birth and death are unavailable. 
83 Gascoigne, J (2007) Cook: Voyager Between Worlds, Hambledon Continuum, London, p. 32 
84 Smith, V. (2009) ‘Banks, Tupaia, and Mai: Cross cultural exchanges and friendship in the Pacific’, 

Parergon, Vol. 26. No. 2, pp.139 – 160, p.139  
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credentials of ideal friendship. Anne Salmond notes that when it became evident that Tupaia 

would be of no use as an intermediary with the First Nations peoples on the coast of New 

South Wales he became marginalised among his shipmates, having lost his useful role.85  

 

Tupaia’s relationship with Banks had a different tone altogether. For Smith, Banks’s 

comparative youth (to the similarly aged Cook and Tupaia) leaves a space for a form of 

mentorship that transcends his utility. In their shared sexual intimacy with the Tahitian 

‘queen’, Purea,86 Smith contends that it was Banks who found a legitimation of friendship 

by way of Tupaia’s consent to the relationship. She suggests that by pursuing a relationship 

with Purea, Banks had transgressed British social mores, not so much because of his sexual 

liaison with a Tahitian – these were common enough on Cook’s voyages – but because of his 

rank in society. But as Gunson has noted, Purea’s status in Tahitian society, conveyed 

through her lineage and her marriage, was unrivalled. Bank’s bonding with Tupaia is just as 

likely to have been an extension of the highly gendered friendship dynamics of young British 

men referred to earlier in this chapter, excluding Purea not because of she wasn’t British, or 

off high enough rank, but because she was female.87 

 

 Cook’s attitude to these sexual relationships was well known to be negative,88 and in the 

‘friendly’ acceptance of the priest, Tupaia, it may be that Banks received a substitute approval 

                                                   
85 Salmond, Trial of the Cannibal Dog, p. 155 
86 The exact details of Purea’s date of birth and death are unknown. For a brief discussion of her lineage and 

role in Tahitian society see - Gunson, N. (1964) ‘Great Women and Contract Friendship Rites in Pre – 

Christian Tahiti’, The Journal of the Polynesian Society, Vol. 73, No. 1, pp. 53-69, p.61-62  
87 Gunson, N. (1964) ‘Great Women and Contract Friendship Rites in Pre – Christian Tahiti’, The Journal of 

the Polynesian Society, Vol. 73, No. 1, pp. 53-69, p.61-62  
88 Cook’s disapproval stemmed from the experience of previous voyages. For instance, when the Dolphin had 

docked in Tahiti in 1767 the trade of iron for sexual favours had robbed the ship of many of the nails that held 

it together. The terms of trade became unfavourable to the British as the bargaining power lay with those who 
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that diminished the sense of sexual scandal thus allowing a bond to form.89 What is clear 

from the contemporary sources and Smith’s reading of them is that the development of 

reciprocity, and the positioning of Tupaia as a friend was the result of a, “recognition of 

equality – which must effectively involve an acknowledgement of aspects of superiority”.90 

Smith demonstrates that it is this recognition of Tupaia’ rank as priest, but also of the Tahitan 

system of taio that facilitates their particular friendship. Having done so, Banks envisages 

time with Tupaia on the voyage from the Pacific to the metropole to involve “improving and 

interesting conversation, mutual respect and admiration, real amusement.”91 The continuing 

friendship was not to be, as Tupaia died en-route in Batavia.92 

 

In a glimpse of the way friendship could be complicated by hierarchies that were “ostensibly 

intellectual and implicitly in rank” Smith examines Banks’s relationship with Mai, who 

travelled to London with Tobias Furneaux on the Adventure in 1774.93 Cook once again was 

a disapproving voice, deeming Mai to be “not a proper sample” due to his lesser status and 

(in Cook’s opinion) commensurate behaviour and intelligence. Smith contends that in the 

case of Banks and Mai it is in Britain, and in the British imagination, rather than the Pacific, 

that the friendship between the Oceanian and the Briton was formed. For example, the 

interpretation of the relationship between Banks and Mai as friendship appears to owe more 

                                                   
had control of over the provision of women for the provision of sexual intimacy. While Cook was concerned 

by the negative impact on Britain, he also lamented the effects of sexually transmitted disease on local 

populations. See Salmond, Trial of the Cannibal Dog, p. 49-50 For an understanding of Cook’s interpretation 

of sexual intimacy as a form of commerce see Hermes, K. A. (2009) ‘Getting Nailed: Reinventing the 
European – Pacific Encounter in the Age of Global Capital’ in Ritzenhoff, K.A and Hermes, K. A. (eds.) Sex 

and Sexuality in a Feminist World, Cambridge Scholars Publishing, Newscastle upon Tyne, pp.372 - 3 
89 Smith, V., Banks, Tupaia, and Mai, p. 141 
90 Smith, V., Banks, Tupaia and Mai, p. 149 
91 Smith, V., Banks, Tupaia and Mai, p. 139 
92 For a more detailed account of Tupaia’s life and interactions with Europeans see Druett, J. (2011) Tupaia: 

Captain Cook’s Polynesian Navigator, Praeger, California 
93 Smith, V. Banks, Tupaia and Mai, p. 154-155 
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to the satirists of London than it does to any organic bond between the two men. Indeed, 

Rodiger Joppien and Bernard Smith point out that the salient feature of the reading of the 

relationship is its very incommensurability. While Tupaia and Banks were to be linked by 

the bonds of science, and their relationship with Purea, Mai and Banks were coupled by the 

less respectable links of the perception of them both being perceived as dilettantes and 

lotharios.94 Joppien and Smith’s argument that Banks’ relationships with Mai and Tupaia 

were only “interpretable to his contemporaries through the medium of satire” is telling here, 

coming as it does alongside the recognition that those friendships had embraced both affinity 

and mentorship in their development. It reminds us that even when such cross-cultural 

friendships embodied both the conceptual and the performative elements of contemporary 

understandings of friendship, and whether they were conceived in the pacific Pacific or the 

sophisticated metropole, the recognition of them as friendship remained problematic.  

 

4.7 Conclusion  

 

Friendship as a feature of political discourse has a long, interesting, and at times, complex 

history. The use of friendship in the discourse of British colonial governance is no exception. 

This chapter has traced the connections between Classical ideas of friendship in political 

discourse and their reinvigoration in British colonial governance in the eighteenth century. It 

has detailed the ways in which the concept of friendship has been used to describe a variety 

of relations, each with their own contingent set of expectations. In doing so, it has shown that 

a conflation of the idea of friendship and conciliation is a fraught approach to understanding 

                                                   
94 Smith, V. Banks, Tupaia and Mai, p. 159 
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conciliation given the range of meanings of friendship that have evolved in varied social and 

political contexts.  Furthermore, it has highlighted that understandings of the practice of 

friendship varied between Europeans, and the non – Europeans they came into contact with. 

 

For the British, friendship in the eighteenth century was bound up in ideas of trade and 

commerce, and the expectation that engaging ‘Others’ in these activities could have a 

‘civilising’ influence. However, if Indigenous peoples were perceived to have transgressed 

British standards of acceptable behaviour in relation to trade or other social exchanges, it was 

not considered inconsistent with friendship to discipline or punish them. Indeed, it was 

considered benevolent to teach them of superior European ways. By ‘civilising’ them in this 

way, the British would find it easier to conciliate them to the British presence, and ultimately 

to their ideas of property, law and personal conduct. By looking at the personal relationships 

between some elite British voyagers and some of the Indigenous intermediaries they 

‘befriended’ in the Pacific we can identify the instrumentality inherent in those relationships 

- the kind Cicero referred to as vulgar friendship.  

 

Determining the type of friendship enacted in a particular colonial context is vital. As this 

chapter has shown, to be more aware of these differences in the rhetoric and practice of 

friendship and conciliation allows the historian to capture the complexity of relations 

between the imperial powers and the Indigenous peoples they interacted with. The following, 

final chapter of this thesis focuses on British efforts to conciliate and ‘befriend’ the 

Indigenous peoples of New South Wales. In light of the material contained in the previous 

chapters of this thesis its examination of relations between colonial administrators reveals 

that efforts to conciliate Indigenous peoples were neither novel nor peaceful. Instead, they 
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belonged to a long history of strategies of governance that embraced violence even as 

administrators continued to frame colonisation as both civil and civilising. 
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5.0 Conciliation and Colonisation: ‘Befriending’, ‘Domesticating’ and 

Displacing Indigenous Peoples in New South Wales 1788 – 1820 
 

 

In the preface to his 1798 account of The English Colony in New South Wales Judge Advocate 

and Secretary of the Colony, David Collins (1756-1810) shared the opinion that among his 

reasons for writing his history of the first eight years of the New South Wales colony was a 

hope that, “the untutored savage, emerging from darkness and barbarism, might find 

additional friends among the better–informed members of civilized society.”1 That the 

Indigenous people of the colony were yet to acquiesce to these hopes is evident in Collins’s 

reflective summation of their ‘Dispositions’ in the account’s appendix. The hope for an 

increase in friendship and the benefits that might flow from it are evident in Collins’ 

appraisal. He remarks,  

 

They are susceptible of friendship… With attention and kind treatment, they 

certainly might be made a very serviceable people. I have seen them employed 

in a boat as usefully as any white person; and the settlers have found some 

among them, who would go out with their flock, and carefully bring home the 

right numbers, though they have but any knowledge of numeration above 

three or four. 2 

 

While Collins spoke hopefully of friendship in a time of escalating conflict, his use of the 

somewhat slippery ‘susceptible’ also seems to suggest that there was an influence that might 

                                                   
1 Collins, The English Colony in New South Wales, p. viii 
2 Collins, The English Colony in New South Wales, p. 600 
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be exerted within the context of that friendship; that with ‘kind treatment’ the ‘befriended’ 

might be rendered serviceable. When considered in conjunction with the instruction to Phillip 

to “conciliate their affections”, Collins’s remarks about rendering Indigenous peoples as 

‘serviceable’ might be seen as one of the ways by which an “Intercourse with these people 

may be turned to the advantage of this country”.3 As the senior legal official of the colony 

Collins would have been familiar both with the instruction to conciliate, and the outcomes 

the Admiralty were seeking by its implementation. He would have understood the 

significance of its repetition in the Instructions to the colony’s second governor, John Hunter 

(1737 – 1821) (g. 1795 – 1800) whom Collins describes as humane, intelligent and capable 

of exercising the discretion required to, 

 

…secure the savage islander from injury and mortification; reconcile him to 

the restraints, and induce him to participate in the enjoyments, of civilized 

society; and instruct him to appreciate justly the blessings of rational freedom, 

whose salutary restrictions are not less conducive to individual benefit than to 

the general weal.4 

 

In Collins’s evaluation of both Hunter’s disposition and the manner in which he expects he 

will proceed with the governance of the colony’s Indigenous peoples we are given glimpses 

into the way conciliation was to be pursued and to what ends. 

  

                                                   
3 Governor Phillip’s ‘Instructions’, in Historical Records of Australia, ed. F. Watson, 33 vols. Library 

Committee  
4 Collins, The English Colony in New South Wales, Vol. 1, p. ix 
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In this final chapter I will look at the ways in which the early governors of New South Wales 

sought to enact the ongoing instruction to conciliate between 1788 and 1820. The chapter 

will demonstrate that “to conciliate their affections” involved a range of strategies that 

reflected understandings of colonial relations, between coloniser and colonised. These 

understandings were consistent with Enlightenment thought, continued established patterns 

of British colonial governance, and evolved in response to the particular conditions in New 

South Wales. I will argue that in the period of early contact those strategies were enacted to 

engender the type of friendly relations that secured mutual non-aggression and facilitated the 

establishment of a colonial presence. While it is clear there were efforts to minimise violence, 

I will argue that in New South Wales conciliation was aimed at constructing the same 

hierarchies of property and power that had been legitimised by violence in earlier colonial 

contexts.5 I will show how with sustained contact in New South Wales, efforts to conciliate 

countenanced increased violence even as British officials sought to ‘civilize’ and 

‘domesticate’ the Indigenous peoples they governed. As the colony expanded to 

accommodate increased settler populations and pressure mounted on the fragile ‘friendly 

relations’ that had been established, colonial authorities pursued conciliation by exerting 

greater control over the lives of the Indigenous inhabitants, while relaxing policies that 

                                                   
5 In the American context, when colonist’s acts of benevolence were met with violence from Native 

Americans this operated as a justification for increased violence towards them. Drawing upon Secretary to the 

Virginia Company, Edward Waterhouse’s response to the 1622 massacre of 347 Jamestown colonists, David 

Sacks argues that this event defeated hopes that the social order of a colony could be created on the basis of 

the “power of friendship and benevolence and the blessings of exchange.” Waterhouse made his rationale 
clear when he reflected on events, “Without remorse or pity these beasts massacred those from whom they 

had daily received many benefits and favours.” Instead, they had lost, “all humanity, but put on a worse and 

more unnatural brutishness…contrary to all the laws of God and men, Nature and Nations.”5 For Waterhouse, 

“the treacherous violence of the Savages” set the colonists at liberty to use violence in response where “[their] 

hands…were before tied with gentleness and fair usage.” See Sacks, D.H. (2012) ‘The true temper of empire: 

dominion, friendship and exchange in the English Atlantic, c. 1575 – 1625’, Journal for the Society of 

Renaissance Studies, Vol. 26, No. 4, p.556 
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protected them from violence.6 By tracing the development of these strategies it will become 

clear that the ‘friendship’ pursued by colonial authorities was so inherently instrumental as 

to correspond with Cicero’s vulgar friendship. I will also show that although those strategies 

were couched in a rhetoric of friendship, they embraced rather than excluded violence.7  

 

The chapter consists primarily of three parts, the first of which examines the means by which 

the British conciliated the Indigenous peoples to friendship – that is, to a state of not being 

enemies; a tacit pact of mutual non-aggression. The second section looks at the ways the 

British enacted conciliation through their relations with Indigenous intermediaries. In the 

final section I will look at the ways in which Indigenous peoples were conciliated to British 

governance by their ‘civilization’ and ‘domestication’ and how conciliation figured in the 

regulation of peoples and spaces in the expanding colony in an effort to protect and promote 

British interests.  

 

5.1 Conciliation on Contact: Cook to Phillip 

 

In eighteenth century European thought, friendship implied a high degree of social 

commonality (of rank or status) that allowed a show of reciprocity or intimacy among the 

parties to it. At the same time, the term ‘friend’ was used in relation to the First Nations 

peoples of New South Wales where none of these elements could be said to have been 

                                                   
6 The evolution of conciliatory strategies is not unlike what Lisa Ford refers to as the “constant juridical 

innovation” that was used to regulate settler communities between the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. 

See Ford, Settler Sovereignty, p. 17 
7 Cicero, De Amicitia (On Friendship) and Scipio’s Dream, http://oll.libertyfund.org/titles/544#Cicero_0041-

03_43 
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established. Like Cook, who in the early 1770s bemoaned that “we could know but very little 

of their customs as we never were able to form any connections with them,” those who 

arrived with the First Fleet in 1788 felt an urgency to make connections with the local 

peoples.8 Nicholas Thomas suggests that it was Cook’s efforts to establish connections that 

“shaped the patterns of contact and colonisation over the succeeding half century.”9  

 

Cook’s approach to his interaction with the Indigenous peoples of New South Wales relied 

on his experience in the Pacific. It is also the case that Cook’s relationships in the Pacific had 

been shaped by those who had visited before him. Salmond notes for instance, that the earlier 

visit of Samuel Wallis (1728-1795) had meant the Tahitians were already afraid of the violent 

effects of British weapons when Cook arrived, and consequently his initial interactions with 

them were sufficiently friendly to avoid major conflict.10 In Tahiti and elsewhere in the 

Pacific, Cook’s encounters were also shaped by the evolving understanding of non–

Europeans by Europeans as detailed in Chapter Two, and eighteenth century ideas about the 

relationship between commerce and friendship described in Chapter Four. For Cook, the 

tenor of those relations was important, since he and his crew would interact closely with local 

peoples as they pursued trade and natural history with a curiosity which, to their own minds 

at least, set them apart from the non–Europeans they encountered.11 John Gascoigne explains 

that Cook’s expectations differed from those of the Tahitians. While Cook was familiar with 

                                                   
8 Cook, J. quoted in Thomas, N.  (2003) Cook: The Extraordinary Voyages of Captain James Cook, Walker 

and Co. New York, p. 115 
9 Thomas, N (2014) ‘The Age of Empire in the Pacific’ in Armitage, D and Bashford, A (eds). Pacific 

Histories: Ocean, Land Peoples, Palgrave Macmillan, Houndmills, pp. 75-95, p. 77 
10 Salmond, Trial of the Cannibal Dog, p. 64 
11 On curiosity see Guest, Empire Barbarism and Civilization, p. 49 On scientific pursuits in the Pacific see 

Sivasundaram, S (2014) ‘Science’ in Armitage, D and Bashford, A (eds.) Pacific Histories: Ocean, Lands, 

People, Palgrave Macmillan, Houndmills, pp. 237-290 



 

 7 

trade and exchange in a European market-based economy, the Tahitians traded little among 

themselves for this purpose. For them, exchange had less to do with the sale of surplus goods 

for gain, and more to do with securing social bonds. Indeed, when it came to Tahitian contact 

with “different peoples” those social bonds were cemented with gifts rather than trading in 

the manner Cook was familiar with. Although gifting had long been part of British efforts to 

establish friendly relations with Indigenous peoples they intended to trade with or to colonise, 

in the Pacific it regularly formed part of more elaborate and intricate ceremonies that Cook 

and his crew were not always aware of the significance of.12 

 

For Cook trade and gifting were more instrumental. Upon anchoring in Royal Bay, Tahiti in 

1769 he took on board an elderly man who appeared to be in charge of Tahitian trade “and 

made much of him, thinking that he might on some occasion be of use to us”.13 To avoid 

British goods losing value in the same way Wallis’s had when his crew engaged in the 

unregulated trade of iron nails for sex on their 1767 voyage,14 Cook quickly drew up rules 

“to be observed by every person… for the better establishing a regular and uniform trade.”15 

Apart from maintaining the value of his goods Cook also regulated trade, to avoid “quarrels 

between us and the natives”, making it clear that any ‘friendship’ he might cultivate with 

them was simply a means to an end.16 Despite the extensive contact Cook and his crew had 

with Tahitian and Hawaiian peoples, it was the Tongans that Cook perceived to have the 

                                                   
12 At times this led to misunderstandings, such as when Cook refused the gift of pigs as he departed the 

Hawaiian island of Kauai, opting instead to pay for them see Gascoigne, Captain Cook, p.60 
13 Beaglehole, J.C. (ed.) (1955) The Journals of Captain Cook on His Voyages of Discovery, Vol. 1 Voyage of 

the Endeavour, 1768 – 1771, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, p. 75 
14 Buchan, B. (2007) Traffick of Empire: Trade, Treaty and terra Nullius in Australia and North America, 

1750-1800, History Compass, Vol. 5. Iss. 2, pp.386-405, p. 391 
15 Beaglehole, Journals of Captain Cook, p. 75 
16 Beaglehole, Journals of Captain Cook, p. 75 
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clearest understanding of trade. Perhaps it is no coincidence then that it was upon their 

homeland that Cook bestowed the name of ‘The Friendly Isles’.17 

 

Cook could afford to be curious, but where regulation failed, or relations and transactions 

were less smooth, theft became a regular occurrence.18 Alecia Simmonds argues it was the 

Pacific Islanders’ responses to Cook’s censure at these thefts that determined how the 

relationship would develop thereafter.19 A willingness to remedy breaches of British ideas of 

property and possession were likely to elicit forgiveness and a restoration of ‘friendly’ 

relations. However, as Pacific peoples became increasingly familiar with the workings of a 

market that facilitated inter–island exchange and the commercial valuation of their own 

trinkets and curiosities, complications arose, thefts increased, and Cook’s responses grew 

increasingly censorious and violent.20  

 

Cook’s difficulties were shared by other officers who participated in contemporaneous 

colonial encounters. When captain, later Governor of New South Wales, William Bligh 

(1754-1817) visited Tahiti in 1788, he confronted the same dilemma of how to read the 

connections between gifting and friendship. Bligh, who had previously sailed with Cook in 

the Pacific, read the assistance and provisions given to him by Tahitians during a storm in 

Matavai Bay late in 1788 as sincere and in keeping with friendship. He recognised the 

assistance he received was a function of taio bonds of friendship that had been developed 

during earlier contact, and that as such they were imbued with sincerity, rather than a 

                                                   
17 Smith, V., Intimate Strangers, p. 10 
18 Gascoigne, Voyager Between Worlds, p. 89 
19 Simmonds, Friendship, Imperial Violence and the Law of Nations, pp. 658-660 
20 Gascoigne, Voyager between Worlds, p. 91 
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mercenary interestedness.21 Bligh came to these conclusions, at least in part, by evaluating 

the Tahitian emotions displayed during his departure. His conviction as to their sincerity was 

enhanced by a display of self–mutilation by the wife of the Matavai Bay chief, Poeno, 

immediately before his departure from the bay. Vanessa Smith notes that when the Tahitian 

woman lamented Bligh’s departure in a manner consistent with her non–European customs 

he was able to read the display as authentic and sincere. The significance of this sincerity to 

Bligh was that it placed the assistance and provisions given to him as genuine gifts rather 

than as gestures designed to stimulate beneficent gestures on his part.22   

 

For all the potential confusion that gifting and trade had caused Cook (and Bligh) in the 

Pacific, it was with the Indigenous peoples of New South Wales that Cook, like Dampier 

before him, would find gifting and trade most problematic. As Gascoigne notes, the gifts of 

clothing and beads Cook and his crew made to the local peoples of the Endeavour River area 

were later found abandoned - superfluous to the needs and desires of the intended recipients.23 

This lack of interest in British goods and gifts had significance for Cook, and for those who 

would later establish the colony. The significance lay in its implications for the legality of 

imperial possession. As Bruce Buchan has explained, British understandings of the law of 

nations at the time of Cook’s Pacific voyages meant that ownership of territory was vested 

only in those who occupied land by consent, cultivation or purchase.24 In his 1768 ‘Secret’ 

Instructions Cook had been instructed to obtain consent of peoples he encountered, but when 

claiming and renaming New Holland (as New South Wales) he neglected to do so. Part of 

                                                   
21 See Vanessa Smith’s discussion of taio bonds Intimate Strangers, pp.23-62 
22 Smith, Intimate Strangers, pp.140 - 142 
23 Gascoigne, Voyager between Worlds, p. 93 
24 Buchan, Empire of Political Thought, p. 39 
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the explanation lies in how he interpreted what he saw as he sailed up the east coast of the 

continent. No cultivation was thought to have been undertaken by the Indigenous peoples 

and equally importantly, the few of those peoples that Cook encountered apparently showed 

no interest in trade. Buchan argues this disinterest in traffick, when considered in light of 

contemporary understandings of property and civility signified to Cook a lack of economic 

or political structures among the people he encountered. This reading rendered them 

‘uncivilized’, unable to conceive of the idea of sovereignty over the land they inhabited. This 

interpretation, derived from Cook’s relatively brief observations nevertheless provided an 

intellectual justification to dispense with the need for consent to claim the territory.25 The 

ramifications of this interpretation would continue to figure in British approaches to the 

newly claimed territory. Kate Fullagar points out that both Cook’s opinions, (presumably 

from his journals) and Banks’ testimony held considerable weight in the Beauchamp 

Committee’s consideration in 1785 of the establishment of the territory as a colony. Banks 

gave influential testimony to the Committee that the land belonged to ‘no one’, and that those 

few who lived there would not need to be negotiated with since, “there was nothing we could 

offer that they would take.”26 

 

 

 

5.2 Phillip’s Early Conciliation: A Disarming Friendliness 

 

                                                   
25 Buchan, Empire of Political Thought, pp. 33-52 
26 Banks, Joseph before the Beauchamp Committee (10 May 1785) quoted in Fullagar, Kate (2012) The 

Savage Visit: New World People and popular Imperial Culture in Britain, 1710 – 1795, University of 

California Press, Berkeley, p. 175 
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When Governor Phillip and the First Fleet arrived in New South Wales in January 1788, there 

was scant expectation of trade with the Indigenous peoples, and a firm belief that the territory 

was for Britons to possess, occupy and populate. Although they quickly recognised that there 

was a greater population of Indigenous peoples on the coast than had been reckoned by Cook 

and Banks, they found it difficult to sustain any meaningful interaction with the few people 

they did meet, causing Phillip much consternation.27 Instructed to conciliate their affections 

and mindful of the need to minimize violence, Phillip initially approached the Indigenous 

peoples he met unarmed as a sign of ‘friendship’. He felt he had won their confidence when 

they in turn lay down their weapons and continued to approach him. Phillip’s actions were 

deliberate; calculated to bring about that most rudimentary form of friendship: mutual non–

aggression.28 

 

Captain John Hunter (1737-1821), as Phillip’s second in command at the time of the Fleet’s 

arrival, also described attempts at friendship that were premised on a desire to establish and 

maintain mutual non–aggression. Working, as he might, with a simple definition of friends 

as being those who are not enemies, he writes,  

 

I confess, I am disposed to think, that it will be no very difficult matter, in due 

time, to conciliate their friendship and confidence; for although they generally 

appear armed on our first meeting, which will be allowed to be very natural, 

yet, whenever we have laid aside our arms, and have made signs of friendship, 

they have always advanced unarmed, with spirit, and a degree of confidence 

                                                   
27 Tench, A Complete Account of the Settlement, p.10 
28  Phillip, The Voyage, p.47 
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scarcely to be expected: from that appearance of a friendly disposition, I am 

inclined to think, that by residing some time amongst, or near them, they will 

soon discover that we are not their enemies; a light they no doubt considered 

us in on our first arrival.29 

 

The Indigenous peoples’ willingness to render themselves defenceless becomes a marker - 

the first significant step in a display of ‘friendship’ towards the colonists.  But even as such 

markers were being laid down, there was potential for misunderstanding. Hunter admits he 

would have probably shot someone when a group of Indigenous people beckoned the British 

to shore only to suddenly throw a lance over their heads, in a display he interpreted as one of 

aggression. Hunter’s account labels this behavior “treacherous” given the efforts he made to 

display “signs of friendship” and minimize the alarm their women might experience on his 

approach. The bafflement he records in his journal is palpable; as he struggled to understand 

their response, finding it inconsistent with the ‘friendship’ he hoped had been established by 

a handful of earlier peaceful encounters.30 Hunter’s response suggests how readily ‘friends’ 

could revert to ‘savage’ and ‘treacherous’ enemies in the British imagination if they 

transgressed European norms of friendship. As Penny Russell has pointed out, even when 

colonists did take the trouble to observe the ways in which Indigenous peoples established 

friendly relations amongst themselves, there were few if any efforts to emulate those 

processes as a means of securing their ‘friendship’. Instead, she notes, the colonisers “strove 

to take command of each encounter, demanding access or insisting upon a civil response on 

                                                   
29 Hunter, J. [1793] An Historical Journal of the Transactions at Port Jackson and Norfolk Island, John 

Stockdale, London, Australiana Facsimile Editions No. 148, Libraries Board of South Australia, Adelaide, 

p.58 
30 Hunter, Journal of the Transactions at Port Jackson, pp 82-83.   
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their own terms.”31 Those narrow interpretations sometimes frustrated attempts at 

‘friendship’. For instance, if upon first contact Indigenous people turned and ran from the 

colonists they were considered cowardly or timid, yet if they stood their ground or defended 

their territory they were considered treacherous. Nicole Starbuck describes encounters such 

as these as “unpredictable, precarious events fraught with fear and confusion, approached 

with high anticipation and coloured with a heady mix of sights, sounds and smells”.32 Tench 

explains how gifts and “courteous behavior” were used in those moments of first contact to 

“entice… some conversation.”33 For the British, their supposedly civil overtures of 

‘friendship’ were laden with the hope that Indigenous peoples might, with sufficient exposure 

to their ‘courteous behavior’, respond with a form of hybridized civility that would smooth 

their intercourse between them in the colony. 

 

As we saw in Chapter Four, Scottish Enlightenment ideas of civil society theorized that 

sympathy and the modeling of manners were the means by which one could learn the 

behaviours expected in a civil society. Further, it was by learning the benefits of these 

behaviours that ‘primitive’ or ‘savage’ peoples could become progressively more ‘civilised’. 

In colonial New South Wales these ideas informed the practice of conciliation as colonial 

administrators sought to discharge what they regarded as their benevolent moral duty to 

demonstrate and inculcate European norms of behavior and values to the Indigenous 

inhabitants. This aspect of conciliation meant that cross–cultural interactions were constantly 

                                                   
31 Russell, Savage or Civilised ?, p. 27 
32 Starbuck, N (2017) ‘Ritual Encounters of the ‘Savage’ and the Citizen: French Revolutionary 

Ethnographers in Oceania, 1763-1803 in Bailey, M., Barclay, K. (eds.) Emotion, Ritual and Power in Europe, 

1200   - 1920, Palgrave Macmillan, Houndmills, pp.123-140, p. 123 
33 Tench, A Complete Account of the Settlement, p. 12 
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scanned for signals that Indigenous peoples were adopting British ideas or manners. These 

signals were then interpreted to locate Indigenous peoples within the moral and social 

hierarchies familiar to eighteenth century colonial administrators. 

 

Efforts to establish amicable relations could also be frustrated when the British desire to instil 

their values and manners in their new ‘friends’ collided with Indigenous peoples’ curiosity. 

For instance, Governor Phillip describes how an older Indigenous man assisted a British 

shore party in making camp in the earliest days of settlement. Having rewarded him with 

gifts for his efforts, Phillip considered the ‘friendship’ to have been “studiously cultivated” 

and hoped that it would “continue firm”. However, the new ‘friend’ was caught trying to 

steal a spade, and Phillip chose to remonstrate with him by slapping him a few times, which 

at once “destroyed their friendship”. The former friend-come-thief was further chastised by 

being ostracised when he returned the next morning with more of his people. In order to 

convince him of the previous days’ fault, he was, “less noticed than his companions, who 

were presented with hatchets and various other articles.”34 In this case, friendship was to take 

a more sophisticated form than simple non-aggression. Here, discipline was administered to 

establish British norms and reinforce who it was that had the authority to shape ‘friendship’. 

By taking this opportunity Phillip also sought to convey the idea of private property. More 

subtly, Phillip’s slap sought to entrench a paternalistic hierarchy that required Indigenous 

peoples to recognise the benevolence of European gifting, but also the punitive rigidity of 

European property.  

 

                                                   
34 Phillip, The Voyage, p. 64 
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In another early exchange that demonstrates that gifting was used? as a means to elicit and 

interpret the responses of Indigenous peoples, Hunter records that the “little presents” they 

were inclined to give Indigenous peoples during their encounters gave their new ‘friends’ 

only the momentary pleasure of a “bauble”.35 This was despite the usefulness they held for 

Europeans (beads, baize and mirrors were common offerings). On one occasion, gifting 

allowed Hunter and his crew to gain some proximity to Indigenous women who had until 

then, always remained distant during their encounters. The beads, rags of white linen and 

other ‘trifles’ were used to decorate the women, prompting both laughter and some 

trepidation from them. There is no sense given that these items became part of their daily 

dress, or that the exchange instilled any sense of the value of the gift. The gifts allowed the 

British curiosity about the women to be temporarily satisfied, but no doubt, the whimsicality 

of their acceptance strengthened the perception that the recipients lacked the insight to 

understand the significance of many British goods.36 Reading the First Fleet journals, it 

becomes apparent that the value of gifts from the colonists was more fully realized when they 

were able to establish personal relations with Indigenous intermediaries who became 

cognizant of the usefulness the items had, not just materially, but in the status they might 

derive from possessing them. Exchanges such as those described by Phillip and Hunter reveal 

that the conciliation of these newly acquired ‘friends’ was a process laden with more than 

the desire for a peaceful coexistence. As had been the case with Cook’s interactions in New 

South Wales and the Pacific, there was curiosity to be satisfied, but there were also the 

important European concepts of property and sociability to instill. Above all, there were 

hierarchies of governance to reinforce. Conciliation had much to achieve on this new colonial 

                                                   
35 Hunter, Journal of the Transactions at Port Jackson, p.58 
36 Hunter, Journal of the Transactions at Port Jackson, p. 58 
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frontier but the admixture of violence and paternal benevolence it involved were not 

particularly new. 

 

The need to instill British ideas of property was applied to more than the manufactured goods 

that the British brought to the colony. From the earliest moments of contact the British had 

no qualms in asserting rights to property in the form of natural resources – including food 

resources. The Surgeon-General of the Charlotte, John White describes a moment of 

“cautious friendship” with First Nations peoples on 23 January 1788,  

 

One evening while the seine [a fishing net] was hauling, some of them were 

present, and expressed great surprise at what they saw, giving a shout 

expressive of astonishment and joy when they perceived the quantity that was 

caught. No sooner were the fish out of the water than they began to lay hold 

of them, as if they had a right to them, or that they were their own; upon which 

the officer of the boat, I think very properly, restrained them, giving, however, 

to each of them a part. They did not at first seem very well pleased with this 

mode of procedure, but on observing with what justice the fish was distributed 

they appeared content.37 

 

White’s account makes clear the extent to which British ideas of sovereignty and property 

extinguished any such rights or claims by local peoples. White’s astonishment that the First 

nations peoples might consider the abundant catch theirs for sharing is captured in the 

                                                   
37 White, J. (1790) Journal of a Voyage to New South Wales by John White Esq, J. Debrett, London, p.67 

(Italics mine) 
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superior tone of his exclamation, “as if they had a right to them”. The subsequent restraint of 

the local people and the benevolent distribution of fish to them by the British were not merely 

acts to ensure food security for the newly arrived colonists.  

 

Importantly, there is a performative, educative element inherent in these actions. Consciously 

or otherwise the actions are aimed at demonstrating who had the right of first access to the 

resources on offer. White observes the acquiescence of the Indigenous peoples, interpreting 

it and as an understanding of ‘justice’ - that the new ‘owners’ of the resources would 

determine what a ‘just’ distribution would look like in future. Six months later Phillip records 

that the local peoples were either “stressed for provisions” or “very highly resent the 

encroachments made on their fishing places” when approximately twenty men, armed with 

spears approached and “violently seized the greatest part of the fish which was in the seine”, 

while their companions looked on with spears poised. Fishing parties had been instructed to 

share a part of the catch (however small), but in the face of force the cockswain chose to let  

them take what they wished and they “parted on good terms”. Phillip notes that this was an 

isolated incident, probably “driven by necessity”. Nevertheless, the only change to the 

arrangement was to ensure that an officer accompanied future fishing parties.38  

 

Phillip’s attempts to establish European ideas of property can also be seen in his frustration 

with those in the colony who stole from the Indigenous peoples. It was not lost on Phillip 

that many in the settlement were there for the very reason that they had engaged in theft in 

their homeland. From the outset he had been keen to keep the convicts as separate from the 

                                                   
38 Phillip, The Voyage, p. 86 
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Indigenous inhabitants as possible, suggesting that the Indigenous peoples would be 

disgusted by the convict’s behaviour, but no doubt also conscious of the potential for conflict 

between the groups.39 The lack of built infrastructure made this separation almost impossible, 

and convicts were often among those who were responsible for clearing new sites.40 As such, 

they came into contact with the Indigenous inhabitants and the possessions that they had been 

accustomed to leaving in situ. The regular theft of their tools (by convicts and others) angered 

the Indigenous peoples. It was the cause of several violent skirmishes, and on occasion, it 

was thought, murder. This made it doubly important to Phillip that their property was 

respected and restored to them where possible. When, in 1790, Bennelong remarked upon a 

spate of thefts of tools and weapons from his people, Phillip retrieved them and had them 

returned to Bennelong’s people the very next day. Tench recorded two positive aspects from 

the return of the goods. The first, was Yemmerawanne’s joy at the return of his sword (which 

he set about using immediately), and second, was the honesty of an elderly Indigenous man, 

who when faced with a pile of returned fish–gigs (or fishing spears) selected only his own. 

Tench at least, thought this honesty typical, marking it as a trait that “seemed to characterize 

them all.”41 In this episode we can see the importance to the British of developing relations 

with Indigenous peoples that went beyond mutual non-aggression. Efforts to develop positive 

relationships were more than ad hoc attempts to develop warm personal friendships. These 

relationships were cultivated deliberately with those Indigenous individuals who either by 

coercion or their own agency were co-opted into the developing imperial intercourse, to act 

as conciliated conduits for the furtherance of British interests. 

                                                   
39 Frost, A. (1987) Arthur Phillip: 1738 – 1814, His Voyaging, Oxford University Press, Melbourne, pp. 143-

144 
40 Karskens, The Colony, p.65 
41 Tench, A Complete Account of the Settlement, p.48 
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5.3 Indigenous intermediaries: Conciliation up close and personal  

 

The first relationship cultivated with an Indigenous person in New South Wales was with 

Arabanoo, also known as Manly after his capture at the location of the same name in early 

1789. Tench nominates him as a “friend of the governor”, a man of steady countenance and 

a leader of his people whose life was cut short by the scourge of the smallpox epidemic during 

which he sought medical assistance for some of his people from the colonists. Although 

Arabanoo was known to the colonists for a relatively short period, in Tench’s opinion, “he 

was perhaps the only native who was ever attached to us from choice; and who did not prefer 

a precarious subsistence among wilds and precipices, to the comforts of a civilized system.” 

In Tench’s celebration of Arabanoo’s willingness to conform to British ways of living (as 

much as one can in a few short months, most of which spent under guard), there was a distinct 

hope that others could be similarly acculturated.42 In the capture and befriending of Arabanoo 

we see an attempt to foster what Tony Ballantyne refers to as “strategic intimacies”. These 

are relationships cultivated by male colonial agents with “elite Indigenous intermediaries - 

‘colonised men” crucial to the knowledge economy upon which colonial states depended ‘as 

they worked to extend their sovereignty, map colonised terrains, know their subject peoples 

and consolidate their authority.43 

 

                                                   
42 Tench, A Complete Account of the Settlement, p.21 
43 quoted in Konishi, S. & Nugent, M. et. al. (2015) Indigenous Intermediaries: new perspectives on 

exploration archives, ANU Press and Aboriginal History Inc., Canberra p. 3-4  
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There is much to recommend Ballantyne’s interpretation, especially when considered in light 

of the historic ‘friendships’ forged by Phillip with Arabanoo, but especially between Phillip 

and Bennelong. Some caution needs to be exercised however, on two grounds. First, the 

forging of ‘strategic intimacies’ implies that conciliation was a one-way street, whereby 

colonists sought out and cultivated Indigenous intermediaries to befriend. On this reading, 

conciliation might be considered as a form of friendly manipulation in which Indigenous 

agency is denied or downplayed. Second, Ballantyne’s reading of ‘strategic intimacies’ might 

imply that conciliation and friendship were exclusively male preserves, thus overlooking the 

degree to which women and girls contributed actively to the cultivation of conciliatory 

relations.  

 

Two Indigenous women’s contributions to conciliation in the early colony of New South 

Wales provide us with important evidence of both of these features – Indigenous agency in 

conciliation, and the active role of Indigenous women. In April 1789 Boorong44 became the 

ward of the colony’s first missionary, the Reverend Richard Johnson, (1756 -1827) and his 

wife Mary. Boorong was presumed to have been orphaned by the smallpox epidemic. While 

she was neither male nor elite, the adoptive relationship Johnson and his wife fostered with 

her “had important consequences for the colonists” according to Meredith Lake.45 Lake 

convincingly explains the way Reverend Johnson’s teaching of English to Boorong was 

motivated primarily by the textual tradition of his Anglican faith, but she also describes how 

                                                   
44 The dates of Boorong’s birth and death are not available 
45 Lake, M. (2008) Salvation and Conciliation: First Missionary Encounters at Sydney Cove’ in Barry, 

Amanda and Cruikshank Johanna et. al (eds.) Evangelists of Empire: Missionaries in Colonial History, 

Melbourne, University of Melbourne eResearch Centre, http://msp.esrc.unimelb.edu.au/shs/missions, pp. 87-

102 

http://msp.esrc.unimelb.edu.au/shs/missions
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it also came to suit the purposes of New South Wales’ colonial elites in their ongoing attempts 

to facilitate “an intercourse” with the Indigenous people.46 Lake sees Boorong as integral to 

the success of key moments of conciliation in the early years of the colony. It was Boorong 

who acted as mediator and translator during the sporadic absences of the colony’s primary 

intermediary, Bennelong.  When Bennelong spontaneously decided to visit Governor Phillip 

in October 1790 to see if he had recuperated from being speared in the previous month, it 

was Boorong and Johnson who remained with Bennelong’s second wife, Barangaroo 

(c.1750-1791), as ‘hostages’ until he returned to camp. This act of good faith facilitated the 

much sought after rapprochement between Phillip and Bennelong that ultimately led to 

increased interaction between the two groups.47  

 

Patyegarang (c.1780-?)48, was a young Indigenous woman who also engaged in conciliation 

through her relationship with the colony’s first astronomer and linguist Lieutenant Dawes 

(1762-1836). Dawes spent considerable time learning Patyegarang’s language, writing up 

some of their exchanges in his notebooks in which he developed a type of dictionary of 

Patyegarang’s vocabulary.49 By late 1791 their mutual understanding of language had 

                                                   
46 On the importance of the place of evangelical and missionary experiences in an increasingly globalized 

knowledge economy see Johnston, A (2016) ‘“The Awful Depravity of Human Nature”: Violence and 

Humanitarian narratives in New South Wales and Tahiti, 1796-99’, Journal of Colonialism and Colonial 

History,Vol. 17, No. 1, Project MUSE, doi:10.1353/cch.2016.0016 
47 Lake, M (2008) Salvation and Conciliation: First Missionary Encounters at Sydney Cove’ in Barry, 

Amanda and Cruikshank Johanna et. al. (eds) Evangelists of Empire: Missionaries in Colonial History, 

Melbourne, University of Melbourne eResearch Centre, http://msp.esrc.unimelb.edu.au/shs/missions, pp. 87 - 
102 
48 The date of Patyegarang’s death is not recorded 
49 Dawes’ linguistic work went beyond the form of as simple list of words for objects and actions of everyday 

use. Gibson points out that Dawes’ work was on a more sophisticated grammar that “recorded dozens of 

intensified dramas in the form of narrative miniatures or event-fragments that were set down, page by page” 

see Gibson, R. (2010) Patyegarang and William Dawes: the Space of Imagination, in Banivanua Mar, T. and 

Edmonds, P. (eds.) Making Settler Colonial Space: Perspectives on Race, Place and Identity, Palgrave 

Macmillan, pp. 242-254 

http://doi.org/10.1353/cch.2016.0016
http://msp.esrc.unimelb.edu.au/shs/missions
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developed to a point that allowed Dawes to pose a question to her.50 Going to the core of 

conciliation Dawes asked, “Why were the black men angry?” Patyegarang responded, 

“Because the white men are settled here.”51 Her people were not just angry they were 

frightened also – of the colonist’s guns – another insight she shared with Dawes.52 

Patyegarang’s revelations, made in the context of what Pybus suggests was a sexually 

intimate relationship, could leave Dawes in no doubt as to what troubled the local people. In 

this intimate and asymmetrical relationship there is nothing to compel Dawes to address 

Patyegarang’s concerns. It occurred in the private sphere. Here, public workings of sympathy 

and sociability were not in play, meaning Dawes was not compelled to address Patyegarang’s 

concerns. Evidently, theirs was not a ‘friendship’ in the sense described in this thesis. 

Certainly, not a friendship that required one party to go to the aid of the another. Rather, this 

was an instrumental relationship in which a member of the colonial administration engaged 

in the opportunism of conciliation: gleaning knowledge, and shaping sexual relations that 

would continue to serve colonial interests.53 Both Boorong and Patyegrang were in 

relationships that were cultivated by colonial men for the purpose described by Ballantyne: 

strategic advantage. As females, and as children,54 Boorong and Patyegarang’s conciliatory 

roles did not imbue them with the power that accrued to Indigenous men in similar roles, for 

the same reason neither of their relationships with male colonists could be considered as 

                                                   
50 Gibson, Notebooks of William Dawes, p. 96 
51 quoted in Lake, Salvation and Conciliation, p. 97 
52 Gibson, Notebooks of William Dawes, p. 96 
53 While it is possible that Dawes had friendly, even tender inclinations towards Patyegarang, Pybus’s work 
suggests that Dawes’ contemporaries questioned his character and morals on a few grounds, including that he 

had a reputation as a “debaucher of local African women, as well as the wives and daughters of the black 

settlers.” He was also reposted to have encouraged the women to kill the babies that resulted from these 

relationships. For a critical appraisal of Dawes’ characterization as “the most upstanding member of the 

colony” see Pybus, C (2009) ‘Not fit for your protection or an Honest Man’s Company: A Transnational 

Perspective on the Saintly William Dawes” History Australia, Vol. 6, No. 1, pp.12.1- 12.7 
54 Boorong and Patyegarang’s ages have been reckoned as 8 and 15 respectively in the moments discussed 

above.  
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friendships – simply that they were female. Instead, these relations are prime examples of 

conciliation – exchanges founded on their usefulness to male elites of the colony.  

 

Patyegarang’s revelations about Indigenous people’s resentment of the colonial presence do 

not appear to have altered the course of Phillip’s efforts to conciliate. They certainly failed 

to stem the use of guns in the colony. But it may be that Dawes’ relationship with 

Patyegarang, and to a lesser extent Boorong55 had caused him, as it had his friend, Tench, to 

develop “an affection” for the Indigenous people he had become close to.56 In an episode that 

reveals the complexity of colonial relations we learn that Tench hesitated, and Dawes refused 

outright (but was forced), to take part in a retaliatory expedition after the murder of the 

governor’s gamekeeper, McEntire in December 1790. Whatever their private understandings 

of the Indigenous people might be, Tench and Dawes were expected to follow orders, even 

when ordered to commit violence in the apparent service of conciliation.  

 

McEntire had been speared in a seemingly unprovoked attack. From Tench’s account we 

learn that in the aftermath, Phillip was unhappy with Bennelong and Colebee who had agreed 

to bring the offender, (thought to be another warrior named Pemulwye) to justice, only to 

abandon the plan.57 In his strongest reaction to violence against the colonists to that point, 

Phillip then ordered Tench to form a reprisal party of more than 40 men. Phillip justified his 

strong response by suggesting that unlike earlier spearings (including his own), this had not 

                                                   
55 Tench mentions Dawes also trying to exchange language with Boorong (whom he refers to as Abaroo) by 

teaching her some of “our religion” says Tench, but her “love of play… defeated his efforts.” See, A Complete 

Account of the Settlement p. 124 
56 Tench, A Complete Account of the Settlement, p. 135 
57 Tench, A Complete Account of the Settlement, p. 65  
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been the result of a misunderstanding or justifiable provocation. Rather, as he saw it this was 

a premeditated murder of an important agent of his own power. It is noteworthy here that as 

the Governor’s Gamekeeper, McEntire’s role empowered him to travel beyond the limits of 

settlement and into Indigenous people’s terrain - the bush. McEntire’s hunting of game would 

have reminded the Indigenous people (whom McEntire was widely suspected of molesting) 

that their own traditional food sources belonged to another. Once again, in his role as 

Governor, Phillip saw his task of conciliation as bound to property and power, a sacred bond 

which in this new outpost of British Empire was vested in his own person as the sovereign’s 

representative. For Phillip then, conciliation was inseparable from his right and power to 

chastise.  

 

Initially, Phillip ordered Tench’s party (which was to include Dawes) to capture or kill ten 

Indigenous men. The proof of their death was to be the presentation of their severed heads. 

Tench negotiated, getting Phillip to agree to fewer deaths – to capture six men, hang two and, 

send the remainder to Norfolk Island. This exercise in retaliation included two expeditions 

but Phillip’s plan to “convince them of our superiority, and to infuse in them a universal 

terror” failed miserably.58 Few Indigenous men were sighted, let alone captured. Dawes’ 

refusal was noted, and in 1791 Phillip would order him home, though he expressed a desire 

to stay.59 In Dawes’ experiences we see once again the complicated nature of conciliation. 

                                                   
58 Inga Clendinnen suggests that Phillip’s response to McEntire’s spearing “displayed a large element of 

farce”, suggesting that Phillip had no intention of taking the lives of Indigenous men. See Clendinnen, 

Dancing with Strangers, p. 177 
59 Cassandra Pybus notes that Dawes’ initial refusal to be involved in this reprisal has meant that he has 

“earned him the unreserved approval of generations of historians who rarely fail to mention that this was the 

beginning of a career of conscientious objection under the patronage of the abolitionist, William 

Wilberforce.” See Pybus, C (2009) ‘Not Fit for Your Protection or an Honest Man’s Company’, History 

Australia, Vol 6, No. 1 12.1-12.7 
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One assumes that if he had remained in the colony he could have built upon his linguistic 

work with Patyegarang or expanded it by conversing in the same manner with others. We 

might expect that such a tool would have proved useful in diplomatic exchange and in 

conciliation. Instead we see in Phillip’s insistence that Dawes return to England, that military 

order and authority and its violent implementation were never far from the exercise of 

colonial power. 60 

 

Boorong and Patyegarang played their parts in these episodes of conciliation but it was 

indeed a young man who was acknowledged as the nascent colony’s primary intermediary. 

It was Governor Phillip’s relationship with the young warrior, Bennelong that is most often 

cited to exemplify a conciliatory relationship in New South Wales. As mentioned earlier, 

Bennelong had been kidnapped along with Colebee, who managed to escape soon afterwards. 

Phillip’s orders to treat Bennelong and Colebee “indulgently, but guard them strictly” make 

clear how paradoxical conciliation could be in practice - where the benevolence of provision 

was contingent upon the cruelty of captivity. Bennelong spent five months in close quarters 

with the British who were pleased with the rate at which he took to their food and drink and 

understood their manners and language.61 Such was the importance of retaining his 

‘friendship’ that Bennelong received a daily ration that even in times of poor food security 

was maintained and supplemented by fresh fish. The authorities’ rationale for these 

‘indulgences’ was that Bennelong was intelligent enough to communicate any deficiency in 

                                                   
60 Some have suggested that Dawes’ relationship with Patyegarang may have included sexual intimacy, and 

that this may have contributed to Phillip’s desire to have him leave the colony. Cassandra Pybus discusses 

Dawes’ later career, giving some substance to this interpretation see Pybus, Not Fit for Your Protection, pp. 

12.1-12.7 
61 Tench, A Complete Account of the Settlement, p. 29 
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the colony to his people, placing it at risk of attack. As Fullagar points out he had certainly 

spent his time among the British gathering information and establishing himself in a 

diplomatic role62 Phillip clearly thought it prudent to continue to indulge him lest the colony’s 

evident weaknesses be taken advantage of.63 This treatment mattered little to Bennelong. He 

escaped back to his people after five months, breaking off of the relationship he had with the 

colonists and thwarting conciliation.  

 

Bennelong’s next meeting with the British in September 1790 precipitated the scenario that 

Clendinnen hails as the epitome of conciliatory policy.64 After Bennelong’s estrangement of 

a few months, John White identified him among a group of Indigenous people feasting on a 

whale that had washed up on the shore of Broken Bay. During their meeting, Bennelong 

entrusted White with a piece of whale meat as gift to the governor, which White duly 

delivered. Informed of Bennelong’s whereabouts and eager to restore relations, Phillip 

approached Bennelong on the shore of Broken Bay, accompanied by David Collins and naval 

officer, Henry Waterhouse (1770 – 1812). Gifts of clothing were given to him and the 

governor promised he would return in two days’ time with hatchets or tomahawks. 

Meanwhile, Bennelong’s companions began to encircle the governor and his landing party. 

Phillip proposed retiring to the boat, which was crewed by a few armed marines. As 

Bennelong was introducing Phillip to certain Indigenous men from the group, one came 

forward towards him. As Collins describes it, the governor stepped forward to meet him, 

  

                                                   
62 Fullagar, K. (2012) The Savage Visit: New World People and popular Imperial Culture in Britain, 1710-

1795, p. 177  
63 Tench, A Complete Account of the Settlement, p. 35 
64 Clendinnen, Dancing with Strangers, p.110 
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Holding out both his hands toward him. The savage not understanding this 

civility, and perhaps thinking that he was going to seize him as a prisoner, 

lifted a spear from the grass with his foot, and fixing it on his throwing stick, 

in an instant darted it at the governor.65 

 

The barbed spear entered above Phillip’s collarbone and came out the other side. Several 

other spears were thrown, none causing any harm. The marines came up the beach, but only 

one musket was fired. Collins’ account is momentarily silent as to the reaction of Phillip, 

except to say that he was rowed back to his home in less than two hours. What he does 

pronounce upon is Phillip’s unarmed approach to Bennelong’s gathering, venturing that 

Phillip “had always placed too great a confidence in these people.”66  

 

Clendinnen reads the episode with a keen eye for detail and reconstructs it as a ritualized 

reprisal, a performance of Indigenous agency that restored the balance sheet of colonial 

relations disturbed by the earlier kidnap of Bennelong and Colebee. Collins who was amid 

the mêlée reads the spearing as the result of a simple lack of familiarity with British customs. 

Phillip, who avoided retaliation, returned to Bennelong ten days later. At this point 

Bennelong assured Phillip that “throwing the spear at the governor was entirely the effect of 

[the assailant’s] fears.67 Notably, Bennelong also reassured the governor that the frightened 

man had been beaten severely by himself and Colebee.  
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Bennelong’s admission of the assailant’s beating is telling. Whether the spearing was ritual 

or accidental, planned or spontaneous, Bennelong’s account of the assailant’s beating was 

presented in terms familiar to the governor: testament to the degree to which Bennelong was 

conscious of British values and process. An attack had occurred; it was a mistake – but a 

grievous one that had the potential to destabilize the precarious ‘peace’ that was being 

continually conciliated between the parties. Bennelong knew better than most the potential 

firepower the British had at their disposal. By framing his response to the governor in terms 

of his rudimentary knowledge of British justice, where to cause harm meant to suffer it in 

return, Bennelong had lessened the chance of any diminution of his status as diplomat. 

Conciliation, in this case, had had its desired effect. 

 

Bennelong’s response to Phillip’s spearing heralded a shift in colonial relations. The resultant 

‘coming in’ of late 1790 became what Clendinnen has referred to as a ‘mixed blessing’ 

because although it achieved the “intercourse with the natives” that Phillip had long hoped 

for, in hindsight it also created situations the authorities would later consider problematic.68 

For instance, it was during this period that Bennelong had a European–style house built for 

him, suggesting he might maintain a helpful, permanent of presence in Sydney town. Yet, 

within five years providing shelter to Indigenous peoples would be considered problematic. 

Collins observed in 1795 that the order for settlers to dissuade Indigenous peoples of the 

Hawkesbury region from lurking about their farms would not have been necessary if they 

had not been given shelter in the first place. For Collins,  
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Those natives who lived with the settlers had tasted the sweets of a different 

mode of living, and willing that their friends and companions should partake, 

either stole from those with whom they were living, or communicated from 

time to time such favourable opportunities as offered of stealing from other 

settlers what they themselves were pleased with.69 

 

Collins remarks show the extent which attitudes towards conciliation were reliant upon their 

particular context. Bringing more of the Indigenous people into close connection with the 

colonists remained integral to the success of ‘conciliating their affections’. In this way, it was 

hoped that Indigenous people could become more acquainted with the manners and morals 

of the colonists. It also made it easier to foster Indigenous peoples’ dependence on food 

supplies. As their natural hunting grounds and fisheries became depleted by the colonial 

presence, authorities took the opportunity to impress Indigenous peoples with their ability to 

provide. The Indigenous peoples that frequented Sydney town clamoured for bread and meat 

that they “ate very greedily”, in stark contrast to the British who remained on rations.70 These 

consequences of the ‘coming in’ were a direct result of efforts to maintain mutual non-

aggression in a period when the Indigenous peoples were adjusting to a rapid decline in their 

natural resources. Conciliating them to rely on British provisions in order to stifle their 

resentment at their changed circumstances was considered needful in order to turn the 

settlement to British advantage. As the colony expanded conciliation would continue to 

evolve as it adapted to colonial concerns. 
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Those few years between Bennelong’s rapprochement on the shores of Manly and the 

departure to Britain of Bennelong and his friend, Yemmerawanne in 1794 might be 

considered the high point in relations between the colonists and the colonised. Indeed, 

Bennelong and Yemmerawanne withstood the protests of their families to make the voyage 

with Phillip.71 For Clendinnen, this renders Bennelong as Phillip’s “durable friend” but she 

gives no real clues as to how this was signified (or whether Yemerwannie was similarly 

durable).72 No doubt Bennelong had proved very serviceable to Phillip in navigating cross–

cultural relations in the colony, perhaps his time in London was designed to enhance that 

serviceability to Phillip’s successor when he returned to the colony. But it is this very 

usefulness, this instrumentality, that suggests that Bennelong’s status as a friend was 

contingent upon his serviceability. Consider the status of his companion, Yemmerawanne, 

whom Collins describes as “attached” to the governor.73 Yemmerawanne is friendly in the 

sense that he was not hostile. From what we can tell he is well–treated by Phillip. Later when 

he becomes ill in London, Phillip has him transferred to reside in Eltham near Greenwich, 

perhaps to be treated at the naval hospital. Phillip paid for his funeral and burial.74 But 

Yemmerawanne was no Bennelong. His was not the ‘durable’ friendship of one who had 

something to offer. He was Bennelong’s friend, and quite possibly included on the voyage 

for the sake of Bennelong’s continued well–being alone. It had been noted on more than one 

occasion that Bennelong was prone to a mercurial temper. What good was he to Phillip or 

others then? Perhaps Yemmerawanne was there to soothe Bennelong at these moments, 

becoming in his own way, of use to Phillip. Indeed, it was observed that from the time 
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Yemmerawanne died Bennelong’s demeanour altered on account of his grief, and that from 

that point he wished to return home.75 

 

Bennelong’s usefulness to the British also raises the question as to why Phillip might deprive 

the colony of its most experienced intermediary at a time when even his own absence might 

disturb the precarious balance of colonial relations. Fullagar’s examination of how the trio 

spent their time in London suggests that Phillip expected Bennelong and Yemmerawanne to 

share the experiences of London high society that Native American intermediaries had 

enjoyed in the company of their own patrons earlier in the century. As Fullagar puts it, 

“Phillip wanted the Aborigines to gain the same sense of power and organization in Britain’s 

capital that previous escorts had wanted for their charges, and  for the same pragmatic 

ends.”76 However the power dynamics between these visitors and their hosts were not the 

same as those of their predecessors. Some of the Native Americans that had made their way 

to London from Britain’s colonies had held considerably more influence and power in both 

diplomatic and military relations in the colonies. The contrast with Bennelong and 

Yemmerawanne’s most recent predecessors was quite stark.  

 

The Mohawk leader Joseph Brant (1743-1807) first visited London in 1775 to reassure the 

British government of the support of the Mohawks in the revolutionary war.77 He visited 

again in 1786 to make a case for the compensation of his people in the wake of their ally’s 

loss. However, when Brant was fêted in London society it was not because he was viewed as 
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an exotic curiosity as earlier New World visitors had been. 78 Rather, Brant was well-received 

because he was an educated diplomat, a trusted military ally, and a close relation of Sir 

William Johnson. Brant’s past service, knowledge of British ways and authority among 

Loyalist Native Americans meant he remained useful to British administrators. In New South 

Wales the British were without colonial rivals meaning Indigenous peoples had no third party 

with whom they could ally themselves against them. In New South Wales Bennelong was a 

warrior and at times, a useful diplomat, but in London, neither he nor Yemmerawanne held 

any such pedigree or wielded any such power. 

  

After Yemmerawanne’s death Bennelong accompanied the incoming governor, John Hunter 

on his return voyage to New South Wales in 1795. Collins notes how Bennelong had changed 

during his absence from the colony, and relates his change in attitude towards his people’s 

customary violence,  

 

He declared…that he should no longer suffer them to fight and cut each 

other’s throats, as they had done; that he should introduce peace among them, 

and make them love one another.79 

 

Collins observed that Bennelong had been a keen observer of British manners while away, 

and now conducted himself with “the greatest propriety at table, particularly in the 

observance of those attentions which are chiefly requisite in the presence of ladies.”80 
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Apparently, all who knew Bennelong were confident that “he had not any desire to renounce 

the habits and comforts of the civilized life which he appeared so readily and so successfully 

to adopt.”81 But Bennelong eventually fell short of British expectations, slipping from the 

role of the conciliated ‘native’ par excellence. His 1813 obituary attests to this shift in attitude 

towards him, 

 

Bennelong died on Sunday morning last at Kissing Point. Of this veteran 

champion of the native tribe little favourable can be said. His voyage to, and 

benevolent treatment in Great Britain produced no change whatever in his 

manners and inclinations, which were naturally barbarous and ferocious. The 

principal Officers of Government had for many years endeavoured, by the 

kindest of usage to wean him from his original habits, and draw him into a 

relish for civilized life; but every effort was in vain exerted, and for the last 

few has been little noticed. His propensity to drunkenness was inordinate; and 

when in that state he was insolent, menacing and overbearing. In fact, he was 

a thorough savage, not to be warped from the form and character that nature 

gave him, by all the efforts that mankind could use.82  

 

Example alone had proved insufficient to permanently conciliate Bennelong to the British 

marking him as one who had failed to be conciliated. In the period between his return from 

London and his death, the colony experienced significant change. Conciliation remained the 
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policy de jour, but it had to be adapted if the British were to continue to protect and pursue 

their interests. It is to these changes we now turn our attention. 

 

5.4 Domestication, regulation and the spatial nature of conciliation 

 

Although the instruction to conciliate had initially been given to Phillip, subsequent 

governors were similarly instructed, and the policy remained in place after his departure. Yet 

it appears Bennelong was not the only one considered to have fallen short in their assigned 

role. When Lord Hobart (1760-1816) wrote to Acting Governor Philip Gidley King (1758-

1808) in 1802 to advise that his commission as Governor had been approved, he made clear 

that he was unhappy with the current state of colonial relations. For Hobart gaining the 

“confidence of the natives” by “plain honest dealing” was the way to conciliate them. He 

writes,  

 

I cannot help lamenting that the wise and humane instructions of my 

predecessors, relative to the necessity of cultivating the good-will of the 

natives, do not appear to have been observed…The evils resulting from this 

neglect seem to be now sensibly experienced, and the difficulty of restoring 

confidence with the natives, alarmed and exasperated by the unjustifiable 

injuries they have too often experienced, will require all the attention which 

your active vigilance and humanity bestow upon a subject so important in 

itself and so essential to the settlement that I should hope that you may be able 

to convince those under your Government that it will be only by observing 
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uniformly a great degree of forbearance and plain honest dealing with the 

natives, that they can hope to relieve themselves of their present dangerous 

embarrassment.83 

 

King had spent the previous year dealing with the difficulties of a lack of military discipline. 

He had also made general orders in response to concerns about food security. In November 

of 1801 he sent a detachment to George’s River, “to prevent the natives from firing the 

wheat”. They were authorised to, 

 

 …fire on any native, or natives they see, and if they can, pursue them with a 

chance of overtaking them. Every means is to be used to drive them off, either 

by shooting them or otherwise, taking care always to leave one private where 

posted.84  

 

This escalation of violence (or the threat of it) was not limited to guarding crops. In October 

1802 King wrote to Hobart complaining of the difficulties he had with ‘natives’ from the 

“neighbourhood of Parramatta and Toongabbie who were irritated by an active, daring 

Indigenous leader named Pemulwye (1750-1802).”85Although, (or perhaps because) they 

were settled a little later than either Sydney or the Hawkesbury region, Parramatta, and later, 

Toongabbie, more closely resembled orderly towns. Parramatta was described by some as 
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Phillip’s ‘country seat’.86 Grace Karskens describes it as a “fresh canvas of kinder country” 

but also a place where Phillip could “reinforce his authority over the convicts.” For her 

Toongabbie is Paramatta’s clone, and both were modelled on Phillip’s earlier experiences of 

his wife’s farm near the village of Milton Abbas in Dorset. But the ‘bush’ of New South 

Wales was not the pastures and meadows of Dorset and considerable clearing of land and 

habitat took place.87 Toongabbie’s soil failed quite quickly resulting in extensive clearing in 

adjacent areas in the late 1790s.88 Karskens details that alongside the challenges of the 

landscape, private farmers who formed the bulk of settlers in the region, were also faced with 

being reduced to subsistence farming due to inconsistencies in sourcing farm labour and 

government farming periodically dominating the market.89 

 

Within this context of decimated Indigenous hunting grounds and difficulties for settlers, 

Pemulwye led a resistance to the ‘orderliness’ of colonisation. King compared the ‘unruly’ 

behaviour of those who sympathised with him with that of the Indigenous peoples of Sydney 

and the nearby Hawkesbury region. In a letter to Hobart, King frames Pemulwye’s resistance 

as isolated, and lacking support, “…in the few intercourses we had with some of his 

companions they expressed their sorrow for the part they were obliged to act by the great 

influence of Pemulwye had over them.”90 Perhaps King was looking to reassure Hobart that 

the problematic situation he lamented in 1802 had not yet got out of hand. Recognising that 

the men he could deploy to the region could not match Pemulwye’s agility, King leveraged 
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the ‘friendship’ relationship that existed with some Indigenous peoples of the region to bring 

about Pemulwye’s demise. He ordered that everyone must do their utmost to bring Pemulwye 

in, “dead or alive”, and that when “Pemulwye is given up they should be readmitted to our 

friendship”.91 Clearly Pemulwye’s agitation had threatened the mutual non–aggression that 

had been established in the Parramatta/Toongabbie region. King’s withdrawal of ‘friendship’ 

suggests it was coupled with a withdrawal of the restraint that had at times, limited violence. 

The publicly expressed pause on friendship effectively acted as a licence to exercise violence 

upon the Indigenous peoples of the region until the threats emanating from Pemulwye were 

effectively discontinued. King’s treatment of ‘friendship’ as contingent and conditional 

reminds us of the asymmetrical nature of conciliation in New South Wales, and the presence 

of violence within it, rather than outside of it. Conciliation was not suspended by this breach 

in friendship, rather it was enacted to remedy that breach and restore a British dominated 

form of order. As had happened in the American colonies, when Indigenous peoples’ 

resistance to colonisation took the form of threatened or actualised violence, the terms of the 

friendship were hastily reviewed.  

 

Almost inevitably it was two settlers, and not one of his own people that shot and killed 

Pemulwye and another Indigenous man in his company.92 It was also the settlers who 

requested that his head might be taken to the Governor. Pemulwye’s death was meant to 

conclude the conflict and send a signal to those who might defy the colonists. King’s 

astonishing response to Pemulwye’s death, was to read Hobart’s Proclamation regarding 

frontier violence to those Indigenous people who were available to listen. The Proclamation 
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began by discussing the outcome of a recent trial of five men convicted of “wantonly killing” 

two Indigenous boys from the Hawkesbury region. Despite their conviction in October 1799, 

the men were to have their punishment remitted. King continues, and one can only imagine 

that he did so with little sense of irony, declaring, “It should at the same time be clearly 

understood that on future occasions any instance of Injustice or wanton cruelty towards the 

Natives will be punished with the utmost severity of the Law; and his Majesty having at the 

same time recommended that every means should…be used to conciliate the Goodwill of the 

Natives.”93 Despite having excused five murderers, the Proclamation continues to decry 

wanton violence or cruelty against the ‘natives’ but in conclusion, hints at what the acceptable 

parameters for violence towards the Indigenous people might be. “The Settler”, according to 

the Proclamation,  

 

…is not to suffer his property to be invaded, or his existence endangered by 

them; in preserving what he is to use effectual, but at the same time the most 

humane means of resisting such attacks… a great deal of forebearance and 

plain dealing with the natives appears the only means they can adopt to avoid 

future attacks, and to continue the present good understanding that exists. 94 

 

Even more astonishing is King’s assertion to Hobart that upon the Proclamation being read, 

he made “the natives fully sensible of the intention and meaning thereof”, at which point they 

“expressed much joy and are now on more friendly terms than ever.”95 When read in the 
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context of Hobart’s earlier chastening of King as to the state of relations in the colony, King’s 

attempt to convince Hobart of the ‘friendliness’ that existed between the two parties is not 

surprising. But his address to the indigenous inhabitants also outlines a clear shift into an 

understanding of conciliation that further embeds justifications for the use of violence if 

British property was under threat or was being interfered with. 

 

The language of conciliation undergoes another shift as King’s governorship continues.  As 

the ‘settled’ areas of Sydney expanded, and the colony’s settler population grew, Indigenous 

peoples’ behaviour was considered increasingly problematic. In August 1804 King becomes 

concerned with the ‘daring outrages’ made by Indigenous peoples that are causing settlers on 

the north side of the Hawkesbury to abandon their farms. When two Indigenous men were 

killed in efforts to protect settlers King clearly conceived of the ‘problematic’ Indigenous 

peoples as those who are spatially separated from those who are familiar with the more 

densely settled areas of the colony. He wrote,  

 

…as those enormities were committed by those who have not had much 

intercourse with the settlements, I hope the advantages the other natives have 

derived by their intercourse with those who have been some time settled will 

reconcile them to the new settlers in that district. In other districts the natives 

have been very quiet and in a great measure domesticated.96 
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King’s use of the term domesticated is instructive here. From the mid – eighteenth century 

the methods of natural history were being increasingly put to use to catalogue and classify 

nature in all its forms.97 The most authoritative system was the scientific taxonomy of 

Swedish botanist, physician and zoologist, Carolus Linnaeus (1707-1778). Put simply, 

Linnaean taxonomy classified plants and animals on the basis of their shared characteristics. 

Crucially, as Bewell has recently suggested, Linnaean botany provided an adaptable 

intellectual framework not only for the classification of plants, but for the global harnessing 

of nature’s bounty through efficient cultivation.98 Alongside the ‘cultivation’ of plants, 

natural history also offered the means to ‘domesticate’ non-human animals in the service of 

agriculture and transportation. In his 1756 publication, Natural History of Quadrupeds, 

popular naturalist, Richard Brookes suggested that “the most obvious and simple 

division…of Quadrupeds, is into the Domestic and the Savage.”99 In saying so, he positioned 

the natural historian as presiding over knowledge of how progress was to be achieved in 

domesticating animals by taming their savagery. The development of natural historical 

knowledge in the eighteenth century mirrored the development of Scottish Enlightenment 

moral philosophy and stadial theory. As the moral philosopher assumed that humankind 

could progress from a ‘savage’ state to ‘civilisation’, the natural historian explored the 

‘cultivation’ and ‘domestication’ of wild nature.  
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It is not difficult to see then, that King’s description of those Indigenous peoples who had 

‘come in’ and remained among the British as ‘domesticated’, effectively labels those of the 

Hawkesbury as their ‘savage’ opposite. At a time when opinions varied as to the place of 

non–Europeans in hierarchies of humanity, such distinctions could effectively relegate 

‘savages’ to being thought of in animalistic terms, implicitly sanctioning violence against 

them in the service of their future ‘domestication’. Alternatively, those who had been 

conciliated to remain among the British now occupied a ‘domesticated’ place on an imagined 

spectrum between ‘savage’ and ‘civilised’. King’s suggestion that these ‘domesticated’ 

people might help reconcile the Hawkesbury peoples to the settler’s presence speaks to his 

hope that they might ameliorate the strain of governing more distant Indigenous peoples by 

acculturating them to British manners and customs.100  

  

In the months following King’s remarks, Deputy Judge Advocate Richard Atkins (1745 – 

1820) offered an opinion on the treatment of the Indigenous population, debating whether to 

treat them with “lenity or rigor”. Here the frustration of how to deal with a population that 

was not sufficiently ‘domesticated’ to comprehend British justice is apparent. Atkins ponders 

the predicament of dealing with an ungovernable group, “The Natives are within the Pale of 

HM protection; but how can a Native when brought to trial, plead Guilty or not Guilty to an 

Indictment, the meaning and tendency of which they must be totally ignorant of?” Holding 

scant hope of having them understand the law, Atkins ends his ‘opinion’ by referring to a 

settler’s admission of having “destroyed many of them”. In response, Atkins frames this 

                                                   
100 For a discussion of domestication and savagery in the eighteenth century see Wheeler, R. (2000) The 

Complexion of Race: Categories of Difference in Eighteenth Century British Culture, University of 

Pennsylvania Press, Philadelphia, p.67 



 

 42 

outcome as the result of the excesses of the Indigenous peoples, and suggests that the loss of 

life that they suffered may “point out to the Survivors the necessity of regulating their future 

conduct, if not, self–defence will justify the most coercive measures being exercised against 

them.”101 Thus it seems that the state could overlook the need to regulate violence against 

Indigenous peoples if they could portray them as not regulating their own conduct.    

 

It does not appear that those attitudes were shared by Lachlan Macquarie (1762-1824) (g. 

1810 – 1824), who arrived as Governor in January 1810. Macquarie made clear the way he 

hoped to manage relations with the Indigenous peoples. Addressing his “fellow citizens” he 

proclaimed,  

 

I need not, I hope, express my wish that the Natives of this Country when they 

come in the Way in a peaceable Manner, may not be molested in their Persons 

or Property by anyone; but that, on the contrary, they may always be treated 

with Kindness and Attention, so as to conciliate them as much as possible to 

our Government and Manners.102 
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There were settlers who questioned if it were even possible to regulate the conduct of the 

Indigenous peoples. In July 1810 ‘Philanthropus’, addressed the following ‘Query’ to the 

editor of The Sydney Gazette, “What plan can be adopted, what means used, or what steps 

taken, whereby we may most speedily and effectualy [sic] civilize and evangelize the natives 

of New South Wales, local circumstances considered?”103 The Query was answered over the 

following weeks by an anonymous correspondent whose observations included that 

Indigenous peoples, “appear to possess every quality that can tend to discourage the hope of 

their ever becoming civilised beings after they reach an adult state.” He continues by 

observing that their propensity for nakedness, their natural diet and their “filth” were traits in 

their character that repelled the prospect of “civilizing the grown people without the use of 

force.” The alternative to ‘civilizing’ them, according to the correspondent was for them to 

be “made industrious” in order to “excite wants” and in turn, “beget exertion”.104  

 

While it had been observed that when the Indigenous children were separated from their 

parents and sent to school that they had learnt to read, write and converse with “tolerable 

fluency”, the writer found them lacking in curiosity even after twenty years of observing 

European manners since, “not one has yet attempted to build himself a hut, or by the slightest 

experiment, to alleviate the misery of his condition, if such he can at all conceive it.” 105 

However when he continued his answer to Philanthropus a few weeks later, the anonymous 

writer took the opportunity to chastise the settler population, suggesting that if young 

Indigenous children were to learn manners from their British ‘rescuers’, then “we should 
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commence the practice on ourselves”, proceeding then to decry the lack of order and religion 

in the colony. The children, he suggested,  

 

…in their infancy they must be treated tenderly, in order that as they grow up 

they may look back with aversion to the hardship of their primitive conditions 

and feel more sensibly the obligations to Providence, and to us as its 

immediate instrument, in relieving them from the state of misery and want. 

Accustomed to ease, comfort and security, they would then be in as little 

danger of abandoning our society, as we ourselves at present should be 

inclined to join with theirs.106 

 

The search for the right conditions under which Indigenous people could be rendered less 

problematic continued. In 1814 Macquarie persists with the idea of domestication. On this 

occasion he refers to it as cultivation; a term he uses for both the environs of the settlement 

and the Indigenous population in and about it, almost as though the two were one. For him, 

only by being “properly cultivated and encouraged” could these people of a “rude and 

uncivilized nature” be turned from their “wild wandering and unsettled Habits” to be 

rendered “useful to the country either labourers in Agricultural Employ or among the lower 

Class of mechanics”.107 This conversion from ‘unsettled’ to ‘useful’ was clearly the next 

stage of conciliation for Macquarie, who also seems cognisant of its spatial limits. He 

suggests,  
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Those natives, who dwell near Sydney or other principal settlements live in a 

state of perfect peace, friendliness and sociality with the settlers…and it seems 

only to require the fostering Hand of Time, Gentle Means and Conciliatory 

Manners to Bring these Poor Unenlightened people into an important degree 

of Civilization, and to Instil into their Minds, as they Gradually open to reason 

and reflection, A Sense of Duties they owe their fellow kindred and Society 

in General  (to Which they will become United), and taught to reckon upon 

that Sense of Duty as the first and happiest Advance to a State of Comfort and 

Security.108 

 

Macquarie relied upon these ideas to foreground his application to the British government to 

establish the Parramatta Natives Institution in 1814. His plan (based on those of a member 

of the London Missionary Society, the Reverend William Shelley (1774-1815), included 

provision of the basic food, clothing and tools that might encourage the attendance of the 

children of the more ‘forward thinking’ Indigenous parents of Sydney. There were even plans 

for those who continued in the Institution to eventually be granted land for the purpose of 

cultivation. No doubt this had little to do with the restoration of what the British had taken 

from the Indigenous peoples.  Rather, the taking up of cultivation of land would testify to the 

success of the domestication and cultivation of students of the Native Institution. By raising 

crops and selling the produce, their entry to the world of commerce would signify their 

usefulness to society and the completion of the ‘civilizing process’.109 The plan was approved 

                                                   
108 Macquarie to Bathurst 8 October,1814, HRA Series 1, Vol. VIII, pp. 368 
109 For a discussion of the aims of the native institution at Parramatta see Cruickshank, J (2008)’To Exercise a 

Beneficial Influence over a man’: Marriage, gender and the native Institutions in Early Colonial Australia’ in 
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late in 1814 and school established in 1815. But by 1816, many of the original students had 

abandoned the Institution, and Macquarie was more subdued about his conciliatory efforts, 

finding the civilization of the natives a “more arduous task” than he had imagined.110  

 

In the same year Macquarie also ordered further military expeditions in retaliation for 

violence against settlers. In April 1816 three detachments were instructed to take as many 

Indigenous peoples as prisoners as possible, but they rarely met with the ‘hostile tribes’ they 

were looking for. However, upon surprising one of the ‘Native Encampments’ they met with 

resistance and killed fourteen people and five others were taken prisoner. In his letter to 

Bathurst explaining this military intervention and the proclamation that followed, Macquarie 

effectively legitimises the role of military violence in conciliation. As Macquarie saw it, there 

was simply no tension between “the necessity of resorting to Military Force”, and “holding 

out to the Natives various encouragements with a view to invite and induce them to relinquish 

their Wandering predatory habits and to avail themselves of the indulgences offered to them 

as Settlers”.111 Macquarie suggests that his government has “acted with the utmost Lenity 

and humanity towards these natives” by forbearing to punish them in the hope to “reclaim 

them from their barbarous practices and to conciliate them to British Government”, by 

Affording them Protection, Assistance and Indulgence.”112 Here is conciliation pursued, 

effectively, by war. 

 

                                                   
Barry, A, Cruickshank, et. al. (eds.) Evangelists of Empire?: Missionaries in Colonial History, University of 

Melbourne eScholarship Research Centre, http://msp.esrc.unimelb.edu.au/shs/missions, pp. 115-124 
110 Macquarie to Bathurst, 18 March 1816, HRA Series 1, Vol. IX, p. 54 
111 Macquarie to Bathurst, 8 Jun 1816, HRA Series 1, Vol. IX, p. 140 
112 Macquarie to Bathurst, 8 Jun 1816, HRA Series 1, Vol. IX, p. 141 
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By the inclusion of the Proclamation in the letter to Bathurst Macquarie also makes it known 

that continuing efforts at conciliation were to be achieved by a series of regulations that 

defined clear spatial and behavioural boundaries between those who would be deemed 

‘protected’ by the British, and who would not. The first regulation decreed that,  

 

No Black Native or Body of Black Natives shall ever appear within one Mile 

of any Town, Village Farm occupied by or belonging to any British subject, 

armed with any warlike Weapons or Weapons of any Description… on Pain 

of being deemed and considered in a State of Aggression and Hostility and 

treated accordingly. 

 

The second regulation forbade Indigenous people, even when unarmed, to gather in groups 

of more than six to “lurk or loiter about any farm in the Interior, on Pain of being considered 

Enemies, and treated accordingly.” According to the third regulation they were no longer 

permitted to assemble in large groups for “inflicting Punishments on transgressors of their 

Own Customs and manners at or near Sydney and other principal Towns and Settlements in 

the Colony” This practice, which had often been source of entertainment in the early days of 

settlement was now outlawed as a “barbarous Custom repugnant to British laws.” If the 

Indigenous peoples were assembled for any of those purposes they were to be deemed, 

“Disturbers of the Public Peace” who would be “apprehended and dealt with in a summary 

manner accordingly.”113 Having restricted the movement and cultural practices of Indigenous 

people Macquarie endeavoured to offer them an alternative to their current way of living. 

                                                   
113 ‘Proclamation’, 8 Jun 1816, HRA Series 1, Vol. IX, p. 142 
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The fourth regulation offered any Indigenous person that wished to be protected by the 

British government a right to such protection if they were prepared to “conduct themselves 

in a peaceable, inoffensive and honest manner”. If they presented themselves as such they 

were to be given ‘passports’ signed by the Governor that would “protect them from being 

injured or molested by any Person”, so long as they complied with all the aforementioned 

regulations.  

 

If Indigenous people complied, and the hoped for conciliation was achieved, Macquarie was 

prepared to “enable them to obtain an honest and comfortable Subsistence by their own 

labour and industry.” For this purpose, he was prepared to grant, “Small Portions of Land in 

suitable and Convenient parts of the Colony to such as are inclined to become regular 

Settlers.” In support of this move towards ‘civilization’ they would receive Government 

stores for six months and be furnished with the required tools and seeds for cultivating their 

land. Additionally, if they were deemed to be “really inclined and fully resolved to become 

a settler” they would be entitled to “one Suit of slops and one colonial Blanket from the 

King’s stores.” These enticements or “indulgences” were Macquarie’s attempt to have 

Indigenous peoples “relinquish their wandering, idle and predatory Habits of Life, and to 

become industrious and useful members of a Community where they will find protection and 

Encouragement”.114  

 

Macquarie expressed an “anxious wish to civilize the Aborigines of this Country” ending his 

proclamation with a reminder that he has established an institution at Parramatta “for the 

                                                   
114 ‘Proclamation’, 8 Jun 1816, HRA Series 1, Vol. IX, p. 144 
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purpose of educating the Male and Female Children of those Natives who might be willing 

to place them in that Seminary.” To further this ‘measure’ he established a “General Friendly 

Meeting of all the Natives residing in the Colony”. At these annual meetings food and 

blankets were distributed to the Indigenous peoples who gathered. As Amanda Nettlebeck 

and Robert Foster have shown, such actions had long been a part of efforts to conciliate 

Indigenous peoples in Britain’s Empire.115 Kate Darian–Smith has shown that ‘badges of 

distinction’ bestowed by Macquarie on these occasions, were similar to those that had 

featured in the North American colonial context and were part of his attempts to conciliate 

the peoples of the Cumberland Plain to the authority of the British Crown. Coupled with the 

distribution of blankets and food rations, the badges formed part of a “system of colonial 

control”, that would become more entrenched as the nineteenth century progressed.  116 

Importantly, these annual ceremonies were opportunities for the colonists to witness and the 

Indigenous peoples to participate in the performance of benevolent conciliation. By the mid-

1820’s however, the prospect of conciliation as performance met the same fate as conciliation 

by means of institutionalisation.  

 

In January 1824, ‘Philanthropus’ wrote to the Sydney Gazette of his visit to the Annual 

Conference held a fortnight earlier, remarking that there were not so many Indigenous 

peoples in attendance (approximately 220) and declaring those who did to be in a “truly 

                                                   
115 Nettlebeck, A. and Foster, R. (2012) ‘Food and Governance on the frontiers of colonial Australia and 

Canada’s North West Territories’, Aboriginal History, Vol. 36, 2012, pp. 21–41. See also Reece, R.H.W. 

(1967) ‘Feasts and Blankets: The History of Some Early Attempts to Establish Relations with the Aborigines 

of New South Wales, 1814-1846’, Archaeology & Physical Anthropology in Oceania, Vol. 2, No. 3, pp. 190- 

206 
116 Darian –Smith, K (2015) ‘Breastplates: Re-Enacting Possession in North America and Australia’ in 

Darian- Smith, K. and Edmonds, P. (eds.) Conciliation on Colonial Frontiers: Conflict, Performance and 

Commemoration in Australia and the Pacific Rim, Routledge, New York, pp. 54 - 74 
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deplorable condition… still barbarians of the most unenlightened kind.” He laments no 

suitable individual had been found for “the difficult and laborious office of an itinerant 

Conciliator and Instructor of the various tribes”. The remainder of his missive extols the 

virtues of religion, missionaries and to a lesser extent, the ‘Native Institution’, suggesting 

that it was in those quarters that the best hope lay for future changes.  

 

In August of the same year another correspondent, ‘Fidelis’ posits Philanthropus’s 

sensibilities as those of a man who is not having to deal with the realities of violence on the 

frontier. Further underscoring the spatial elements of conciliatory policy Fidelis writes, 

“…probably he is no stockholder at Bathurst… has no flocks or herds there in danger of 

being scattered, or their keepers inhumanly murdered--interest is a powerful machine to 

regulate opinions”117. The voices questioning conciliatory policy grew louder throughout the 

1820s An editorial for The Australian in November 1825 decried a renewal of attacks by 

“these sable gentry” and considered it “downright folly to talk of humanity and forbearance” 

since, “they never can be persuaded into good fellowship; they never can be conciliated, for 

they never can be divested of their treacherous habits.” The editor suggested killing 

Indigenous people when they resisted colonial power, to “strike terror in them, but spare not 

a single offender”. This wholesale terror was conceived to give them enough sense to know 

that they should “remain at peace.” If that should fail, Fidelis suggested they be removed to 

more distant parts of the territory, where he was happy for well-disposed missionaries to 

improve their minds and instil religious principles in them. But in the editor’s opinion the 

Indigenous peoples’ removal or Christianisation, “…must not prevent us from treating them 

                                                   
117 The Sydney Gazette and New South Wales Advertiser, Thursday 19 August 1824, p.4 
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as an open enemy…”118 In the face of settler pressures and public opinion, conciliation was 

perceived to be failing. As public opinion shifted to viewing the Indigenous population of 

the colony as “open enemies” they effectively lost the limited protection afforded them by 

the most basic ‘friendship’ of mutual non–aggression. As I will discuss in the conclusion to 

this thesis, the supposed failure of conciliation made it much harder for colonial authorities 

in New South Wales (and even more so in Britain) to prevent or to police the increasing 

violence and terror of Australia’s frontiers. The distance between the rhetoric of conciliation 

and its practice was growing ever wider. 

 

5.5 Conclusion 

Conciliation in New South Wales was more complicated than a simple attempt to be friends 

with the Indigenous peoples the British encountered there. As this chapter has shown 

conciliation involved a number of strategies tailored to respond to circumstances in the 

colony as they evolved. In the earliest days of the colony conciliation meant the establishment 

of a ‘friendship’ of mutual non–aggression. Attempts at building relations with Indigenous 

intermediaries involved the violence of kidnap, and efforts were made to accustom 

Indigenous peoples to European manners and ideas. Some colonists pursued more personal 

relationships with a number of Indigenous intermediaries, but as we have seen, these efforts 

were primarily instrumental, geared towards the learning of language and premised on the 

hope that the conversion of one to a British way of life might lead to the conversion of many. 

In this respect conciliation failed, underscoring for some, beliefs of Indigenous people’s  

inherent ‘savagery’. 

                                                   
118 The Australian, November 10, 1825, p.2 



 

 52 

 

When the pressures of an expanding settlement further encroached upon Indigenous hunting 

grounds, Indigenous peoples’ efforts to resist were met with violent reprisals. Contemporary 

conciliatory gestures of protection were contingent upon Indigenous peoples’ willingness to 

conduct themselves in accordance with British ideas of civil society, particularly the 

observance of British laws of property. In the early nineteenth century increasing violence 

instigated by both settlers and the state was deemed necessary if conciliation was to be 

achieved. The establishment of a school for Indigenous children in 1815 largely failed in its 

efforts to civilise and Christianise Indigenous children. At this time both the government and 

settlers’ support for conciliation began to wane as it came to be equated with an idea of being 

too lenient with those who stole from or were violent towards settlers. While traces of 

conciliatory rhetoric persisted in governance discourse into the nineteenth century, they were 

largely subsumed by the increasingly violent actions taken by settlers and administrators 

alike. Effectively, conciliation as a key objective of colonial governance fell into eclipse 

during the 1820s, leaving colonial authorities bereft of a clear policy for policing the 

frontiers. This ensured that Indigenous peoples remained even more exposed to the violence 

and impunity of settlers. As a consequence, I will conclude, Australia’s colonisation in the 

era after conciliation followed a course caught between vacuous promises of the protection 

of law to Indigenous Australians, underwritten by the use of violence to remove them.  
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6.0 Conclusion 

 

In this thesis I have argued that the phrase “to conciliate their affections” has largely been 

misunderstood in the historiography of early colonial Australia, and in the broader history of 

British imperialism.  I have shown that the phrase signifies a strategy influenced by a range 

of ideas and resulting in a variety of practices.  Those ideas developed in an intellectual 

context that construed Indigenous peoples as an inferior ‘Other’. At the same time, 

conciliatory practices evolved for the purpose of developing workable relations with 

Indigenous peoples that would protect and promulgate British interests. 

 

Under the governorship of Lachlan Macquarie (1810-1821), conciliation in NSW developed 

once more as it became subject to three predominant sources of strain discussed in the 

previous chapter. These were, the consolidation and rapid extension of colonial settlement, 

the institutionalisation of policy embodied in the Native Institution, and the increased use of 

violence on the fringes of colonial settlement. In this context, conciliation became less 

rhetorical and more performative, as colonial administrators adapted to present conciliation 

as a benevolent gift from the growing colony to the Indigenous people it was displacing and 

dispossessing.  

 

Macquarie instigated a new kind of performative conciliation that culminated in annual 

gatherings of Indigenous peoples, colonial administrators and settlers on the outskirts of the 
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colony at Parramatta.1 These occasions were largely constituted as ceremonies of 

benevolence accompanied by feasting. Food and blankets were distributed, being considered 

Indigenous peoples’ most immediate material need, and therefore a means of drawing them 

in from the peripheries of settlement. Presentations were made by the governor to confer rank 

and status upon Indigenous leaders, (although many already held these ‘titles’ among their 

own people), and others were similarly decorated for their perceived loyalty to British 

interests. Children from the Native Institution read or sang aloud as demonstration of their 

educability and suitability as future settlers.2 These gatherings then, not only served to 

provide material benefit to Indigenous peoples but to remind them of the benefits of 

subjecting themselves to ‘civilising’ British influence. Over time, the gatherings became 

occasions of spectacle for settlers who took the opportunity to evaluate the place of 

Indigenous peoples in the colony and remind themselves of the government’s ‘goodwill’ 

towards the Indigenous population.3  

 

Whatever the conciliatory effects of those annual gatherings, they could not mask the brutal 

realities of frontier violence that made a mockery of the rhetorical claims of conciliation. In 

the conclusion to this thesis, I want to reflect on the intertwining of violence and conciliation 

in Van Diemen’s Land (now, Tasmania). Here the long history I have traced in previous 

chapters, of conciliation as a discursive strategy of colonial justification and as a policy of 

                                                   
1 These gathering were referred to in a variety of ways, often as ‘feasts’ or ‘conferences’. Macquarie referred 

to it initially as a “general friendly meeting”. See Reece, Feasts and Blankets p. 190, and Sydney Gazette and 

New South Wales Advertiser, Saturday 4 May 1816, page 1 
2 Sydney Gazette and New South Wales Advertiser, Saturday 4 January 1817, p. 2 
3 Reece, Feasts and Blankets, pp. 190 – 206 For an account of concerns about the potential for the feasts to 

encourage indolence among the Indigenous population see Nettlebeck, A. and Foster, R. (2012) Food and 

governance on the frontiers of colonial Australia and Canada’s North West Territories, Aboriginal History, 

Vol. 26, pp.2-41, p. 25 
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colonial administration, finally succumbed to the government’s sanctioning of brute force 

from the military and its settler population. Yet equity and justice, which had eluded 

Indigenous peoples from the moment of colonial contact, continued to feature as rhetorical 

devices, portrayed on the colonial government’s Proclamation Boards. The silent scenes 

depicted on these Boards are representative of the denouement of conciliation. In effect, they 

allow us to complete the story I have traced in the previous chapters by showing how 

conciliation came to an end 

 

6.1 Conciliation and Violence: From New South Wales to Van Diemen’s Land 

 

In the newly independent colony of Van Diemen’s Land,4 the paradoxical intertwining of 

conciliation and violence became even more apparent. The call by the editor of The 

Australian in 1825 for a distinct spatial separation of Indigenous peoples who resisted 

colonial authority would echo across Bass Strait just a few years later in the practices of the 

Lieutenant Governor of Van Diemen’s Land, George Arthur (1784-1854) (g. 1823 -1837). 

Arthur’s religious commitment and his connections with William Wilberforce and other 

British humanitarians meant that he has at times been cast as a humanitarian figure.5 Yet 

Arthur presided over a period when conciliatory rhetoric was expressed in new ways even as 

violence between settlers and indigenous peoples escalated to new heights. 

 

                                                   
4 Van Diemen’s Land became a separate colony from New South Wales in 1824. It was renamed Tasmania by 

the British government in 1856. 
5 Shaw, A.G.L. (1966) ‘Sir George Arthur’ Australian Dictionary of Biography, Melbourne University Press, 

Melbourne 
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In contrast to the spatial patterns of violence in New South Wales where the worst violence 

occurred in sparsely settled regions, in Van Diemen’s Land it occurred in what were referred 

to as the ‘Settled Districts’.6 Lyndall Ryan describes the exponential growth of pastoral 

activity and settler numbers there from 1817 onwards.7 The resultant disruption of Indigenous 

peoples’ lives led to repeated attacks and reprisals between settlers and Indigenous peoples 

in the first half of the 1820s. In November 1826 Arthur responded to what he saw as “a series 

of outrages… perpetrated by the Aborigines… in return for the kindness, in numerous 

instances shewn to them by the Settlers.”8 In another inversion of conciliatory policy Arthur 

suggests that it was from their contact with settlers that Indigenous leaders had “acquired 

sufficient intelligence to draw them into Crime.”9 The capture of Indigenous leaders and their 

associates became of the utmost importance to Arthur, but in an important caveat that was to 

sanction violence at unprecedented levels, he gave settlers the right to determine the 

intentions of indigenous people, declaring: 

 

If it should be apparent that there is a Determination on the Part of one  or more 

of the Native Tribes to attack, rob, or murder the White Inhabitants generally, any 

Persons may arm, and, joining themselves to the Military, drive them by force to 

a safe Distance, treating them as open Enemies.10 

                                                   
6 “The Settled Districts included the lands of the Oyster Bay nation in the centre and east, the Big River nation 

in the west, the North Midlands nation on the upper Campbell Town to Launceston in the north, the Ben 

Lomond nation on the upper reaches of the South Esk River in the north – east, and the North nation along the 

Meander River west of Launceston.” Ryan, Tasmanian Aborigines, p. 75 
7 Ryan, L (2012) Tasmanian Aborigines: A History since 1803, Allen and Unwin, Sydney, p. 74  
8 Hobart Town Gazette, Saturday 2 December 1826, p.1 
9 Hobart Town Gazette, Saturday 2 December 1826, p.1 
10 Hobart Town Gazette, Saturday 2 December 1826, p.1 
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Arthur’s notice went on to detail that any resistance, actual or attempted, could be met with 

force.11  

 

In October 1828 Arthur called a meeting of the Executive Council to discuss the escalation 

of violence. 61 colonists had been killed since the 1826 declaration. Relying on a July 1825 

despatch from Bathurst for guidance as to how to proceed, the Council advised Arthur to 

declare martial law, which Ryan suggests was “tantamount to a declaration of total war.” 

Ryan estimates that at least 400 Indigenous people from the Settled Districts had been killed 

in 1826 and 1827. For them, war arrived was already a colonial fact of life. And yet, colonial 

anxieties about this violence persisted. 12   

 

In 1829 Arthur adopted the suggestion of the colony’s Surveyor General, George Frankland 

(1800 – 1838), to communicate the conciliatory intentions of the colonial government to 

Indigenous people through the use of Proclamation Boards. The boards depict four scenes. 

The first features male and female Indigenous people dressed in European style clothing 

mixing socially with white settlers, apparently at their ease. The second features a depiction 

of the governor greeting an Indigenous man and his naked family or friends with a handshake 

as two soldiers and a settler look on. The following two scenes both depict acts of fatal 

violence and their outcomes. The spearing of a settler by an indigenous man results in him 

being hung, and similarly the death of an Indigenous man at the hands of an armed settler is 

portrayed as resulting in capital punishment for the settler. The scenes evoke the suggestion 

                                                   
11 Hobart Town Gazette, Saturday 2 December 1826, p.1 
12 Ryan, Tasmanian Aborigines, p. 104 
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of equality before the law. Conciliation was now a matter of depicting Indigenous people as 

subjects of colonial law. 

 

Penelope Edmonds has considered the Proclamation Boards at length, noting they have 

become “objects of enduring national significance”, where once Australian historiography 

had trivialized them, or derided them as “mere folly” and a “comic strip.”13 For Edmonds, 

the Boards are “instruments of diplomacy” that share a “rich, visual, intellectual and trans–

imperial lexicon concerning the cessation of violence, conciliation and Indigenous 

transformation.” Drawing as she does up on the iconography of eighteenth century 

evangelical and humanitarian discourses she argues that the Boards reflect these ideas and 

that as such these “objects of diplomacy were crucially concerned with the governance and 

management of colonised Indigenous people and slaves in Britain’s colonies.”14 When placed 

within the broader context of colonial policies described in this thesis the Boards provide us 

with a valuable visual clue of what became of the eighteenth century colonial policy of 

conciliation in the early decades of the nineteenth. 

 

As Edmonds has identified, Arthur agreed the production of the Boards at a time when he 

admitted his “failing in every endeavor to conciliate.”15 Despite his humanitarian credentials, 

Arthur’s governorship imbibed wholesale violence. Not only was this state violence, but 

state–sanctioned violence enacted by settlers who were protected under the law. As Edmonds 

                                                   
13 Edmonds, P (2011) ‘“Failing in every endeavor to conciliate”: Governor Arthur’s Proclamation Boards to 

the Aborigines, Australian conciliation narratives and their transnational connections’, Journal of Australian 

Studies, Vol. 35, no. 2, pp. 201-218, p.  203 
14 Edmonds, Failing in every endeavour to conciliate, p.  203 
15 Quoted in Edmonds, Failing in every endeavour to conciliate, p. 202 
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notes the “visual message of humanitarianism and equal application of discipline belies the 

environment in which [the Boards] were made, which legitimized both military and settler 

violence”.16 Edmonds identifies the glaring disjunction between the depiction of diplomacy 

and the practice of it, but her focus is on tracing the symbolism portrayed on the Boards and 

capturing for the reader a sense of the ways in which this strangely dissonant depiction is 

connected to the project of empire in other times and locations.  

 

Nicholas Brodie and Kristyn Harman’s recent work has pointed to the existence of other 

similar, but distinct Boards in Van Diemen’s Land.17 Although these Boards are no longer in 

existence, it is suggested that in common with the Boards analysed by Edmonds, they were 

consistent with contemporary portrayals of the benefits of Indigenous assimilation, and the 

dangers of resistance. Notably, they are supposed to have depicted Indigenous incarceration 

as a penalty for breaking colonial law, an inversion of the earlier capture and incarceration 

of Colebee and Bennelong as a means to conciliation. In these Boards from the 1820s, capture 

is no longer a conciliatory act, but a punishment.18 This reality was to become a defining 

feature of life for increasing numbers of Indigenous Australians throughout the nineteenth, 

twentieth and into the twenty-first centuries.  

 

In the context of this thesis, the ‘Proclamation Boards’ serve as visual symbols of what 

became of conciliation after a long history of rhetorical articulation and colonial practice. 

                                                   
16 Edmonds, Failing in every endeavour to conciliate, p. 205 
17 Brodie, N.D and Harman, K. (2017) ‘Other Picture Boards in Van Diemen’s Land: The recovery of lost 

illustrations of frontier violence and relationships, Aboriginal History, Vol. 41, pp. 3-21 
18 Brodie and Harman, Other Picture Boards, p.15-16 
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The analysis of both sets of Vandemonian Boards reminds us of the extent to which 

conciliation could adapt as both a rhetorical and practical strategy of colonial governance. 

Conciliation had developed as a colonial expedient that borrowed from and gestured toward 

a long history of European thought and rhetoric stretching back to the Greeks and the imperial 

greatness of Rome. For eighteenth century British gentlemen, conciliation served as a way 

of simultaneously reminding themselves of their prerogatives and obligations. Conciliation 

was a means to empire and glory, it was an analogue for friendship, and it was a powerful 

reminder that they were, or should be, in charge. The messy realities along colonial frontiers 

however, were another kind of reminder that the control and power they were supposed to 

look upon as their right was perpetually contested and contestable. Conciliation was always 

provisional and conditional, but it retained just enough flexibility to accommodate such 

inconsistencies in the performance of friendly conciliation – in Johnson’s devotion to the 

Iroquois, or in Governor Phillip’s forbearance of revenge after his spearing.  

 

In the brutal penal colony of Van Diemen’s Land in the 1820s however, that flexibility was 

pushed beyond its breaking point. As violence and terror became commonplace, and military 

action was demanded of governors, a new kind of gesture and performance was required. 

Here the performance was, as the Proclamation Boards show, one of gubernatorial 

sovereignty. The governor was no longer a conciliator, much less a friend. The Governor had 

now become the sole dispenser of law to which all were supposed to be equally subject. As 

an image, the Boards succeeded in projecting an ideal of colonisation and empire very far 

from the bloody realities faced by Indigenous peoples. They also depicted in the soldiers 

present at the Governor’s back, the message that the colonial face of law to the uncolonised 

was war. 
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6.2 Epilogue 

 

This thesis has considered conciliation both in word and deed. It has interrogated the problem 

of how conciliation is described in Australian historiography by taking an intellectual history 

approach to its usage in the history of British colonial governance. It has shown that the 

interpretation of conciliation as friendship was problematic in its failure to account for the 

diverse meanings of friendship across time and context, and for its treatment of violence as 

extrinsic to, rather than inherent in, conciliation in colonial contexts. By considering attitudes 

to imperialism in Chapter Two we learned that the intellectual justifications for British 

maritime colonization shaped much of the relevant discourse and practice between the 

sixteenth and the nineteenth centuries. At the same time, emerging understandings of 

Indigenous peoples, primarily as ‘savage Other’ in contrast to ‘civil’ Europeans, influenced 

the ways British colonial authorities established relations with local peoples in overseas 

territories. In Scottish Enlightenment thought of the mid–eighteenth century, this binary 

understanding developed into a stadial theory of human progress toward civilization. In time, 

it came to be thought that ‘civilized’ societies bore a responsibility to benevolently ‘civilize’ 

supposedly less ‘civilized’ peoples by protecting them and rendering them dependent upon 

superior societies that had benefitted from Christianity, agriculture, commerce and polite 

manners. Despite claims that conciliation was novel in late eighteenth century New South 

Wales, I have shown that its basic premise of treating Indigenous peoples well in order to 

‘civilise’ them, and further British interests, had been employed as a strategy much earlier in 

British North America.  
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In Chapter Three conciliation in Britain’s North American colonies was examined to reveal 

the circumstances in which it was adopted as a strategy of colonial governance. Britain’s 

pursuit of trade, settled spaces, and advantage over its colonial rivals were shown to be 

catalysts for the use of conciliatory rhetoric and practice in order to manage colonial tensions. 

Native American concerns over a lack of transparency and honesty in the conduct of these 

matters resulted in episodes of resentment and resistance that colonial administrators 

attempted to mitigate by ‘conciliation’. In colonial North America, conciliation was 

construed as a means to align the interests of First Nations peoples more closely to those of 

Britain’s colonial administrators in the pursuit of British interests.  

 

Returning to an intellectual history approach, Chapter Four considered the historical use of 

the terms friendship and conciliation in colonial governance. In this chapter, the variety of 

ways in which friendship had been conceived of in political discourse from Classical times 

to the eighteenth century were explored in order to assess what conciliation meant when it 

featured in histories written by Scottish Enlightenment historians. By doing so, friendship 

and conciliation could be contextualized, revealing that they were not synonymous and 

interchangeable in their meaning. Rather friendship described a variety of relational states 

that peoples or nations could enter into, whereas conciliation described the strategies that 

might be used to develop those relations if necessity warranted it.  

 

The remainder of the chapter examined ‘amicable strangership’; an idea premised on the 

benefits of commercial relationships, and the ways in which it operated in the Pacific in the 

voyages of James Cook. Responses to the ‘amicable strangership’ of trade and commerce 
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was a means by which Cook read the degree of civility Pacific peoples possessed. Their 

emotional and moral responses were similarly evaluated against European norms in an effort 

to figure their place in European hierarchies of civility. The determinations made there would 

have significant impact for the way governance of the Indigenous peoples of New South 

Wales would be conducted.  

 

Chapter Five looked at the implementation of conciliation in New South Wales. It presented 

an interpretation that conciliation was initially for the purposes of establishing a ‘friendship’ 

of mutual non–aggression in the colony. This involved the use of violence for kidnapping 

vital intermediaries, and for convincing the Indigenous peoples of their military superiority. 

Examining relations with intermediaries revealed the instrumentality inherent in those 

relationships. Colonial administrators hoped that through the domestication and cultivation 

of a few, many more of the Indigenous peoples would be encouraged to avail themselves of 

the ‘benefits’ of British ‘civilization’ and attach themselves to the British interest. The 

chapter reveals that despite their efforts to render Indigenous peoples dependent though the 

distribution of food and goods, sustained contact did not achieve the outcomes the British 

desired.  

 

In the early nineteenth century, the pressures of expanding settlement led to increased frontier 

violence and conciliation adapted to include more overt efforts to ‘civilize’ Indigenous 

peoples through education and making them ‘useful’. It also adapted to sanction increased 

violence as frustrations grew that Indigenous people could not be conciliated to live and think 

as Europeans did – especially about property and territory. When Governor Phillip was 

instructed to “conciliate their affections” in the fledgling colony his pursuit of it was not 
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novel, and it was not simply a case of making friends. His Instruction was conceived by the 

Admiralty with the benefit of approximately two hundred years of experience in dealing with 

the Indigenous peoples in lands that they wished to colonize. It also drew upon a rich and 

evolving intellectual history of understanding both governance and non–European peoples. 

This thesis has endeavoured to provide insight into both those aspects of conciliation by 

examining its discursive use and practical implementation across the colonial contexts of 

Britain’s American colonies, and the colony of New South Wales. In doing so I have sought 

to extend our understanding of conciliation in New South Wales in particular. For too long it 

was a policy that has been read naively – as ‘friendship’. This imbued Australia’s colonial 

past with a redeeming feature; an original ‘good intention’ that simply masks the realities of 

the colonial relation required by conciliation. For too long, this understanding of conciliation 

has frustrated current attempts to recognize and redress the wrongs of Australia’s colonial 

legacy – the lack of treaty, the failure to recognize our First Nations peoples in the Australian 

Constitution, and the appalling incarceration rates and health statistics for Indigenous 

peoples. It has done so by fueling a discourse of failed good intentions, the blame for which 

has regularly fallen on Indigenous peoples perceived to have failed to embrace a ‘civilization’ 

so ‘magnanimously’ offered to them. With a clearer understanding of what was intended by 

conciliation, and the language, ideas and practices used to implement it, it is incumbent upon 

Australians to reject forms of reconciliation that simply replicate colonial conciliation.  The 

task of the historian is to seek an understanding of the past in order that we might better grasp 

its legacies and traces in our present. By doing that, it is my hope that this thesis will 

contribute to Australia’s continuing efforts to understand our colonial history, that we might 

find new ways for Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples to imagine our nation beyond 

‘conciliation’.  
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