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What is wrong with colonialism? Lots of things, obviously. Historically, colonial occupations have involved
subjecting innocent populations to atrocities such as murder, torture, exploitation, sexual violence, forced
relocation, and enslavement. But pointing at these wrongs is not enough to explain the distinctive way in which
colonialism is wrong. After all, murder, torture, exploitation, sexual violence, forced relocation, and
enslavement are wrong whether or not they occur in the context of colonial occupation. If all we can do to
explain the nature of colonialism is point at the fact that it typically involves the perpetration of these crimes,
we cannot vindicate the thought that there is something distinctively wrong with colonial domination, a wrong
that cannot be reduced to the systematic perpetration of these more familiar crimes. And yet many seem to
share this thought. Intuitively, the members of former colonies seem to have suffered a distinctive wrong over
and above the wrongs associated with murder, exploitation, enslavement etc. To make sense of this intuition,
in this paper I offer an account of colonialism that appeals to the idea that colonial domination undermines the
capacity of political communities to exercise their self-determining agency in a particular way. When political
communities are treated in this way, there is a distinctive wrong that is perpetrated against their members,
independently of whether this treatment is accompanied by any of the other wrongs listed above. This wrong
is what we need to focus on if we want to understand the nature of colonialism.
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