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CHAPTER TWO

CONSOLIDATED VISION

We called ourselves “Intrusive” as a band; for we meant to break into the
accepted halls of English foreign policy, and build a new people in the East,
despite the rails laid down for us by our ancestors.

T. E. Lawrence, The Seven Pillars of Wisdom

(1)

Narrative and Social Space

> I early everywhere in nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century British

and French culture we find allusions to the facts of empire, but
perhaps nowhere with more regularity and frequency than in the British
novel. Taken together, these allusions constitute what | have called a struc-
ture of attitude and reference. In Mansfield Park, which within Jane Austen’s
work .carefully defines the moral and social values informing her other
novels, references to Sir Thomss Bertram’s overseas possessions are
threaded through; they give him his wealth, occasion his absences, fix his
social status at home and abroad, and make possible his values, to which
Fanny Price (and Austen herself) finally subscribes. If this is a novel about
“ordination,” as Austen says, the right to colonial possessions helps directly
to establish social order and moral priorities at home. Or again, Bertha
Mason, Rochester’s deranged wife in Jane £yre, is a West Indian, and also a
threatening presence, confined to an attic room. Thackeray’s Joseph Sedley
in Vanity Fairis an Indian nabob whose rambunctious behavior and excessive
(perhaps undeserved) wealth is counterpointed with Becky’s finally unac-
ceptable deviousness, which in turn is contrasted with Amelia’s propriety,
suitably rewarded in the end; Joseph Dobbin is seen at the end of the novel
engaged serenely in writing a history of the Punjab. The good ship Rose in
Charles Kingsley's Westward Ho! wanders through the Caribbean and South
America. In Dickens’s Grear Expectations, Abel Magwitch is the convict trans-
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ported to Australia whose wealth—conveniently removed from Pip’s tri-
umphs as a provincial lad flourishing in London in the guise of a gentle-
man—ironically makes possible the great expectations Pip entertains. In
many other Dickens novels businessmen have connections with the empire,
Dombey and Quilp being two noteworthy examples. For Disraeli's Tancred
and Eliot’s Dasniel Deronda, the East is partly a habitat for native. peoples (or
immigrant European populatons), but also partly incorporated under the
sway of empire. Henry James's Ralph Touchett in Portrait of a Lady travels
in Algeria and Egypt. And when we come to Kipling, Conrad, Arthur Conan
Doyle, Rider Haggard, R. L. Stevenson, George Orwell, Joyce Cary, E. M.
Forster, and T. E. Lawrence, the empire is everywhere a crucial setting.

The situation in France was different, insofar as the French imperial
vocation during the early nineteenth centary was different from England’s,
buttressed as it was by the continuity and stability of the English polity itself.
The reverses of policy, losses of colonies, insecurity of possession, and shifts
in philosophy that France suffered during the Revolution and the Napole-
onic era meant that its empire had a less secure identity and presence in
French culture. In Chateaubriand and Lamartine one hears the rhetoric of
imperial grandeur; and in painting, in historical and philological writing, in
music and theater one has an often vivid apprehension of France’s outlying
possessions. But in the culture at large—until after the middle of the cen-
tury—there is rarely that weighty, almost philosophical sense of imperial
mission that one finds in Britain. °

There is also a dense body of American writing, contemporary with this
British and French work, which shows a peculiarly acute imperial cast, even
though paradoxically its ferocious anti-colonialism, directed at the Old
World, is central to it. One thinks, for example, of the Puritan “errand into
the wilderness” and, later, of that extraordinarily obsessive concern in
Cooper, Twain, Melville, and others with United States expansion west-
ward, along with the wholesale colonization and destruction of native Amer-
ican life (as memorably studied by Richard Slotkin, Patricia Limerick, and
Michael Paul Rogin);! an imperial motif emerges to rival the European one.
(In Chapter Four of this book I shall dea] with other and more recent aspects
of the United States in its late-twentieth-century imperial form.)

As areference, ds a point of definition, as an easily assumed place of travel,
wealth, and service, the empire functions for much of the European nine-
teenth century as a codified, if only marginally visible, presence in fiction,
very much like the servants in grand households and in novels, whose work
is taken for granted but scarcely ever more than named, rarely studied
(though Bruce Robbins has recently written on them),? or given density. To
cite another intriguing analogue, imperial possessions are as usefully rhere,
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anonymous and collective, as the outcast populations (analyzed by Gareth
Stedman Jones)® of transient workers, part-time employees, seasonal arg-
sans; their existence always counts, though their names and identities do not,
they are profitable without being fully there. This is a literary equivalent, in
Eric Wolf’s somewhat self-congratulatory words, of “people without His-
tory,”™ people on whom the economy and polity sustained by empire de-
pend, but whose reality has not historically or culturally required attention.

In all of these instances the facts of empire are associated with sustained
possession, with far-flung and sometimes unknown spaces, with eccentric or
unacceptable human beings, with fortune-enhancing or fantasized activities
like emigration, money-making, and sexual adventure. Disgraced younger
sons are sent off to the colonies, shabby older relatives go there to try to
recoup lost fortunes (as in Balzac’s La Cousine Bette), enterprising young
travellers go there to"sow wild oats and to collect exotica. The colonial
territories are realms of possibility, and they have always been associated
with the realistic novel. Robinson Crusoe is virtually unthinkable without
the colonizing mission that permits him to create a new world of his own in
the distant reaches of the African, Pacific, and Atlantic wilderness. But most
of the great nineteenth-century realistic novelists are less assertive about
colonial rule and possessions than either Defoe or late writers like Conrad
and Kipling, during whose time great electoral reform and mass participa-
tion in politics meant that imperial competition became a more intrusive
domestic topic. In the closing year of the nineteenth century, with the
scramble for Africa, the consolidation of the French imperial Union, the
American annexation of the Philippines, and British rule in the Indian
subcontinent at its height, empire was a universal concern.

What I should like to note is that these colonial and imperial realities are
overlooked in criticism that has otherwise been extraordinarily thorough
and resourceful in finding themes to discuss. The relatively few writers and
critics who discuss the relationship between culture and empire—among
them Martin Green, Molly Mahood, John McClure, and, in particular,
Patrick Brantlinger—have made excellent contributions, but their mode is
essentially narrative and descriptive—pointing out the presence of themes,
the importance of certain historical conjunctures, the influence or persis-
tence of ideas about imperialism—and they cover huge amounts of mate-
rial’ In almost all cases they write critically of imperialism, of that way of
life that William Appleman Williams describes as being compatible with all
sorts of other ideological persuasions, even antinomian ones, so that during
the nineteenth century “imperial outreach made it necessary to develop an
appropriate ideology” in alliance with military, economic, and political
methods. These made it possible to “preserve and extend the empire with-
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out wasting its psychic or cultural or economic substance.” There are hints
in these scholars’ work that, again to quote Williams, imperialism pro-
duces troubling self-images, for example, that of “a benevolent progressive
policeman.”®

But these critics are mainly descriptive and positivist writers strikingly
different from the small handful of generally theoretical and ideological
contributions—among them Jonah Raskin’s The Myrhology of Imperialism,
Gordon K. Lewis's Slavery, Imperialism, and Freedom, and V. G. Kiernan's
Marxism and Imperialism and his crucial work, The Lords of Human Kind? All
these books, which owe a great deal to Marxist analysis and premises, point
out the centrality of imperialist thought in modern Western culture.

Yet none of them has been anywhere as influential as they should have
been in changing our ways of looking at the canonical works of nineteenth-
and twentieth-century European culture. The major critical practitioners
simply ignore imperialism. In recently rereading Lionel Trilling’s fine little
book on E. M. Forster, for instance, 1 was struck that in his otherwise
perceptive consideration of Howards End he does not once mention imperial-
ism, which, in my reading of the book, is hard to miss, much less ignore. After
all, Henry Wilcox and his family are colonial rubber growers: “They had the
colonial spirit, and were always making for some spots where the white man
might carry his burden unobserved.” And Forster frequently contrasts and
associates that fact with the changes taking place in England, changes that
affect Leonard and Jacky Bast, the Schlegels, and Howards End itself. Or
there is the more surprising case of Raymond Williams, whose Culrure and
Society does not deal with the imperial experience at all. (When in an
interview Williams was challenged about this massive absence, since imperi-
alism “was not something which was secondary and external—it was abso-
lutely constitutive of the whole nature of the English political and social
order . . . the salient fact”—he replied that his Welsh experience, which
ought to have enabled him to think about the imperial experience, was “very
much in abeyance” at the time he wrote Culture and Society.)'® The few
tantalizing pages in The Country and the City that touch on culture and
imperialism are peripheral to the book's main idea.

Why did these lapses occur? And how was the centrality of the imperial
vision registered and supported by the culture that produced it, then to some
extent disguised it, and also was transformed by it? Naturally, if you yourself
happen to have a colonial background, the imperial theme is a determining
one in your formation, and it will draw you to it if you also happen to be
a dedicated critic of European literature. An Indian or African scholar of
English literature reads Kim, say, or Heart of Darkness with a critical urgency
not felt in quite the same way by an American or British one. But in what
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way can we formulate the relationship between culture and imperialism
beyond the asseverations of personal testimony? The emergence of formerly
colonial subjects as interpreters of imperialism and its great culwural works
has given imperialism a perceptible, not to say obtrusive identity as a subject
for study and vigorous revision. But how can that particular kind of post-
imperial testimony and study, usually left at the margins of critical dis-
course, be brought into active contact with current theoretical concerns?

To regard imperial concerns as constitutively significant to the culture of
the modern West is, I have suggested, to consider that culture from the
perspective provided by anti-imperialist resistance as well as pro-imperialist
apology. What does this mean? It means remembering that Western writers
until the middle of the twentieth century, whether Dickens and Austen,
Flaubert or Camus, wrote with an exclusively Western audience in mind,
even when they wrote of characters, places, or situations that referred to,
made use of, overseas territories held by Europeans. But just because Austen
referred to Antigua in Mansfield Park or to realms visited by the British navy
in Persuasion without any thought of possible responses by the Caribbean or
Indian natives resident there is no reason for us to do the same. We now
know that these non-European peoples did not accept with indifference the
authority projected over them, or the general silence on which their pres-
ence in variously attenuated forms is predicated. We must therefore read the
great canonical texts, and perhaps also the entire archive of modern and
pre-modern European and American culture, with an effort to draw out,
extend, give emphasis and voice to what is silent or marginally present or
ideologically represented (I have in mind Kipling’s Indian characters) in
such works.

In practical terms, “contrapuntal reading” as I have called it means read-
ing a text with an understanding of what is involved when an author shows,
for instance, that a colonial sugar plantation is seen as important to the
process of maintaining a particular style of life in England. Moreover, like
all literary texts, these are not bounded by their formal historic beginnings
and endings. References to Australia in David Copperfield or India in Fane Eyre
are made because they can be, because British power {and not just the
novelist’s fancy) made passing references to these massive appropriations
possible; but the further lessons are no less true: that these colonies were
subsequently liberated from direct and indirect rule, a process that began
and unfolded while the British (or French, Portuguese, Germans, etc.) were
still there, although as part of the effort at suppressing natve nationalism
only occasional note was taken of it. The point is that contrapuntal reading
must take account of both processes, that of imperialism and that of resis-
tance to it, which can be done by extending our reading of the texts to
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include what was once forcibly excluded—in L Etranger, for example, the
whole previous history of France’s colonialism and its destruction of the
Algerian state, and the later emergence of an independent Algeria (which
Camus opposed).

Each text has its own particular genius, as does each geographical region
of the world, with its own overlapping experiences and interdependent
histories of conflict. As far as the cultural work is concerned, a distinction
between particularity and sovereignty (or hermetic exclusiveness) can use-
fully be made. Obviously no reading should try to generalize so much as to’
efface the identity of a particular text, author, or movement. By the same
token it should allow that what was, or appeared to be, certain for a given
work or author may have become subject to disputation. Kipling’s India, in
Kim, has a quality of permanence and inevitability that belongs not just to
that wonderful novel, but to British India, its history, administrators, and
apologists and, no less important, to the India fought for by Indian national-
ists as their country to be won back. By giving an account of this series of
pressures and counter-pressures in Kipling’s India, we understand the pro-
cess of imperialism itself as the great work of art engages them, and of later
anti-imperialist resistance. In reading a text, one must open it out both to
what went into it and to what its author excluded. Each cultural work is a
vision of a moment, and we must juxtapose that vision with the various
revisions it later provoked—in this case, the nationalist experiences of
post-independence India.

In addidon, one must connect the structures of a narrative to the ideas,
concepts, experiences from which it draws support. Conrad’s Africans, for
example, come from a huge library of Africanism, so to speak, as well as from
Conrad’s personal experiences. There is no such thing as a direct experience,
or reflecton, of the world in the language of a text. Conrad’s impressions of
Africa were inevitably influenced by lore and writing about Africa, which he
alludes to in A Personal Record; what he supplies in Heart of Darkness is the
result of his impressions of those texts interacting creatively, together with
the requirements and convendons of narrative and his own special genius
and history. To say of this extraordinarily rich mix that it “reflects” Africa,
or even that it reflects an experience of Africa, is somewhat pusillanimous
and surely misleading. What we have in Heart of Darkness—a work of
immense influence, having provoked many readings and images—is a politi-
cized, ideologically saturated Africa which to some intents and purposes was
the imperialized place, with those many interests and ideas furiously at work
in it, not just a photographic literary “refiection” of it

This is, perhaps, to overstate the matter, but I want to make the point that
far from Heart of Darksness and its image of Africa being “only” literature, the



68 CONSOLIDATED VISION

work is extraordinarily caught up in, is indeed an organic part of, the
“scramble for Africa” that was contemporary with Conrad’s composition.
True, Conrad’s audience was small, and, true also, he was very critical of
Belgian colonialism. But to most Europeans, reading a rather rarefied text
like Heart of Darkness was often as close as they came to Africa, and in that
limited sense it was part of the European effort to hold on to, think about,
plan for Africa. To represent Africa is to enter the battle over Africa,
inevitably connected to later resistance, decolonization, and so forth.

Works of literature, particularly those whose manifest subject is empire,
have an inherently untidy, even unwieldy aspect in so fraught, so densely
charged a political setting. Yet despite their formidable complexity, literary
works like Heart of Darkness are distillations, or simplifications, or a set of
choices made by an author that are far less messy and mixed up than the
reality. It would not be fair to think of them as abstractions, although fictions
such as Heart of Darkness are so elaborately fashioned by authors and so
worried over by readers as to suit the necessities of narrative which as a
result, we must add, makes a highly specialized entry into the struggle over
Africa.

So hybrid, impure, and complex a text requires especially vigilant atten-
tion as it is interpreted. Modern imperialism was so global and all-encom-
passing that virtually nothing escaped it; besides, as 1 have said, the
nineteenth-century contest over empire is still continuing today. Whether
or not to look at the connections between cultural texts and imperialism is
therefore to take a position iz fact taken—either to study the connection in
order to criticize it and think of alternatives for it, or not to study it in order
to let it stand, unexamined and, presumably, unchanged. One of my reasons
for writing this book is to show how far the quest for, concern about; and
consciousness of overseas dominion extended—not just in Conrad but in
figures we practically never think of in that connection, like Thackeray and
Austen—and how enriching and important for the critic is attention to this
material, not only for the obvious political reasons, but also because, as I
have been arguing, this particular kind of attention allows the reader to
interpret canonical nineteenth- and twentieth-century works with a newly
engaged interest.

Let us return to Hearr of Darkness. In it Conrad offers an uncannily
suggestive starting point for grappling at close quarters with these difficult
matters. Recall that Marlow contrasts Roman colonizers with their modern
counterparts in an oddly perceptive way, illuminating the special mix of
power, ideological energy, and practcal atirude characterizing European
imperialism. The ancient Romans, he says, were “no colonists; their admin-
istration was merely a squeeze and nothing more.” Such people conquered
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and did little else. By contrast, “what saves us is efficiency—the devotion to
efficiency,” unlike the Romans, who relied on brute force, which is scarcely
more than “an accident arising from the weakness of others” Today,
however,

the conquest of the earth, which mostly means the taking it away from
those who have a different complexion or slightly flatter noses than
ourselves, is not a pretty thing when you look into it too much. What
redeems it is the idea only. An idea at the back of it; not a sentimental
pretence but an idea; and an unselfish belief in the idea—something
you can set up, and bow down before, and offer a sacrifice to. .. .!!

In his account of his great river journey, Marlow extends the point to mark
a distinction between Belgian rapacity and (by implication) British rational-
ity in the conduct of imperialism.!? '

Salvation in this context is an interesting notion. It sets “us” off from the
damned, despised Romans and Belgians, whose greed radiates no benefits
onto either their consciences or the lands and bodies of their subjects. “We”
are saved because first of all we needn’t look directly at the resules of what
we do; we are ringed by and ring ourselves with the practice of efficiency,
by which land and people are put to use completely; the territory and its
inhabitants are totally incorporated by our rule, which in turn totally incor-
porates us as we respond efficiently to its exigencies. Further, through
Marlow, Conrad speaks of redemption, a step in a sense beyond salvation.
If salvation saves us, saves time and money, and also saves us from the ruin
of mere short-term conquest, then redemption extends salvation further still.
Redemption is found in the self-justifying practice of an idea or mission over
time, in a structure that completely encircles and is revered by you, even
though you set up the structure in the first place, ironically enough, and no
longer study it closely because you take it for granted.

Thus Conrad encapsulates two quite different but intimately related
aspects of imperialism: the idea that is based on the power to take over
territory, an idea utterly clear in its force and unmistakable consequences;
and the practice that essentially disguises or obscures this by developing a
justificatory regime of self-aggrandizing, self-originating authority inter-
posed between the victim of imperialism and its perpetrator.

We would completely miss the tremendous power of this argument if we
were merely to lift it out of Hearr of Darkness, like a message out of a bottle.
Conrad’s argument is inscribed right in the very form of narrative as he
inherited it and as he practiced it. Without empire, I would go so far as
saying, there is no European novel as we know it, and indeed if we study the
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impulses giving rise to it, we shall see the far from accidental convergence
between the patterns of narrative authority constitutive of the novel on the
one hand, and, on the other, 2 complex ideological configuration underlying
the tendency to imperialism.

Every novelist and every critic or theorist of the European novel notes its
institutional character. The novel is fondamentally tied to bourgeois society;
in Charles Morazé’s phrase, it accompanies and indeed is a part of the
conquest of Western society by what he calls Jes bourgeois conquérants. No less
significantly, the novel is inaugurated in England by Robinson Crusoe, a work
whose protagonist is the founder of a new world, which he rules and reclaims
for Christianity and England. True, whereas Crusoe is explicitly enabled by
an ideology of overseas expansion—directly connected in style and form to
the narratives of sixteenth- and seventeenth-century exploration voyages
that laid the foundations of the great colonial empires—the major novels
that come after Defoe, and even Defoe’s later works, seem not to be single-
mindedly compelled by the exciting overseas prospects. Caprain Singleton is
the story of a widely travelled pirate in India and Africa, and Mol Flanders
is shaped by the possibility in the New World of the heroine's climactic
redemption from a life of crime, but Fielding, Richardson, Smollett, and
Sterne do not connect their narratives so directly to the act of accumulating
riches and territories abroad.

These novelists do, however, situate their work in and derive it from a
carefully surveyed territorial greater Britain, and that /s related to what
Defoe so presciently began. Yet while distinguished studies of eighteenth-
century English fiction—by Ian Watt, Lennard Davis, John Richetti, and
Michael McKeon—have devoted considerable attention to the relationship
between the novel and social space, the imperial perspective has been
neglected.”® This is not simply a matter of being uncertain whether, for
example, Richardson’s minute constructions of bourgeois seduction and
rapacity actually relate to British military moves against the French in India
occurring at the same time. Quite clearly they do not in a literal sense; but
in both realms we find common values about contest, surmounting odds and
obstacles, and patience in establishing authority through the art of connect-
ing principle with profit over time. In other words, we need to have a critical
sense of how the great spaces of Clarissa or Tom Fones are two things together:
a domestic accompaniment to the imperial project for presence and control
abroad, and a practical narrative about expanding and moving about in space
that must be actively inhabited and enjoyed before its discipline or limits can
be accepred,

I am not uying to say that the novel—or the culture in the broad
sense—"'Caused” imperialism, but that the novel, as a cultural artefact of
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bourgeois society, and imperialism are unthinkable without each other. Of
all the major literary forms, the novel is the most recent, its emergence the
most datable, its occurrence the most Western, its normative pattern of
social authority the most structured; imperialism and the novel fortified each
other to such a degree that it is impossible, ] would argue, to read one
without in some way dealing with the other.

Nor is this all. The novel is an incorporative, quasi-encyclopedic cultural
form. Packed into it are both a highly regulated plot mechanism and an
entire system of social reference that depends on the existing instimutions of
bourgeois society, their authority and power. The novelistic hero and hero-
ine exhibit the restlessness and "energy characteristic of the enterprising
bourgeoisie, and they are permitted adventures in which their experiences
reveal to them the limits of what they can aspire to, where they can go, what
they can become. Novels therefore end either with the death of a hero or
heroine (Julien Sorel, Emma Bovary, Bazarov, Jude the Obscure) who by
virtue of overflowing energy does not fit into the orderly scheme of things,
or with the protagonists’ accession to stability (usually in the form of mar-
riage or confirmed identity, as is the case with novels of Austen, Dickens,
Thackeray, and George Eliot).

But, one might ask, why give so much emphasis to novels, and to England?
And how can we bridge the distance separating this solitary aesthetic form
from large topics and undertakings like “culture” or “imperialism”? For one
thing, by the time of World War One the British empire had become
unquestionably dominant, the result of a process that had started in the late_
sixteenth century; so powerful was the process and so definitive its result
that, as Seeley and Hobson argued toward the end of the nineteenth century,
it was the central fact in British history, and one that included many dispar-
ate activities.! It is not entirely coincidental that Britain also produced and
sustained a novelistic institution with no real European competitor or equiv-
alent. France had more highly developed intellectual institutions—acade-
mies, universities, insticutes, journals, and so on—for at least the first half of
the nineteenth century, as a host of British intellectuals, including Arnold,
Carlyle, Mill, and George Eliot, noted and lamented. But the extraordinary
compensation for this discrepancy came in the steady rise and gradually
undisputed dominance of the British novel. (Only as North Africa assumes
a sort of metropolitan presence in French culture after 1870 do we see a
comparable aesthetic and cultural formation begin to flow: this is the period
when Loti, the early Gide, Daudet, Maupassant, Mille, Psichari, Malraux,
the exoticists like Segalen, and of course Camus project a global concor-
dance between the domestic and imperial situations.)

By the 1840s the English novel had achieved eminence as rbe aesthetic
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form and as a major intellectual voice, so to speak, in English society.
Because the novel gained so important a place in “the condition of England”
question, for example, we can see it also as participaung in England's
overseas empire. In projecting what Raymond Williams calls a “know-
able community” of Englishmen and women, Jane Austen, George Eliot,
and Mrs. Gaskell shaped the idea of England in such a way as to give it
identity, presence, ways of reusable articulation.!s And part of such an idea
was the relationship between “home” and “abroad.” Thus England was
surveyed, evaluated, made known, whereas “abroad” was only referred to
or shown briefly without the kind of presence or immediacy lavished on
London, the countryside, or northern industrial centers such as Manchester
or Birmingham.

This steady, almost reassuring work done by the novel is unique to
England and has to be taken as an important cultural affiliation domestically
speaking, as yet undocumented and unstudied, for what took place in India,
Africa, Ireland, or the Caribbean. An analogy is the relationship between
Britain’s foreign policy and its finance and trade, a relationship which 4as
been srudied. We get a lively sense of how dense and complex it was from
D.C.M. Platt’s classic (but still debated) study of it, Finance, Trade and Politics
in British Foreign Policy, 8i5-1914, and how much the extraordinary twinning
of British trade and imperial expansion depended on culwral and social
factors such as education, journalism, intermarriage, and class. Place speaks
of “social and intellecrual contact [friendship, hospitality, mutual aid, com-
mon social and educational background] which energized the actual pres-
sure on British foreign policy,” and he goes on to say that “concrete evidence
[for the acrual accomplishments of this set of contacts] has probably never
existed.” Nevertheless, if one looks at how the government’s artitude to such
issues as “foreign loans ... . the protection of bondholders, and the promotion
of contracts and concessions overseas” developed, one can see what he calls
a “departmental view,” a sort of consensus about the empire held by a whole
range of people responsible for it. This would “suggest how officials and
politicians were likely to react”1$

How best to characterize this view? There seems to be agreement among
scholars that until about 1870 British policy was (according to the early
Disraeli, for example) not to expand the empire but “to uphold and maintain
it and to protect it from disintegration.”’” Central to this task was India,
which acquired a status of astonishing durability in “departmental” thought.
After 1870 (Schumpeter cites Disraeli’s Crystal Palace speech in 1872 as the
hallmark of aggressive imperialism,“the catch-phrase of domestic policy”)!s
protecting India (the parameters kept getting larger) and defending against
other competing powers, e.g., Russia, necessitated British imperial expansion
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in Africa, and the Middle and Far East. Thereafter, in one area of the globe
after another, “Britain was indeed preoccupied with holding what she al-
ready had,” as Platt puts it, “and whatever she gained was demanded because
it helped her to preserve the rest. She belonged to the party of les satisfaits,
but she had to fight ever harder to stay with them, and she had by far the
most to lose.”"? A “departmental view” of British policy was fundamentally
careful; as Ronald Robinson and John Gallagher put it in their redefinition
of Platt’s thesis, “the British would expand by trade and influence if they
could, but by imperial rule if they must”?® We should not minimize or
forget, they remind us, that the Indian army was used in China three times
between 1829 and 1856, at least once in Persia (1856), Ethiopia and Singapore
(1867), Hong Kong (1868), Afghanistan (1878), Egypt (1882), Burma (1885),
Ngasse (1893), Sudan and Uganda (1896). '

In addition to India, British policy obviously made the bulwark for impe-
rial commerce mainland Britain itself (with Ireland a continuous colonial
problem), as well as the so-called white colonies (Australia, New Zealand,
Canada, South Africa, and even the former American possessions). Continu-
ous investment and routine conservation of Britain’s overseas and home
territories were without significant parallel in other European or American
powers, where lurches, sudden acquisitions or losses, and improvisations
occurred far more frequently.

In short, British power was durable and continually reinforced. In the
telated and often adjacent cultural sphere, that power was elaborated and
articulated in the novel, whose central continuous presence is not compara-
bly to be found elsewhere. But we must be as fastidious as possible. A novel
ts neither a frigate nor a bank draft. A novel exists first as a novelist’s effort
and second as an object read by an audience. In time novels accumulate and
become what Harry Levin has usefully called an institution of literarare, but
they do not ever lose either their status as events or their specific density as
part of a continuous enterprise recognized and accepted as such by readers
and other writers. But for all their social presence, novels are not reducible
to a sociological current and cannot be done justice to aesthetically, cultur-
ally, and politically as subsidiary forms of class, ideology, or interest.

Equally, however, novels are not simply the product of lonely genius (as
a school of modern interpreters like Helen Vendler try to suggest), to be
regarded only as manifestations of unconditioned creativity. Some of the
most exciting recent criticism—F redric Jameson’s The Political Unconscious
and David Miller’s The Novel and the Police are two celebrated examples®—
shows the novel generally, and narrative in particular, to have a sort of
regulatory social presence in West European societies. Yet missing from
these otherwise valuable descriptions are adumbrations of the actual world
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in which the novels and narratives take place. Being an English writer meant
something quite specific and different from, say, being a French or Por-
raguese writer. For the British writer, “abroad” was felt vaguely and ineptly
to be out there, or exotic and strange, or in some way or other “ours” to
control, trade in “freely,” or suppress when the natives were energized into
overt military or political resistance. The novel contributed significantly to
these feelings, attitudes, and references and became a main element in the
consolidated vision, or departmental cultural view, of the globe.

I should specify how the novelistic contribution was made and also,
conversely, how the novel neither deterred nor inhibited the more aggres-
sive and popular imperialist feelings manifest after 188022 Novels are pic-
wres of reality at the very early or the very late stage in the reader’s
experience of them: in fact they elaborate and maintain a reality they inherit
from other novels, which they rearticulate and repopulate according to their
creator’s simation, gifts, predilections. Platt rightly stresses conservation in the
“departmental view”; this is significant for the novelist, too: the nineteenth-
century English novels stress the continuing existence (as opposed to revo-
lutionary overturning) of England. Moreover, they never advocate giving up
colonies, but take the long-range view that since they fall witchin the orbit
of British dominance, rbat dominance is a sort of norm, and thus conserved
along with the colonies.

What we have is a slowly built up picture with England—socially, politi-
cally, morally charted and differentiated in immensely fine detail—at the
center and a series of overseas territories connected to it at the peripheries.
The continuity of British imperial policy throughout the nineteenth cen-
tury—in fact a narrative—is actively accompanied by this novelistic pro-
cess, whose main purpose is not to raise more questions, not to disturb or
otherwise preoccupy attention, but to keep the empire more or less in place.
Hardly ever is the novelist interested in doing a great deal more than
mentioning or referring to India, for example, in Vaniry Fair and Fane Eyre,
or' Australia in Great Expectations. The idea is that (following the general
principles of free trade) outlying territories are available for use, at will, at
the novelist’s discretion, usually for relatively simple purposes such as
immigration, fortune, or exile. At the end of Hard Times, for example, Tom
is shipped off to the colonies. Not until well after mid-century did the
empire become a principal subject of attention in writers like Haggard,
Kipling, Doyle, Conrad as well as in emerging discourses in ethnography,
colonial administration, theory and economy, the historiography of non-
European regions, and specialized subjects like Orientalism, exovicism, and
mass psychology. '

The actual interpretative consequences of this slow and steady structure
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of attitude and reference articulated by the novel are diverse, I shall specify
four. The first is tha, in literary history, an unusual organic continuity can
be seen between the earlier narratives that are normally not considered to
have much to do with empire and the later ones explicitly sbour it. Kipling
and Conrad are prepared for by Austen and Thackeray, Defoe, Scott, and
Dickens; they are also interestingly connected with their contemporaries
like Hardy and James, regularly supposed to be only coincidentally as-
sociated with the overseas exhibits presented by their rather more peculiar
novelistic counterparts. But both the formal characteristics and the contents
of all these novelists’ works belong to the same cultural formation, the
differences being those of inflection, emphasis, stress.

Second, the structure of attitude and reference raises the whole question
of power. Today's critic cannot and should not suddenly give a novel
legislative or direct political authority: we must continue to remember that
novels participate in, are part of, contribute to an extremely slow, in-
finitesimal politics that clarifies, reinforces, perhaps even occasionally ad-
vances perceptions and attitudes about England and the world. It is striking
that never, in the novel, is that world beyond seen exceprt as subordinate and
dominated, the English presence viewed as regulative and normative. Part
of the extraordinary novelty of Aziz’s trial in A Passage to India is that Forster
admits that “the flimsy framework of the court”?* cannot be sustained be-
cause it is a “fantasy” that compromises British power (real) with impartial
justice for Indians (unreal). Therefore he readily (even with a sort of frus-
trated impatience) dissolves the scene into India’s “complexity,” which
twenty-four years before in Kipling's Kim was just as present. The main
difference between the two is that the impinging disturbance of resisting
natives had been thrust on Forster’s awareness. Forster could not ignore
something that Kipling easily incorporated (as when he rendered even the
famous “Mutiny” of 1857 as mere waywardness, not as a serious Indian
objection to British rule).

There can be no awareness that the novel underscores and accepts the
disparity in power unless readers actually register the signs in individual
works, and unless the history of the novel is seen to have the coherence of
a continuous enterprise. Just as the sustained solidity and largely unwaver-
ing “departmental view” of Britain’s outlying territonies were maintained
throughout the nineteenth century, so too, in an altogether literary way, was
the aesthetic (hence culeural) grasp of overseas lands maintained as a part of
the novel, sometimes incidental, sometimes very important Its “con-
solidated vision” came in a whole series of overlapping affirmations, by
which a near unanimity of view was sustained. That this was done within the
terms of each medium or discourse (the novel, travel writing, ethnography)
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and not in terms imposed from ‘outside, suggests conformity, collaboration,
willingness but not necessarily an overtly or explicitly held political agenda,
at least not until later in the century, when the imperial program was itself
more explicit and more a matter of direct popular propaganda.

A third point can best be made by rapid illustration. All through Vaniry
Fair there are allusions to India, but none is anything more than incidental
to the changes in Becky's fortunes, or in Dobbin’s, Joseph's, and Amelia’s
positions. All along, though, we are made aware of the mounting contest
between England and Napoleon, with its climax at Waterloo. This overseas,
dimension scarcely makes Vanity Fair a novel exploiting what Henry James
was later to call “the international theme,” any more than Thackeray be-
longs to the club of Gothic novelists like Walpole, Radcliffe, or Lewis who
set their works rather fancifully abroad. Yet Thackeray and, I would argue,
all the major English novelists of the mid-nineteenth century, accepted a
globalized world-view and indeed could not (in most cases did not) ignore
the vast overseas reach of British power. As we saw in the little example
cited earlier from Dombey and Son, the domestic order was tied to, located in,
even illuminated by a specifically Enuglish order abroad. Whether it is Sir
Thomas Bertram’s plantation in Antigua or, a hundred years later, the
Wilcox Nigerian rubber estate, novelists aligned the holding of power and
privilege abroad with comparable activities at home.

When we read the novels attentively, we get a far more discriminating
and subtle view than the baldly “global” and imperial vision I have described
thus far. This brings me to the fourth consequence of what I have been
calling the structure of attitude and reference. In insisting on the integrity
of an artistic work, as we must, and refusing to collapse the various contribu-
tions of individual authors into a general scheme, we must accept that the
structure connecting novels to one another has no existence outside the
novels themselves, which means that one gets the particular, concrete expe-
rience of “abroad” only in individual novels; conversely that only individual
novels can animate, articulate, embody the relationship, for instance, be-
tween England and Africa. This obliges critics to read and analyze, rather
than only to summarize and judge, works whose paraphrasable content they
might regard as politically and morally objectionable. On the one hand,
when in a celebrated essay Chinua Achebe criticizes Conrad’s racism, he
either says nothing about or overrides the limitations placed on Conrad by
the novel as an aesthetic form. On the other hahd, Achebe shows that he
understands how the form works when, in some of his own novels, he
rewrites—painstakingly and with originality—Conrad.?

All of this is especially true of English fiction because only England had
an overseas empire that sustained and protected itself over such an area, for
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such a long time, with such envied eminence. It is true that France rivalled
it, but, as I have said elsewhere, the French imperial consciousness is inter-
mittent until the late nineteenth century, the actuality too impinged on by
England, too lagging in system, profit, extent. In the main, though, the
nineteenth-century European novel is a cultural form consolidating but also
refining and articulating the authority of the sttus guo. However much
Dickens, for example, stirs up his readers against the legal system, provincial
schools, or the bureaucracy, his novels finally enact what one critic has called
a “fiction of resolution.”?* The most frequent figure for this is the reunifica-
tion of the family, which in Dickens’s case always serves as a microcosm of
society. In Austen, Balzac, George Eliot, and Flaubert—to take several
prominent names together-—the consolidation of authority includes, indeed
is built into the very fabric of, both private property and marriage, institu-
tions that are only rarely challenged.

The crucial aspect of what I have been calling the novel's consolidation
of authority is not simply connected to the functioning of social power and
governance, but made to appear both normative and sovereign, that is,
self-validating in the course of the narrative. This is paradoxical only if one
forgets that the constitution of a narrative subject, however abnormal or
unusual, is still a social act par excellence, and as such has behind or inside it
the authority of history and society. There is first the authority of the
author-—someone writing out the processes of society in an acceptable
institutionalized manner, observing conventions, following patterns, and so
forth. Then there is the authority of the narrator, whose discourse anchors
the narrative in recognizable, and hence existentially referential, circum-
stances. Last, there is what might be called the authority of the community,
whose representative most often is the family but also is the nation, the
specific locality, and the concrete historical moment. Together these func-
tioned most energetically, most noticeably, during the early nineteenth
century as the novel opened up to history in an unprecedented way. Con-
rad’s Marlow inherits all this directly.

Lukacs studied with remarkable skiil the emergence of history in the
European novel>*—how Stendhal and particularly Scott place their narra-
tives in and as part of a public history, making that history accessible to
everyone and not, as before, only to kings and aristocrats. The novel is thus
a concretely historical narrative shaped by the real history of real nations.
Defoe locates Crusoe on an unnamed island somewhere in an outlying
region, and Moll is sent to the vaguely apprehended Carolinas, but Thomas
Bertram and Joseph Sedley derive specific wealth and specific benefits from
historically annexed territories—the Caribbean and India, respectively—at
specific historical moments. And, as Lukacs shows so persuasively, Scott
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constructs the British polity in the form of a historical society working its
way out of foreign adventures?” (the Crusades, for example) and internecine
domestic conflict (the 1745 rebellion, the warring Highland tribes) to become
the settled metropolis resisting local revolution and continental provocation
with equal success. In France, history confirms the post-revolutionary reac-
von embodied by the Bourbon restoration, and Stendhal chronicles its—to
him—Ilamentable achievements. Later Flaubert does much the same for 1848.
But the novel is assisted also by the historical work of Michelet and Macau-
lay, whose narratives add density to the texture of national identiry.

The appropriation of history, the historicization of the past, the narrativi-
zation of society, all of which give the novel its force, include the accumula-
tion and differentiation of social space, space to be used for social purposes.
This is much more apparent in late-nineteenth-century, openly colonial
ficton: in Kipling's India, for example, where the natives and the Raj inhabit
differently ordained spaces, and where with his extraordinary genius Kipling
devised Kim, a marvelous character whose youth and energy allow him to
explore both spaces, crossing from one to the other with daring grace as if
to confound the authority of colonial barriers. The barmriers within social
space exist in Conrad too, and in Haggard, in Loti, in Doyle, in Gide,
Psichari, Malraux, Camus, and Orwell,

Underlying social space are térritories, lands, geographical domains, the
actual geographical underpinnings of the imperial, and also the cultural
contest. To think about distant places, to colonize them, to populate or
depopulate them: all of this occurs on, about, or because of land. The actual
geographical possession of land is what empire in the final analysis is all
about. At the moment when 2 coincidence occurs between real control and
power, the idea of what a given place was (could be, might become), and an
acrual place—at that moment the struggle for empire is launched. This
coincidence is the logic both for Westerners taking possession of land and,
during decolonization, for resisting natives reclaiming it. Imperialism and
the culture associated with it affirm both the primacy of geography and an
ideology about control of territory. The geographical sense makes projec-
tions—imaginative, cartographic, military, economic, historical, or in a gen-
eral sense cultural. It also makes possible the construction of various kinds
of knowledge, all of them in one way or another dependent upon the
perceived character and destiny of a particular geography.

Three fairly restricted points should be made here. First, the spatial
differentiations so apparent in late-nineteenth-century novels do not simply
and suddenly appear there as a passive refiection of an aggressive “age of
empire,” but are derived in a continuum from earlier social discriminations
already authorized in earlier historical and realistic novels.
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Jane Austen sees the legitimacy of Sir Thomas Bertram’s overseas proper-
ties as a natural extension of the calm, the order, the beauties of Mansfield
Park, one central estate validating the economically supportive role of the
peripheral other. And even where colonies are not insistently or even per-
ceptibly in evidence, the narrative sanctions a spatial moral order, whether
in the communal restoration of the town of Middlemarch centrally impor-
tant during a period of national turbulence, or in the outlying spaces of
deviation and uncertainty seen by Dickens in London’s underworld, or in
the Bronté stormy heights.

A second point. As the conclusions of the novel confirm and highlight an
underlying hierarchy of family, property, nation, there is also a very strong
spatial bereness imparted to the hierarchy. The astounding power of the
scene in Bleak House where Lady Dedlock is seen sobbing at the grave of her
long dead husband grounds what we have felt about her secret past—her cold
and inhuman presence, her disturbingly unfertile authority—in the grave-
yard to which as a fugitive she has fled. This contrasts not only with the
disorderly jumble of the Jellyby establishment (with its eccentric ties to
Africa), but also with the favored house in which Esther and her guardian-
husband live. The narrative explores, moves through, and finally endows
these places with confirmatory positive and/or negative. values.

This moral commensuration in the interplay between narrative and do-
mestic space is extendable, indeed reproducible, in the world beyond metro-
politan centers like Paris or London. In turn such French or English places
have a kind of export value: whatever is good or bad about places at home
is shipped out and assigned comparable virtue or vice abroad. When in his
inaugural lecture in 1870 as Slade Professor at Oxford, Ruskin speaks of
England’s pure race, he can then go on to tell his audience to turn England
into a “country again (that is] a royal throne of kings; a sceptred isle, for all
the world a source of light, a centre of peace.” The allusion to Shakespeare
is meant to re-establish and relocate a preferential feeling for England. This
time, however, Ruskin conceives of England as functioning formally on a
world scale; the feelings of approbation for the island kingdom that Shake-
speare had imagined principally but not exclusively confined at home are
rather startlingly mobilized for imperial, indeed aggressively colonial ser-
vice. Become colonists, found “colonies as fast and as far as [you are] able;”
he seems to be sdying.?®

My third point is that such domestic cultural enterprises as narrative
fiction and history (once again I emphasize the narrative component) are
premised on the recording, ordering, observing powers of the central autho-
rizing subject, or ego. To say of this subject, in a quasi-tautological manner,
that it writes because it cs% write is to refer not only to domestic society but
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to the outlying world. The capacity to represent, portray, characterize, and
depict is not easily available to just any member of just any society; more-
over, the “what” and “how” in the representation of “things,” while allowing
for considerable individual freedom, are circumscribed and socially regu-
‘lated. We have become very aware in recent years of the constraints upon
the cultural representation of women, and the pressures that go into the
created representations of inferior classes and races. In all these areas—
gender, class, and race—ecriticism has correctly focussed upon the instita-
tional forces in modern Western societies that shape and set limits on the
representation of what are considered essentially subordinate beings; thus
representation itself has been characterized as keeping the subordinate sub-
ordinate, the inferior inferior.

(1)

Fane Austen and Empire

‘ ‘ [ e are on solid ground with V. G. Kiernan when he says that “em-

pires must have a mould of ideas or conditioned reflexes to flow
into, and youthful nations dream of a great place in the world as young men
dream of fame and forrunes.”? It is, as I have been saying throughout, too
simple and reductive to argue that everything in European or American
culture therefore prepares for or consolidates the grand idea of empire. It is
also, however, historically inaccurate to ignore those tendencies—whether
in narrative, political theory, or pictorial technique—that enabled, encour-
aged, and otherwise assured the West’s readiness to assume and enjoy the
experience of empire. If there was cultural resistance to the notion of an
imperial mission, there was not much support for that resistance in the main
departments of cultural thought. Liberal though he was, John Stuart Mill—
as a telling case in point—could still say, “The sacred duties which civilized
nations owe to the independence and nationality of each other, are not
binding towards those to whom nationality and independence are certain
evil, or at best a questionable good.” Ideas like this were not original with
Mill; they were already current in the English subjugation of Ireland during
the sixteenth century and, as Nicholas Canny has persuasively demon-
strated, were equally useful in the ideology of English colonization in the
Americas.3® Almost all colonial schemes begin with an assumption of native
backwardness and general inadequacy to be independent, “equal,” and fic



