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be humanistic. In standing up to and challenging their power, we should try 
to enlist what we can truly comprehend of other cultures and periods. 

For the trained scholar of comparative literature, a field whose origin and 
purpose is to move beyond insularity and provincialism and to see several 
cultures and literatures together, contrapuntally, there is an already consid-
erable investment in precisely this kind of antidote to reductive nationalism 
and uncritical dogma: after all, the constitution and early aims of compara-
tive literature were to get a perspective beyond one's own nation, to see 
some son of whole instead of the defensive little patch offered by one's own 
culture, literature, and history. I suggest that we look first at what compara-
tive literature originally was, as vision and as practice; ironically, as we shall 
see, the study of "comparative literature" originated in .the period of high 
European imperialism and is irrecusably linked to it. Then we can draw out 
of comparative literature's subsequent trajectory a better sense of what it can 
do in modern culture and politics, which imperialism continues to influence. 

( v ) 

Connecting Empire to Secular Interpretation 

F rom long before World War Two until the early 197os, the main 
tradition ofcomparative-literature studies in Europe and the United 

States was heavily dominated by a style of scholarship that has now almost 
disappeared. The main feature of this older style was that it was scholarship 
principally, and not what we have come to call criticism. No one today is 
trained as were Erich Auerbach and Leo Spitzer, two of the great German 
comparatists who found refuge in the United States as a result of fascism: this 
is as much a quantitative as a qualitative fact. Whereas today's comparatist 
will present his or her qualifications in Romanticism between 1795' and 183o 
iri France, England, and Germany, yesterday's comparatist was more likely, 
first, to have studied an earlier period; second, to have done a long appren-
ticeship with various philological and scholarly expens in various universi-
ties in various fields over many years; third, to have a secure grounding in 
all or most of the classical languages, the early European vernaculars, and 
their The early-twentieth-century comparatist was a philolog 
who, as Francis Fergusson put it in a review of Auerbach's Mimesis, was so 
learned and had so much stamina as to make "our most intransigent 'schol-
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ars'-those who pretend with the straightest faces to scientific rigor and 
exhaustiveness--[ appear to be] timid and relaxed."44 

Behind such scholars was an even longer tradition of humanistic learning 
that derived from that effiorescence of secular anthropology-which in-
cluded a revolution in the philological disciplines--we associate with the 
late eighteenth cenmry and with such figures as Vico, Herder, Rousseau, and 
the brothers Schlegel. And underlying their work was the belief that mankind 
formed a marvelous, almost symphonic whole whose progress and forma-
tions, again as a whole, could be srudied exclusively as a concerted and 
secular historical experience, not as an exemplification of the divine. Be-
cause "man" has made history, there was a special hermeneutical way of 
srudying history that ditfered in intent as well as method from the namral 
sciences. These great Enlightenment insights became widespread, !lnd were 
accepted in Germany, France, Italy, Russia, Switzerland, and subsequently, 
England. 

It is not a vulgarization of history to remark that a major reason why such 
a view of human culrure became current in Europe and America in several 
different forms during the two cenruries between 1745 and 1945 was the 
striking rise of nationalism during the same period. The interrelationships 
between scholarship (or literamre, for that matter) and the instimtions of 
nationalism have not been as seriously smdied as they should, but it is 
nevertheless evident that when most European thinkers celebrated human-
ity or culmre they were principally celebrating ideas and values they as-
cribed to their own national culmre, or to Europe as distinct from the Orient, 
Africa, and even the Americas. What partly animated my smdy of Oriental-
ism was my critique of the way in which the alleged universalism of fields 
such as the classics (not to mention historiography, anthropology, and soci-
ology) was Eurocentric in the extreme, as if other literamres and societies 
had either an inferior or a transcended value. (Even the comparatists trained 
in the dignified tradition that produced Curtius and Auerbach showed little 
interest in Asian, African, or Latin American texrs.) And as the national and 
international competition between European countries increased during the 
nineteenth cenmry, so too did the level of intensity in competition between 
one national scholarly interpretative tradition and another. Ernest Renan's 
polemics on Germany and the Jewish tradition are a well-known example 
of this. 

Yet this narrow, often strident nationalism was in fact counteracted by a 
more generous culmral vision represented by the intellecmal ancestors of 
Curtius and Auerbach, scholars whose ideas emerged in pre-imperial Ger-
many (perhaps as compensation for the political unification eluding the 
country), and, a little later, in France. These thinkers took natio!lalism to 
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be a transitory, finally secondary matter: what mattered far more was the 
concert of peoples and spirits that transcended the shabby political realm 
of bureaucracy, armies, customs barriers, and xenophobia. Out of this catho-
lic tradition, to which European (as opposed to national) thinkers appealed 
in times of severe conflict, came the idea that the comparative study of 
literature could furnish a trans-national, even trans-human perspective on 
literary performance. Thus the idea of comparative literature not only 
expressed universality and the kind of understanding gained by philologists 
about language families, but also symbolized the crisis-free serenity of an 
almost ideal realm. Standing above small-minded political affairs were both 
a kind of anthropological Eden in which men and women happily produced 
something called literature, and a world that Arnold and his 
disciples designated as that of"culture," where only "the best that is thought 
and known" could be admitted. · 

Goethe's idea of Wrlditeratu1'-a concept that waffled between the notion . 
of "great books" and a vague synthesis of all the world's literatures--was 
very important to professional scholars of comparative literature in the early 
twentieth century. But still, as I have suggested, its practical meaning and 
operating ideology were that, so far as literature and culture were con-
cerned, Europe led the way and was the main subject of interest. In the world 
of great scholars such as Karl Vossler and DeSanctis, it is most specifically 
Romania that makes intelligible and provides a center for the enormous 
grouping of literatures produced world-wide; Romania underpins Europe, 
just as (in a curiously regressive way) the Church and the Holy Roman 
Empire guarantee the integrity of the core European literatures. At a still 
deeper level, it is from the Christian Incarnation that Western realistic 
literature as we know it emerges. This tenaciously advanced thesis ex-
plained Dante's supreme importance to Auerbach, Curtius, Vossler, and 
Spitzer. 

To speak of comparative literature therefore was to speak of the interac-
tion of world literatures with one another, but the field was epistemologi-
cally organized as a son of hierarcjly, with Europe and its Latin Christian 
literatures at its center and top. When Auerbach, in a justly famous essay 
entitled "Philologie der Wrltliteratur," written after World War Two, takes 
note of how many "other" literary languages and literatures seemed to have 
emerged (as if from nowhere: he makes no mention of either colonialism or 
decolonization), he expresses more anguish and fear than pleasure at the 
prospect_of what he seems so reluctant to acknowledge. Romania is under 
threat.45 

Certainly American practitioners and academic departments found this 
European pattern a congenial one to emulate. The first American depart-
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ment of comparative literature was established in 1891 at Columbia Univer-
sity, as was the first journal of comparative literature. Consider what George 
Edward Woodberry-the department's first chaired professor-had to say 
about his field: 

The parts of the world draw together, and with them the parts of 
knowledge, slowly knitting into that one intellectual state which, above 
the sphere of politics and. with no more institutional machinery than 
tribunals of jurists and congresses of gentlemen, will be at last the true 
bond of all the world. The modern scholar shares more than other 
citizens in the benefits of this enlargement and intercommunication, 
this age equally of expansion and concentration on the vast scale, this 
infinitely extended and intimate commingling of nations with one 
another and with the past; his ordinary mental experience includes 
more of race-memory· and of race-imagination than belonged to his 
predecessors, and his outlook before and after is on greater horizons; he 
lives in a larger world-is, in fact, born no longer to the freedom of a 
city merely, however noble, but to that new citizenship in the rising 
state which-the obscurer or brighter dream of all great scholars from 
Plato to Goethe-is without frontiers or race or force, but there is 
reason supreme. The emergence and growth of the new study known 
as Comparative Literature are incidental to the coming of this larger 
world and the entrance of scholars upon its work: the study will run its 
course, and together with other converging elements goes to its goal in 
the unity of mankind found in the spiritual unities of science, art and 
love.46 

Such rhetoric uncomplicatedly and naively resonates with the influence of 
Croce and De Sanctis, and also with the earlier ideas of Wilhelm von 
Humboldt. But there is a certain quaintness in Woodberry's "tribunals of 
jurists and congresses of gentlemen," more than a little belied by the actuali-
ties of life in the "larger world" he speaks of. In a time of the greatest 
Western imperial· hegemony in history, Woodberry manages to overlook 
that dominating form of political unity in order to celebrate a still higher, 
strictly ideal unity. He is unclear about how "the spiritual unities of science, 
art and love" are to deal with less pleasant realities, much less how "spiritual 
unities" can be expected to overcome the facts of materiality, power, and 
political division. · 

Academic work in comparative literatur-e carried with it the notion that 
Europe and the United States together were the center of the world, not 
simply by virtue of their political positions, but also because their literatures 
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were the ones most worth studying. When Europe succumbed to fascism and 
when the United States benefitted so richly from the many emigre scholars. 
who came to it, understandably little of their sense of crisis took root with 
them. Mime.ri.r, for example, written while Auerbach was in exile from Nazi 
Europe in Istanbul, was not simply ap exercise in textual explication, but-
he says in his 19.)1 essay to which I have just referred-an act of civilizational 
survival. It had seemed to him that his mission as a comparatist was to 
present, perhaps for the last time, the complex evolution of European 
literature in all its variety from Homer to Virginia Woolf. Curtius's book on 
the Larin Middle Ages was composed out of the same driven fear. Yet how 
little of that spirit survived in the thousands of academic literary scholars 
who were influenced by these two books! Mime.ri.r was praised for being a 
remarkable work of rich analysis, but the sense of its mission died in the 
often trivial uses made of it.47 Finally in the late 19SOS Sputnik came along, 
and transformed the study of foreign languages-and of comparative litera-
ture-into fields directly affecting national security. The National Defense 
Education Acr48 promoted the field and, with it, alas, an even more compla-
cent ethnocentrism and covert Cold Warriorism than Woodberry could 
have imagined. 

As Mime.ri.r immediately reveals, however, the notion 'of Western litera-
ture that lies at the very core of comparative study centrally highlights, 
dramatizes, and celebrates a certain idea of history, and at the same time 
obscures the fundamental geographical and political reality empowering 
that idea. The.idea of European or Western literary history contained in it 
and the other scholarly works of comparative literature is essentially idealis-
tic and, in an unsystematic way, Hegelian. Thus the principle of develop-
ment by which Romania is said to have acquired dominance is incorporative 
and synthetic. More and more reality is included in a literature that expands 
and elaborates from the medieval chronicles to the great edifices of nine-
teenth-century narrative fiction-in the works of Stendhal; Balzac, Zola, 
Dickens, Proust. Each work in the progression represents a synthesis of 
problematic elements that disturb the basic Christian order so memorably 
laid out in the Divine Comedy. Class, political upheavals, shifts in economic 
patterns and organization; war: all these subjects, for great authors like 
Cervantes, Shakespeare, Montaigne, as well as for a host oflesser writers, are 
enfolded within recurringly renewed structures, visions, stabilities, all of 
them attesting to the abiding dialectical order represented by Europe itself. 

The salutary vision of a "world literature" that acquired a redemptive 
status in the twentieth century coincides with what theorists of colonial 
geography also articulated. In the writings of Halford Mackinder, George 
Chisolm, Georges Hardy, Leroy-Beaulieu; and Lucien Fevre, a much 
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franker appraisal of the world system appears, equally metrocentric and 
imperial; but instead of history alone, now both empire and actual geograph-
ical space collaborate to produce a "world-empire" commanded by Europe. 
But in this geographically articulated vision (much ofit based, as Paul Carter 
shows in The Road to Botany Bay, on the cartographic results of actual geo-
graphical exploration and conquest) there is no less strong a commitment to 
the belief that European pre-eminence is natural, the culmination of what 
Chisolm calls various "historical advantages" that allowed Europe to over-
ride the "natural advantages" of the more fertile, wealthy, and accessible 
regions it controlled.49 Fevre's La Terre et /'evolution humaine (19zz ), a vigorous 
and integral encyclopedia, matches Woodberry for its scope and utopianism. 

To their audience in the late nineteenth and early twP-ntieth centuries, the 
great geographical synthesizers offered technical explanations for ready 
political actualities. Europe did command the world; the imperial map did 
license the cultural vision. To us, a century later, the coincidence or 
similarity between one vision of a world system and the other, between 
geography and literary history, seems interesting but problematic. What 
should we do with this similarity.? 

First of all, I believe, it needs articulation and activation, which can only 
come about if we take serious account of the present, and notably of the 
dismantling of the classical empires and the new independence of dozens of 
formerly colonized peoples and territories. We need to see that the contem-
porary global territories, intertwined histories-was 
already prefigured and inscribed in the coincidences and convergences 
among geography, culture, and history that were so important to the pio-
neers of comparative literature. Then we can grasp in a new and more 
dynamic way both the idealist historicism which fuelled the comparatist 
"world literature" scheme and the concretely imperial world map of the 
same moment. 

But that cannot be done without accepting that what is common to both 
is an elaboration of power. The genuinely profound scholarship of the 
people who believed in and practiced Weltliter.aturimplied the extraordinary 
privilege of an observer located in the West who could actually S\lrvey the 
world's literary output with a kind of sovereign detachment. Orientalists and 
other specialists about the non-European world-anthropologists, histori-
ans, philologists--had that power, and, as I have tried to show elsewhere, it 
often went hand in glove with a consciously undertaken imperial enterprise. 
We must articulate these various sovereign dispositions and see their com-
mon methodology. . 

An explicitly geographical model is provided in Gramsci's essay Some 
Aspects of the Southern Q!festion. Under-read and under-analyzed, this study is 
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the only sustained piece of political and cultural analysis Gramsci wrote 
(although he never finished it); it addresses the geographical conundrum 
posed for action and analysis by his comrades as to how to think about, plan 
fur, and study southern Italy, given that its social disintegration made it seem 
incomprehensible yet paradoxically crucial to an understanding of the north. 
Gramsci's brilliant analysis goes, I think, beyond its. tactical relevance to 
Italian politics in 1926, for it provides a culmination to his journalism before 
1926 and also a prelude to The Pri1on Notebook1, in which he gave, as his 
towering counterpart Lukacs did not, paramount focus to the territorial, 
spatial, geographical foundations of social life. 

Lukacs belongs to the Hegelian tradition of Marxism, Gramsci to a 
Vichian; Crocean departure from it. For Lukacs the central problematic in 
his major work through Hi1tory and Cla.r1 Con1cioumeJJ (1923) is temporality; 
for as even a cursory examination of his conceptual vocabulary 
immediately reveals, social history and actuality are grasped in geographical 
terms--such words as "terrain," "territory," "blocks," and "region" predomi-
nate. In The Southern fl.!feJtion, Gramsci not only is at pains to show that the 
division between the northern and southern regions of Italy is basic to the 
challenge of what to do politically about the national working-class move-
ment at a moment of impasse, but also is fastidious in the peculiar 
topography of the south, remarkable, as he says, for the striking contrast 
between the large undifferentiated mass of peasants on the one hand, and the 
presence of "big" landowners, important publishing houses, and distin-
guished cultural formations on the other. Croce himself, a most impressive 
and notable figure in Italy, is seen by Gramsci with characteristic shrewdness 
as a southern philosopher who finds it easier to relate to Europe and to Plato 
than to his own crumbling meridional environment. 

The problem therefore is how to C(>nnect the south, whose poverty and 
vast labor pool are inertly vulnerable to northern economic policies· and 
powers, with a north drat is dependent on it. Gramsci formulates the answer 
in ways that. forecast his celebrated animadversions on the intellectual in the 
fl.!faderni: he considers Piero Gobetti, who as an intellectual understood the 
need for connecting the northern proletariat with the southern peasantry, a 
strategy that stood in stark contrast with the careers of Croce and Guistino 
Fortunato, and who linked north and south by virtue of his capacity for 
organizing culture. His work "posed the Southern question ·on a terrain 
different from the traditional one [which regarded the south simply as a 
backward region of Italy] by introducing into it the proletariat of the 
North."50 But this introduction could not occur, Gramsci continues, unless 
one remembered that intellectual work is slower, works according to more 
extended calendars than that of any other social group. Culture cannot be 
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looked at as an immediate fact but has to be seen (as he was to say in the 
tub specie aeternitatir. Much time elapses before new cultural for-

mations emerge, and intellectuals, who depend on long years of preparation, 
action, and tradition, are necessary to the process. 

Gramsci also understands that in the extended time span during which 
the coral-like formation of a culture occurs, one needs "breaks of an organic 
kind." Gobetti represents one such break, a fissure that opened up within the 
cultural that supported and occluded the north-south discrepancy 
for so long in Italian history. Gramsci regards Gobetti with evident warmth, 
appreciation, and cordiality as an individual, but his political and social 
significance for Gramsci's analysis of the southern question-and it is appro-
priate that the unfinished essay ends abruptly with this consideration of 
Gobetti-is that he accentuates the need for a• social formation to develop, 
elaborate, build upon the break instituted by his work, and by his insistence 
that intellectual effon itself furnishes the link between disparate, apparently 
autonomous regions of human history. 

What we might call the Gobetti factor functions like an animating con-
nective that expresses and represents the relationship between the develop-
ment of comparative literature and the emergence of imperial geography, 
and does-so dynamically and organically. To say of both discourses merely 
that they are imperialist is to say little about where and how they take place. 
Above all it leaves out what makes it possible for us to articulate them 
together, as an ensemble, as having a relationship that is more than coinciden-
tal, conjunctural, mechanical. For this we must look at the domination of the 
non-European world from the perspective of a resisting, gradually more and 
more challenging alternative. 

Without significant exception the universalizing discourses of modern 
Europe and the United States assume the silence, willing or otherwise, of the 
non-European world. There is incorporation; there is inclusion; there is 
direct rule; there is coercion. But there is only infreqnently an acknowledge-
ment that the colonized people should be heard from, their ideas known. 

It is possible to argue that the continued production and interpretation of 
Western culture itself made exactly the same assumption well on into the 
twentieth century, even as political resistance grew to the West's power in 
the "peripheral" world. Because of that, and because of where it led, it 
becomes possible now to reinterpret the Western cultural archive as if 
fractured geographically by the activated imperial divide, to do a rather 
different kind of reading and interpretation. In the first place, the history of 
fields like comparative literature, English studies, cultural analysis, anthro-
pology can be seen as affiliated with the empire and, in a manner of speaking, 
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even contributing to its methods for maintaining Western ascendancy over 
non-Western natives, especially if we are aware of the spatial consciousness 
exemplified in Gramsci's "southern question." And in the second place our 
interpretative change of perspective allows us to challenge the sovereign and 
unchallenged authority of the allegedly detached Western observer. 

Western cultural forms can be taken out of the autonomous enclosures in 
which they have been protected, and placed instead in the dynamic global 
environment created by imperialism, itself revised as an ongoing contest 
between north and south, metropolis and periphery, white and native. We 
may thus consider imperialism as a process occurring as pan of the metro-
politan culture, which at times acknowledges, at other times obscilres the 
sustained business of the empire itsel£ The important point-a very Grams-

. cian one--is how the national British, French, and American cultures main-
tained hegemony over the peripheries. How within them was consent gained 
and continuously consolidated for the distant rule of native peoples and 
territories? 

As we look back at the cultural archive, we begin to reread it not univo-
caUy but contrapuntally, with a simultaneous awareness both of the metropoli-
tan history that is narrated and of those other histories against which (and 
together with which) the dominating discourse acts. In the counterpoint of 
Western classical music, various themes play off one another, with only a 
provisional privilege being given to any particular one; yet in the resulting 
polyphony there is concert and order, an organized interplay that derives 
from the themes, not from a rigorous melodic or formal principle outside the 
work. In the same way, I believe, we can read and interpret English novels, 
for example, whose engagement (\Jsually suppressed for the most part) with 
the West Indies or India, say, is shaped and perhaps even determined by the 
specific histo.ry of colonization, resistance, and finally native nationalism. At 
this point alternative or new narratives emerge, and they become institu-
tionalized or discursively stable entities. 

It should be evident that no one overarching theoretical principle governs 
the whole imperialist ensemble, and it should be just as evident that the 
principle of domination and resistance based on the division between the 
West and the rest of the world-to adapt freely from the African critic 
Chinweizu-runs like a fissure throughout. That fissure affected all the 
many local engagements, overlappings, interdependencies in Africa, India, 
and elsewhere in the peripheries, each different, each with its own density 
of associations and forms, its own motifs, works, institutions, and-most 
important from our point of view as rereaders--its own possibilities and 
conditions of knowledge. For each locale in which the engagement occurs, 
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and the imperialist model is disassembled, its incorporative, universalizing, 
and totalizing codes rendered ineffective and inapplicable, a particular type 
of research and knowledge begins to build up. 

An example of the new knowledge would be the study of Orientalism or 
Africanism and, to take a related set, the study of Englishness and French-
ness. These identities are today analyzed not as god-given essences, but as 
results of collaboration between African history and the study of Africa in 
England,. for instance, or between the study of French history and the 
reorganization of knowledge during the First Empire. In an important sense, 
we are dealing with the formation of cultural identities understood not as 
essentializations (although part of their enduring appeal is that they seem· 
and are considered to be like essentializations) but as contrapuntal ensem-
bles, for it is the case that no identity can ever exist by itself and without an 
array of opposites, negatives, oppositions: Greeks always require barbarians, 
and Europeans Africans, Orientals, etc. The opposite is certainly true as 
well. Even the mammoth engagements in our own time over such essentiali-
zations as "Islam," the "West," the "Orient."''1apan," or "Europe" admit to 
a particular knowledge and structures of attitude and reference, and those 
require careful analysis and research. 

If one studies some of the major metropolitan cultures-England's, 
France's and the United States', for instance--in the geographical context of 
their struggles for (and over) empires, a distinctive cultural topography 
becomes apparent. In using the phrase "structures of attitude and reference" 
I have this topography in mind, as I also have in mind Raymond Williams's 
seminal phrase "structures of feeling." I am talking about the way in which 
structures of location and geographical, reference appear in the cultural 
languages of literature, history, or ethnography, sometimes allusively and 
sometimes carefully plotted, across several individual works that are not 
otherwise connected to one another or to an official ideology of "empire." 

In British culture, for instance, one may discover a consistency of concern 
in Spensef, Shakespeare, Defoe, and Austen that fixes socially desirable, 
empowered space in metropolitan England or Europe and connects it by 
design, motive, and development to distant or peripheral worlds (Ireland, 
Venice, Africa, Jamaica), conceived of as desirable but subordinate. And with 
these meticulously maintained references come attitudes-about rule, con-
trol, profit and enhancement and suitability-that grow with astonishing 
power from the seventeenth to the end of the nineteenth century. These 
structures do ·not arise from some pre-existing (semi-conspiratorial) design 
that the writers then manipulate, but are bound up with the development of 
Britain's cultural identity, as that identity imagines itself in a geographically 
conceived world. Similar structures may be remarked in French and Ameri-
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can cultures, growing for different reasons and obviously in different ways. 
We are not yet at the stage where we can say whether these globally integral 
structures are preparations for imperial control and conquest, or whether 
they accompany such enterprises, or whether in some reflective or careless 
way they are a result of empire. We are only at a stage where we must look 
at the astonishing frequency of geographical articulations in the three West-
ern cultures that most dominated far-flung territories. In the second chapter 
of this book I explore this question and advance further arguments about it. 

To the best of my ability to have read and understood these "structures 
of attitude and reference," there was scarcely any dissent, any departure, any ' 
demurral from them: there was virtual unanimity that subject races should 
be ruled, that they are subject races, that one race deserves and has consis-
tently earned the right to be considered the race·whose main mission is to 
expand beyond its own domain. (Indeed, as Seeley was to put it in 1883, about 
Britain-France and the United States had their own British 
could only be understood as such.) It is perhaps embarrassing that sectors of 
the metropolitan cultures that have since become vanguards in the social 
contests of our time were uncomplaining members of this imperial consen-
sus. With few exceptions, the women's as well as the working-class move-

was pro-empire. And, while one must always be at great pains to show 
that different imaginations, sensibilities, ideas, and philosophies were at 
work, and that each work of literature or art is special, there was virtual 
unity of purpose on this score: the empire must be maintained, and it 'WIIS 

maintained. 
Reading and interpreting the major metropolitan cultural texts in this 

newly activated, reinfonned way could not have been possible without the 
movements of resistance that occurred everywhere in the peripheries 
against the empire. In the third chapter of this book I make the claim that 
a new global consciousness connects all the various local arenas of anti-
imperial contest. And today writers and scholars from the formerly colo-
nized world hav.e imposed their diverse histories on, have mapped their local 
geographies in, the great canonical texts of the European center. And from 
these overlapping yet discrepant interactions the new readings and knowl-
edges are beginning to appear. One need only think of the tremendously 
powerful upheavals that occurred at the end of the 198os-the breaking 
down of barriers, the popular insurgencies, the drift across borders, the 
looming problems of immigrant, refugee, and minority rights in the West-
to see how obsolete are the old categories, the tight separations, and the 
comfortable autonomies. 

It is very important, though, to assess how these entities were built, and 
to understand how patiently the idea of an unencumbered English culture, 
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for example, acquired its authority and its power to impose itself across the 
seas. This is a tremendous task for any individual, but a whole new genera-
tion of scholars and intellectuals from the Third World is engaged on just 
such an undertaking. 

Here a word of caution and prudence is required. One theme I take up 
is the uneasy relationship between nationalism and liberation, two ideals or 
goals for people engaged against imperialism. In the main it is true that the 
creation of very many newly independent nation-states in the post-colonial 
world has succeeded in re-establishing the primacy of what have been called 
imagined communities, parodied and mocked by writers like V. S. Naipaul 
and Conor Cruise O'Brien, hijacked by a host of dictators and petty tyrants, 
enshrined in various state nationalisms. Nevertheless in general there is an 
oppositional quality to the consciousness of many Third World scholars and 
intellectuals, particularly (but not exclusively) those who are exiles, expatri-
ates, or refugees and immigrants in the West, many of them inheritors of the 

· work done by earlier twentieth-century expatriates like George Antonius 
and C.L.R. James. Their work in trying to connect experiences across the 
imperial divide, in re-examining the great canons, in producing what in 
effect is a critical literature cannot be, and generally has not been, co-opted 
by the resurgent nationalisms, despotisms, and ungenerous ideologies that 
betrayed the liberationist ideal in favor of the nationalist independence 
actuality. 

Moreover their work should be seen as sharing important concerns with 
minority and "suppressed" voices within the metropolis itself: feminists, 
African-American writers, intellectuals, artists, among others. But here too 
vigilance and self-criticism are crucial, since there is an inherent danger to 
oppositional effort of becoming institutionalized, marginality turning into 
separatism, and resistance hardening into dogma. Surely the activism that 
reposits and reformulates the political challenges in intellectual life is safe-
guarded against orthodoxy. But there is always a need to keep community 
before coercion, criticism before mere solidarity, and vigilance ahead of 
assent. 

Since my themes here are a sort of sequel to Orienta/ism, which like this 
book was written in the United States, some consideration of America's 
cultural and political environment is warranted. The United States is no 
ordinary large country. The United States is the last superpower, an enor-
mously influential, frequently interventionary power nearly everywhere in 
the world. Citizens and intellectuals of the United States have a particular 
responsibility for what goes on between the United States and the rest of the 
world, a responsibility that is in no way discharged or fulfilled by saying that 
the Soviet Union, Britain, France, or China were, or are, worse. The fact is 



Connecting Empire to Secular Interpretation 55 

that we are indeed responsible for, and therefore more capable of, influenc-
ing this country in ways that we were not for the pre-Gorbachev Soviet 
Union, or other countries. So we should first take scrupulous note of how in 
Central and Latin America-to mention the most obvious--as well as in the 
Middle East, Africa, and Asia, the United States has replaced the great 
earlier empires and is the dominant outside force. 

Looked at honestly, the record is not a good one. United States military 
interventions since World War Two have occurred (and are still occurring) 
on nearly every continent, many of great complexity and extent, with 
tremendous national investment, as we are now only beginning to under-
stand. All of this is, in William Appleman Williams's phrase, empire as a way 
of life. The continuing disclosures about the war in Vietnam, about the 
United States' suppon of "contras" in Nicaragua, about the crisis in the 
Persian Gulf, are only pan of the story of this complex of interventions. 
Insufficient attention is paid to the fact that United States Middle ,Eastern 
and Central American policies--whether exploiting a geo-political opening 
among Iranian so-called moderates, or aiding the so-called Contra Freedom 
Fighters in overthrowing the elected, legal government of Nicaragua, or 
coming to the aid of the Saudi and Kuwaiti royal families--can only be 
described as imperialist. 

Even if we were to allow, as many have, that United States foreign policy 
is principally altruistic and dedicated to such unimpeachable goals as free-
dom and democracy, there is considerable room for skepticism. The rele-
vance ofT. S. Eliot's remarks in "Tradition and the Individual Talent" about 
the historical sense are demonstrably important. Are we not as a nation 
repeating what France and Britain, Spain and Portugal, Holland and Ger-
many, did before us? And yet. do we nottend to regard ourselves as somehow 
exempt from the more sordid imperial adventures that preceded ours? 
Besides, is there not an unquestioned assumption on our pan that our 
destiny is to rule and lead the world, a destiny that we have assigned 
ourselves as part of our errand into the wilderness? 

In short, we face as a nation the deep, profoundly perturbed and perturb-
ing question of our relationship to others--other cultures, stares, histories, 
experiences, traditions, peoples, and destinies. There is no Archimedean 
point beyond the question from which to answer it; there is no vantage 
outside the actuality of relationships among cultures, among unequal impe-
rial an4 non-imperial powers, among us and others; no one has the episte-
mological privilege of somehow judging, evaluating, and interpreting the 
world free from the encumbering interests and engagements of the ongoing 
relationships themselves. We are, so to speak, of the connections, not outside 
and beyond them. And it behooves us as intellectuals and humanists and 
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secular critics to understand the United States in the world of nations and 
power from within the actuality, as panicipants in it, not detached outside 
observers who, like Oliver Goldsmith, in Yeats's perfect phrase, deliberately 
sip at the honeypots of our minds. 

Contemporary travails in recent European and American anthropology 
reflect these conundrums and embroilments in a symptomatic and interest-
ing way. That cultural practice and intellectual activity carry, as a major 
constitutive element, an unequal relationship of force between the outside 
Western ethnographer-observer and the primitive, or at least different, but 
certainly weaker and less developed non-European, non-Western person. In 
the extraordinarily rich text of Kim, Kipling extrapolates the political 
ing of that relationship and embodies it.in the figure of Colonel Creighton, 
an ethnographer in charge of the Survey of India, also the head of British 
intelligence services in India, the "Great Game" to which young Kim 
belongs. Modern Western anthropology frequently repeated that prob-
lematic relationship, and in recent works of a number of theoreticians deals 
with the almost insuperable contradiction between a political actuality based 
on force, and a scientific and humane desire to understand the Other her-
meneutically and sympathetically in modes not influenced by force. 

Whether these effons succeed or fail is a less interesting matter than what 
distinguishes them, what makes them possible: an acute and embarrassed 
awareness of the all-pervasive, unavoidable imperial setting. In fact, there is 
no way that I know of apprehending the world from within American 
culture (with a whole history of exterminism and incorporation behind it) 
without also apprehending the imperial contest itself. This, I would say, is 
a cultural fact of extraordinary political as well as interpretative importance, 
yet it has not been recognized as such in cultural and literary theory, and 
is routinely circumvented or occluded in cultural To read most 
cultural deconstructionists, or Marxists, or new historicists is to read writers 
whose political horizon, whose historical location is within a society and 
culture deeply enmeshed in imperial domination. Yet little notice is taken 
of this horizon, few acknowledgements of the setting are advanced, little 
realization of the imperial closure itself is allowed for. Instead, one has the 
impression that interpretation of other cultures, texts, and peoples--which 
at bottom is what all interpretation is about--occurs in a timeless vacuum, 
so forgiving and permissive as to deliver the interpretation directly into a 
universalism free from attachment, inhibition, and interest 

We live of course in a world not only of commodities but also of represen-
tation, and representations-their production, circulation, history, and in-
terpretation-are the very element of culture. In much recent theory the 
problem of representation is deemed to be central, yet rarely is it put in its 
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full political context, a context that is primarily imperial. Instead we have 
on the one hand an isolated cultural sphere, believed to be freely and 
unconditionally available to weightless theoretical speculation and investi-
gation, agd, on the other, a debased political sphere, where the real struggle 
between interests is supposed to occur. To the professional sturl,ent of 
culture--the humanist, the critic, the scholar-only one sphere is relevant, 
and, more to the point, it is accepted that the two spheres are separated, 
whereas the two are not only connected but ultimately the same. 

A radical falsification has become established in this separation. Culture 
is exonerated of any with power, representations are consid-
ered only as apolitical images to be parsed and construed as so many 
grammars of exchange, and the divorce of the present from the past is 
assumed to be complete. And yet, far from this separation of spheres being 
a neutral or accidental choice, its real meaning is as an act of complicity, the 
humanist's choice of a disguised, denuded, systematically purged textual 
model over a more embattled model, whose principal features would inevi-
tably coalesce around the continuing struggle over the question of empire 
itsel£ 

Let me put this differently, using examples that will be familiar to every-
one. For at least a decade, there has been a decently earnest debate in the 
United States over the meaning, contents, and goals of liberal education. 
Much but not all of this debate was stimulated in the university after the 

. upheavals of the 196os, when it appeared for the first time in this century that 
the structure, authority, and tradition of American education were chal-
lenged by marauding energies, released by socially and intellectually in-
spired provocations. The newer currents in the academy, and the force of 
what is called theory (a rubric under which were herded many new disci-
plines like psychoanalysis, linguistics, and Nietzschean philosophy, un-
housed from the traditional fields such as philology, moral philosophy, and 
the natural sciences), acquired prestige and interest; they appeared to under-
mine the authority and the stability of established canons, well-capitalized 
fields, long-standing procedures of accreditation, research, and the division 
of intellectual labor. That all this occurred in the modest and circumscribed 
terrain of cultural-academic praxis simultaneously with the great wave of 
anti-war, anti-imperialist protest was not fortuitous but, rather, a genuine 
political and intellectual conjuncture. 

There is considerable irony that our search in the metropolis for a newly 
invigorated, reclaimed tradition follows the exhaustion of modernism and is 
expressed variously as post-modernism or, as I said earlier, citing Lyotard, 
as the loss of the legitimizing power ?fthe narratives ofWestern emancipa-
tion and enlightenment; simultaneously, modernism is rediscovered in the 
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formerly colonized, peripheral world, where resistance, the logic of daring, 
and various investigations of age-old tradition (a/- Turath, in the Islamic 
world) together set the tone. 

One response in the West to the new conjunctures, then, has been pro-
foundly reactionary: the effort to reassert old authorities and canons, the 
effort to reinstate ten or twenty or thirty essential Western books without 
which a Westerner would not be educated-these efforts are couched in the 
rhetoric of embattled patriotism. 

But there can be another response, worth returning to here, for it offers 
an important theoretical opportunity. Cultural experience or indeed every 

. cultural form is radically, quintessentially hybrid, and if it has been the 
practice in the West since Immanuel Kant to isolate cultural and aesthetic 
realms from the worldly domain, it is now time to rejoin them. This is by 
no means a simple matter, since--1 believe--it has been the essence of 
experience in the West at least since the late eighteenth century not only 
to acquire distant domination and reinforce hegemony, but also to divide the 
realms of culture and experience into apparently separate spheres. Entities 
such as races and nations, essences such as Englishness or Orientalism, 
modes of production such as the Asiatic or Occidental, all of these in my 
opinion testify to an ideology whose cultural correlatives well precede the 
actual accumulation of imperial territories world-wide. 

Most historians of empire speak of the "age of empire" as formally 
beginning around 1878, with "the scramble for Africa." A closer look at the 
cultural actuality reveals a much earlier, more deeply and stubbornly held 
view about overseas European hegemony; we can locate a coherent, fully 
mobilized system of ideas near the end of the eighteenth century, and there 
follows the set of integral developments such as the first great systematic 
conquests under Napoleon, the rise of nationalism and the European nation-
state, the advent of large-scale industrialization, and the consolidation of 
power in the bourgeoisie. This is also the period in which the novel form 
and the new historical narrative become pre-eminent, and in which the 
importance of subjectivity to historical time takes firm hold. 

Yet most culroral historians, and certainly all literary scholars, have failed 
to remark the geographical notation, the theoretical mapping and charting of 
territory that underlies Western fiction, historical writing, and philosophical 
discourse of the time. There is first the authority of the European observer-
traveller, merchant, scholar, historian, novelist Then there is the hierarchy 
of spaces by which the metropolitan center and, gradually, the metropolitan 
economy are seen as dependent upon an overseas system of territorial 
control, economic exploitation, and a socio-cultural vision; without these 
stability and prosperity at home--"home" being a word with extremely 
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potent resonances--would not be possible. The perfect example of what I 
mean is to he found in Jane Austen's Manrfield Park, in which Thomas 
Bertram's slave plantation in Antigua is mysteriously necessary to the poise 
and the beauty of Mansfield Park, a place described in moral and aesthetic 
terms well before the scramble for Africa, or before the age of empire 
officially began. As John Stuart Mill puts it in the Principle! of Political 
Economy:, 

These (outlying possessions of ours] are hardly to he looked upon as 
countries, ... hut more properly as outlying agricultural or manufactur-
ing estates belonging to a larger community. Our West Indian colonies, 
for example, cannot he regarded as countries with a productive capital 
of their own· ... [hut are rather] the place where England finds it , 
convenient to carry on the production of sugar, coffee and a few other 
tropical commodities.SJ 

Read this extraordinary passage together with Jane Austen, and a much 
less benign picture stands forth than the usual one of cultural formations in 
the pre-imperialist age. In Mill we have the ruthless proprietary tones of the 
white master used to effacing the reality, work, and suffering of millions of 
slaves, transported across the middle passage, reduced only to an incorpo-
rated status "for the benefit of the proprietors." These colonies are, Mill says, 
to he considered as hardly anything more than a convenience, an attitude 
confirmed by Austen, who in Manrfteld Park sublimates the agonies of Carib-
bean existence to a mere half dozen passing references to Antigua. And 
much the same processes occur in other canonical writers of Britain and 
France; in short, the metropolis gets its authority to a considerable extent 
from the devaluation as well as the exploitation of the outlying colonial 
possession. (Not for nothing, then, did Walter Rodney entitle his great 
decolonizing treatise of HIYW Europe Underdeveloped Africa.) 

Lastly, the authority of the observer, and of European geographical cen-
trality, is buttressed by a cultural discourse relegating and confining the 
non-European to a secondary racial, ontological status. Yet this 
secondariness is, paradoxically, essential to the primariness of the European; 
this of course is the paradox explored by Cesaire, Fanon, and Memmi, and 
it is hut one among many of the ironies of modern critical theory that it has 
rarely been explored by investigators of the aporias and impossibilities of 
reading. Perhaps that is because it places emphasis not so much on hiYW to 
read, hut rather on what is read and where it is written about and represented. 
It is to Conrad's enormous credit to have sounded in such a complex and 
riven prose the authentic imperialist note--how you supply the forces of 
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world-wide accumulation and rule with a self-confirming ideological motor 
(what Marlow in Heart of Darkness calls efficiency with devotion to an idea 
at the back of it, "it" being the taking away of the earth from those ·with 
darker complexions and flatter noses) and simultaneously draw a screen 
across the process, saying that art and culture have nothing to do with "it." 

What to read and what to do with that reading, that is the full form of the 
question. All the energies poured into critical theory, into novel and demys-
tifying theoretical praxes like the new historicism and deconstruction and 
Marxism have avoided the major, I would say determining, political horizon 
of modern Western culture, namely imperialism. This massive avoidance 
has sustained a canonical inclusion and exclusion; you include the Rous- -
sea us, the Nietzsches, the W ordsworths, the Dickenses, Flauberts, and so on, 
and at the same you exclude their relationships with the protracted, com-
plex, and striated work of empire. But why is this a matter of what to read 
and about where? Very simply, because critical discourse has taken no 
cognizance of the enormously exciting, varied post-colonial literature pro-
duced in resistance to the imperialist expansion of Europe and the United 
States in the past two centuries. To read Austen without also reading Fanon 
and Cabral-and so on and on--is to disaffiliate modern culture from its 
engagements and attachments. That is a process that should be reversed. 

But there is more to be done. Critical theory and literary historical 
scholarship have reinterpreted and revalidated major swatches of Western 
literature, art, and philosophy. Much of this has been exciting and power-
ful work, even though one often senses more an energy of elaboration and 
refinement than a committed engagement to what I would call secular and 
affiliated criticism; such criticism cannot be undertaken without a fairly 
strong sense of how consciously chosen historical models are relevant to 
social and intellectual change. Yet if you read and interpret modern Euro-
pean and American culture as having had something to do with imperial-
ism, it becomes incumbent upon you also to reinterpret the canon in the 
light of texts whose place there has been insufficiently linked to, insuffi-
ciently weighted toward the expansion of Europe. Put differently, this pro-
cedure entails reading the canon as a polyphonic accompaniment to the 
expansion of Europe, giving a revised direction and valence to writers 
such as Conrad and Kipling, who have always been read as sports, not as 
writers whose manifestly imperialist subject matter has a long subterra-
nean or implicit and proleptic life in the earlier work of writers like, say, 
Austen or Chateaubriand. 

Second, theoretical work must begin to formulate the relationship be-
tween empire and culture. There have been a few 
work, for instance, and Martin Green's--but concern with the issue has not 
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been intense. Things, however, are beginning to change,. as I noted earlier. 
A whole range of work in other disciplines, a new group of often younger 
scholars and critics-here, in the Third World, in Europe-are beginning 
to embark on the theoretical and historical enterprises; many of them seem 
in one way or another to be converging on questions of imperialist discourse, 
colonialist practice, and so fonh. Theoretically we are only at the stage of 
trying to inventory the interpellation of culture by empire, but the efforts so 
far made are only slightly more than rudimentary. And as the study of 
culture extends, into the mass media, popular culture, micro-politics, and so 
fonh, the focus on modes qf power and hegemony grows sharper. 

Third, we should keep· before us the prerogatives of the present as 
signposts and paradigms for the study of the past. If I have insisted on 
integration and coimections between the past and the present,· betweep 
imperializer and imperialized, between culture and imperialism, I have done 
so not to level or reduce differences, but rather to convey a more urgent 
sense of the interdependence between things. So vast and yet so detailed is 
imperialism as an experience with crucial cultural dimensions, that we must 
speak of overlapping territories, intenwined histories common to men and 
women, whites and non-whites, dwellers in the metropolis and on the 
peripheries, past as well as present and future; these territories and histories 
can only be seen from the perspective of the whole of secular human history. 


