The Meanings of Empire and the Limits of Alien Rule

Stephen Howe

I attempt here to cast some light on the questions posed by the conference’s organisers, by way of a very broad-brush survey of some relevant debates and developments in the historical study of empires. It should be noted at the outset, however, that many of my conclusions are negative; in the sense that I emphasise how deeply divided students of these questions have been, perhaps especially in recent years. These divisions, as I shall seek to show in broad outline, have had several different dimensions – which have also intermingled in complex and sometimes extremely unhelpful ways. They include methodological and epistemological disputes, inter- and intra-disciplinary ones (especially those between ‘traditional’ historians and social scientists on the one hand, colonial and postcolonial cultural theorists on the other) and directly political ones.

Our hosts pose four guiding questions for our consideration:

1) Can alien (foreign) rule ever be fair to indigenous populations? 

(2) Under what conditions do people prefer alien rule? 

(3) Why is the market for governing services so limited?

(4) How are the boundaries between ‘alien’ and ‘native’ constructed, and how do they change? 

My remarks here are mainly pertinent to the first two of these, and to a more limited degree the fourth. I have little to say on the third – though it might in passing be noted that in some historical circumstances such a ‘market’ has existed and even been quite vigorous, as for instance with the ‘importation’ of foreign rulers in medieval and early-modern European states, either by dynastic intermarriage or even simple invitation. Among English monarchs James I, William III and George I were all notable ‘imports’ of this kind, and as recently as around a century ago, several newly created Balkan states followed similar practices. 

While alluding in schematic terms to a substantial list of debates and developments in imperial and colonial historiographies, my main focus here is on the concepts of resistance and collaboration. A very substantial literature has emphasised collaborative relationships and indigenous initiative as the keys to understanding colonial rule. But it has been subject to vigorous counterattacks which see such emphases as in effect ‘blaming the victim’, or downplaying, even erasing the historical and indeed contemporary significance of colonialism or imperialism.  I attempt to explore these relationships in broad comparative perspective. What is at stake in arguing over whether a particular mode of rule is ‘colonial’ or ‘imperial’, and whether particular modes of behaviour constitute ‘treason’ or ‘collaboration’? Behind these arguments lie others, which revolve around radically divergent evaluations of the strength or weakness of imperial and colonial states, their relationships with cultural formations and identity-claims, and – most sweepingly – the historical significance or otherwise of systems of alien rule. I survey some of these arguments – inevitably given their breadth and the paper’s shortness – via a series of rather sweeping, even peremptory claims and (perhaps more helpfully) equally sweeping questions. This involves many passing allusions to a wide range of secondary literature. 

I shall organise my comments on these developments, and their potential relevance for thinking about empire in the present, under no fewer than sixteen summary headings. Each of them involves an issue which has manifested itself in quite sharp recent disputes among analysts of empire, but may also suggest new opportunities and directions for the subject.

First, the most basic issues of terminology have been found problematic; and the problems go to the heart of thinking about ‘alien rule’ and its forms. ‘Empire’, ‘imperial’ and ‘imperialist’ are terms with complex and contested histories: one is even tempted to think of them as essentially contested concepts in the philosophers’ sense. In the political discourse of the 20th century’s second half, they were almost always used pejoratively. Almost nobody, and no state, was willing to adopt them as self-descriptions. Only the most hostile critics of United States foreign policy, for instance, described it as either imperial or imperialist, or called America an empire. Today, however, the notion of an American empire is employed from a far wider range of viewpoints. It is of course still favoured by many negative critics of the phenomena concerned. But it is now used also by those who seemingly intend it in a neutral, analytical or descriptive way, and – in a more striking change – by strong supporters of a globally activist or interventionist policy. This has been accompanied by ever more vigorous debates over the relevance or otherwise to present-day US power of ‘lessons from history’, whether the earlier history of the USA and its international role themselves, or those of older imperial systems. 

'Colonialism', initially a more precise term, has also been put to ever wider and more problematic uses. Early usages of 'colony', 'colonist' and 'colonial' denoted settlements of farmers or cultivators: hence, by extension, agricultural settlers in a new place and, from that, places outside Europe to which European migrants moved in significant numbers. For over three hundred years, until some point in the nineteenth century, 'colony' in English meant as Moses Finley points out "a plantation of men [sic], a place to which men emigrated". 
 Its root was the Latin colere, to cultivate or farm (an etymology it shares with 'culture', which should delight the colonial discourse theorists). As one might expect from this, most writers in early modern Europe, and many later, saw agriculture as the purpose of colonies. so in Finley's view ‘land is the element round which to construct a typology of colonies.’
 The British Colonial Laws Validity Act of 1865 defined a colony as ‘all of Her Majesty's Possessions abroad in which there shall exist a legislature’  - and only territories of white settlement had such bodies. 

Thus, as the term was ordinarily used before the twentieth century, only conquered territories of white settlement - Australia, the South African Cape, the mainland Americas - were 'colonies'. South and South-East Asia or European possessions in most of Africa were not. During the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries the term was extended to embrace all areas subject to formal political rule and control by other (usually European) states. This is still the most common usage; thus making 'colonialism' a subset of the term 'imperialism' which is used also to denote informal modes of domination or influence. There are evident problems with this definition, of which I shall for the moment note just two. First, it leaves open the question of numerous borderline cases - sometimes literally as well as metaphorically so. When is the expansion of a polity over directly neighbouring territories to be described as colonialist? Also, does there have to be a clear pre-existing claim to sovereignty, at least of a de facto kind, which the intruders have overridden, before an occupation can be called colonial? Second, given the usual association of the colonial idea with European (or 'white') rule over non-Europeans, which if any circumstances where neither or both conquerors and conquered are European should be called colonial? For example - an example which involves both problems - was the substitution of Indian for Portuguese sovereignty over Goa in 1961 a decolonisation, a change of colonial rulers, or what? 

Nonetheless, defining colonialism in this way enables a degree of clarity greater than that afforded by most usages, many of which confuse or collapse together two or more of the following:

1) political sovereignty over territories outside a state's original boundaries;

2) conquest of previously sovereign states;

3) rule  or effective domination over such states;

4) such conquest and rule where, and only where, the occupiers are European or North American;

5) movement of populations, defined as members of ethnic, racial or national groups, onto territory previously controlled by members of other such groups;

6) migrancy and settlement of European populations in non-European regions; 

7) systems of 'racial', cultural, legal, religious or linguistic discrimination, as a consequence of any of the above;

8) such systems of discrimination wherever they may be thought to have some historical or other connection, however distant or even metaphorical, with any of the above; 

9) doctrines, ideologies or aspirations advocating or supporting any of the above; 

10) anyone's, or any group's, perceived assertion of superiority or domination over any other person or group.

The greatest problems with, and most egregious abuses of, the term colonialism have involved items 7) to 10) on that list. There is also, however, a persisting difficulty relating to usages 1) to 4) on the one hand - all of which refer to modes of political domination - and 5) and 6) on the other; which relate to the movement and settlement of population groups. Not only are the historical evolutions of these terms tangled, but even such acute contemporary critics as Edward Said persistently muddle them; and in such contexts as present-day Northern Ireland and Israel/Palestine their imbrication is politically important, and damaging. I would attempt to deal with this problem by distinguishing between

a) colonialism, a set of strictly political systems, corresponding to definition 1) above; 

            and

b) colonisation, denoting definition 5) above but with the important qualification that a population movement amounts to colonisation only when the migrants:

i) retain strong political and other links with their or their ancestors' state of former residence, gaining by such links significant advantages or privileges over other inhabitants of the territory; or

ii) they either wholly dispossess earlier inhabitants - in terms of land tenure, rights of residence etc. - or institute legal and other structures systematically disadvantaging those earlier inhabitants.

Again, this way of defining the terms by no means disposes of all difficulties. For instance, it is clear that by such definitions Australia, Canada, Israel, Northern Ireland and South Africa were all by origin consequences of colonisation; and that Australia and Canada are direct consequences of colonialism. It is less clear how far the present states of Israel and South Africa, and the province of Northern Ireland, are consequences of colonialism.
 The category of ‘colonial society’ I would wish to define as one where either definition a) above, or definition b i) and b ii), applies.
In the study of empire, there have been comparatively few big ideas and, by comparison with many other spheres both of historical and of social scientific research, relatively little theory-building. One need only think of how much debate still revolves around the century-old theories of J.A.Hobson, or the fifty-year-old ones of Ronald Robinson and Jack Gallagher. The most widely influential ‘new wave’ of the past few decades, Saidian cultural analysis, has been spurned or scorned by at least as many students of empires as have embraced it. Very few historians have been at all attracted by Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri’s eloquent and suggestive but also impressionistic or even internally inconsistent arguments, or think that these offer fruitful ‘leads’ for historical research. Yet this relative dearth of theoretical elaboration coexists with a remarkable effervescence of controversy and – especially, perhaps, since the 1980s – with influences coming from numerous academic disciplines, milieux and indeed theoretical traditions. Empire, its aftermaths and enduring significance have not only been the concerns of historians and political or International Relations analysts. In recent years, they have become major preoccupations among cultural and literary critics and theorists. In some other fields too - political theory, economics and 'development studies', anthropology, human geography and more - they have generated a rapidly growing and often highly contentious literature in the past few decades. These new approaches often come carrying a weighty conceptual and political baggage, including, crucially, the influence of postmodernism and poststructuralism. If theory-building within imperial history as such has been sparse, the impact of various kinds of theory drawn from elsewhere on it has been ever more substantial and contentious.  

The second sphere of debate I wish to highlight, therefore, involves epistemological disputes of the most fundamental kind. Most imperial historians have tended to be empiricists if not positivists. Distaste for grand theory is deeply ingrained.. They have been especially uncomfortable, if not hostile, towards anything that smacks of poststructuralism, postmodernism, deconstruction or relativism. They apprehended the late, much lamented Jacques Derrida as an incomprehensible but menacing bogeyman, the equally lamented Edward Said little less so (though Said’s views were of course in reality very far from those implied by such labels). And as invocation of Said’s name suggests, they have tended to associate use of colonial and postcolonial cultural theories with all those unwelcome tendencies and even with a total disregard for historical specificity and accuracy. It is all, of course, something of a caricature. But it is not total fantasy, for it bears some relation to the epistemological and indeed political standpoints of the most influential theorists of colonialism and postcoloniality. 

The influences most sharply at issue are those around textualism and the linguistic turn in historical and social studies. Texts, including those modern historians and cultural critics produce, compete by claiming and proclaiming their truth. Looking at how texts compete, at what they compete over, and what is at stake in their competition, can tell us a lot, not least about contemporary ideologies and power relations. Many postcolonial critics, however, go on to suggest – in what one is tempted by now to call identikit-Foucauldian style – that all such claims are necessarily and equivalently also exercises in power, all articulating similarly equivalent truths. As we shall see, positions taken for or against such a theoretical stance have very often been associated with political, and even ethical, attitudes towards empire, its legacies and its apparent revival.

One constellation of views, a major and still relatively new paradigm for studying empire, is what has become known as colonial discourse analysis or sometimes, now, simply ‘postcolonialism’. Such theories have exhibited a tendency to see colonial power as an all-embracing, transhistorical force, controlling and transforming every aspect of colonised societies. The writings and attitudes of those involved with empire are seen as constituting a system, a network, a discourse in the sense made famous by Michel Foucault. (Though the notion of ‘colonialism as a system’ goes at least as far back as Sartre.) It inextricably combines the production of knowledge with the exercise of power. It deals in stereotypes and polar antitheses. It has both justificatory and repressive functions. And, perhaps above all, it is a singular 'it': colonial discourse and by extension the categories in which it deals (the colonizer, the colonized, the subject people, etc.) can meaningfully be discussed in unitary terms. Much current writing in this vein thus treats colonialism as homogeneous and all-powerful, and also often uses the term to denote patterns of domination, or even merely of transregional contact, which actually preceded, succeeded or indeed were substantially disengaged from periods of actual conquest, possession and rule. Calling all these sorts of things 'colonial' or ‘imperial’, at worst, systematically denies or underrates historical variety, complexity and heterogeneity. 

In part, the difficulties and schisms here have a disciplinary origin: in dispute over whether (or sometimes, one fears, the presumption that) the tools and techniques of literary criticism are interchangeable with those of historical, social, and economic analysis. The few individual colonial texts and incidents discussed in some cultural analyses of empire are often used not even as 'symptoms' of wider social phenomena (a problematic enough procedure in itself, which has been the general besetting sin of what has been called 'new historicism' in literary studies), but as perfunctory pegs on which to hang sweeping assertions about a generalised colonial situation. Claims initially made about the forms and reception of specific literary texts are thus illegitimately generalised into claims about the historical and political situations from which such texts derive. The texts are characteristically assumed to express a shared colonial, or anticolonial, mentality. This is in many instances associated with what may be called a culturalist bias: indeed a cultural reductionism which is mirror-image of the economic reductionism typical of some parts of the Marxist tradition. Despite the debts to Marxism proclaimed by many exponents of colonial cultural studies, there is rarely any apparent interest in the economics of colonial or postcolonial relations - and where passing references are made to these, they are often by way of ill-understood claims derived from dependency theory. Conversely, of course, many analysts of imperial economic, military, social or political history lie open to the charge of neglecting the force of culture.

A third and closely linked problem thus lies in the relative lack, still, of interaction between political, economic and strategic studies of global power on the one hand, and work by literary and cultural studies scholars interested in the cultures and discourses of imperialism, on the other. These spheres of research have operated largely in an atmosphere of mutual indifference or even antagonism – and although here too a growing body of recent work seeks to close the gaps, they remain very wide. The post-1980s wave of cultural histories of colonialism and nationalism developed in large part out of literary studies, and has continued to bear the marks of its origin. It has also diverged sharply from much earlier work on related issues in its fundamental ‘take’ on the nature of imperial power. 

One could over-simply say that one camp sees the crucial relationships for analysing colonial and indeed postcolonial histories as being those between knowledge and power, whereas the other views them as being those between interest and power. The focus on a knowledge-power nexus derives, of course, above all from Foucault and, more directly, from Said’s Orientalism and Bernard Cohn’s essays on colonialism’s ‘forms of knowledge’.
 This involves not merely a stress on the centrality, power and purposefulness of colonial discourses (or ideologies: those two concepts are, disconcertingly often, used as synonyms) but on colonialism’s capacity in a strong sense to create that which it claimed to find in colonised societies. Arguments doubting this, ones seeing colonial knowledge either as essentially neutral ‘information’ or as being created by colonised as well as colonising subjects, ones denying that Orientalism in Said’s sense was a coherent system of thought, ones stressing the weakness of colonial power and the degree of agency retained by the colonised, all amount (in Nicholas Dirks’s terms) to an abject ‘disavowal of colonial power and prejudice’ or, yet more starkly, to ‘blam[ing] the victim again’..
  We shall return to such charges and their implications a little further on.

Colonialism, as classically conceived, is very specifically a political phenomenon, a matter of the state. In my view any coherent analysis or even definition of it must bear this constantly in mind, retaining the recognition that its core is a juridical relation between a state and a territory; one in which the colonising state took complete power over the government of the territory which it had annexed. This clearly distinguishes colonial polities from those which have internal self-government, such as British Dominions, and from formally sovereign states subject to various forms and degrees of influence or control from outside (though the latter, by the definitions we have adopted, may well be instances of imperialism). 

Much contemporary theory silently abandons this focus, and inexplicitly (indeed, most often unknowingly) substitutes at best a notion of a colonialism of civil society, at worst a purely discursive conception of colonial power. The former focuses on interest groups, religious bodies, educational institutions and so on, whilst almost invariably failing to specify the relationship of their projects to colonial state power. Insofar as it is at all theoretically explicit, other than about its relations to earlier literary theory, it takes much of its inspiration from the later Foucault, with his rejection of attention to the state as privileged source or instance of power. Much poststructuralist theory, of course, goes further, spurning not only the state but society as an object of analysis. Here colonial discourse analysis connects with the 'linguistic turn' in social and historical studies more generally - on which we shall have more to say below - in its rejection of social explanation and very often of totalising explanation tout court. Or rather, its ostensible rejection; for in fact very sweeping kinds of general claim, often unsupported by any evidence and indeed premised on glib denial of the necessity for any coherent criteria as to what might constitute evidence for the propositions advanced, are characteristic of the genre. Not least among these is the all-pervasive, all-determining power accorded to 'colonialism' itself. At the extreme, as for Timothy Mitchell, it seems that colonialism is modernity and vice versa: ‘Colonising refers not simply to the establishing of a European presence but also to the spread of a political order that inscribes in the social world a new conception of space, new forms of personhood, and a new means of manufacturing the experience of the real.’

My fourth theme is again closely related. Historians of empire – perhaps especially in the British case - are engaged in something like civil war, between what some call ‘new’ and ‘old’ approaches. The label ‘new imperial history’ has already been used in very varying ways, but most of those who have used the term seem to have a broadly shared understanding of what they mean by it. They mean approaches to imperial history centred on ideas of culture and, often, of discourse; ones influenced by feminism and gender studies, by critical race theory, and most pervasively by literary theories of colonial discourse and postcoloniality; ones which emphasise the impact of colonialism’s cultures on metropole as well as on the colonised, and tend also to see it as having very significant continuing effects after the end of formal colonial rule. They promise close attention to the relationships among knowledge, identity and power, including notably the political purposes and influences of historical writing itself. Much of this new work also proclaims itself to be interdisciplinary in focus, in stark contrast to most older imperial historiography, combining history, literary criticism, cultural studies, ethnography and drawing on ideas from philosophy, linguistics and psychoanalysis.

There are tendencies in some of this for things which should be hypotheses to become instead founding assumptions for ‘new imperial historians’. Thus for instance some influential recent work proceeds simply by assuming that colonial expansion was both ubiquitously constitutive of metropolitan British culture, and equally crucially dependent on it - that culture was (and is) necessarily colonialist and colonialism cultural. Those few earlier historians and theorists who are judged to have shown some partial recognition of this are faintly praised. Those who fail that test are damned not only for insularity or economic determinism, but for simply not taking empire or race seriously enough, being indulgent or over-charitable towards the historical record of British power, indeed for being morally complicit in the continuing effects of that power’s multiple abuses. 

Unsurprisingly, therefore, what intends, or proclaims, itself to be an integrative, barrier-dissolving body of work has sometimes instead seemed to produce new schisms and antagonisms. The idea of the new imperial history, perhaps especially when associated with colonial discourse analysis or postcolonial theory, has already occasioned a remarkable number of negative polemics: often extremely heated ones. From the ‘old historians’ side of the disputes, much work in the ‘new’ is – in line with the general epistemological-cum-political cleavage already noted – seen as, quite simply, not being properly historical at all.  

A fifth great interpretive schism in historical debate might be encapsulated under the heading: ‘Histories of capitalism, or of colonialism?’ For some ‘second generation’ Subaltern Studies authors, in particular (Dipesh Chakrabarty or Gyan Prakash, for example) a crucial failing of Eurocentric historiography, even or especially in its Marxist forms, has been to write global history as the story of capitalism’s, and hence modernity’s, inexorable universalisation.
  This failing among Marxists is derided as reliance on a singular ‘modes of production narrative’, and certainly issues of empire play a surprisingly small part in the work of many major Marxist historians. For some among these critics, colonialism instead of capitalism becomes the great trans-historical organizing concept. An emerging body of writing on ‘alternative’ or ‘multiple’ modernities mounts a somewhat similar line of critique, albeit in a very different idiom and, perhaps, in more nuanced form. 

To subsume colonialism and its crimes within a homogenising, teleological  'modes-of production narrative', supposedly typical of orthodox Marxism, also – in critics’ eyes - leads one to obscure, as Prakash had put it:’How and why this logic of capital distinguishes between brown and white people in the latter's favour’. 
 This again, it is claimed, not only misrepresents but systematically downplays, even erases, the whole question of colonialism. 

What is the point of this accusation? It lies above all, I think, in many contemporary critics’ conviction that those thus criticised see emphasis on colonialism as a, let alone the, great force in contemporary history as dangerous. There is – and this is a trope which Dirks, Prakash, Mrinalini Sinha and others have recently employed – a fear of engaging properly with colonial power and its continuing effects. This in its turn is for directly contemporary and political reasons. As Dirks has elsewhere put it: ‘Accounts of the problems of third world states…that ignore the role of the imperial past clearly serve to justify the imperial present, even when the point is not made explicit. The resurgence of interest in imperial history has been accompanied by a kinder and gentler view of the European role in Empire, on occasion scripted with specific lessons for the present.’

On that view, critique of positions associated with a school of imperial history is, at the most fundamental level, really all about engaging with imperialism’s legacies, and still more with imperialism’s revival, today. Historians’ arguments which are ostensibly about 19th-century Calcutta or Calabar are ‘really’ all about 21st-century Fallujah or Ramallah.

But all this is, surely, too present-minded, too inclined to reduce questions of scholarship entirely to ones of politics and prejudice. It is a little tempting, in reaction, to see some of these harsh antagonisms are more matters of style than of substance. They relate to what Geoff Eley and Keith Nield accurately referred to as a disturbingly widespread current stylistic trend: 'its sometimes peremptory, exhortatory timbre, its apocalyptic and apodictic tone. Historians must do this, they cannot ignore that, they had better get their general act together.’
 Sanjay Subrahmanyam - to whom I am indebted – has suggested that the interpretive schisms over imperial history should not be taken so seriously as I’ve been inclined to do; they are mere family quarrels.
 Yet I feel this bends the stick too far the other way again: if the image is at all apt, then in my view the ‘family’ in question is large, quarrelsome, and perhaps quite dysfunctional; while some members seem not to talk to one another at all.

A sixth kind of interpretive schism is that over the role of ideas, ideals, and ideology in imperial expansion and rule. On one side lie those, perhaps again especially in literary and cultural theory, who very frequently assume that European colonialism was a wholly willed phenomenon. 
 On the other are those who stress the extent to which colonial rule in general, and the British Empire in particular, was a patchwork quilt, an enormously varied set of forms of rule and domination, largely the product of improvisation and full of internal contradictions and strains, rather than a deliberately constructed global system. Ideologies of empire, on this latter view, were far more often ex post facto rationalisations for acts of expansion undertaken for a very wide range of reasons, opportunistically driven by crisis, or by the availability of new means of domination (technological and other), rather than by the ideology itself. 

Most famously and influentially, Jack Gallagher and Ronald Robinson – in works which continue to shape a vast body of research - argued that Britain’s preferred mode of expansion was always informal, the direct annexation of overseas territory being a last resort, and one undertaken not in response to pressure from public opinion or economic interests, but by a policy-making élite: the famous ‘official mind’. This élite’s actions, notably the Scramble for Africa, were driven by crises on the periphery, and by desire to protect British control of India, the nucleus of empire. Neither the supposed needs of industrial or finance capital, nor any significant or elaborated imperialist ideology, played much of a role. 

Somewhat similar lines of division seem to be emerging in relation to the roles of ideology and self-image in contemporary US actions. American world power, it is suggested (especially by ardent advocates) rests on a belief in free trade and open markets, on defence of human rights and the extension of democracy. It is wielded by people who see their own nation as embodying a unique spirit of freedom, forged early in their history, and who aspire to spread that spirit of freedom everywhere. But the role of ideology is just as strongly stressed by many of American policy’s fiercest critics. Whilst some negative assessments, obviously enough, see such ideological claims as merely cloaks for the operation of interest, others take them very seriously – and note, moreover, that they may blind protagonists to the empire-building consequences of their actions. Often, a group more or less precisely identified as ‘the neo-conservatives’ or even (as, perhaps most interestingly, by Anne Norton) the disciples of Leo Strauss, are seen as the key ideologists of empire.

This all has important implications for how we see colonised as well as colonising societies. In much contemporary historical writing, colonialism is seen as not only ubiquitous and all-powerful but as having literally and fully created that which it claimed to find in colonised societies. Such perspectives, arguably, not only greatly overstate the inventive capacity of British rulers and understate that of their subjects, but make it impossible to investigate important continuities between precolonial and colonial history, and moreover render inexplicable the vigorous participation of nineteenth century Indian intellectuals themselves in debates on such issues as caste, gender roles and educational reform. If so many of the colonised appeared to recognise what the colonisers were describing - whether they endorsed or attacked those features of Indian society, or like most important members of the 'Bengal Renaissance' adopted a more mixed perspective - it seems implausible to think that the descriptions were just Orientalist fantasies or inventions.

A seventh major issue and focus for debate lies in recent British and European work about the impact of empires on metropoles. The central focus has naturally been on the histories of discourse, ideology and mentality. But there has also been – as a notable part of a wider trend, what is sometimes rather grandly called the spatial turn in the human sciences – a strong interest in the making and remaking of space and place, the ‘imperialising’ of, and physical traces of empire in, landscapes and (especially) cityscapes. There has been a small flood of recent books and articles on both physical and imaginative makings of ‘imperial cities’ and ‘colonial space’. What kinds of relationships between ‘home’ and ‘colony’ operated, for instance, across Britain’s modern history? Some answers have been sought in the relations of localism and globalism, in complex ‘mappings’ of real and imaginative landscapes: those of memory, of power, of exile, of loss and death. 

How though, by what criteria of judgement, can we decide what features of British culture are ‘imperial’? It has proved difficult to formulate such criteria and set limits, despite the mass of recent historical work in the field, and despite the seemingly elaborately organized, sometimes officially sponsored nature of the putatively relevant British cultural production. Assessment of the historical place of empire in British life is still marked by stark polarity between silent assumptions about its utter marginality and vociferous ones about its centrality or ubiquity – and the current and forthcoming work in this field of which I am aware, like that by Bernard Porter, Bill Schwarz and Andrew Thompson, appears unlikely to close the gap.
 In some quarters (perhaps especially, and intriguingly, among some US-based students of British imperialism) there is a danger of overcompensating for previous neglect of the interpenetration of domestic and imperial, failing to recognise that in many spheres of British life and thought, there really were powerful kinds of insulation between them.  

To a somewhat lesser but rapidly increasing extent, similar questions are being posed by historians of France, Germany, Belgium and other European former imperial powers – and indeed those of Russia. So far as I am aware recent American historiography has not yet engaged so closely with equivalent issues. Yet it is a fairly safe prediction that the notion of ‘Empire as a Way of Life’ across much of modern American history, once so suggestively posed by William Appleman Williams, will soon become a renewed focus for investigation – as it already is for much work in cultural studies. There is, however, an evident and major analytical problem involved in thinking about the spatial, the cultural or indeed the discursive effects of ‘empire’ within America. Even if we are not fully persuaded by sweeping claims like those of Hardt and Negri, that global ‘Empire’ is now fully deterritorialised, network-like, that it no longer has an ‘outside’, it is hard to doubt that the nature of US power and influence is such that the interpretive difficulties and divisions are considerably greater here than in the British or other historical cases. In a context of largely informal empire – which does not announce or, on the whole, perceive itself as such – deciding ‘what counts as imperial’ in domestic life is considerably more difficult even than for the internal impact of past European empires. 

The sceptics – among whom the present writer would, rather hesitantly, place himself – would tend to see potential parallels between British and US ‘empires’ in terms of a relative domestic indifference to their fates. The mass of Britain’s own population was not enthusiastic about, interested in or knowledgeable about empire, except when some particular crisis aroused strong but usually rather short-lived passions – and except for a relatively brief, relatively late ‘moment’ of more ambient popular imperialism which took shape only at the end of the Victorian era. To a significant extent, indeed, the empire’s ruling elites did not want mass public interest or engagement.  Even in a more fully democratic polity than was imperial Britain, and with far swifter, more varied communications systems, a similar point may hold good for the contemporary United States. And even if self-conscious patriotism is, on any comparative perspective, unusually strong and broadly based there – and has been given a new if not necessarily enduring intensity since September 2001 -  there too electorates are evidently far less intensely engaged with global or foreign policy questions than is often suggested. Domestic politics continues, and will continue, to revolve mostly around internal, and especially economic, issues. Empire, on this view, does not have to be widely popular to work. It may even be more effective if it is not. The enterprise of empire does not really depend on the idea of having an empire: not, at least, on that idea being held outside very restricted circles. 

My eighth sphere of contention is that over appropriate levels and units of analysis. The British ‘new imperial history’ has included a sharp critique of nation-centred historical models, with sometimes a suggestion that notions of imperial cultures as global networks should be put in their place. British history could form the centre of a worldwide web of interconnecting stories; but in tracing those connections, the centre itself would be decentred. Some others – including some who would in this over-polarised debate be characterised as ‘old’ historians, like A.G. Hopkins – also urge that important trends in the contemporary world both give the history of Empire a renewed relevance, and enable new perspectives on it. If the great historiographical shift of the twentieth century's second half was from Imperial to national history, there are strong grounds for this now to be reversed.

Yet the resistances against such a move will be substantial: not only among those committed, whether on scholarly or political grounds, to narratives of a national past in Britain, Ireland and other European states, but from their counterparts in many former colonies too. Australian historian Ann Curthoys puts it only half-jokingly: ‘We’ve just started making national histories, and you want us to stop already?’
 But perhaps the opposition will be most formidable of all in the American historical profession, or the country’s wider public culture. Given US historical traditions, the writing of trans-national, postnational or non-national histories, though surely necessitated in some sense by sustained analysis of America’s global role, will prove even harder than it has seemed for historians of Britain’s empire. Among the latter it is still more gestured towards than undertaken. Increasingly, scholars have revived or worked with such notions as ‘the imperial social formation’, ‘the British diaspora’, ‘Greater Britain’, even ‘The British World’ or ‘Anglobalization’, but all are more suggestive than exhaustive – and some may be already rather oversold.  It appears to me that, although some of these concepts are overblown, and others evidently more appropriate to the study of a country of emigration than to one of immigration, we will need but at present lack their rough equivalents for analysis of the USA’s global role

Ideas about ‘race’ are central to these. ‘Global Britishness’ was not only found among those of British descent. One found non-white groups in – and sometimes even outside – the empire styling themselves as British, perhaps most notably in the Anglophone Caribbean. Conversely, contest over and rejection of the label British by important groups within the United Kingdom has been a central development of recent decades, amounting in some eyes to a ‘break-up of Britain’ as the natural culminating stage of the end of empire. The key questions here thus revolve around how far or in what ways – if, indeed, at all – notions of themselves as ‘being imperial’ enter into, or even become in some strong sense constitutive of, collective identities among both colonisers and colonised, their relationship to ideas about ‘race’ and ethnicity – and of course, though I am shamefacedly conscious of adding this in utterly tokenistic style, ideas about gender. If relationships to ideas of Britishness among a wide range of people in different parts of the empire, for instance, were complex, contested and rapidly changing (as clearly they were), and if they often included ‘feeling British’ in some sense and among other things, then evidently it follows that the alienness of ‘alien rule’ was also a complex and variable thing.
 This is so also in a different sense where (unlike the British or indeed any modern European-imperial case) the ruling elites of empires were themselves ethnically diverse, as with the later Roman empire or the Ottoman one. 

Ninth, the whole idea of colonial ‘collaboration’ is intensely contested. A crucial argument in much modern scholarship on European empire – perhaps especially that rather loosely identified by critics as a conservative ‘Cambridge School’ of imperial historiography – is that colonialism depended crucially on collaboration. Collaborative bargains were not only inherent in the imperial relationship, but the nature of these bargains determined the character, and the longevity, of colonial rule. Again, ideas and ideology had little to do with it. Conversely, the social bases of anticolonial nationalism lay in a web of particularistic relationships which linked locality, province, and nation. Nationalist politics in India was crucially formed by local patron-client networks, by the ways in which resources were fought over or bargained for, and thus by the very structures of the Raj, as the biggest controller of such resources. All this implies great scepticism about the claims of Congress either to represent a unified national will or to be driven by high principles of national liberation. 

There is, then, a contest over the historical legitimacy or integrity of anticolonial nationalism. The view thus sketched is, in critics’ eyes, in itself colonialist, according the colonised no will of their own, no meaningful role other than collaboration, no politics other than that structured by the imperial system itself. In a somewhat different, more overtly present-minded and indeed more strident vein some current writers – the best-known, perhaps most extreme case in the Anglophone world would be Niall Ferguson – see those who resist imperial power, past and present, as typically doing so in the name of deeply unattractive, inward- or backward looking ideologies, and the postcolonial states they created a disaster for most poor countries. The continuation or renewal of some form of imperial governance might be better than independence for many. That last claim in its turn rests, of course, on the viability, both as historical reconstruction and as present programme, of a model of ‘liberal empire’ such as that which Ferguson sketches.
  

Here too the ideas and influence of Robinson and Gallagher are seminal, with those of Gallagher’s Trinity, Cambridge colleague and close collaborator Anil Seal, and a number of younger scholars – mostly their research students – including Gordon Johnson, David Washbrook and Chris Bayly, who came to be seen as pursuing and elaborating the shared programme and common perspectives. In some eyes, however, this Indian ‘Cambridge school’ approach was merely the subcontinental application of a set of wider arguments, proposed in the 1950s and early 1960s by Gallagher together with Robinson, and made more systematic in Ronald Robinson’s later essays on collaboration. 

A handful of key propositions can, I think, be deduced from this considerable body of work. (Let us leave aside for the moment the question of how many of these claims, at least in the stark form presented here, were actually adhered to by all, many, or even any of the members of the alleged school.)

That colonialism (and, one might extrapolate for our present purposes, all forms of alien rule) depended crucially on collaboration.

That anticolonial nationalism was a loose, indeed strikingly fragile alliance of local and sectional interests.

That – a near-inevitable consequence of the former two claims – conflict between colonial rulers and nationalists was neither a fundamental clash of principled aspirations, nor the main dynamic of late-imperial social or political change, but a limited and superficial affair, often mere shadow boxing.

That ‘peripheral’ conflicts and crises rather than crucial economic or political drives from the metropole best explain the patterns of colonial expansion and contraction.  

The Britain’s informal empire was almost always and for almost all purposes more important than its formal colonial possessions.

Extrapolating from these, critics of the supposed school have attributed to them some still wider-ranging claims:

That colonialism, on a global scale, is essentially an epiphenomenal factor in modern history.

That, therefore, it has few significant continuing consequences either for former colony-owning powers or formerly colonised states.

The earliest critiques and counterattacks directed at Gallagher’s and Robinson’s work, together and separately, were largely metropolitan or ‘north Atlantic’ ones – and the sharpest responses centred on the pair’s downplaying of economic motives for imperialism. Thus they came, as one might expect, especially from Marxists. Only considerably later did major critiques from historians in former colonies, centred on the character of colonial rule and the bases of nationalism, emerge in force. In 1981 Arnold Temu and Bonaventure Swai, from Tanzania, published their polemic Historians and Africanist History. Their main point of address for criticism was unreflectively nationalist historical writing in Africa, but they reserved considerable firepower for what they saw as colonialist history too. Here there were twin targets – the ‘nihilist school’ which denied the validity of any historical theory or organising principle whatever and “the group of imperial historians which gets its inspiration from Cambridge University and which is but a crude refurbishment of the now defunct colonial historiography.’ The two are indeed seen as inextricably intertwined, for the ‘nihilists’ (CC Wrigley is the prime example) share with the ‘new breed of imperial historian’ exemplified by Robinson and Gallagher a militant, overblown anti-historicism. The latter refuse to see any consistency or purposefulness in British colonialism just as the former do in African social development. In this attack, Temu and Swai note the influence on the ‘nihilists’ of Karl Popper – who is usually identified with a Vienna rather than a Cambridge ‘school’, but might on such accounts be assimilated uneasily to the latter.

Almost simultaneously, and in the long run far more influentially, the Indian historians’ Subaltern Studies project was launched, the first volume appearing in 1982. In relation to the Indian ‘face’ of Cambridge historiography, it has become conventional to view the Subaltern Studies group as the great opponent of and antithesis to the Cambridge school. This is not the place even to begin a sketch of that project’s genesis and development: though one must at least note the diversity of views among its members. Above all, there has been an increasingly evident and interesting schism among historians identified with Subaltern Studies, partly generational, partly geographical. A clear division has opened up between those attracted to postmodernist and textualist approaches, and those who remain mostly social historians with a programmatically socialist, and often specifically Marxist, commitment. The schism was apparently first signalled at the second Subaltern Studies conference in Calcutta in 1986, but has become steadily more apparent during the 1990s and since. Gyan Prakash and Dipesh Chakrabarty have been the loudest voices of the former group, especially in North American academia. Their employment of postmodernist and poststructuralist tropes is, however, still interspersed with sudden, random-seeming bursts of Marxist interference, like bursts of static from a badly-tuned radio. Of the longer-established figures, Partha Chatterjee has been seemingly the most wholehearted convert to textualism, with Gyan Pandey a more ambiguous fellow-traveller;  while the effective founder of the whole 'school', Ranajit Guha, seems to have viewed the linguistic turn with a kind of avuncular approval while not reflecting it in his own substantive writings.

The significance, and global influence, of these historians cannot be doubted. The 'school' has become so important to international historical discourse - considerably more so than its position within India itself, one suspects - that two US academics can even now write, in a wonderfully inept oxymoron, of 'the dominant subaltern constellation of historians'.
 Ronald Inden attributes to the group, rather astonishingly, the status of being the very first moment in which ‘Indians are showing sustained signs of reappropriating themselves.’

That ‘reappropriation’ defined itself against two historiographical enemies: what Guha in a manifesto-like introduction to the project’s first volume called ‘colonialist or neo-colonialist elitism and bourgeois-nationalist elitism’. The former, he said, was mainly a British product though with Indian imitators. It saw the making of the Indian nation crudely in terms of stimulus and response: British rulers, policies, institutions and culture as stimulus, nationalism as reaction.
 
Thereafter, increasingly fierce critiques of ‘Cambridge school’ history have proliferated across the writings of Subaltern Studies authors. Guha himself in the sixth volume described David Washbrook as neocolonial history’s best current exemplar  - ‘the old colonialist argument rejuvenated’.
 Partha Chatterjee in The Nation and its Fragments says Washbrook’s purpose is to ‘erase colonialism out of existence.’ Chatterjee’s critique of the ‘revisionist’ approach which in his view downplays or denies the impact of colonialism identifies Washbrook, with Bayly, as the foremost exemplars of this deplorable trend.
 Vinay Lal, suggested that ‘Gallagher and Robinson posited a reluctant imperialism; their Empire, moreover, had nothing to do with power’. Their disciples, repeatedly, upper-casedly and unproblematically described as the Cambridge School, offer merely a ‘refurbished and seemingly more subtle’ form of the ‘trite and comical’ colonialist narrative. Guha’s characterisation of the Cambridge approach as a simplistic stimulus-response model was given a yet sharper edge by Lal: ‘Imperialist stimulus, nationalist response: the scientist in the laboratory, the rat in the cage: here is the story of Indian nationalism, that sordid tale’. 

There has, nonetheless, been some change over time. On one, rather banal level this involves a partial shift in targets: a generational shift, from focus on Gallagher, Robinson or Seal to a younger scholarly generation, notably Bayly and Washbrook. More broadly and more interestingly, there is change in how the idea of a supposedly neocolonialist, imperially nostalgic or even nihilist Cambridge school is identified by its critics, how the alternatives to it are conceptualised, and thus (perhaps more speculatively) why such very sharp polemics are mounted and in whose name.

In the earlier instances, it was either the Cambridge historians’ anti-Marxism, or their sceptical if not cynical appraisal of anticolonial nationalism, which was the main target. These critiques followed, in the main, parallel and quite distinct tracks; though they could be seen as naturally linked through the very widespread Bandung era association of postcolonial nationalism with various forms of socialist transformation. Yet even when that association was made, one can in my view see the nationalist element as predominant, albeit in ways which sought to distance themselves from nationalism’s more bourgeois or elitist forms. The impulse is, perhaps, well enscapsulated in Guha’s remarkable 1998 admission that ‘Whenever I read or hear the phrase colonial India, it hurts me. It hurts like an injury that has healed and yet has retained somehow a trace of the original pain linked to many different things – memories, values, sentiments.’
 Indeed Guha has suggested that for him the very purpose of historical enquiry – as opposed to the tendency among some of his associates to reject the very category of history as a colonialist imposition on India – is to keep faith with the memory of the anticolonalist struggle. 
 If the tone of critique is thus emotive, or even moralistic, this is no surprise at all. Perhaps some kind of moralism, or at least (to use a less pejorative term) ethical judgement, is unavoidable. Everyone who, writing about history, makes judgements - that is, everyone writing about history - makes them from a standpoint which includes conceptions of ethics. Nobody is really a nihilist. We would also, under the circumstances, not be surprised to find in imperial history an echo of a division often noted, but almost as often questioned, in African-American history. This is one by which black scholars were more likely to be interested in culture, in subjective experience, in foregrounding autobiography, and in pointing political lessons, while whites were more likely to be self-proclaimedly dispassionate, more likely to be engaged in quantitative or statistical analysis – though as August Meier and Elliott Rudwick note of those earlier, American battles, it quite often proved difficult for their informants to specifiy quite how these alleged broad differences ‘played out’ in relation to specific scholarly works. 
 The underlying anticolonial nationalist agenda, as I’ve suggested, pertains mainly to the earlier, and the more specifically Indian, critiques – perhaps indeed to the older among the protagonists. More recent argument in this sphere has tended to pursue a rather different, broader – indeed more global – and in some ways more present-minded programme. This involves not merely a stress on the centrality, power and purposefulness of colonial discourses (or ideologies: those two concepts are, disconcertingly often, used as synonyms) but on colonialism’s capacity literally and fully to create that which it claimed to find in colonised societies. 

My tenth theme is in a sense a mirror-image of the disputes over concepts of collaboration: it concerns the question of anticolonial resistance. Much of the most contentious argument over interpretations of colonialism, colonial discourse and postcoloniality has centred on these issues. Among cultural theorists, there have been three main phases to these debates. 

First came the narratives of anticolonial nationalism, invoking heroic successions of rebels and resisters whose efforts culminated in the telos of the postcolonial nation-state and its reawakened 'national' culture. Second, in Said's Orientalism and much of the writing which this inspired, there was an overwhelming focus on the discourses of colonial power/knowledge, with little if any attention to the counter-discourses of the colonised or to anticolonial opposition in general. In the hands of theorists more rigidly poststructuralist than Said, this sometimes involved extreme, explicit claims about the inevitable silence of the colonial subaltern (Spivak), or assumptions about the capacity of the coloniser entirely to (re)model or (re)make colonised cultures and societies.
 Third, in partial reaction against this and taking inspiration from Fanon, Guha and others as well as, often, from Foucault's later work, came a renewed focus on resistance; but one in which definitions of resistance itself were massively extended. Not only overt protest or armed insurrection, but a myriad forms of refusal, flight, evasion, deceit, passivity - even, in some versions, all language-acts by the colonised - are defined as instances of anticolonial defiance. This third current has been widely associated with an aggressive antihistoricism and often antirationalism, identifying the celebration of resistance with a critique of 'Western logocentrism' and an elaboration of oppositional, deconstructive mythographies.

From the viewpoint of a more materialist analysis of colonial history, the search for linguistic sites of resistance looks rather like a desperate last ditch; and one made necessary only by the attempt to save, not a political project or an ideal of human freedom, but a very particular conception of theory. After Subaltern Studies historians finding peasant resistance in almost all collective action , Robin Cohen and James Scott discovering oppositional motivation in all manner of inactions, evasions and deceits, now we had resistance in all language-acts of the colonised.
 The harshest critics felt that only a crude manicheism, derived from a caricatured Fanon and resulting in a trivialised conception of the political, made this search for the traces of absolute refusal seem necessary in the first place.

As for evaluating the record of ‘resistance’ more stringently defined, notably armed resistance to colonialism, it is necessary to take note of serious problems with the available historical record itself. Some of these were highlighted in James Belich's important book on The New Zealand Wars.
 Belich's revisionist analysis of the Maori wars uncovers systematic distortion in both contemporary and subsequent accounts of the conflicts - accounts which came almost exclusively, of course, from the European side. Some of this distortion was of kinds found in most military contests: participants and their supportive chroniclers exaggerate both the numbers and the casualties of their opponents, seek to explain away defeats and reverses, embellish or invent atrocities by their foes and fall silent over irregularities on their own side's part. But the nature, extent and special features of both combatant and historiographical bias in this case exhibit a striking excess, Belich argues; one deriving from Victorian racial ideology. He suggests that analogous features may be found in representations of many other colonial conflicts. However, if European assumptions of racial superiority were pervasive and protean, and may be assumed to have reproduced elsewhere the kinds of distortion in the historical record Belich chronicles for New Zealand, Maori military success was unusual if not unique. 

If the notion of the ubiquity of both power and resistance takes its main theoretical cue today from Foucault, its most influential application to historical studies and to the colonial world has been the work of James C. Scott. Scott's arguments were, in fact, initially developed quite independently of any Foucauldian current; though his most recent work has underlined the affinities between itself and Foucault's theories.
 Yet Scott also notes important differences; arguing against Foucault's near-exclusive emphasis on impersonal, bureaucratic and scientific modes of domination that ‘many apparently impersonal forms of control are mediated by a personal domination that is, and is experienced as, more arbitrary than Foucault would allow.’
 In any case, Scott's main focus is on the personalised forms of domination, like slavery and serfdom, characteristic of the precolonial Southeast Asia which has been his primary research interest - and which, contrary to the assumptions of much recent theory, was clearly a determining element of most colonial systems - rather than the disciplinary forms of the modern state on which Foucault concentrates. Thus, in a manner which the abstractions of some discourse theorists do not enable one to grasp, different empirical projects, study of different concrete situations, suggest different theoretical protocols.

Indian historian Tapan Raychaudhuri is one of many who call into question the manichean image of colonial encounters projected by much recent postcolonial theory. He urges that, although authority in colonial India was directly correlated with possession of a white skin (Raychaudhuri has little time, at least in the Bengali context, for the 'Cambridge School' view that much effective power remained with indigenous leaders), and although scorn and humiliation could be the lot of even the highest-status Indians, this: ‘Co-existed with a very different and in many ways amorphous feature of the colonial situation: the contact between two distinct cultures which permitted a wide range of possibilities in terms of life experience...the contact between two different cultures, even under colonial rule, was necessarily unstructured.’

Moreover, the anxious assessment and reassessment of European culture so evident in the 19th century had, Raychaudhuri argues, become virtually irrelevant by the 1920s:

In the latter phase, the European models of political and social life had either become marginal to the conscious projection of current programmes and future goals or so much a part of accepted values that continual reassessments were no longer found necessary...Some four decades of organised nationalist politics had produced alternative models of leadership. Whether these were western in origin or not was not a question worth any serious attention any longer. 

Or, one might say, in some circumstances and on one historical view at least, the ‘alienness’ of alien colonial rule ceased to be either an analytical or an emotional problem; though of course it and its ending remained a political one.

The next - and eleventh – historico-political argument I would like to highlight takes up a slightly different contention over models of imperial rule: formal versus informal, direct and indirect. 

Informal empire, in Robinson’s words, operates through such means as:

Coercion or diplomacy exerted for purposes of imposing free trading conditions on a weaker society against its will; foreign loans, diplomatic and military support to weak states in return for economic concessions or political alliance; direct intervention or influence from the export-import sector in the domestic politics of weak states on behalf of foreign trading and strategic interests; and lastly, the case of foreign bankers and merchants annexing sectors of the domestic economy of a weak state.

Such ideas about earlier informal empire – and the closely related notion of ‘excentric imperialism’ which Robinson developed after Gallagher’s death – have a clear relevance to thinking about US power today and its likely future. Indeed Robinson argued that ‘the model of formal imperialism is irrelevant to the post-colonial era, at least for the time being’; whilst theories of neocolonialism assume too much direct continuity between past and present. The model of the imperialism of free trade, and the excentric theory, however, do work quite well for the postcolonial era – indeed the former may perform better for developments after 1945 than for the Victorian era. The role of imperialism in international relations, he suggests, has nonetheless ‘diminished out of all recognition in comparison with the colonial era’.
 But if Robinson were alive and reworking his theory today, especially after 2001, one suspects that he would feel forced to revise that judgement.

Yet it is widely argued that Britain’s informal empire, too, was almost always and for almost all purposes more important than its formal colonial possessions. The contrast between a formal British or wider European colonialism and an informal American imperium should not be overstated. British imperial power at its height also operated informally at least as much as it did formally. Almost all colonial systems, moreover, necessarily involve some mixture of direct and indirect rule.
  The central power has ultimate sovereignty, and exercises some direct control, especially over military force and tax-raising powers, in all parts of its domain. But there is almost invariably some form of decentralised, ‘colonial’ or ‘provincial’ government in each of the system’s main component parts, with subordinate but not negligible powers of its own. These authorities may be – indeed in most imperial systems, usually are – headed by men sent out from the dominant centre. But their leaders, and certainly their more junior administrators or enforcers, may also be  ‘locals’, drawn from the ranks (often, indeed, from the pre-conquest ruling orders) of the dominated people. In many empires, ancient and modern, there was a general tendency over time for imperial rulers to devolve ever more power to such groups. In the long run, of course, this might lead to the gradual break-up of the empire itself. But as we have seen, many historians argue that the key to understanding empire lies in the bargains struck between imperial centre and local ‘collaborators’. No empire could last for long if it depended entirely on naked power exerted from the centre outwards. In almost all empires, local intermediaries might enjoy much autonomy within their own spheres, and command considerable wealth, power and status, in return for delivering their people’s obedience, financial tribute, and military services to the centre. Again, this line of investigation prompts recognition that the alienness of ‘alien rule’ was not an absolute, but a complex, historically variable, usually hybrid or compound, affair.

The twelfth theme may be posed as a deceptively simple-sounding question: how important was empire? The arguments about European colonialism’s economic balance-sheets are almost wearyingly familiar. On one side stand a range of claims which see colonial expansion as having been crucial to the economic development and industrialisation of Britain and other European imperial powers, with a particularly crucial role sometimes attributed to profits from the Atlantic slave trade and New World colonial slave labour. The other side of the coin is that African, Asian and other colonial economies had their prospects or patterns of economic development destroyed, blocked or distorted by their subjection to alien rule. A more positive view of colonialism’s consequences for development urges that it was through colonial rule that European technologies, cultures and institutions – the means through which Europe itself had been able to develop and industrialise – were spread through the rest of the world. The result was that, far from being systematically or deliberately ‘underdeveloped’, almost all former colonies developed more rapidly than they would have done if they had remained independent. Colonial regimes on the whole provided more effective and honest government than precolonial states had done: and, indeed, they created modern state structures where these had previously not existed.
 
Neither of these starkly opposed views, surely, takes sufficient account of the sheer diversity of colonial situations. In some, the colonial impact entirely transformed economic and other conditions; but in others had a far more limited impact, or simply continued or intensified already established trends. In British India, whilst early nationalist economic historians argued that indigenous industry was deliberately destroyed by the British, other scholars suggest that the impact of colonial state policies or of British capitalists has been exaggerated: Indian entrepreneurs, industries and trading networks retained considerable wealth and power. Stressing only the damaging effects of colonialism underrates the power of indigenous activity and initiative. In parts of Africa, especially the most remote rural areas, the direct economic effects of colonial rule were limited, at least until near the end of the colonial era, when European rulers began to pursue far more interventionist policies than hitherto. For much of the less-developed world, it has also been argued, the era of colonial rule was either too far in the past (as with most of Latin America) or was simply too short-lived (as in much of tropical Africa) for it to be plausible to grant it overriding contemporary significance. Some analysts suggest, too, that colonialism as such was more effect than cause of the wider transformations with which it was associated: that it was the growing gulf between relative European wealth, state power and perhaps above all superior technology – an imbalance already evident well before the colonial empires reached their peak – which made modern colonialism possible, far more than vice versa. 

Thus it is possible to maintain that colonialism or alien rule in general is, on a global scale, a relatively unimportant element in shaping modern history. A parallel kind of claim can be made in relation to socio-political structures and processes: that the colonial and, indeed, the metropolitan-imperial state was typically so weak in powers of coercion, so dependent on the politics of collaboration, that the most enduringly significant kinds of conflict and change took place within the forms of colonial rule, rather than through or against it.

Many of the key questions here – beyond those relating to the physical, in part measurable resources of colonial and imperial states – are about the extent to which systems of alien rule could achieve something aptly describable as hegemony. Difficulty arises, however, from the shifting uses of the term hegemony. The crucial move, in some spheres of colonial and postcolonial studies, has been the decoupling of the concept of hegemony from that of class. Gramsci, of course, saw the exercise of hegemony as the activity of social classes, or of political parties and groups of intellectuals acting on behalf of classes. About this identification he seems to have been clear and consistent, whatever the myriad other variations and ambiguities in his concept of hegemony. The dissociation of ideas about hegemony from specific, or exclusive, reference to class was undertaken, with varying degrees of boldness, by a wide range of 'culturalist' Marxists (for instance, numerous scholars associated with the Birmingham Centre for Cultural Studies under Stuart Hall) and later 'post-Marxists'. The most dramatic and powerfully advanced act of scission, however, was hat made by Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe, in their and subsequent writings. 
 The direct influence of Laclau and Mouffe on writing about colonialism or postcoloniality has been rather limited, but somewhat parallel processes of 'declassing' the notion of hegemony have taken place in much such writing. Little of it, however, has evidenced the theoretical subtlety of Laclau and Mouffe's own work. 

At worst, it has simply transposed class reductionism into national or cultural reductionism: colonial, imperial, postcolonial or neocolonial hegemony is seen unproblematically as something exercised by one nation or (worse) one 'culture' over another. Indeed an assumption of this kind appears to underly most of the standard founding texts of colonial discourse analysis, in much of the work of Said, Spivak, Bhabha, Young and many others. On the other hand there have been powerful arguments that colonial rulers, exercising dominance, failed utterly to achieve hegemony - the most famous and influential such case being made for India by Ranajit Guha .
 And a range of more nuanced accounts of different colonial situations, employing the concept of hegemony (though nearly always also stressing at least equally resistance to it) and directly or indirectly influenced by Gramscian themes, has appeared. 

My thirteenth theme is perhaps the most emotive and contentious of all. This is the role of violence, repression and atrocity in empire, and in its representations and memories. In Britain right now, some politicians urge that it is time to ‘stop apologizing’ for the imperial past and instead celebrate its positive achievements and the abiding virtues of Britishness: recent speeches by Chancellor Gordon Brown are the most striking cases in point. Countering this, critics press for renewed attention to past British colonial atrocities, drawing above all on two just-published and very important books on 1950s Kenya which reveal patterns of abuse and massacre far wider than previously acknowledged.
 Belgium is, with the opening of the ‘Memory of Congo’ exhibition at the Tervuren Africa Museum on 3 February 2005, confronting a brutal imperial past more fully than ever before.
 Yet still, the texts accompanying the exhibition remain defensive if not evasive on the dark side of Belgium’s colonial record – and the speech by minister Karel De Gucht at its opening was an almost defiant defence of that record.
 Australia is embroiled in its own ‘history wars’ following Keith Windschuttle’s provocative case that, contrary to the orthodoxies of the historical profession, stories of widespread massacre – let alone genocide – of Aboriginals by white settlers are largely fabricated.
 In all those places and many more, repeatedly and inescapably, the historical arguments are linked with images of Guantanamo Bay and Abu Ghraib. Arguments over the relationship between alien rule and violence – including stark claims that colonialism is inherently bound up with extreme, pervasive, structural and even genocidal violence, whose most famous early proponents were the French-Antillean thinkers Frantz Fanon and Amie Cesaire – have today a vigorous new lease of life. Some historians suggest that most episodes of genocide and mass murder in world history have been associated with empire-building: and in a particularly thought-provoking and disturbing twist, Michael Mann has recently argued that ‘democratic’ colonisers are the most likely to be genocidal. 

Inga Clendinnen is right on one level to argue that military conflict is, if ‘not quite as cultural as cricket’, nonetheless bound by cultural rules: and that certain kinds or even degrees of brutality are more open to possibility where the contending forces have few common referents in their cultural frameworks. 
 But it is, perhaps, a claim with only a limited level of viability; focusing on Cortez' conquest of Mexico, she has notably failed to think comparatively, above all to think about the record of civil wars - in which, as Rwanda has most recently reminded us, extremes of 'unnatural cruelty' may be practiced in the context of intimate cultural familiarity. And as this may imply, she pushes her argument much too far - in ways all too familiar in colonial cultural studies - by then adopting a linguistic model to explain (or rather, to stand as metaphor for: like so much work in this vein, hers drifts into treating metaphors as explanations) the savagery of armed conflict between Mexicans and conquistadors. Thus she concludes that:

[I]n the long and terrible conversation of war, despite the apparent mutual intelligibility of move and counter-move...the final nontranslatability of the vocabulary of battle and its modes of termination divided Spaniard from Indian in new and decisive ways...Once that sense of unassuageable otherness has been established, the outlook is bleak indeed.

Not only is the implicit claim that the more absolute the 'othering', the greater the likelihood of extreme brutality, not generally true, as I have already suggested with reference to civil wars; but it is not true of the immediate background in war and culture of the conquistadors' mental world. For early-modern Europe, the great, indeed overwhelming experience of military conflict against a 'civilisational other' was the long history of battle against Islamic powers, from the Crusades onwards. Yet in these, we do not see a qualitatively different pattern of behaviour, in terms of savagery versus humanitarianism, from that exhibited in wars between two Christian, European forces, or two Moslem, Afro-Asiatic ones. The history of the Crusades, even, is marked by notably chivalric gestures - though admittedly these came more often from the Islamic than from the Christian side, as with Salah al-Din's generous behaviour toward defeated opponents. In the European warfare of Cortez's era, conversely, the most striking instances of gratuitous brutality came often where the combatants shared almost everything culturally in common, as in the French wars of religion, or the notorious refusal to Swiss mercenaries and German Landsknechte to give quarter to one another. The latter pair, united in religion, usually in language, in tactics and in professional ethos, quite rationally regarded one another as direct business rivals, to be extirpated without compunction.  The notion of cultural untranslatability as determinant of military brutality often looks more like an alibi for such brutality than as a true explanation for it. An argument like Clendinnen’s, quite contrary to her intentions, reproduces that structure of exculpation. 

Fourteen: recent years have seen a rapidly swelling literature on spatiality in relation to colonial and imperial history. One aspect of this, in relation to the cognitive mappings of ‘empires within’ the metropoles, has already been touched on under my heading seven above. Another, to which brief attention will now be given, relates to concepts of internal colonialism. Probably originating from Comintern theories of the position of Afro-Americans in the USA and Blacks in South Africa, it has been taken up since the 1960s to denote a very wide range of situations involving the position of 'national minorities' in numerous states.
 It is also from this idea that, directly or indirectly, many of the affinities between discussion of 'colonial discourse' and debate over 'minority discourse' in contemporary theory have derived. 

In part at least, what took place was the reinscription on the level of theory of political disputes characteristic of the 1960s. These were arguments over whether, how far and in what ways the position of minorities within advanced capitalist countries could be described as that of the colonised; a dispute then felt to have strong political implications. It was intertwined, often in confused ways, with the question of whether, for instance, the political struggles of people of African, Caribbean or Asian descent in Britain or the USA should focus primarily on their countries of residence or on those of their or their ancestors' origin. It was also tied to long-running debates, and ambiguities, over the interpretation of 'imperialism' itself; especially as between the Leninist definition of it as a specific stage in capitalist development embracing all parts of the globe in that stage, and the understanding of it as referring specifically to colonial expansion and its close homologues 

The most basic claim of any argument asserting that a situation is one of internal colonialism is that there is an exploitative relationship between the dominant community or communities within a state and minority or peripheral communities. Thus the primary thrust is in most versions an economic one, though often supplemented by stress on political disadvantage or powerlessness. Frequently this stress on exploitative relations is associated with the dominant group's economic activities being seen as diversified, and associated with industrialisation, advanced technology, and high skill and wage levels. Evidently this picture connects with the colonial analogy only if the differentiation is to some considerable degree a spatial one: that there are exploiting and exploited regions within the state. If this dimension does not exist, the exploitation is hard to separate analytically from one of social class. On the other hand, a merely regional differentiation would not seem to meet the case for seeing a situation as colonial. There would also have to be at least a significant cultural differentiation between exploiters and exploited. Perhaps more, it might be necessary for significant numbers of those concerned to conceive of it as a national distinction. In other words, ‘internal colonial’ rule must be perceived, by substantial or influential groups, as alien rule. Yet this need not be a ‘pre-existing’ perception. Thus, for instance, Patrick Harries’s study of the formation of Tsonga ethnic consciousness returns, like Hechter (and indeed like both Lenin and Gramsci), to a primary emphasis on the spatial dimension, the ‘historical regional division of labour or centre-periphery form of internal capitalism that has developed in southern Africa.’ Thus internal colonialism is identified in the creation of underdevelopment in specific regions, rather than ‘racial’ groups, perpetuated through the Bantustan and migrant labour systems. Ethnicity, seen as by many contemporary Africanists as ‘a fluctuating, situational expression of group identity aimed at the achievement of specific political ends’ and coexisting with other forms of identification is a major product of this process rather than one of its preconditions. 

Fifteen: one particular aspect of debates over the historical salience and transformative force of European (and, again, especially British) expansion has been especially vigorous. Should colonial rule be viewed primarily in terms of modernisation or of archaism? The notion of ‘colonial modernity’ – even, as we saw in the case of Timothy Mitchell’s work, colonialism as modernity – has been very widely invoked, especially among recent cultural historians of empire. The idea of colonialism as a modernising, state-building, centralising, developmentalist, and secularising force has been deployed too by those (again most forcefully if not stridently, Niall Ferguson) urging a positive appraisal both of the British imperial record and of American ‘empire’ today.
 Yet on the other hand some British historians, like David Cannadine, stress instead the traditionalist and even archaising features of British imperial ideology. And many students of British India urge, in Maria Misra’s words:

that, if anything, the British promoted the "traditionalization" of India, halting many of the indigenous impulses toward modernization present in the late eighteenth century. Moreover, this legacy continues to play itself out in the political and economic problems of contemporary South Asia. In particular, the legacy of the colonial tendency to rigidify and, in some cases to create, a set of fragmented and competitive group identities has seriously impeded the achievement of an integrated state, full liberal democracy, and a successful economy. These problems were neither the result of specific conditions in India, nor of mere policy errors by the British, but are the likely consequence of any imperial relationship, making imperialism an inappropriate model for even the best-intentioned contemporary state-builder. 

A historian like Ranajit Guha points to the supposedly seminal paradox that imperial Britain, posing as a democracy at home and conferring only subjecthood, not citizenship, on her colonial subjects.
 He misses entirely the facts that Britain's domestic political system was never, during the centuries of her rule over India, a 'full' bourgeois democracy; and that the legal titles and rights of citizenship existed no more in Manchester than in Madras. There was indeed a backward-looking, and even an antiquarian, impulse in British colonialism, often at least as evident as the modernising one. In Africa, British administrators' affinity for traditional rulers - especially, as in northern Nigeria, where these had all the trappings of a medieval or feudal exoticism - was matched by disdain for the 'educated African', the obstreperous man of superficial but unwelcome modernity, akin both to the Bengali 'Babu' and to the 'barrack-room lawyer' at home. An ideal of timeless village community and sturdy, self-reliant peasants was as appealing to radicals and socialists as to conservatives.
 
But there is also a more structural problem with the ‘modernising’ picture. The notion of the colonial relationship coming from a rationalistic, homogenising drive by the expansionary power simply does not fit what we know of the British - or indeed any other colonialist - state in the 19th and earlier 20th centuries. These were in many ways premodern, precapitalist states; their ruling orders (and perhaps especially those fractions of the governing class most heavily involved in colonial expansion) largely aristocratic, only minimally subject to bourgeois rationality or fettered by popular democracy.
 One does not have wholly to buy Joseph Schumpeter's view that imperialism was both utterly irrational and the product of feudal-military rather than capitalist elites, to recognise that the picture of a rationalistic capitalist imperialism painted by Edward Said or Dipesh Chakrabarty – and the ideologically opposed but oddly congruent Fergusonian construct of a ‘liberal empire’ - is strikingly one-sided if not entirely misleading.

Sixteenth and finally, we might simply ask: what is a scholarly, or indeed a politically engaged, focus on empire and alien rule for? Previous generations of historians inhabited a time and a worldview in which the alternatives to empire seemed not only readily apparent and attractive, but to be on the road to global victory. Anticolonial nationalism, postcolonial ‘nation-building’, new global solidarities of the formerly oppressed combined to produce an optimistic, progressivist, even triumphalist metahistorical narrative of what Samir Amin has dubbed the Bandung Era. 
   

That moment, clearly, is not ours, and those alternatives to empire are not ones that command widespread faith or even hope, at least in the forms that they did during the moment of decolonisation. David Scott has insistently and powerfully posed the question: as the narratives of postcolonial nationalism recede, what is the problem of empire for us? What were those of the anticolonial nationalist generation, and their historians, seeking to overcome, and how does it relate to anything that we now are seeking to overcome? 
 Nationalist histories, Scott suggests (drawing of course on Hayden White), were typically emplotted as romance. Today, they must be rewritten as tragedy. Should the multiple histories of empire, and of opposition to empire, the attempts to escape from alien rule, be recast as part of a new, tragic metanarrative? 

Or, perhaps, should we conclude from the alleged failure of the postcolonial nation-state project that the alternatives lie not in the global, in some revivified ‘liberal imperialism’, but in the local, the ‘traditional’, even the a- or non-rational? Some commentators claim to discern a widespread, even global trend towards reversing the modernist progression from local, to national, perhaps to global. It is perhaps ‘no accident’ (as old-fashioned Marxists used to say when they couldn’t puzzle out the precise connection) that studies of anticolonial resistance have so often recently focused on the utopian, the irrational and the superstitious.
 Yet to feel sceptical about such emphases is not necessarily to fall into sweeping dismissal of local, particularist solidarities. After all, there is a substantial tradition of radical thought in the West which seeks to build on the local, on the idea of community: eloquently expressed, for instance, in the work of Raymond Williams. Positively to valorise 'community' in the West, but negatively to characterise all 'communal' or 'tribal' identities in the Third World, is indeed to succumb to ‘a form of colonialist knowledge’ in which communalism ‘stands for the puerile and the primitive.’
 As Gyanendra Pandey urges for postcolonial India, there may be a need to defend ‘the fragment’; ‘smaller religious and caste communities, tribal sections, industrial workers, activist women's groups’ against a ‘state-centred drive to homogenize and 'normalize'’ on behalf of a new consumerist elite which seeks to ‘mark all opposition of 'antinational'.’
 More positively, as John Lonsdale suggests for Africa, this:

could provide a language, not for the avoidance of cultural issues but for the celebration of the central cultural issue, the universal problem at the heart of all our particularities, which is the relation between the individual and society. Far from being the creature of civic irresponsibility, 'tribe' has been one of Africa's central metaphors of civic virtue...among the few historically resonant sources available for the construction of a language of debate about the future.
    

A longish list of themes and disputes over imperial history, and its potential implications for debate over the concept of alien rule, has been sketched here. Although I have put many of my prejudices on display, I have on the whole not ‘adjudicated’ these disputes. The lack of closure is deliberate. Embracing analytical diversity, even eclecticism, is not just a matter of avoiding the polemical excesses so often noted above. It may also aptly reflect the multiplicity of forms of empire itself: not merely variation across time, but the coexistence of very different kinds of empire within the same system, at the same time. 

Even where empires, especially imperial ideologies, display close family resemblances, this has sometimes reflected conscious imitation more than structural congruity. It is tempting, indeed, to urge a definitive abandonment of the singular term ‘empire’ – which tends, even when its users are stressing and tracing differences, to imply that these are variations on a single essence – and to follow those who insistently and compellingly pluralise ‘modernities’ by doing the same for empires and imperialisms.  It is almost a commonplace that several radically different forms and representations of ‘British Empire’ cohabited at any one time.
 But the same might as well be said of the United States, which for extended periods was engaged simultaneously in westward and southward continental expansion (or ‘internal colonialism’), in direct, formal colonial annexations or military interventions, and in the far broader creation of ‘informal empire’ through client regimes, and through economic, diplomatic, cultural and other means. 
Recognition of the very different kinds of things ‘empire’ could be, all at once, has a further potentially significant consequence. For some, including the most influential of all British radical critics of imperialism, J.A. Hobson, it prompted a sharp – though shifting – evaluative distinction between ‘aggressive’ and ‘constructive’ imperialism. Yet many contemporary colonial cultural histories have, of course, taken as their major theme the oppressive, alienating, humiliating, even soul-destroying character of ‘constructive’ or transformative imperialism’s impact on non-Western worlds.
 Some, especially in the very recent past, have suggested that it was especially intrusive or wounding in relation to Islamic societies subject to imperial power, and that this helps explain a great deal about current global confrontations. Such studies, and the politico-cultural stances which often undergird them, challenge the evaluative dichotomy drawn by earlier critics like Hobson. Some even appear to reverse it, seeing missionaries as, in the long run, a more damaging and culpable kind of imperial agent than machine-gunners. Their mirror-image, in a sense, may be encountered among those generally affirmative histories of empire which view its opponents past and present, from the Mahdi to Bin Laden, as all benighted cultural conservatives or obscurantists. 
 Yet by the second half of the twentieth century, what is surely most striking is the sheer range of types of people who viewed alien rule, when describable as imperial or colonial, as necessarily illegitimate. Anticolonialism as an ideology or sentiment, to quote an earlier work of my own, ‘has dominated much of the history of [the twentieth] century…uniting the whole Communist world, almost all articulate opinion in the developing countries, and most left-wing thought in the Western world.’ Jack Gallagher, who has featured so often here, once observed that colonial rule was not the form of government which was hardest to endure, but that which it was safest to attack. 
 By the time he wrote in 1962, that was evidently so – and despite his cynical tone, it was so for some very good reasons.
Recent trends in thinking about the British or other European empires – as I understand them – offer only, unsurprisingly, ambiguous ‘guidance’ for answering our conference hosts’ questions about alien rule. In crucial respects, indeed, different schools of thought offer radically diverging agendas. Yet approaches directing attention primarily to the formal structures of rule need not be incompatible with an interest in the ideologies, cultures and discourses of empire, nor with a concentration on the concept of informal empire. Indeed one can surely (at the risk of sounding merely exhortatory, and of crying rather emptily ‘Why can’t we all just get along?’) urge the complementarity of some apparently rival trends of thought. We can try to overcome the unprofitable barriers erected between cultural and politico-economic analyses of empire: barriers which, it was suggested above, appear if anything to grow ever higher in some scholarly circles concerned with British colonialism, and which are little if any less evident among American historians and cultural analysts.
 We can also attempt to dismantle or evade the still more troublesome barriers – strikingly often following the same contours as the first - which too readily and aggressively associate particular historical methods, approaches or judgements with determinate politico-ethical stances towards the historically varied forms of alien rule. 
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