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“Certainly American practiticners and academic departments found this
European pattern a congenial cne to emulate. The first American de-
partment of comparative literature was established in 1891 at Columbia
University, as was the first journal of comparative literature. Consider
what George Edward Woodberry —the department's first chaired pro-
fessor-had to say about his field:

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

Such rhetoric uncomplicatedly and naively resonates with the in-
fluence of Crcce and De Sanctis, and also with the earlier ideas of
Wilhelm von Humboldt. But there is a certain quaintness in Woodberry's
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Culture and Imperialism

“ribunals of jurists and congresses of gentlemen’, more than a litlle
belied by the actualities of life in the ‘larger world' he speaks of. In a
time of the greatest Western imperial hegemony in history, Woodberry
manages to overlook that dominating form of political unity in order to
celebrate a still higher, strictly ideal unity. He is unclear about how
‘the spiritual unities of science, art and love’ are to deal with less
pleasant realities, much less how ‘spiritual unities’ can be expected to
overcome the facts of materiality, power, and political division.

Academic work in comparative literature carried with it the notion
that Europe and the United States together were the centre of the
world, not simply by virtue of their political positions. but also because
their literatures were the ones most worth studying. When Europe suc-
cumbed to fascism and when the United States benefited so richly
from the many émigré scholars who came to it, understandably little of
their sense of crisis took root with them. Mimesis, for example, written
while Auerbach was in exile from Nazi Europe in Istanbul, was not
simply an exercise in textual explication, but — he says in his 1952 es-
say to which | have just referred —an act of civilizational survival, It
had seemed to him that his mission as a comparatist was to present,
perhaps for the last time, the complex evolution of European literature
in all its variety from Homer to Virginia Woolf. Curtius's book on the
Latin Middle Ages was composed out of the same driven fear. Yet
how little of that spirit survived in the thousands of academic literary
scholars who were influenced by these two books! Mimesis was
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praised for being a remarkable work of rich analysis, but the sense of
its mission died in the often trivial uses made of it.*’ Finally in the Late
1950° Sputnik came along, and transformed the study of foreign lan-
guages — and of comparative literature — into fields directly affecting na-
tional security. The National Defense Education Act*® promoted the field
and, with it, alas, an even more complacent ethnocentrism and covert
Cold Warriorism than Woodberry could have imagined.

As Mimesis immediately reveals, however, the notion of Westemn lit-
erature that lies at the very core of comparative study centrally high-
lights, dramatizes, and celebrates a certain idea of history, and at the
same time obscures the fundamental geographical and political reality
empowering that idea. The idea of European or Western literary history
contained in it and the other scholarly works of comparative literature is
essentially idealistic and, in an unsystematic way, Hegelian. Thus the
principle of development by which Romania is said to have acquired
dominance is incorporative and synthetic. More and more reality is in-
cluded in a literature that expands and elaborates from the medieval
chronicles to the great edifices of nineteenth-century narrative fiction—
in the works of Stendhal, Balzac, Zola, Dickens, Proust. Each work in
the progression represents a synthesis of problematic elements that dis-
turb the basic Christian order so memorably laid out in the Divine Com-
edy. Class, political upheavals, shifts in economic patterns and or-
ganization, war: all these subjects, for great authors like Cervantes,
Shakespeare, Montaigne, as well as for a host of lesser writers, are en-
folded within recurringly renewed structures, visions, stabilities, all of
them attesting to the abiding dialectical order represented by Europe it-
self.
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The salutary vision of a ‘world literature’ that acquired a redemptive
status in the twentieth century coincides with what theorists of colonial
geography also articulated. In the writings of Haiford Mackinder, George
Chisolm, Georges Hardy, Leroy Beaulieu, and Lucien Fevre, a much
franker appraisal of the world system appears, equally metrocentric and
imperial; but instead of history alone, now both empire and actual geo-
graphical space collaborate to produce a ‘world-empire’ commanded by
Europe. But in this geographically articulated vision (much of it based,
as Paul Carter shows in The Road to Botany Bay, on the cartographic
results of actual geographical exploration and conquest) there is no less
strong a commitment to the belief that European pre-eminence is nat-
ural, the culmination of what Chisolm calls various ‘historical ad-
vantages' that allowed Europe to override the ‘natural advantages' of
the more fertile, wealthy, and accessible regions it controlled.*® Fevre's
La Terre et L'evolution humaine (1922), a vigorous and integral en-
cyclopaedia, matches Woodberry for its scope and Utopianism.

To their audience in the late nineteenth and early twentieth cen-
turies, the great geographical synthesizers offered technical explana-
tions for ready political actualities. Europe did command the world; the
imperial map did license the cultural vision™.
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Consolidated Vision
VIIl. A NOTE CN MODERNISM

No vision, any more than any social system, has total hegemony
over its domain. In studying cultural texts that happily co-existed with
or lent support to the global enterprises of European and American
empire, one is not indicting them wholesale or suggesting that they are
less interesting as art for being in complex ways part of the imperialist
undertaking. My account here speaks of largely unopposed and un-
deterred will to overseas dominion, not of a completely unopposed
one. We ought to be impressed with how, by the end of the nineteenth
century, colonial lobbies in Europe, for instance, could whether by ca-
bal or by popular support press the nation into more scrambling for
land and more natives being compelled into imperial service, with little
at home to stop or inhibit the process. Yet there are always re-
sistances, however ineffective. Imperialism not only is a relationship of
domination but also is committed to a specific ideology of expansion;
as Seeley to his credit recognized, expansion was more than an in-
clination, ‘it is evidently the great fact of modern English history’233. Ad-
miral Mahan in the United States and Leroy-Beaulieu in France made
similar claims. And expansion could occur with such stunning results
only because there was power-power military, economic, political, and
cultural-enough for the task in Europe and America.

Once the basic fact of European and Western control over the non-
Western world was taken as fact, as inevitable, much complex and, |
would add, antinomian cultural discussion began to occur with notice-
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Cuiture and Imperialism

ably greater frequency. This did not immediately disturb the sense of
sovereign permanence and irreversible presence, but it did lead to an
extremely important mode of cultural practice in Western society, which
played an interesting part in the development of anti-imperialist re-
sistance in the colonies.

Readers of Albert O. Hirschman's The Passions and the Interests will
recall that he describes the intellectual debate accompanying European
economic expansion as proceeding from-and then consolidating — the
argument that human passion should give way to inferests as a method
for governing the world. When this argument had triumphed, by the late
eighteenth century, it became a target of opportunity for those Ro-
mantics who saw in an interest-centred world a symbol for the dull, un-
interesting, and selfish situation they had inherited from prior genera-
tions 224,
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Culture and imperialism

Let us extend Hirschman's method to the
question of imperialism. By the late nineteenth
century England's empire was preeminent in the
world and the cultural argument for empire was
triumphing. The empire was a real thing, after
all, and, as Seeley told his audience, ‘We in Eu-
rope... are pretty well agreed that the treasure
of truth which forms the nucleus of the civiliza-
tion of the West is incomparably more sterling
not only than the Brahmanic mysticism with
which it has to contend, but even than the Ro-
man enlightenment which the old Empire trans-
mitted to the nations of Europe’ 225

At the centre of this remarkably confident
statement are two somewhat recalcitrant re-
alities that Seeley deftly incorporates and also
dismisses: one is the contending native (the
Brahmanic mystic himself), the second is the
existence of other empires, past as well as
present. in both, Seeley allusively records the
paradoxical consequences of imperialism's tri-
umphs and then passes on to other subjects.
For once imperialism, like the doctrine of inter-
ests, had become the settled norm in political

ideas about Europe's worldwide destiny, then,
ironically, the allure of its opponents, the intran-
sigence of its subjugated classes, the resistance
to its irresistible sway were clarified and height-
ened. Seeley deals with these matters as a re-
alist, not as a poet who might wish to make of
the one a noble or romantic presence, or of the
other a base and immoral competitor. Nor does
he attempt a revisionist account in the manner
of Hobson (whose book on imperialism is a dis-
senting counterpart).

Let me now jump abruptly back to the re-
alistic novel with which | have been much con-
cerned in this chapter. Its central theme by the
late nineteenth century was disenchantment, or
what Lukacs called ironic disillusion. Tragically,
or sometimes comically, blocked protagonists
are brusquely and often rudely awakened by
the novel's action to the discrepancy between
their illusory expectations and the social re-
alities. Hardy's Jude, George Eliot's Dorothea,
Flaubert's Frédéric, Zola's Nana, Butler's Ernest,
James's Isabel, Gissing's Reardon, Meredith's
Feverel - the list is very long. Into this narrative
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of loss and disablement is gradually interjected
an alternative - not only the novel of frank exot-
icism and confident empire, but travel nar-
ratives, works of colonial exploration and schol-
arship, memoirs, experience and expertise. In
Dr Livingstone's personal narratives and Hag-
gard's She, Kipling's Raj, Loti's Le Roman d'un
Spahi, and most of Jules Verne's adventures,
we discern a new narrative progression and tri-
umphalism. Almost without exception these nar-
ratives, and literally hundreds like them based
on the exhilaration and interest of adventure in
the celonial world, far from casting doubt on the
imperial undertaking, serve to confirm and cel-
ebrate its success. Explorers find what they are
looking for, adventurers return home safe and
wealthier, and even the chastened Kim is draft-
ed into the Great Game.

As against this optimism, affirmation, and se-
rene confidence, Conrad's narratives-to which |
have so often referred because more than any-
one else he tackled the subtle cultural re-
inforcements and manifestations of empire-
radiate an extreme, unsettling anxiety: they

react to the triumph of empire the way Hirsch-
man says that romantics responded to the tri-
umph of an interest-centred view of the world.
Conrad's tales and novels in one sense re-
produce the aggressive contours of the high im-
perialist undertaking, but in another sense they
are infected with the easily recognizable, ironic
awareness of the post-realist modernist sensibil-
ity. Conrad, Forster, Malraux, T. E. Lawrence
take narrative from the triumphalist experience
of imperialism into the extremes of self-
consciousness, discontinuity, self-referentiality,
and corrosive irony, whose formal patterns we
have come to recognize as the hallmarks of
modernist culture, a culture that also embraces
the major work of Joyce, T. S. Eliot, Proust,
Mann, and Yeats. | would like to suggest that
many of the most prominent characteristics of
modernist culture, which we have tended to de-
rive from purely internal dynamics in Western
society and culture, include a response to the
external pressures on culture from the im-
perium. Certainly this is true of Conrad's entire
oeuvre, and it is also true of Forster's, T. E.
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Lawrence's, Malraux's; in different ways, the im-
pingements of empire on an Irish sensibility are
registered in Yeats and Joyce, those on Amer-
ican expatriates in the work of Eliot and Pound.

In Mann's great fable of the alliance between
creativity and disease-Death in Venice-the
plague that infects Europe is Asiatic in origin;
the combination of dread and promise, of de-
generation and desire, so effectively rendered
by Aschenbach's psychology is Mann's way of
suggesting, | believe that Europe, its art, mind,
monuments, is no longer invulnerable, no longer
able to ignore its ties to its overseas domains.
Similarly Joyce, for whom the Irish nationalist
and intellectual Stephen Dedalus is ironically
fortified not by Irish Catholic comrades but by
the wandering Jew Leopold Bloom, whose exot-
icism and cosmopolitan skills undercut the mor-
bid solemnity of Stephen's rebellion. Like the
fascinating inverts of Proust's novel, Bloom tes-
tifies to a new presence within Europe, a pres-
ence rather strikingly described in terms un-
mistakably taken from the exotic annals of
overseas discovery, conquest, vision. Only now

instead of being out there, they are here, as
troubling as the primitive rhythms of the Sacre
du printemps or the African icons in Picasso's
art.

The formal dislocations and displacements in
modernist culture, and most strikingly its per-
vasive irony, are influenced by precisely those
two disturbing factors Seeley mentions as a
consequence of imperialism: the contending na-
tive and the fact of other empires. Along with
‘the old men' who ruin and hijack his great ad-
venture, Lawrence's Arabs in The Seven Pillars
of Wisdom require his sad and dissatisfied ac-
knowledgement, just as imperial France and
Turkey do; in A Passage to India, it is Forster's
great achievement to show with remarkable pre-
cision (and discomfort) how the moral drama of
contemporary Indian mysticism and nationalism-
Godbole and Aziz-unfolds against the older
clash between the British and Mogul empires. In
Loti's L'inde (sans les Anglais) we read a travel
narrative based on a journey across India in
which the ruling English are deliberately, even
spitefully, not once mentioned?28. as if to sug-
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gest that only the natives are to be seen,
whereas of course India was an exclusively Brit-
ish (and certainly not a French) possession.

I venture the suggestion that when European
culture finally began to take due account of im-
perial ‘delusions and discoveries’-in Benita Par-
ry's fine phrase for the Anglo-Indian cultural en-
counter 227 it did so not oppositionally but
ironically, and with a desperate attempt at a
new inclusiveness. It was as if having for cen-
turies comprehended empire as a fact of na-
tional destiny to be either taken for granted or
celebrated, consclidated, and enhanced, mem-
bers of the dominant European cultures now be-
gan to look abroad with the scepticism and con-
fusion of people surprised, perhaps even
shocked by what they saw. Cultural texts im-
ported the foreign into Europe in ways that very
clearly bear the mark of the imperial enterprise,
of explorers and ethnographers, geologists and
geographers, merchants and soldiers. At first
they stimulated the interest of European audi-
ences; by the beginning of the twentieth cen-
tury, they were used to convey an ironic sense

of how vulnerable Europe was, and how-in
Conrad's great phrase - ‘this also has been one
of the dark places on the earth'. _

To deal with this, a new encyclopaedic form
became necessary, one that had three dis-
tinctive features. First was a circularity of struc-
ture, inclusive and open at the same time: Ulys-
ses, Heart of Darkness, A la recherche, The
Waste Land, Cantos, To the Lighthouse. Sec-
ond was a novelty based almost entirely on the
reformulation of old, even outdated fragments
drawn self-consciously from disparate locations,
sources, cultures: the hallmark of modernist
form is the strange juxtaposition of comic and
tragic, high and low, commonplace and exotic,
familiar and alien whose most ingenious resolu-
tion is Joyce's fusing of the Odyssey with the
Wandering Jew, advertising and Virgil (or
Dante), perfect symmetry and the salesman's
catalogue. Third is the irony of a form that
draws attention to itself as substituting art and
its creations for the once-possible synthesis of
the world empires. When you can no longer as-
sume that Britannia will rule the waves forever,
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you have to reconceive reality as something
that can be held together by you the artist, in
history rather than in geography. Spatiality be-
comes, ironically, the characteristic of an aes-
thetic rather than of political domination, as
more and more regions -from India to Africa to
the Caribbean-challenge the classical empires
and their cultures.
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