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ISSUES AND AGENDAS

Who Needs the Nation? Interrogating
‘British’ History1

ANTOINETTE BURTON

Abstract This paper pursues the question ‘who needs the nation?’ which was first
posed by Kobena Mercer, the Black British cultural critic, in Welcome to the Jungle
(1994). It interrogates not just the proposition of who needs the nation as a fixed
referent, but who can afford to be content to be contained by its disciplinary
boundaries. These are questions of interest to practitioners committed to
understanding what the ramifications are for national histories in the wake of
postcolonial studies and work around diasporic communities and subjects. Who
writes – who even sees – the histories of subjects exiled from the ‘national body’, those
refugees (deliberate or otherwise) from national history and its disciplinary regimes
– before the 20th century, in the European context? Who questions the apparent
naturalness of the nation as an analytical framework in western histories? And,
finally, what does this question mean for the sovereignty of Greater Britain, whose
historiography has traditionally been one of the technologies of the national state
and which is in the process of being challenged and refigured through the analytics
of culture, postcolonialism and feminism?

* * * * *

In his 1964 essay ‘Origins of the Present Crisis’, Perry Anderson argued
that British colonialism had made ‘a lasting imprint’ on English life
because of the historically imperial basis of mercantile capitalism. As
interlocutors of capitalism from J.A. Hobson to E.P. Thompson have
done (on those rare occasions when they have addressed the impact of
empire on domestic English culture at all), Anderson focused his
attention on the working classes – who, he argued, were ‘undeniably
deflected from undistracted engagement with the class exploiting them.
This was the real – negative – achievement of social-imperialism’,
according to Anderson. ‘It created a powerful ‘national’ framework
which in normal periods insensibly mitigated social contradictions and
at moments of crisis transcended them’ (Anderson, 1967).
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Although Anderson touched but briefly on empire, he was rare
among his left academic contemporaries in suggesting that Britain’s
colonial enterprises had a constitutive effect on working-class and
indeed on English life as a whole in the modern period – despite the
fact that the expropriation of colonial rent and resources was,
historically, one of the two major pillars of primary capital
accumulation in the west (Habib, 1995). Eric Williams’ 1944 Capitalism
and Slavery had posited both empirical and ideological connections
between the plantocratic practices of empire and domestic British
politics and society, though its impact outside of Caribbean history
or slavery/emancipation studies was arguably limited for decades.2

It is tempting to stop here and talk about the relative invisibility of
empire in British marxist analyses, at least in the 1960s and 1970s.
Eric Hobsbawm's Industry and Empire (1968) is an important
exception, though it does not deal with the cultural or even political
ramifications of empire for ‘domestic’ culture and society. The
consequences of historical amnesia in British historiographical
traditions have been variously explored by Gauri Viswanathan’s
critique of Raymond Williams, E.P. Thompson’s remarkable
monograph, Alien Homage, and the introduction to Catherine Hall’s
White, Male and Middle Class – all of which grapple with the
ramifications of such willful blindness in different ways and for
different ends (Viswanathan, 1991; Thompson, 1993; Hall, 1992;
Trivedi, 1995; see also Gregg and Kale, forthcoming). What I want to
focus on here is Anderson’s observation about the ‘national’ framework
created through the appropriation of imperial discourses and politics
by elites and populists because it signals, I think, a nostalgia for the
nation which is often articulated even and perhaps especially by
ostensible critics of empire. For Anderson as for others interested in
the relationship of imperial culture to British history, what was
regrettable about empire was in many respects enabling for the
nation – insofar as the fact of colonialism provided what, in Anderson’s
own estimation, was the very grounds for ‘national culture’. In light
of Anderson’s 1967 essay, ‘Components of the National Culture’ –
which argues that Britain produced no ‘overall account of itself’
because a classical sociology originating ‘at home’ failed to emerge –
what empire achieved for the nation is hardly insignificant. Taken
together Anderson’s two essays imply that it was colonialism which
provided the opportunity for Britons of all classes to conceive of the
nation and to experience themselves as members of a ‘national
culture’.3

Such an observation runs the risk of seeming almost pedestrian,
especially given the burgeoning of work in the last ten years on the
imperial dimensions of Victorian, and to a lesser degree twentieth-
century British, society. As a participant in and critic of these
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developments, I want to register my unease at the some of the
conservative effects of this remapping of Britishness, historically
conceived. I want to suggest that among the subjects being implicitly
and perhaps unconsciously conserved in current debates is the
nation and its integrity, in part because there is nothing inherently
destabilizing to the nation in critical attention to empire as a
constitutive part of ‘British’ history and society – either in Anderson’s
time or now. Moreover, I want to argue here that one tendency in
current responses to ‘imperial studies’ is to shore up the nation and
re-constitute its centrality, even as the legitimacy of Great Britain’s
national boundaries are apparently under question. What is at stake
in these debates is not just the nation per se, but the territorialized
domains of the social versus the cultural and with them, the
complicity of history-writing itself in narratives of the ‘national’
citizen-subject as well. And despite traditional British historians’
almost pathological fear of contamination by literary studies via the
linguistic turn, it is actually anthropology and the ‘ethnographic’
turn which places the sovereignty of British history at risk.4

It would require a herculean effort in 1996 to gainsay Edward
Said’s claim that ‘we are at a point in our work when we can no longer
ignore empires and the imperial context in our studies’ (Said, 1993).
As Peter Hulme has pointed out, the enduring purchase of Said’s
work – its ‘irritative process of critique’ – lies in its insistence that
what is at risk from attention to orientalism is the integrity of the
European ‘heartland’ itself, because ‘the principal motifs and tropes
of … European cultural tradition, far from being self-generated, were
the product of constant, intricate, but mostly unacknowledged traffic
with the non-European world’ (Hulme, 1989).

Recent scholarship in British history has documented the traces of
empire that were everywhere to be found ‘at home’ before World War
I – in spaces as diverse as the Boy Scouts, Bovril advertisements, and
biscuit tins; in productions as varied as novels, feminist pamphlets,
and music halls; and in cartographies as particular as Oxbridge,
London, and the Franco-British Exhibition.5  And either because they
were part of permanent communities with long histories and traditions
in the British Isles, or because they were travelers or temporary
residents in various metropoles and regions throughout the United
Kingdom, a variety of colonial ‘Others’ circulated at the very heart of
the British empire before the twentieth century. They were, as
Gretchen Gerzina has recently noted, a ‘continual and very English
presence’ from the Elizabethan settlement onward (Gerzina, 1995;
Hesse, 1993; Fryer, 1987; Visram, 1986; Holmes, 1988; Burton,
1997). If there is little consensus about the significance of empire’s
impact on Britain’s domestic cultural formations, primary evidence
of its constitutive role nonetheless abounds, and scholars of the
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Georgian, Victorian and Edwardian periods are at work to re-map
Greater Britain as an imperial landscape using a variety of evidentiary
bases and techniques (Mackenzie, 1995; Marshall, 1993). Empire
was, in short, not just a phenomenon ‘out there’, but a fundamental
part of English culture and national identity at home, where ‘the fact
of empire was registered not only in political debate … but entered the
social fabric, the intellectual discourse and the life of the imagination’
(Parry, 1993).

If these claims would seem to make good historical sense, they have
met with an opposition so determined that it would be easy to imagine
that they pose some kind of threat to national security. While it is
undoubtedly true that there are important recent voices – Catherine
Hall, Bill Schwarz, Laura Tabili and Mrinalini Sinha among them –
taking issue with the siege mentality of British history, I have chosen
to focus here on the battlements, and more specifically, on how and
through what kinds of referents they have been drawn and defended.
Studies which seek to rematerialize the presence of non-white
Britons in the United Kingdom before 1945 have attracted the most
censure, in part because, as Paul Gilroy has argued with regard to the
emergence of black history in Britain, they are perceived as ‘an
illegitimate intrusion into a vision of authentic national life that, prior
to their arrival, was as stable and peaceful as it was ethnically
undifferentiated’ (Gilroy, 1993). Accusations by a British government
minister in 1995 that the elevation of historical figures like Olaudah
Equiano and Mary Seacole to the status of British heroes constituted
a ‘betrayal’ of true British history and ‘national identity’ certainly
testify to the political contests that representation has the power to
set in motion.6  But recent attention to empire’s influences at home
has provoked a response even when the topics are commodities and
aesthetics, ideologies and politics, rather than an ‘alien’ presence.
Whether by a calm, cool refutation of claims about empire’s centrality
(as exhibited by Peter Marshall’s essay in the Time Literary Supplement,
‘No Fatal Impact?’) or via the impassioned denunciations of Said
(articulated in John Mackenzie’s recent monograph, Orientalism:
History, Theory and the Arts), those in charge of safe-guarding
Britain’s national heritage, from Whitehall to the Senior Common
Room, have raised the standard in defense of the nation’s
impenetrability to outside forces. Although a number of scholars are
beginning to track empire's constitutive impact on metropolitan
society as the starting point for new critical geographies of British
imperial culture, empire cannot be viewed as having made Britain
‘what it was’ for Professor Marshall because it was so centrifugal and
uneven – and by implication, perhaps, untraceable – in its impact.7

This kind of response worries me because it seems to echo J.R.
Seeley’s infamous quip that the British empire was acquired in ‘a fit
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of absence of mind’ (a phrase later amended to ‘a fit of absence of
wives’ by Ronald Hyam). John Mackenzie’s role in this debate is
perhaps the most puzzling and intriguing, since his now twenty-plus
volume series, ‘Studies in Imperialism’, has arguably advanced our
understanding of the myriad ways in which empire was, to quote his
1984 monograph, ‘a core ideology’ of national culture (Mackenzie,
1984).

Clearly the persistent conviction that home and empire were
separate spheres cannot be dismissed as just any other fiction.8

Because history-writing is one terrain upon which political battles
are fought out, the quest currently being undertaken by historians
and literary critics to recast the nation as an imperialized space – a
political territory which could not, and still cannot, escape the
imprint of empire – is an important political project. It strikes at the
heart of Britain’s long ideological attachment to the narratives of the
Island Story, of splendid isolation, and of European exceptionalism.
It materializes the traffic of colonial goods, ideas and people across
metropolitan borders and indeed throws into question the very
Victorian distinctions between Home and Away that defined the
imagined geography of empire in the nineteenth century – helping to
challenge the equally Victorian conviction that ‘England possesses
an unbroken history of cultural homogeneity and territorial integrity’
(Lindeborg, 1994). And yet what it potentially leaves intact is the
sanctity of the nation itself as the right and proper subject of history.
It runs the risk, in other words, of remaking Britain (itself a falsely
homogeneous whole) as the centripetal origin of empire, rather than
insisting on the interdependence, the ‘uneven development’, as
Mrinalini Sinha calls it, of national/imperial formations in any given
historical moment.9 And – perhaps most significantly – it leaves
untouched the conviction that ‘national’ history can be tracked
through a linear chronological development (with empire added in)
rather than as ‘a set of relations that are constantly being made and
remade, contested and refigured, [and] that nonetheless produce
among their contemporaneous witnesses the conviction of historical
difference’ (Wilson, 1995). Anne McClintock, in her recent book,
Imperial Leather, for example, tends to see empire and nation
precisely as two, and in a sequential relationship at that: for example,
‘as domestic space became racialized’, to quote from Imperial Leather,
‘colonial space became domesticated’ (McClintock, 1995). Here not
only is the binary reinstantiated, not only is the ‘nation’ represented
as a privileged and cohesive subject, but empire follows nation in a
fairly conventional linearity.10 The fact that this relationship is a
classically imperial concept of nation-empire relations should be our
first clue to the limits of its critical usefulness (not to mention its
historically specific constructedness). Rather than emerging as an
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unstable subject-in-the-making, the nation is in danger of functioning
as a pretext for post-modern narrative in the same way it functioned
as the foundation for post-Enlightenment historicism. Such a
coincidence implicates them both, though differently, in the
metanarrative(s) of western imperial discourse, where the nation has
historically served as the sovereign ontological subject.11

Despite the veritable explosion of work in the field, few have been
willing to embrace or even engage the notion of deracinated, mobile
subjects posed by Paul Gilroy’s Black Atlantic (a text that has been
woefully under-engaged by British historians, at any rate). Britain –
and England within it – tends to remain the fixed referent, the a priori
body upon which empire is inscribed.  Even when it is shown to be
remade by colonialism and its subjects, ‘the nation’ often stands as
the mirror to which imperial identities are reflected back.12  This is
perhaps because not many historians are willing to fully countenance
the notion that the nation is not only not antecedent to empire, but
that as both a symbolic and a material site the nation – as Judith
Butler has argued for identity and Joan Scott for gender and
experience – has no originary moment, no fixity outside of the various
discourses of which it is itself an effect. And so, to paraphrase Anna
Marie Smith, the fiction of a pre-existing England is left largely
unchallenged (Smith, 1995; Butler, 1992; Scott, 1992). Rarely is the
starting point of the newly imperialized British history the ‘precarious
vulnerability’ of imperial systems, as Ann Stoler has strenuously
argued for the Dutch East Indies context (Stoler, 1995; Stoler and
Cooper, 1989). Indeed, the very concept of Britain, and of England
within it, seems to have a ‘fantasy structure’ that is more resilient and
more resistant to its own displacement than almost any other
‘national’ imaginary today (Salecl, 1993). Even the naming of Britain
as an imperial space – a maneuver which challenges the colonial
status quo by implying that ‘home’ was not hermetically sealed from
the colonies – potentially works to naturalize the distinctions between
‘home’ and ‘empire’, when it seems clear that the nineteenth century
is one particular historical moment during which such discursive
categories were being affirmed (if not invented) and circulated as
evidence of ‘modernity’ and civilization in the first place. Perhaps this
is a question of emphasis. In the case of McClintock, at any rate, I
think the emphasis is not placed carefully enough.

One of the many queries that follows from such observations is this:
if the fixity of nation is in fact being conserved in some new imperial
studies projects, why has opposition to them been so fierce? I think
this is a matter for discussion and debate. For my part, I believe that
the terms upon which such critiques are articulated – both in print
and in public – reveal a lot about the stakes involved. John Mackenzie,
for example, takes Said and all those have who ever footnoted him to
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task because their work is not sufficiently historical. Here ‘History’
(capital H) is a convenient stick with which to berate the un- or under-
disciplined and the great ‘unwashed’ – literary critics, yes, but
feminists and postmodern sympathizers as well (Mackenzie, 1995).
Rarely is the disciplinary power of history so blatantly on display –
though other examples may be gleaned through a perusal of the
pages of the book review section of the American Historical Review for
past decade, where the ‘Real History’ stick is routinely used to
discipline authors of postmodern or cultural studies works, especially
those interested in ‘discourse’ or textual analysis.13  It might be
argued that this is evidence that traditionalists are fighting a losing
battle, since the book review is not a particularly effective or enduring
site of protest.14  And yet it also suggests that the re-fashioning of
Britain's conceptual borders and indeed, of British history's ‘mission’
itself, is by no means a fait accompli. Clearly, one of the purposes of
a discipline is to discipline. The necessity of disciplinary action may
seem especially urgent in an historical moment like this one when
disciplinary boundaries are said to be dissolving – and their perceived
dissolution is producing what Judith Allen aptly calls historically
unprecedented ‘spatial anxieties’ as well (Allen, 1992). The impulse
to discipline may also be an indication of how invested some
professionals in Britain and the United States are in the historicist
(and implicitly, empiricist) models which are at least partly responsible
for their material and political hegemony, historically if not also today
(Ermarth, 1992). But an equally powerful purpose of ‘disciplinary
action’ is also, surely, to enculturate – a project historically bound up
with the mission to produce ‘a certain sort of cosmopolitan liberal
subject’ among educated citizens and, especially, among university
students. If disciplinarity is in fact a kind of cultural artifact,
historians' attempts to patrol their own shifting boundaries may be
read as an historically intelligible fear that literary studies and
cultural studies more generally are in the process of stealing ‘culture’
itself (Appadurai, 1996).

I want to be clear here that I am not unappreciative of Said’s limits,
oversights, or glosses, and that I find the materialist critique of
Orientalism articulated by Mrinalini Sinha, Benita Parry and others
to be helpful guides to a more politically engaged, rigorously historical
approach to texts and contexts. Nor would I deny that the emergence
of ‘a new, multivocal historical discourse’ may serve in part ‘to hide
stasis or even further segregation at the level of social relations’
(Brown, 1996). But I do think that recourse to arguments about the
truest, ‘most historically’ historical method like those invoked by
Mackenzie runs parallel to the desire for a return to the truest, purest
nation – one not entirely untouched but certainly not centrally
defined by empire, its institutional practices and its political legacies.



234 Antoinette Burton

© Blackwell Publishers Ltd 1997.

‘Why the need for nation?’ – a question posed, significantly, by the
contemporary black British cultural critic, Kobena Mercer – is not,
therefore, a rhetorical question (Mercer, 1994). Those who need it
tend to require that their historical subjects be national at heart – not
only fixed by borders but equally unfragmented and coherent, as
stable as the rational post-Enlightenment subjects which postcolonial
studies, feminist theory and postmodernism together have revealed
as a kind of self-interested, if historically intelligible, modernist
western fantasy. Nostalgia for and attachment to the nation are thus
connected with regret for the passage of that historical moment when
the subjects of history were as yet uncontaminated by the critical
apparatus set in motion by decolonization, the women’s and other
social movements and the gradual, if glacial, democratization of the
western academy over the past quarter century (Appleby et al., 1994).
As historians of American women in the 1950s have argued, one
historically engaged response to such nostalgia is to remind its
advocates that the power of her image not withstanding, there never
was a June Cleaver [the famous postwar TV mom] – or, rather, that
she was a fiction, the invention of a cultural moment which has
continued to displace and obscure the material conditions under
which such iconography (like that of the nation) emerged (Meyerowitz,
1994). This is not to say that we should disregard the historical ‘fact’
of nation, but rather to suggest that in our attempt to understand its
historical significance, we need to pay more attention to the question
of who needs it, who manufactures the ‘need’ for it, and whose
interests it serves. In this sense, my initial interrogatory, ‘who needs
the nation?’ might profitably be imagined as a question of ‘who can
afford to be sanguine about (or oblivious to) needing the nation?’ –
thus guaranteeing that social class, material dispossession and
political disenfranchisement will inform historical narratives about
imperial culture.15 If, as Homi Bhabha claims, ‘the western metropole
must confront its postcolonial history … as an indigenous or native
narrative internal to its national identity’, then this kind of refiguration
requires us to ask how – that is, through what kinds of practices – is
it possible to practice ‘British’ history so that it does not continue to
act as a colonial form of knowledge? (Bhabha, 1997; Cohn 1996)

The fact that arguments about the boundaries of the nation and the
integrity of the citizen-subject are increasingly advanced by social
historians who are simultaneously enmeshed in debates about the
merits of cultural history/studies is surely significant. The coincidence
of debates about empire with debates about the legitimacy of both
culture as an object of historical inquiry and the tools used to unpack
it (i.e., deconstruction) suggests that History, the Nation, and the
category of the Social are being recuperated as endangered species
in need of protection from a variety of ‘others’. Susan Pederson, who
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gave a keynote address on gender and imperial history at the Anglo-
American Conference in London in the summer of 1995, constructed
just such an identity of interests when she asserted that practitioners
of history are, have been, and always will be interested in ‘political
outcomes’ and as a result, the kinds of textual analyses performed by
feminists and others in the field of gender and cultural history are not
finally useful to Historians (capital H). A similar kind of argument,
offered as a lament in the context of an essay basically sympathetic
to new narrative forms in history-writing, was articulated recently by
Dorothy Ross, who claimed that cultural history’s contributions are
limited because it cannot address what for her represents historians’
‘real’ concern: change over time (Ross, 1995). Nor is this debate
limited to the west, as animated discussions of the way subaltern
studies has been corrupted into ‘bhadralok’ and ‘Bankim’ studies in
India testify (Guha, 1995; Chakravarty, 1995; Guha, 1996). On offer
in cultural history, of course, is the promise of new possibilities for
‘the political narrative’, through a set of analytical techniques that
juxtaposes social history’s commitment to history from the bottom up
with a commitment to history from the side in, if you will – this is the
turn to the ethnographic to which I alluded at the start, where the
ethnographic allows for a vertical rather than an exclusively horizontal
vision.16  Projects concerned with public representation, material
culture and historical memory – like Raphael Samuel's Theatres of
Memory, James Vernon’s Politics and the People, Judith Walkowitz’s
City of Dreadful Delight, Patrick Joyce’s Democratic Subjects or Laura
Mayhall’s work on the Suffragette Fellowship – are good examples of
how insights drawn from anthropology can give historical thickness
to cultural forms and reshape our notion of the domains of the
political, the social and the cultural – as well as challenge our
convictions about their separability – in the process (Samuel, 1994;
Vernon, 1993; Walkowitz, 1992; Joyce, 1994; Mayhall, 1995). They
also interrogate the convention that change over long periods of time
is the ‘real’ interest of historians by emphasizing the local and the
quotidian (two characteristics of ethnographic work). Despite the fact
that it remains largely bounded by traditional conceptions of the
nation, hardly touching on imperial culture at all, the success of this
kind of scholarship is due in part to the fact that its authors do not
insist that one historical technique must displace another, or even
that one technique for recovering the past is more properly historical
than the other. With the possible exception of Joyce, these authors
do not operate as if the Whig interpretation of progressive evolution
– and extinction – really obtained (Eley and Nield, 1995). In fact,
crucial to their approach is a critique of the very self-fulfilling, liberal
narrative of progress that gave rise to, and continues to sustain, the
idea of the autonomous, originary nation to begin with. In this sense,
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in the British context at least, such work threatens the sovereignty
of a nation whose very sanctity is, historically and culturally, bound
up with Victorian notions of progress, mission, and historical destiny
– the very hallmarks of nineteenth imperial ideology itself – because
it questions claims about the primacy of temporality that are at the
heart of modern historical narrative practices.

As Elizabeth Ermarth has so persuasively argued, these claims
appear to be so commonsensical that they continue to masquerade
as ‘a condition of nature’ rather than as ‘a convention and a collective
act of faith’ – not just among historians, but throughout western
culture as well (Ermarth, 1992). Britain is not, therefore, an exceptional
case – though, as a French observer has remarked, ‘no country [is]
more consistently bent upon differing from others’ than Britain, and
England within it (Lowenthal, 1994). The tenacity of the nation in
debates about re-making British history signals an historically and
culturally specific kind of attachment to the project of linear progress
– even as it dramatizes how imperial traditions have shaped that
investment and, finally, how and tenuous the stability of ‘national’
culture really is. That these debates occur while a post-Thatcher Tory
government tries to negotiate a place in the post-colonial European
Union indicates how crucial it is to see imperial and continental
histories as equally implicated in the uneven development of ‘British’
history and society.17 I hasten to add that the aim of such multi-
perspectival practices is not identical with liberal multicultural
inclusion, which can tend to reinscribe identities in the process of
politicizing them. Nor is its end ‘a more cosmopolitan and sophisticated
parochialism’ – unless it is a less geographically fixed and, by
implication, a less permanently realized version than the kind of
parochialism to which we have become accustomed (Goodman,
1994). The kinds of new practices that are being resisted help to make
this kind of imaginary possible by unmasking the fictionality of
conventional historical narrative and exposing the fictions of an
apparently insular ‘British’ culture – by insisting, in other words, that
narratives of the nation (like all stories) are never ‘found’ in nature but
are always construed by historians for implicit and explicit political
purposes and in discrete historical circumstances (Curthoys and
Docker, 1996). And yet this remains the intriguing and unsettling
paradox of the ‘new’ imperial history and studies: for the work of
unmasking, however valuable, can and often still does leave the
nation in pride of place, rather than staging it as precarious,
unmoored and in the end, finally unrealizable.

It would be fair to say that the model of a performative, rather than
a prescriptive, nation is one that has scarcely been explored in any
national history.18 Following Carlo Ginzburg (1976) and Emmanuel
Le Roy Ladurie (1974) in the 1970s, there seemed to be a moment
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when some European historians were willing to recognize the
historical precariousness of nation-state formation. But a
monograph like Eugen Weber's Peasants into Frenchmen (1976)
looks now like a kind of one-off production, rather than the beginning
of a revisionist trend which took the artificiality of national categories
and the coercive power of their normalizing regimes as its point of
departure. In the English case, Philip Corrigan and Derek Sayer's The
Great Arch (1985) – subtitled, significantly, ‘English state formation
as cultural revolution’ – posited the state itself as an cultural effect in
a series of essays which, in retrospect, look not just way ahead of their
time, but like a model still waiting to be fully utilized, at least by
British historians. The combination of historical analysis and
politically engaged skepticism about the naturalness of the modern
state which their book enacts represents a model to which we might
profitably return, not least because of its emphasis on the state and
with it, the nation, as something always in the process of becoming.
Or, to use language that draws as much on Bernard S. Cohn as it does
on Greg Dening and Judith Butler, they managed to stage the state
as an historically pliable ideal always being performed through
repetitive and ritualized acts, but never fully achieved (Dening, 1996;
Butler, 1990; Cohn, 1983). Here I want to note that historians of the
early modern and early Victorian period have been more interested
in exploring how the nation was  as such ‘forged’, a phenomenon that
suggests how much work is yet to be done to subject the later
nineteenth-century state to scrutiny in order to understand that it
too was by no means a fait accompli but was also always in the
making (Bayly, 1989; Colley, 1992).19  Yet it is equally important to
underscore that the burden of representing fragmentation, diaspora
and community-making as operations of nation-building would
seem to have fallen disproportionately on ex-colonies and
postcolonial nations, the United States included. Significantly, when
national history is challenged there, it tends to be by those interested
in the anti-citizens of modernity – slaves, African-American freed
men and women, white suffragists, Native Americans and, most
recently, gays and lesbians – many of whom are said to inhabit, à la
George Chauncey's Gay New York, a kind of anti-national sub-
culture, even (and perhaps especially) when they aspire to national
belonging (Chauncey, 1994). Not incidentally, this unequal burden
is one of the lingering effects of the kind of asymmetry that is
foundational to colonialism and its cultural productions. At the same
time, concern about the disciplinary regimes imposed by history is
articulated rarely enough, even as interdisciplinary work abounds
and threatens, in quite concrete and salutary ways, to remake
epistemologies at the heart of the liberal tradition – especially where
‘discipline’ works in opposition to the ‘playfulness’ of subjects when
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they end up exceeding conventional boundaries. Clearly the politics
of who or what is the subject of a ‘national’ history begs the question
of how such a subject becomes nationalized, as well as what kind of
disciplinary action such a process requires.

I am not sure that I would go as far as Catherine Hall does in calling
for Britain to be conceptualized as a ‘post-nation’ – one that is not
ethnically pure but ‘inclusive and culturally diverse’ (Hall, 1996; see
also Alexander and Mohanty, 1997). This not because there is
something inherently destabilizing to civil society in going ‘beyond
the nation’, as Partha Chatterjee fears, but rather because I am
keenly aware of the persistent operations of ‘the citizenship
machinery’ deployed by the contemporary transnational state (as I'm
sure Hall is as well) (Chatterjee, 1997). Nor would I like to suggest that
critics of national history are always or completely impervious to the
romance of nation-building that seems to haunt all of the modern
disciplines. Historians of women, of blacks and of other ‘others’ have
often sought inclusion for their subjects in the narrative of the
nation-state – trying to make them, in W.E. B. Dubois’ wonderfully
ambivalent phrase, ‘the ward[s] of the nation’ (Dubois, 1989). Even
Ruth Behar and Deborah Gordon, the feminist anthropologists who
recently edited Women Writing Culture, ground their attempt to
remake the discipline in the hope that the new feminist anthropology
will have ‘no exiles’ (Behar and Gordon, 1995). It is admittedly
possible to read their call as an attempt to frustrate traditional
structures of the nation-state – to argue that no one should have to
be an exile in the sense of being prohibited from a place.20 And yet
even this generous reading tends to obscure the question of why
critics of the regulatory power of their own discipline seek to
reformulate it as some kind of idealized nation – that is, one with no
exiles. Who writes – who even sees – the histories of subjects exiled
from the ‘national body’, those refugees (deliberate or otherwise) from
national history and its disciplinary regimes, especially before the
twentieth century? (Kale, 1994; Malki, 1995; Lavie and Swedenburg,
1996). Feminist historiography, which works at the boundaries of a
variety of disciplines, as well as at the intersection of the academy and
the community, should be one site for this kind of interrogatory work.
But as Ien Ang has observed, feminism, no less than the discipline of
history, ‘must stop conceiving itself as a nation, a 'natural' political
destination for all women, no matter how multicultural’ (Ang, 1995;
Murdolo, 1996). Indeed, the rhetorics of destination, of arrival and of
home itself have provided ‘sentimental story lines’ not just for
women's national imaginaries, but for nation-states operating via
transnational capital as well (George, 1996; Ong, 1993; Rafael,
1996). What we need is conceptual work that turns ‘on a pivot’ rather
than on the axis of inside/outside – an image which suggests not just
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a balancing act but the kind of counter-clockwise historicizing
maneuver such ‘subjects’ require in an era when national histories,
unlike the pivot, seem unwilling or unable to budge (Lewis, 1995).

Why social history and cultural studies must necessarily do battle
is, frankly, a puzzlement – except that this is an age when resources
are scarce, when all histories can evidently lay claim with equal
success to the notion that they are embattled, and when the social
darwinist presumptions of the social science disciplines still
apparently have some appeal for those who would have the strong
triumph over the weak. Read in this context, Sherry Ortner's piece on
‘Theory in Anthropology since the 1960s’ – where she traces the
clearly national divisions between American attachment to
explanatory frameworks that privilege culture, versus British
insistence on ‘society’ as the crucial analytical component – suggests
that the contest for British history may well be about who should be
permitted to write it, and from what ideological perspectives (Ortner,
1984). Clearly this is an age-old battle with historically specific
meanings which tell us as much about the political economy of the
western academy as they do about the crisis of Britishness, culturally
speaking. The brouhaha in Britain over Roger Louis (an American)
being chosen as the editor of the new Oxford History of the British
Empire is more indication of how easily these (again highly
naturalized) nationalistic lines can be drawn in the sand (Sinha,
1997). And yet if we revisit Stuart Hall's equally compelling account
of the rise of cultural studies paradigms in Britain, we see that the
tensions between culture and the social as analytical premises are
not merely lineaments of national difference, but have long and
fraught legacies not just inside modern disciplinary practices like
history-writing or anthropology, but at the heart of interdisciplinary
projects as well (Hall, 1980). The fact that the category of ‘culture’ has
traditionally been used to legitimate imagined communities either on
the move or outside the west (as a substitute for nation-ness, if you
will) may in part explain why metropolitan historians are loathe to see
that category applied to the center. In many ways, using culture
rather than the nation or even the social as a primary historical tool
means exoticizing the grand narratives of British history and de-
familiarizing the naturalness of its ideological corollary, imperial
greatness. Indeed, given its historic relationship to colonialism (Dirks
1992), the analytic of culture may threaten to de-naturalize, if not to
corrupt, the apparent coherence and purity of nation-ness of an
always already fragmented and multicultural entity like the ‘United
Kingdom’ – though cultural studies of the Celtic fringe in opposition
to Englishness have not proven much more successful than colonial
histories in challenging the presumptive originality of ‘Britain’ and
with it, ‘England’ as the heart of the empire, except perhaps to revive
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the ‘four nations’ impulse in domestic British historiography. This is
an exception which is often as frustrating as it is interesting, in so far
as it represents more of an additive than a reconstitutive position
with regard to the construction of ideas about nation and national
cultures (Kearney, 1989; Jeffery, 1996).

That social history is characterized as the strong and cultural
history as the weak ‘historical’ approach bears some scrutiny. And
the fact that the struggle between the social and the cultural is being
played out on the terrain of empire should command our attention no
less actively than the flowering of production on empire and imperial
culture itself. Although the struggle is often framed as a manichean
battle between the empiricists and the deconstructionists – those
who believe in coherent nations, subjects, and histories versus those
who don’t – this is a red herring designed to throw us off the scent of
other compelling issues. Chief among these is the fact that modern
history-writing (and not just in the west) has historically been a
‘narrative contract’ with the territorially bounded nation-state
(Kaviraj, 1993).  Prying the nation from that contract is nothing less
than a struggle to reorganize and reconstitute the spatial bases of
power (Harvey, 1990). Few can escape the struggle over geography,
and British history in an age of postcoloniality is no exception. If
narratives of geography are at stake in narratives of history (Carr,
1994) then undoing the narrative contract may mean displacing
nation-states like Britain from center-stage. It may call for an
analytic frame which recognizes that ‘the imperium at the heart of the
nation-state’ was ‘not an entity sui generis’ (Breckenridge, 1989).  It
may even require a cultural map which is ‘all border’ as well –
especially since the nation itself has historically served as ‘the
ideological alibi of the territorial state’ (Boyce Davies; 1994;
Appadurai, 1993). This work involves more than just challenging the
parameters of ‘British’ history or studies. It means unmasking the
complicity of history-writing in patrolling the borders of national
identity as well.

Casting the project of an unstable ‘British’ history may well end up
letting let the nation in through the back door, though such is not my
intention. Such a result may in the last analysis be a testimony to how
difficult it is to escape the grasp of national investigative frameworks
even when one attempts a highly self-conscious and, hopefully,
principled critique of the allure of nation-ness for ‘British’ historians.
Admittedly in this paper I offer more of a diagnosis than a prognosis,
in part because I think that the question ‘who needs the nation?’ still
rings hollow for many. The extent to which we will succeed in
displacing the nation from center stage depends in the end on our
willingness to take seriously the ramifications of the claim that a
nation is never fully realized, but always in-the-making – and to
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interrogate the ways in which our own narrative strategies may help
fetishize one of history's most common explanatory frameworks, if
not its most seductive investigative modality. This is, hopefully, a
practice worth imagining: for it suggests that one does not have to
give up on history in order to interrogate the narrative strategies of
its practitioners or to fight for (and about) its unstable meanings.

Notes
1 This essay owes much to Bernard S. Cohn, for whose generosity of mind

and spirit I have long been grateful. A number of friendly critics– including
Nadja Durbach, Rob Gregg, David Goodman, Ian Fletcher, Madhavi Kale,
Dane Kennedy, Philippa Levine, Laura Mayhall, Maura O’Connor, Fiona
Paisley, Doug Peers, Minnie Sinha, Susan Thorne and Angela Woollacott –
have helped to strengthen my arguments, for which I of course bear the final
responsibility. Herman Bennett’s long-term investment in this piece has
made all the difference. I am equally indebted to Peter Marshall’s energetic
engagements. And finally, I greatly appreciate the feedback I received at
presentations for the Australian Historical Association (Melbourne, 1996)
and the Workshop on State Formation in Comparative Historical and
Cultural Perspectives (Oxford, 1997), especially from Ann Curthoys, Philip
Corrigan, Marilyn Lake, Vinay Lal, Derek Sayer, and Sudipta Sen.

2 Eric Williams, Capitalism and Slavery (Chapel Hill: University of North
Carolina Press reprint, 1994). See especially Colin Palmer’s introduction to
this edition, where he unearths the critical response to the manuscript before
it was accepted for publication, followed by its review history (pp. xi-xxii).
Perry Anderson does not cite Williams, though his argument in ‘Origins of the
Present Crisis’ echoes much of what Williams had meticulously advanced in
Capitalism and Slavery. Thomas C. Holt’s The Problem of Freedom: Race,
labor and Politics in Jamaica and Britain, 1832-1938 (Baltimore: Johns
Hopkins University Press, 1992) is also relevant here.

3 In this sense it was petit bourgeois as well, though Anderson does not take
this up explicitly. See his, ‘Components of the National Culture’, in English
Questions, pp. 52 and 103. For an instructive colonial take on the question
of ‘national’ culture, which was contemporaneous with Anderson’s (but to
which he does not allude, even in the 1990s reprint), see Frantz Fanon, ‘On
National Culture’, in The Wretched of the Earth (Penguin: Harmondsworth,
1967). This chapter is also reprinted in Patrick Williams and Laura Chrisman,
eds., Colonial Discourse and Post-Colonial Theory: A Reader (New York:
Columbia University Press, 1994), pp. 36-52. For evidence of the continued
search for explanations about why Britain failed to produce a ‘native’
sociology see José Harris, ‘Platonism, Positivism and Progressivism: Aspects
of British Sociological Thought in the Early Twentieth Century’, in Eugenio
F. Biagini, ed., Citizenship and Community: Liberals, Radicals and Collective
Identities in the British Isles, 1865-1931 (Cambridge University Press, 1996),
pp. 343-60.

4 For a recent response to the literary turn which engages this phenomenon
see Dane Kennedy, ‘Imperial History and Postcolonial Theory’, Journal of
Imperial and Commonwealth History 24, 3 (September 1996): 345-363. The
fact that the linguistic turn and the ethnographic turn are related is often
overlooked; for a recent discussion of their historical connections see Sara
Maza, ‘Stories in History: Cultural Narratives in Recent Works in European
History’, American Historical Review 101,5 (December, 1996): 1497 and ff.
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5 John M. Mackenzie’s editorship of the multi-volume series, ‘Studies in
Imperialism’, is responsible for much of the wealth of historical material now
available on the impact of empire on domestic British culture. See for
example his Imperialism and Popular Culture (Manchester University Press,
1986) and Propaganda and Empire: The Manipulation of British Public
Opinion, 1880-1960 (Manchester University Press, 1984). Other relevant
monographs include Jenny Sharpe, Allegories of Empire: The Figure of
Woman in the Colonial Text (University of Minnesota Press, 1993); Firdous
Azim, The Colonial Rise of the Novel (Routledge, 1993); Catherine Hall, White,
Male and Middle Class: Explorations in Feminist History (Routledge, 1992);
Vron Ware, Beyond the Pale: White Women, Racism and History (Verso,
1992); Antoinette Burton, Burdens of History: British Feminists, Indian
Women, and Imperial Culture, 1865-1915 (University of North Carolina Press,
1994); Annie E. Coombes, Reinventing Africa: Museums, Imperial Culture,
and Popular Imagination (Yale, 1994); Mrinalini Sinha, Colonial Masculinity:
The ‘Manly Englishman’ and the ‘Effeminate Bengali’ in the Late Nineteenth
Century (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1995); and Anne
McClintock, Imperial Leather: Race, Gender and Sexuality in the Colonial
Contest (New York: Routledge, 1995).

6 Olaudah Equiano was a slave from Benin who purchased his freedom in
1766 and wrote his life story (The Interesting Narrative of the Life of Olaudah
Equiano) in 1789; Mary Seacole was a Jamaican nurse who served in the
Crimean war and wrote an account of it (The Wonderful Adventures of Mrs.
Seacole in Many Lands); see Paul Edwards and David Dabydeen, eds., Black
Writers in Britain, 1760-1890 (Edinburgh University Press, 1991). For
newspaper coverage of the Major government’s response to their inclusion in
British history texts, see ‘The ‘Betrayal’ of Britain’s History’, Daily Telegraph,
September 19, 1995; ‘Heroic Virtues’ and ‘History Fit for (Politically Correct)
Heroes’, The Sunday Telegraph, September 24, 1995. I am grateful to Audrey
Matkins for these references.

7 See Bill Schwarz, ed., The Expansion of England: Race, Ethnicity and
Cultural History (New York: Routledge, 1996); Catherine Hall’s ‘Histories,
Empires and the Post-Colonial Moment’, in Iain Chambers and Lidia Curti,
eds., The Post-Colonial Question: Common Skies, Divided Horizons (New York:
Routledge, 1996), pp. 65-77; and P.J. Marshall, The Cambridge Illustrated
History of the British Empire (Cambridge, 1996). Professor Marshall agrees
with two of the OED’s definition of ‘constitutive’ as 1) ‘having the power of
constituting; constructive’ and 2) ‘that which goes to make up; constituent,
component’, but cannot agree with its third: ‘that which makes a thing what
it is’. Private correspondence, 15 September, 1996.

8 I am grateful to Catherine Hall for pressing this point in conversation; see
also her White, Male and Middle Class, p. 1 and her ‘Rethinking Imperial
Histories: The Reform Act of 1867’, New Left Review 208 (1994): 3-29.

9 See Sinha, Colonial Masculinity. For one example of how this false
homogenization works to obscure the role of the Celtic fringe in empire see
Dipesh Chakrabarty’s discussion of how crucial Dundee was in the history
of the jute mills in Calcutta; Rethinking Working-Class History (Princeton,
1989), chapter 2.

10 I am aided in these observations by Prasenjit Duara’s Rescuing History
from the Nation: Questioning Narratives of Modern China (University of
Chicago Press, 1995).

11 See Elizabeth D. Ermarth, Sequel to History: Postmodernism and the
Crisis of Representational Time (Princeton University Press, 1992), pp. 18,
21. She is not concerned with the imperial contexts of modern western
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discourses but her characterizations of historical convention are extremely
useful nonetheless

12 I am aided in this observation by Kim F. Hall’s reading of Richard Hakluyt
in Things of Darkness: Economies of Race and Gender in Early Modern
England (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1995), p. 48.

13 See for example Harold Perkins’ review of José Harris’ Private Lives,
Public Spirit: A Social History of Britain, 1870-1914, American Historical
Review 100, 1 (February 1995): 164 and Bruce Kinzer’s review of James
Vernon’s Politics and the People: A Study in English Political Culture, c. 1815-
1867, American Historical Review 100, 3 (June 1995): 900.

14 Most recently, Gilroy’s Black Atlantic has been up held in a review essay
by Frederick Cooper as an example of a ‘transcontinental’ study that requires
proper historical work to fill in its ‘gaps’. See Cooper, ‘Race, Ideology, and the
Perils of Comparative History’, American Historical Review 101 4 (October,
1996): 1129.

15 Although the exiles I have in mind in this particular formulation (and in
this essay in general) are people of color and ex-colonial migrants in Britain,
it must also be said that working-class men and women have a differently
ambiguous and though equally painful relationship to the nation and its
ideological apparatus, the state. As Carolyn Steadman writes so poignantly
in her autobiography, Landscape for a Good Woman (New Brunswick:
Rutgers University Press, 1987), ‘I think I would be a very different person
now if orange juice and milk and dinners at school hadn’t told me, in a covert
way, that I had a right to exist, was worth something’ (p.122). I am grateful
to Nadja Durbach for this citation and for how it compelled me to refigure the
question of ‘who needs the nation?’

16 I am aided in this conceptualization by Greg Dening’s ‘P 905 .A512 x 100:
An Ethnographic Essay’, American Historical Review 100, 3 (June 1995): 864.

17 I am grateful to Maura O’Connor for urging me to appreciate this point,
and for sharing her essay, ‘Imagining National Boundaries in the Nineteenth
Century: English Travelers, Diplomats and the Making of Italy’, paper
presented at the North American Conference of British Studies, Chicago,
1996.

18 Herman Bennett’s forthcomingbook, Strategic Conjugality: Race, Ethnicity
and Creolization in the Making of Colonial Mexico’s African Diaspora which
posits the performative model, is a particularly promising exception.

19 This is especially challenging, I think, in light of how powerful late-
Victorian rhetoric about the long history of the English nation-state was in
the wake of more recent Italian and German unification, not to mention the
challenges posed by Irish Home Rule and the Indian National Congress.

20 Thanks to Darlene Hantzis for suggesting this possibility to me.
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