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Antoinette Burton, Empire in Question: Reading, Writing and Teaching British imperialism 

(Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2011)  

[Paper back ISBN: 978-0822349020/RRP: £16.99] [Hardback  ISBN: 978-0822348801/RRP: £67.00] 

Transnational dialogues: Antoinette Burton and the rewritings of British imperial history 
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For nearly twenty years Antoinette Burton has practiced and proselytised the e  i pe ial histo . 
Fe  i te ested eade s ill e u a a e of Bu to s o t i utio  to the field of B itish studies e e  if, 
as many of the essays reproduced here make clear, a fu da e tal o je ti e of Bu to s o k has 

ee  displa i g the atio  f o  the e t e stage  of histo i al a al sis 55 . Already widely 

anthologised, Bu to s iti g has helped to shape a  of the histo iog aphi al de ates hi h 
continue to animate British and imperial history. By emphasising the transmissions between her 

reading, writing and teaching of British imperialism, Empire in Question provides a reflective and 

e gagi g o e ie  of Bu to s i siste e that Vi to ia  ultu e… a ot e u de stood outside the 

a it of e pi e, i pe ial po e  a d its o stituti e i pa t  . 

Bookended by two new essays, and by generous contributions from Mrinalini Sinha and C.A. Bayly, 

Empire in Question ranges from Victorian politics and culture via empire and its effects to the 

teaching of British history in twenty-first century America. As the part-autobiographical introductory 

essa  I pe ial Opti s  akes lea , Bu to s analyses reflect the pedagogic labours of teaching 

Victorian studies in the North American academy. This u i ula  ge ealog  e phasises how 

profoundly her readings of Victorian empire have been influenced by the interplay of imperial past 

a d post olo ial p ese t: the diale ti al elatio ship et ee  i pe ial histo  a d the i pe ial a d 
i pe ializi g p ese t  lead Bu to  to o lude that e pi e histo  is e e  disi te ested a d is o l  
e e  pa tial a d p o isio al  -9). Thus, the Bradford riots of 2001, the murder of Stephen 

Lawrence, and more prosaically, 9/11 and 7/7, both recall the o te t f o  hi h the e  i pe ial 
histo  e e ged a d e phasise the stakes of atio al-i pe ial histo  i  a post olo ial f a e  . 

Literary studies, anthropology and cultural geography provide as much – perhaps more – of the 

intellectual scaffolding for Empire in Question as do older historiographical traditions: discursive, 

performative and spatial analytics abound. Burton thus locates the distinctiveness of Victorian 

history not in the triumphalism of Whiggish exceptionalism but rather in the encounters and 

e ha ges that shaped B itish po e  a d p odu ed the i pe ial so ial fo atio s  hi h 
sedi e ted the atio s so e eig  pla e i  histo i al a ati e. Who Needs the Natio  up aids 
historians – including those emphasisi g e pi e s i po tance to Victorian history – for exaggerating 

the coherence of bounded national frames and delimiting our ability to understand and interrogate 

histo s o pli it  i  the naturalisation of the nation state. Returning to a related theme in her 

Coda, Getti g Outside of the Glo al , Bu to  a gues that u h e e t o k i  glo al histo  is 
si ila l  fla ed, pa ti ula l  i  its u iti al depi tio  of i pe ial B itai  as p oge ito  of A glo-

glo alizatio . “u h eadi gs, Burton argues, risk re-centering Britain and her empire, obscuring the 

wider tributaries and competing forces which shaped the unstable history of British imperialism. 

Burton offers a provocative and persuasive a gu e t fo  histo ies hi h look e o d the 
pa a ou t  of the B itish odel , though the perils of careless comparison are illustrated in her 

u su sta tiated a d highl  i plausi le lai  that Bis a k s Weltpoliti k espoke a Pa -

Ge a is  that ai ed to i al B itish i pe ial aspi atio s  .i 

Fortunately, the substantive historical essays cover more familiar ground and here, as in her 

i flue tial o og aphs, Bu to s a al sis is su tle, o igi al a d i isi e. To gues U tied  e eals 
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how Victorian racial hierarchies were worked – and re-worked – across global and domestic 

referents. Race, Burton shows, was vital to British politics at the same time that politics was central 

to the ela o atio  of Vi to ia  ta o o ies of a e: Lo d “alis u s oo ish slu  o  the olou  of a  
Indian parliamentary candidate and the alternative racial hierarchies deployed by his critics, reveal 

the fu da e tall  t a s atio al atu e of B itish politi al ultu e i  the fi  de sie le  . D a i  
a d pol ale t, Bu to s eadi g of the ase illust ates the ultiple t a s issio s a d e ou te s 
which endowed race with contemporary significance. Other essays locate gender in similar analytic 

fields a d it is i  the dialogi  eadi gs of e pi e a d ge de  that Bu to s o t i utio  to Vi to ia  – 

and imperial – studies is perhaps most apparent. In her a al sis of Ma  Ca pe te s agitatio s fo  
i pe ial so ial efo  a d of the a paig s to edu ate Lad  Do to s fo  I dia , Bu to  sho s ho  
the plight  of I dia  o e  p o ided  a ehi le fo  Vi to ia  fe i ists  lai s to pu li  a d politi al 
agency. Si ila l , F o  Child B ide to Hi doo Lad  offe s a deft eadi g of the ele ated ase of 
the Rukhmabai, the child bride, demonstrating how discourses of gender, law and politics traversed 

colonial and metropolitan circuits. As Rukhamabai resisted her betrothal via the Indian courts and 

the metropolitan media – appeali g di e tl  to Vi to ia o  ehalf of the illio s of he  I dia  
daughte s   doo ed to i fa t a iage – she de o st ated ho  otio s of o e s 
respectability could be produced, and o tested, e o d atio al f a es: pe fo a es of 

o e s i tue e e staged eithe  i  B itai  o  i  I dia alo e ut i  the t a s atio al 
o u ities of olo ial ultu e that i pe ial so ial fo atio  ge e ated  . Though Bu to s 

prose is sometimes dense, the analysis is sharp and precise skilfully illuminating the dialectic of 

metropole and colony to reveal Victorian culture and politics as racialised landscapes. 

Many of these arguments are now familiar. In collecting the essays together, Empire in Question 

offe s a ge ealog  of Bu to s dialogues ith the i te lo uto s – from Cohn, Said and Spivak to 

contemporaries like Catherine Hall and Mrinalhi Sinha – whose work has also influenced the genesis 

of the new imperial history. As a cursory survey of Anglo-American reading lists will confirm, these 

are the works which now undergird imperial history and historiography.
ii
 I deed, if Bu to s atta k 

o  the dis ipli a it  of e pi i ist  ethodologies feels dated, this is pa tl  e ause the i flue e of 

the cultural turn has been so profound. Burton suggests that her combative and polemical style 

efle ts the i diffe e e, o te pt a d out age  that et ea l  p ese tatio s of he  o k a d, 
instructively, Empire in Question recalls several significant antagonists: the Oxford History of the 

British Empire, David Cannadine and Niall Ferguson, amongst others, provide sounding boards 

against which Burton distinguishes her own readings of empire and, significantly, her own politics 

. Bo o i g “tole s otio  of p e a ious ul e a ilit  to ha a te ise the i sta ilit  of the B itish 
i pe ial s ste  Bu to  akes a pe suasi e ase fo  eje ti g  hite ashed  histo ies of A glo-

“a o  i pe ialis .  Ho e e , i  ha gi g this iti ue a ou d Fe guso s Empire – hardly a central 

text for scholars of the Victorian empire, whatever its Amazon.com sales might suggest – the 

political imperative threatens to obscure the historiographical one.  

As the a ed iti ue of Fe guso  akes lea , Bu to s pole i al e e de i es pa tl  f o  he  
i siste e o  eadi g e pi e s past i  te s of its politi al p ese t – an approach also reflected in 

he  pu suit of e pi e s t a es i  o te po a  edia a d culture. Though not unproblematic, this 

approach can be suggestive and provocative: while devolution and the return of Hong Kong have not 

et  p o ed the disju tu e ith the i pe ial past that Bu to  a ti ipated i  s Whe  Was 
B itai ? , he  f a i g of empire vis-à-vis urban rioting, the murder of Stephen Lawrence and 

histo s pla e i  the atio al u i ulu  o  see s pa ti ula l  p es ie t. At the sa e ti e, e e t 
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e e ts de o st ate ho  idel  the elatio ship et ee  B itai s i pe ial past a d postcolonial 

p ese t is ei g ethought: the idesp ead i edulit  at Da id “ta ke s a al sis of e e t iots 
suggests how far 2011 is from 1981 and 1968.

iii
 Similarly, while traces of imperial nostalgia linger in 

parts of British culture, more subtle analyses of nation and empire are increasingly prominent. In 

diffe e t a s, the Museu  of Lo do s pe a e t Lo do , “uga  a d “la e  galle , the 
Natio al Theat e s p odu tio  of ‘i ha d Bea s England People Very Nice, a d the T i le s Testing 

the Echo all efle t the dialogues hi h a e the e t al o e  of Bu to s o k. In contemporary 

culture, as in the academy, the influence of the postcolonial critique is unmistakable.  

Bu to s estless ess p e ludes a  t iu phalis , as the e  essa s offe ed here confirm. Indeed, 

i  la e ti g the passi g of the fugiti e ha a te  of ea lie  fe i ist a d post olo ial iti ues, 
Empire in Question suggests that Bu to  is o e o fo ta le s ipi g o  the g ou ds of glo al 
histo  tha  defe di g the o de s of the e  i pe ial histo  . I  fa t, Bu to  is atte ti e to 
the li its a d o e sights of post olo ial histo . ‘e aptu i g Ja e E e , fo  e a ple, o ies – with 

good reason – that too u h of the eight of iti al atte tio  has falle  o  the literary dimensions 

of the olo ial e ou te  . Though Bu to s eadi gs of Vi to ia  se ual a d politi al 
respectability provide historical counterweights to the literary focus of much recent cultural history, 

and illuminate the presence of empire in Victorian culture, law and, high politics, the essays in 

Empire in Question – like the est of Bu to s o k – remain principally discursive in methodology. 

With the exception of several brief discussions of imperial wars – usually their representations in 

metropolitan culture – little is said of the ilita , e o o i  a d ate ial ases of B itai s e pi e, 
or of the various ways that cultural history might illuminate these and other subjects, including the 

place of class in cartographies of Victorian race and gender.iv As a number of recent works have 

suggested, e pi e p odu ed i pe ial e o o i  fo atio s  a d i pe ial ilita  fo atio s  aki  
to the i pe ial so ial fo atio s  skilfully dissected by Burton.

v
 Critics – of Burton and of the 

cultural turn more generally – ha e ead this la u a as a sig  of ultu al histo s soft  u de ell , a 
eadi g hi h usuall  p e edes the easse tio  of the p i a  of o e o  othe  of the ha d  the es 

purportedly ignored by cultural historians. Though Burton bristles agai st su h e pi i ist  eadi gs 
of B itai s histo , Empire in Question has little to say about the relationship of culture to military 

and economic power, an absence which confirms the sub-disciplinary division of labour that 

separates histories of ep ese tatio  f o  histo ies of ealit . This is the ethodologi al a i us 
hi h sustai s Bu to s lo g-running and ill-tempered dialogue with Bernard Porter, and which also 

underpins the more temperate but equally robust critique offered by Peter Marshall.
vi

 Ironically, 

then, even whilst it registers the impacts of the linguistic, cultural and imperial turns, some readers 

may find Empire in Question also confirms the limits of such approaches.  

Though Empire in Question enters a competitive market, Burto s i flue e ill dou tless – and 

justifiably – se u e a eade ship. ‘e o di g the e e ge e of the i pe ial tu  th ough Bu to s 
seminal essays, Empire in Question provides a partial but nonetheless revealing genealogy of the 

e  i pe ial histo . Though Bu to s st le, apho is s a d i te ests a e u likel  to fi d u i e sal 
favour, Empire in Question deserves to be read and discussed, especially for the reflective and 

o te tual a ou t it p o ides fo  Bu to s a gu e tati e, halle gi g a d i po tant interventions 

i  the field. Ma  uestio s, of ou se, e ai  to e asked ut A toi ette Bu to s i te ogatio  of 
empire has made reading, writing and teaching British imperialism a more stimulating and rewarding 

enterprise. 
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i
 Ironically, gi e  Bu to s a gu e ts a out A glo-centrism, Bis a k s isio  as de idedl  less Anglo-centric 

than advocates of German imperial expansion like Peters and Fabri, whose positions were much more closely 

aligned to the Pan-Germans. See Chickering, Roger. We Men Who Feel Most German: A Cultural Study of the 

Pan-German League, 1886-1914 (Boston, Mass. and London: Allen and Unwin, 1984) 
ii
 Bu to s olla o atio  ith Jea  All a  o  the Ge de  a d Colo ialis  ou se at the U i e sit  of Illi ois, 

outlined and i t odu ed i  Chapte  “e e , is e e pla  though, as Bu to s su a  of the ou se o e tl  
notes, its comparative approach is, sadly, more unusual (110). 
iii

 Da id “ta ke 's Ne s ight a e e a ks , Guardian. 15 August 2011. 

http://www.guardian.co.uk/media/2011/aug/15/david-starkey-newsinght-race-remarks;  

“ta ke 's ig o a e is ha dl  o k of histo , THE. 25 August 2011. 

http://www.timeshighereducation.co.uk/story.asp?storycode=417236   
iv

 A poi t ge tl , ut usefull , ade i  Ba l s thoughtful Afte o d  . 
v
 See, for example, Goswami, Manu. Producing India: From Colonial Economy to National Space. (Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 2004), cited by Burton and Green, Nile. Islam and the Army in Colonial India: Sepoy 

Religion in the Service of Empire. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 2009) 
vi

 See, for example, Bu to s ‘e ie . Be a d Po te , The Absent Minded Imperialists: Empire, Society and 

Culture in Britain . Victorian Studies 47, no 4 (2005) 626-8 a d Po te s response Fu the  Thoughts o  I pe ial 
Absent-Mi ded ess  The Journal of Imperial and Commonwealth History 36, 1 (2008), 101-117. P.J. Ma shall s 
initial appraisal was in his No Fatal I pa t: The Elusi e Histo  of I pe ial B itai  Times Literary Supplement, 

12 March 1993, 8-10; see also Marshall, Peter J. Fo e o d: B itish I pe ial Histo  Ne  a d Old , History in 

Focus: Empire. http://www.history.ac.uk/ihr/Focus/Empire/index.html. 
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