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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 ͚Ŷeǁ iŵpeƌial histoƌǇ͛. 
Feǁ iŶteƌested ƌeadeƌs ǁill ďe uŶaǁaƌe of BuƌtoŶ͛s ĐoŶtƌiďutioŶ to the field of Bƌitish studies eǀeŶ if, 
as many of the essays reproduced here make clear, a fuŶdaŵeŶtal oďjeĐtiǀe of BuƌtoŶ͛s ǁoƌk has 
ďeeŶ ͚displaĐiŶg the ŶatioŶ fƌoŵ the ĐeŶtƌe stage͛ of histoƌiĐal aŶalǇsis ;55Ϳ. Already widely 

anthologised, BuƌtoŶ͛s ǁƌitiŶg has helped to shape ŵaŶǇ of the histoƌiogƌaphiĐal deďates ǁhiĐh 
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 

eŶgagiŶg oǀeƌǀieǁ of BuƌtoŶ͛s iŶsisteŶĐe that ͚ViĐtoƌiaŶ Đultuƌe… ĐaŶŶot ďe uŶdeƌstood outside the 

aŵďit of eŵpiƌe, iŵpeƌial poǁeƌ aŶd its ĐoŶstitutiǀe iŵpaĐt͛ ;ϮͿ. 

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 

essaǇ ͚Iŵpeƌial OptiĐs͛ ŵakes Đleaƌ, BuƌtoŶ͛s analyses reflect the pedagogic labours of teaching 

Victorian studies in the North American academy. This ͚ĐuƌƌiĐulaƌ geŶealogǇ͛ eŵphasises how 

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

aŶd postĐoloŶial pƌeseŶt: ͚the dialeĐtiĐal ƌelatioŶship ďetǁeeŶ iŵpeƌial histoƌǇ aŶd the iŵpeƌial aŶd 
iŵpeƌializiŶg pƌeseŶt͛ lead BuƌtoŶ to ĐoŶĐlude that ͚eŵpiƌe histoƌǇ is Ŷeǀeƌ disiŶteƌested aŶd is oŶlǇ 
eǀeƌ paƌtial aŶd pƌoǀisioŶal͛ ;ϭϴ-9). Thus, the Bradford riots of 2001, the murder of Stephen 

Lawrence, and more prosaically, 9/11 and 7/7, both recall the ĐoŶteǆt fƌoŵ ǁhiĐh the ͚Ŷeǁ iŵpeƌial 
histoƌǇ͛ eŵeƌged aŶd eŵphasise ͚the stakes of ŶatioŶal-iŵpeƌial histoƌǇ iŶ a postĐoloŶial fƌaŵe͛ ;ϭϯͿ. 

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 

eǆĐhaŶges that shaped Bƌitish poǁeƌ aŶd pƌoduĐed the ͚iŵpeƌial soĐial foƌŵatioŶs͛ ǁhiĐh 
sediŵeŶted the ŶatioŶ͛s soǀeƌeigŶ plaĐe iŶ histoƌiĐal Ŷaƌƌatiǀe. ͚Who Needs the NatioŶ͛ upďƌaids 
historians – including those emphasisiŶg eŵpiƌe͛s iŵpoƌtance to Victorian history – for exaggerating 

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

histoƌǇ͛s ĐoŵpliĐitǇ iŶ the naturalisation of the nation state. Returning to a related theme in her 

Coda, ͚GettiŶg Outside of the Gloďal͛, BuƌtoŶ aƌgues that ŵuĐh ƌeĐeŶt ǁoƌk iŶ ͚gloďal histoƌǇ͛ is 
siŵilaƌlǇ flaǁed, paƌtiĐulaƌlǇ iŶ its uŶĐƌitiĐal depiĐtioŶ of iŵpeƌial BƌitaiŶ as pƌogeŶitoƌ of ͚AŶglo-

gloďalizatioŶ͛. “uĐh ƌeadiŶgs, 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 aƌguŵeŶt foƌ histoƌies ǁhiĐh ͚look ďeǇoŶd the 
paƌaŵouŶtĐǇ of the Bƌitish ŵodel͛, though the perils of careless comparison are illustrated in her 

uŶsuďstaŶtiated aŶd highlǇ iŵplausiďle Đlaiŵ that ͚BisŵaƌĐk͛s WeltpolitiĐk ďespoke a PaŶ-

GeƌŵaŶisŵ that aiŵed to ƌiǀal Bƌitish iŵpeƌial aspiƌatioŶs͛ ;ϮϴϮͿ.i 

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

iŶflueŶtial ŵoŶogƌaphs, BuƌtoŶ͛s aŶalǇsis is suďtle, oƌigiŶal aŶd iŶĐisiǀe. ͚ToŶgues UŶtied͛ ƌeǀeals 
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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 elaďoƌatioŶ of ViĐtoƌiaŶ taǆoŶoŵies of ƌaĐe: Loƌd “alisďuƌǇ͛s ďooƌish sluƌ oŶ the ͚Đolouƌ͛ of aŶ 
Indian parliamentary candidate and the alternative racial hierarchies deployed by his critics, reveal 

the ͚fuŶdaŵeŶtallǇ tƌaŶsŶatioŶal Ŷatuƌe of Bƌitish politiĐal Đultuƌe iŶ the fiŶ de sieĐle͛ ;ϮϭϵͿ. DǇŶaŵiĐ 
aŶd polǇǀaleŶt, BuƌtoŶ͛s ƌeadiŶg of the Đase illustƌates the ŵultiple tƌaŶsŵissioŶs aŶd eŶĐouŶteƌs 
which endowed race with contemporary significance. Other essays locate gender in similar analytic 

fields aŶd it is iŶ the dialogiĐ ƌeadiŶgs of eŵpiƌe aŶd geŶdeƌ that BuƌtoŶ͛s ĐoŶtƌiďutioŶ to ViĐtoƌiaŶ – 

and imperial – studies is perhaps most apparent. In her aŶalǇsis of MaƌǇ CaƌpeŶteƌ͛s agitatioŶs foƌ 
iŵpeƌial soĐial ƌefoƌŵ aŶd of the ĐaŵpaigŶs to eduĐate ͚LadǇ DoĐtoƌs foƌ IŶdia͛, BuƌtoŶ shoǁs hoǁ 
the ͚plight͛ of IŶdiaŶ ǁoŵeŶ pƌoǀided  a ǀehiĐle foƌ ViĐtoƌiaŶ feŵiŶists͛ Đlaiŵs to puďliĐ aŶd politiĐal 
agency. SiŵilaƌlǇ, ͚Fƌoŵ Child Bƌide to ͞HiŶdoo LadǇ͛͟ offeƌs a deft ƌeadiŶg of the Đeleďƌated Đase 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 – appealiŶg diƌeĐtlǇ to ViĐtoƌia oŶ ďehalf of the ͚ŵillioŶs of ΀heƌ΁ IŶdiaŶ 
daughteƌs͛ ;ϮϬϴͿ dooŵed to iŶfaŶt ŵaƌƌiage – she deŵoŶstƌated hoǁ ŶotioŶs of ǁoŵeŶ͛s 
respectability could be produced, and ĐoŶtested, ďeǇoŶd ŶatioŶal fƌaŵes: ͚peƌfoƌŵaŶĐes of 
ǁoŵeŶ͛s ǀiƌtue ǁeƌe staged Ŷeitheƌ iŶ BƌitaiŶ Ŷoƌ iŶ IŶdia aloŶe ďut iŶ the tƌaŶsŶatioŶal 
ĐoŵŵuŶities of ĐoloŶial Đultuƌe that iŵpeƌial soĐial foƌŵatioŶ geŶeƌated͛ ;ϮϭϮͿ. Though BuƌtoŶ͛s 
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 

offeƌs a geŶealogǇ of BuƌtoŶ͛s dialogues ǁith the iŶteƌloĐutoƌs – 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
 IŶdeed, if BuƌtoŶ͛s attaĐk 

oŶ the ͚disĐipliŶaƌitǇ͛ of ͚eŵpiƌiĐist͛ ŵethodologies feels dated, this is paƌtlǇ ďeĐause the iŶflueŶĐe of 

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

ƌefleĐts the ͚iŶdiffeƌeŶĐe, ĐoŶteŵpt aŶd outƌage͛ that ŵet eaƌlǇ pƌeseŶtatioŶs of heƌ ǁoƌk aŶd, 
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 

;ϵͿ. BoƌƌoǁiŶg “toleƌ͛s ŶotioŶ of ͚pƌeĐaƌious ǀulŶeƌaďilitǇ͛ to ĐhaƌaĐteƌise the iŶstaďilitǇ of the Bƌitish 
iŵpeƌial sǇsteŵ BuƌtoŶ ŵakes a peƌsuasiǀe Đase foƌ ƌejeĐtiŶg  ͚ǁhiteǁashed͛ histoƌies of ͚AŶglo-

“aǆoŶ͛ iŵpeƌialisŵ.  Hoǁeǀeƌ, iŶ haŶgiŶg this ĐƌitiƋue aƌouŶd FeƌgusoŶ͛s 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 ďaƌďed ĐƌitiƋue of FeƌgusoŶ ŵakes Đleaƌ, BuƌtoŶ͛s poleŵiĐal ǀeƌǀe deƌiǀes paƌtlǇ fƌoŵ heƌ 
iŶsisteŶĐe oŶ ƌeadiŶg eŵpiƌe͛s past iŶ teƌŵs of its politiĐal pƌeseŶt – an approach also reflected in 

heƌ puƌsuit of eŵpiƌe͛s tƌaĐes iŶ ĐoŶteŵpoƌaƌǇ ŵedia aŶd culture. Though not unproblematic, this 

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

;ǇetͿ pƌoǀed the disjuŶĐtuƌe ǁith the iŵpeƌial past that BuƌtoŶ aŶtiĐipated iŶ ϮϬϬϯ͛s ͚WheŶ Was 
BƌitaiŶ?͛, heƌ fƌaŵiŶg of empire vis-à-vis urban rioting, the murder of Stephen Lawrence and 

histoƌǇ͛s plaĐe iŶ the ŶatioŶal ĐuƌƌiĐuluŵ Ŷoǁ seeŵs paƌtiĐulaƌlǇ pƌesĐieŶt. At the saŵe tiŵe, ƌeĐeŶt 
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eǀeŶts deŵoŶstƌate hoǁ ǁidelǇ the ƌelatioŶship ďetǁeeŶ BƌitaiŶ͛s iŵpeƌial past aŶd postcolonial 

pƌeseŶt is ďeiŶg ƌethought: the ǁidespƌead iŶĐƌedulitǇ at Daǀid “taƌkeǇ͛s aŶalǇsis of ƌeĐeŶt ƌiots 
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 

diffeƌeŶt ǁaǇs, the Museuŵ of LoŶdoŶ͛s peƌŵaŶeŶt ͚LoŶdoŶ, “ugaƌ aŶd “laǀeƌǇ͛ galleƌǇ, the 
NatioŶal Theatƌe͛s pƌoduĐtioŶ of ‘iĐhaƌd BeaŶ͛s England People Very Nice, aŶd the TƌiĐǇĐle͛s Testing 

the Echo all ƌefleĐt the dialogues ǁhiĐh aƌe the ĐeŶtƌal ĐoŶĐeƌŶ of BuƌtoŶ͛s ǁoƌk. In contemporary 

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

BuƌtoŶ͛s ƌestlessŶess pƌeĐludes aŶǇ tƌiuŵphalisŵ, as the Ŷeǁ essaǇs offeƌed here confirm. Indeed, 

iŶ laŵeŶtiŶg the passiŶg of the ͚fugitiǀe ĐhaƌaĐteƌ͛ of eaƌlieƌ feŵiŶist aŶd postĐoloŶial ĐƌitiƋues, 
Empire in Question suggests that BuƌtoŶ is ŵoƌe Đoŵfoƌtaďle sŶipiŶg oŶ the gƌouŶds of ͚gloďal 
histoƌǇ͛ thaŶ defeŶdiŶg the ďoƌdeƌs of ͚the Ŷeǁ iŵpeƌial histoƌǇ͛ ;ϮϮͿ. IŶ faĐt, BuƌtoŶ is atteŶtiǀe to 
the liŵits aŶd oǀeƌsights of postĐoloŶial histoƌǇ. ͚‘eĐaptuƌiŶg JaŶe EǇƌe͛, foƌ eǆaŵple, ǁoƌƌies – with 

good reason – that ͚too ŵuĐh of the ǁeight of ĐƌitiĐal atteŶtioŶ has falleŶ oŶ the literary dimensions 

of the ĐoloŶial eŶĐouŶteƌ͛ ;ϭϳϵͿ. Though BuƌtoŶ͛s ƌeadiŶgs of ViĐtoƌiaŶ seǆual aŶd politiĐal 
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 ƌest of BuƌtoŶ͛s ǁoƌk – 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 ŵilitaƌǇ, eĐoŶoŵiĐ aŶd ŵateƌial ďases of BƌitaiŶ͛s eŵpiƌe, 
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, eŵpiƌe pƌoduĐed ͚iŵpeƌial eĐoŶoŵiĐ foƌŵatioŶs͛ aŶd ͚iŵpeƌial ŵilitaƌǇ foƌŵatioŶs͛ akiŶ 
to the ͚iŵpeƌial soĐial foƌŵatioŶs͛ skilfully dissected by Burton.

v
 Critics – of Burton and of the 

cultural turn more generally – haǀe ƌead this laĐuŶa as a sigŶ of Đultuƌal histoƌǇ͛s ͚soft͛ uŶdeƌďellǇ, a 
ƌeadiŶg ǁhiĐh usuallǇ pƌeĐedes the ƌeasseƌtioŶ of the pƌiŵaĐǇ of oŶe oƌ otheƌ of the ͚haƌd͛ theŵes 
purportedly ignored by cultural historians. Though Burton bristles agaiŶst suĐh ͚eŵpiƌiĐist͛ ƌeadiŶgs 
of BƌitaiŶ͛s histoƌǇ, 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 ͚ƌepƌeseŶtatioŶ͛ fƌoŵ histoƌies of ͚ƌealitǇ͛. This is the ŵethodologiĐal aŶiŵus 
ǁhiĐh sustaiŶs BuƌtoŶ͛s loŶg-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, BurtoŶ͛s iŶflueŶĐe ǁill douďtless – and 

justifiably – seĐuƌe a ƌeadeƌship. ‘eĐoƌdiŶg the eŵeƌgeŶĐe of the ͚iŵpeƌial tuƌŶ͛ thƌough BuƌtoŶ͛s 
seminal essays, Empire in Question provides a partial but nonetheless revealing genealogy of the 

͚Ŷeǁ iŵpeƌial histoƌǇ͛. Though BuƌtoŶ͛s stǇle, aphoƌisŵs aŶd iŶteƌests aƌe uŶlikelǇ to fiŶd uŶiǀeƌsal 
favour, Empire in Question deserves to be read and discussed, especially for the reflective and 

ĐoŶteǆtual aĐĐouŶt it pƌoǀides foƌ BuƌtoŶ͛s aƌguŵeŶtatiǀe, ĐhalleŶgiŶg aŶd iŵpoƌtant interventions 

iŶ the field. MaŶǇ ƋuestioŶs, of Đouƌse, ƌeŵaiŶ to ďe asked ďut AŶtoiŶette BuƌtoŶ͛s iŶteƌƌogatioŶ of 
empire has made reading, writing and teaching British imperialism a more stimulating and rewarding 

enterprise. 
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i
 Ironically, giǀeŶ BuƌtoŶ͛s aƌguŵeŶts aďout AŶglo-centrism, BisŵaƌĐk͛s ǀisioŶ ǁas deĐidedlǇ 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
 BuƌtoŶ͛s ĐollaďoƌatioŶ ǁith JeaŶ AllŵaŶ oŶ the ͚GeŶdeƌ aŶd ColoŶialisŵ͛ Đouƌse at the UŶiǀeƌsitǇ of IlliŶois, 

outlined and iŶtƌoduĐed iŶ Chapteƌ “eǀeŶ, is eǆeŵplaƌǇ though, as BuƌtoŶ͛s suŵŵaƌǇ of the Đouƌse ĐoƌƌeĐtlǇ 
notes, its comparative approach is, sadly, more unusual (110). 
iii

 ͚Daǀid “taƌkeǇ's NeǁsŶight ƌaĐe ƌeŵaƌks͛, Guardian. 15 August 2011. 

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

͚“taƌkeǇ's igŶoƌaŶĐe is haƌdlǇ ǁoƌk of histoƌǇ͛, THE. 25 August 2011. 

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

 A poiŶt geŶtlǇ, ďut usefullǇ, ŵade iŶ BaǇlǇ͛s thoughtful ͚Afteƌǁoƌd͛ ;ϮϵϴͿ. 
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, BuƌtoŶ͛s ͚‘eǀieǁ. BeƌŶaƌd Poƌteƌ, The Absent Minded Imperialists: Empire, Society and 

Culture in Britain͛. Victorian Studies 47, no 4 (2005) 626-8 aŶd Poƌteƌ͛s response ͚Fuƌtheƌ Thoughts oŶ Iŵpeƌial 
Absent-MiŶdedŶess͛ The Journal of Imperial and Commonwealth History 36, 1 (2008), 101-117. P.J. Maƌshall͛s 
initial appraisal was in his ͚No Fatal IŵpaĐt: The Elusiǀe HistoƌǇ of Iŵpeƌial BƌitaiŶ͛ Times Literary Supplement, 

12 March 1993, 8-10; see also Marshall, Peter J. ͚Foƌeǁoƌd: Bƌitish Iŵpeƌial HistoƌǇ ͚Neǁ͛ aŶd ͚Old͛͛, History in 

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