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About the book

Between 1880 and 1930, the British Empire’s vast infrastructural developments facilitated the incorporation of large parts of the globe into not only its imperial rule, but also the capitalist world-system. Throughout this period, colonial literary fiction, in recording this vast expansion, repeatedly cited these imperial infrastructures to make sense of the various colonial landscapes in which they were set. Physical embodiments of empire proliferate in this writing. Railways and trains, telegraph wires and telegrams, roads and bridges, steamships and shipping lines, canals and other forms of irrigation, cantonments, the colonial bungalow, and other kinds of colonial urban infrastructure – all of these infrastructural lines broke up the landscape and gave shape to the literary depiction and production of colonial space.

By developing a methodology called ‘infrastructural reading’, the author shows how a focus on the infrastructural networks that circulate through colonial fiction are almost always related to some form of anti-imperial resistance that manifests spatially within their literary, narrative and formal elements. This subversive reading strategy – which is applied in turn to writers as varied as H. Rider Haggard, Olive Schreiner and John Buchan in South Africa, and Flora Annie Steel, E.M. Forster and Edward Thompson in India – demonstrates that these mostly pro-imperial writings can reveal an array of ideological anxieties, limitations and silences as well as more direct objections to and acts of violent defiance against imperial control and capitalist accumulation.
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INTRODUCTION

Infrastructure, Resistance, Literature

Infrastructure and the Networked World-System


Month by month the Earth shrinks actually, and, what is more important, in imagination. We know it by the slide and crash of unstable material all around us. For the moment, but only for the moment, the new machines are outstripping mankind. We have cut down enormously – we shall cut down inconceivably – the world-conception of time and space, which is the big flywheel of the world’s progress. What wonder that the great world-engine, which we call Civilisation, should race and heat a little; or that the onlookers who see it take charge should be a little excited, and, therefore, inclined to scold. […] For the moment the machines are developing more power than has been required for their duties. But just as soon as humanity can get its breath, the machines’ load will be increased and they will settle smoothly to their load and most marvellous output.

— KIPLING (2010: 241)



Speaking at the Royal Geographical Society in 1914, Rudyard Kipling described the British Empire as a networked world-system facilitated by the expansion of physical infrastructural technologies, ‘great world-engine[s]’ that were, for him, both literal and symbolic manifestations of ‘Civilisation’. Kipling understands this ‘world-engine’, and according to the terminology of world-systems analysis that I will draw on throughout this book, Britain’s ‘world-empire’ and the capitalist ‘world-system’, as a networked web of uneven and unstable core–periphery relations. For Immanuel Wallerstein, as Kipling already intuited, it is crucial to ‘note the hyphen in world-system ← 1 | 2 → and its two subcategories, world-economies and world-empires’, because what is under analysis is not a ‘social whole’, but rather ‘a spatial/temporal zone which cuts across many political and cultural units’ (2004: 16–17). If Wallerstein’s ‘state-centric’ map of the world-system is reductive, Neil Brenner’s qualificatory focus on the ‘historically specific socio-geographical infrastructures’ that facilitated ‘the annihilation of space through time’ offers a more nuanced understanding of the ‘historically specific patterns of uneven development’ (2011: 103–106; Harvey, 1995: 205). Core1–periphery relations are constituted not only between homogenous nation-states, but along and between infrastructural routes such as railway, shipping and telegraph lines, the development of which intensified, albeit unevenly, between 1880 and 1930. Facilitating resource extraction and trade, enmeshing peripheral landscapes and populations into exploitative economic and cultural relations, and offering imperial administrators, financial speculators and colonial writers alike with a symbolic reference point of supposed ‘civilisation’ and ‘modernity’, imperial infrastructures played a fundamental role in shrinking the ‘Earth’ both ‘actually’ and ‘in imagination’ during the half-century that is the focus of this book.

Kipling’s conceptual and physical map of the economic, social and cultural relations that gave shape to the British imperial project is, this book will show, embedded within and reproduced by a much wider literary production of colonial space during this time. As has been well documented, the ‘bard of empire’, who travelled imperialism’s extensive networks of ‘railways and sea-lanes’ (Bubb, 2013: 391–394), stressed both the economic and cultural capital invested in them, as important ‘in imagination’ as they were in their physical and economic actuality. For Kipling, the ‘fifty thousand miles of railways laid down and ten thousand under survey’ in India in the late nineteenth century made the subcontinent not only ‘fit for permanent habitation’ by its British rulers; these infrastructural circuitries facilitated the ‘dream’ of a networked world functioning on the principle of ‘free trade’ (Kipling, 1913: 233–235). His resulting fantasy – ‘one great iron band girdling the earth’ (235) – is indicative of the way in which physical infrastructure gave imaginative shape to this world-system by providing a metaphoric language with which to describe it. Though infrastructural metaphors were common to British colonial administrative writings (see ← 2 | 3 → Mitchell, 1988: 157–158), it also bleeds into much anglophone colonial literary writing of the British Empire.

In this body of writing, which I loosely bracket beneath the term ‘colonial literature’, infrastructures as embodiments of empire proliferate, repeatedly using them to make sense of the various geographies in which they are set: railways and trains, telegraph wires and telegrams, roads and bridges, steamships and shipping lines, canals and other forms of irrigation, cantonments, the colonial bungalow, and other kinds of colonial urban infrastructure – all these physical edifices and lines demarcate and break up the landscape to facilitate literature’s depiction and production of colonial space. For example, Edward Thompson’s India is divided into urban and rural zones linked only by ‘a single railway’ (1931: 17); Edmund Candler’s characters meander through the segregated urban environment of New Delhi; and in Prester John (1910), John Buchan’s protagonist Davie Crawfurd locates himself in the Southern African terrain by drawing on the spatial referent of ‘the railroad’ as demarcated on his map (2008: 16–17).

As Colonial and Foreign Office archives make evident and as numerous critics have noted, cartography was a practice fundamental to the imperial enterprise (Mitchell, 2002: 9; Boehmer, 2005: 15).1 It allowed governmental ← 3 | 4 → administrators, surveyors and engineers, settler colonials and freelance capitalists, financial speculators, investors and travelling labourers all to ‘conceptualise, codify and regulate’ a ‘vision of the land’ (Huggan, 1994: xv). Unsurprisingly, this is a trend registered in a number of colonial literary texts. Conrad’s Marlow famously has ‘a passion for maps’ as he gazes upon ‘the many blank spaces on the earth’ (2006: 7–8), whilst Kipling’s Kim has ‘a great aptitude’ for ‘map-making’ (2002: 139) and the novel is littered with ‘kilta[s] full of maps’ (200). Franco Moretti, whom I follow in my application of world-systems analysis to a literary field (2000: 55–57), has argued that ‘literary geography [...] can refer to two very different things’: ‘the study of space in literature; or else, the study of literature in space’ (1998: 3). If they are ‘essentially different’, he continues, the ‘two spaces may occasionally (and interestingly) overlap’ (3). In this book, I develop a critical methodology that I call infrastructural reading which connects the representations of infrastructure in colonial literary writing to the infrastructures of that writing. Outlined in detail in this introduction, the methodology is then applied to selected colonial literature in each of the book’s four chapters. By emphasising these spatial ‘overlaps’, infrastructural reading’s basic aim is to lever open a critical space within what is, predominantly, pro-imperial literature. In so doing, it mobilises an anti-imperial resistance to the various discriminatory ideologies that this colonial literature propagates. But this is not only a resistance to ideology – infrastructural reading as a critical practice heeds Fredrick Cooper’s warning that a focus on ‘“textual colonisation” or a “metaphoric colonisation”’, which he argues has become something of ‘a cliché in literary studies’, ‘risk making colonialism appear everywhere – and nowhere’ (2005: 47). Rather, connecting the infrastructures in and of these texts emphasises that literary writing set in specific colonial spaces was deeply complicit with imperialism as a cross-national project of exploitation, one underpinned by the globally uneven development of capitalism and its resulting social, political, cultural and economic inequalities (see Lazarus, 2011: 36–38). ← 4 | 5 →
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Figure 0.1: Sketch map of Southern Africa’s railway system, commissioned and produced by the War Office and reproduced as an inset for the Daily Mail in 1899. Colonial Office Archives, 700/SouthAfrica39, National Archives at Kew.

As the commercial map of Southern Africa reproduced here demonstrates, cartographies of colonial space depended on arterial infrastructural routes to make sense of the landscape. Governmental and commercially funded maps of Southern Africa and India, surveyed and produced by colonial administrators and private companies alike, were repeatedly constructed around not only the lines of political borders, but also of infrastructures such as the railway, telegraph and shipping lines that cut across them. These infrastructures served not only as physical, but also ideological, political and economic reference points, and the cartographic depiction of them betrays the underlying motors of imperialism. Railway networks collect and condense around resource rich areas (Kimberley and the Witwatersrand in South Africa) or politically contested spaces (the North-West Frontier ← 5 | 6 → in India), before linking them to cross-national trading and communication networks. Indeed, whilst members of the Royal Geographical Society provided ‘cartographic information and other knowledge for the organisation’ (and by proxy, imperial governance), these individuals also often contributed ‘capital through investment’ in ‘roads, railways, telegraphs, and administration systems’ (Butlin, 2009: 277–278).

A focus on infrastructure, which has increasingly gained traction in recent social science research (see Larkin, 2013), thus reveals imperialism’s underlying dynamics. As Brett Fischman summarises in his overview of some ‘[s]tandard definitions of infrastructure’, these physical networks constitute ‘the underlying framework of a system’, ranging from ‘transportation systems’ and ‘communication systems’ to ‘basic public services and governance systems’ (2012: 3–4); they are ‘a system of substrates’ that form ‘part of the background for other kinds of work’, even if they remain ‘by definition invisible’ (Star, 1999: 380; Easterling, 2014: 11). As Kipling intimated in 1914, the British Empire should be understood as constituted not by the ideologically expansionist blocked out chunks of pink on the imperial map, but rather as the thin, though very physical, networked world-system of infrastructures that it built and that tied it together, and along and around which its exploitative trades and imperial armies were circulated.

Michael Rubenstein, one of the few critics to discuss specifically literary representations of infrastructure, observes that the word itself only ‘really comes into the English language after Roosevelt’s New Deal during the era of the Great Depression’ (2010: 6). For his study as for mine, the use of the term ‘infrastructure’ is therefore ‘an anachronism in the historical and literary contexts in which I employ it’ (6). According to the OED, the term first appeared in Chambers’s Journal of Popular Literature on 14 May 1927 to describe ‘tunnels, bridges, culverts and “infrastructure” work’ (infrastructure, n. OED, 1989). But it was not until 13 April 1963, in an edition of The Economist, that the first use of the adjectival derivative, ‘infrastructural’, occurred in a discussion of ‘various forms of infrastructural development’ (infrastructure, n. OED, 1989; my emphasis). Similarly, recent editions of the Dictionary of Environment and Conservation, the Dictionary of Geography, and the Dictionary of Economics, all foreground the terms ‘growth’ and ‘development’ under their definition of infrastructure (2007; ← 6 | 7 → 2009a; 2009b). Infrastructure became, in the second half of the twentieth century, a conveniently visible (and physical) way to create and stimulate, as well as to measure and monitor, development and economic growth, particularly in post-imperial nation-states. Furthermore, the language of infrastructural development has been contaminated by associations variously rooted in the often racist and certainly unequal ideological frameworks of imperialism, from the paternalist humanitarianism of international NGOs (Barnett, 2014: 105–106) to the implementation of Structural Adjustment Plans (SAPs) that ‘became the favoured means of disciplining postcolonial states, domesticating them and rendering them subservient to the needs of the global market’ (Lazarus, 2011: 9).

This is unsurprising. Across the British Empire between 1880 and 1930, as I will explore, infrastructure functioned as a measure of ‘modernity’ – ‘a marker of Europe’s right to rule’ (Cooper, 2005: 115) – for colonial administrators, travel writers, financial speculators and capitalist investors alike, even if the term ‘public works’, coined by Adam Smith in his Wealth of Nations to describe ‘one of the most basic enabling institutions of capitalism’, was more commonly used at the time (Rubenstein, 2010: 4). I contend that a retrospective application of the term ‘infrastructure’ accurately isolates and identifies the importance of these projects, the uneven development of which both sustained and challenged the world-system during this period of high imperialism. In addition, it draws to the fore the ways in which imperial infrastructures, through both their physical layouts and their associated ideologies (which are, as I shall also demonstrate, intimately connected), continue to shape the twenty-first-century world.

Infrastructural systems are ‘at the heart’ of ‘wealth creation and capital accumulation’ because they extend ‘control and appropriation of labour power and all sorts of resources over distant territories, people, and ecosystems’ (Graham, 2010: 4). A focus on the occurrence of infrastructure in imperial and colonial maps and, in turn, literary writing about these spaces, reveals the exploitative economic motor driving imperial expansion, even as fictional writing attempts to conceal these dynamics through the propagation of different pro-imperial ideologies. ‘The combination of being oppressed, being exploited, and being disregarded is best illustrated’, argued Walter Rodney in 1972, ‘by the pattern of economic infrastructure ← 7 | 8 → of African colonies: notably, their roads and railways’ (2012: 209). If, as Arjun Appadurai has commented, ‘to study infrastructure is, in truth, to study the technologies and techniques through which the visible and invisible are separated’ (2015: xiii), the study of literary representations of infrastructure allows for the excavation of a set of hidden ideological techniques and strategies that functioned as apologies for imperial exploitation. The damaging ramifications of the infrastructural circuitries laid during this period for the post-imperial world are matched only by the similarly dangerous ideologies that propagated their development, and with which they are still often associated. Of course, unequal infrastructural developments and ideological justifications for them have taken on new guises as planetary dynamics shift in the twenty-first century. However, a failure to acknowledge that the ‘enduring consequences of empire can be implicated in creating and amplifying current problems’ simply contributes, as Paul Gilroy has convincingly demonstrated, to ‘an anxious, melancholic mood’ that has ‘become part of the cultural infrastructure’ of post-imperial countries such as Britain (2004a: 2–15).

Functioning as fictional maps of a sort, it is important to emphasise that the literary depictions of colonial space with which I am concerned are, like colonial maps, repeatedly reliant on imperial infrastructures as a set of spatial and cultural reference points. Infrastructures are fundamental coordinates for the production of ‘space in literature’, whilst they simultaneously and historically facilitated the circulation of ‘literature in space’ (Moretti, 1998: 3). In the interests of scope, this book confines its analysis to colonial fiction set in parts of Southern Africa and the Indian subcontinent, but its overarching argument relies on the recurrence of representations of infrastructure across a much larger body of colonial literature. Returning once more to Moretti’s groundbreaking work, I am in part reliant on his notion of ‘distant reading’, where a quantitative analysis ‘allows you to focus on units that are much smaller or much larger than the text: devices, themes, tropes – or genres and systems’ (2000: 57). I therefore began this project by word searching a large body of anglophone colonial literature written by authors associated with the British Empire for different kinds of infrastructures (railways, telegraphs, cantonments, and so on). I included Kipling’s vast oeuvre, of course, and Conrad’s, but the work of many other writers as ← 8 | 9 → well: G. A. Henty, W. C. Scully, J. Percy Fitzgerald, R. L. Stevenson, Maud Diver, Alice Perrin, Henry Lawson, Hugh Clifford, Henry Newbolt, and so on. In addition, I word searched the complete literary writings of the eight authors discussed in detail in this book’s four chapters: Flora Annie Steel, H. Rider Haggard, Olive Schreiner, William Plomer, John Buchan, Edmund Candler, Edward Thompson and E. M. Forster. From this, I was able to build a broad picture, or map, of the infrastructural networks that run, unevenly, through the literary geography of this colonial writing, tracing the patterns that emerged around infrastructure’s repeated recurrence in this literature’s spatial productions, but also noting its limitations.

I undertook this opening survey not simply to show that infrastructure is an important device for colonial literature. It is worth clarifying that this is not a book historical project, nor do I wish to argue that this colonial writing is somehow a kind of ‘world literature’, agendas that inform Moretti’s methodological approach. Rather, my intention is to show how a focus on infrastructure allows for the excavation of anti-imperial resistance from what are mostly pro-imperial writings. This practice, as the book’s four chapters demonstrate, needs to be conducted at a very close textual level. Though I explain my selection of texts and authors in greater detail in the final section of this introduction, I have followed Moretti once more by choosing authors who are not quite canonised – in the sense that Kipling and Conrad are – and instead look at their ‘rivals: contemporaries who write more or less like canonical authors [...] but not quite’, and who are perhaps ‘the largest contingent of the “great unread”’ (2008: 66–67). Whilst the practice of infrastructural reading needs to be undertaken at the level of close textual analysis, then, the general conclusions that these micro-analyses reveal are, I am convinced, applicable to a much larger body of ‘colonial literature’, and I therefore use that much broader label throughout.

In this colonial writing, infrastructures are repeatedly invested with a symbolic capital that make them cultural equivalents of what might be understood as the economic ‘core’ in world-systems analysis, in relation to the (semi-)peripheral zones that they traverse. As Cara Murray argues, imperial ‘traffic’ – the numerous trade flows and infrastructural routes that cut across borders and constitute the circuitry of the world-economy – is enabled by the technologies of empire: ‘roads, trains, telegraphs’, but also ← 9 | 10 → ‘novels’, all of which ‘give shape and form to landscapes’ (2008: 12–13). Moretti implicitly connects the ‘[u]neven rhythm of literary evolution’ to uneven infrastructural development, describing the European novel ‘as a sort of literary railway’ that weaves ‘the network capable of covering a country in all its extension’ (2008: 21–23). If this has, by the end of the nineteenth century, ‘been basically accomplished’ in Europe (23), it begins with a new ferocity in Europe’s colonial spaces in the 1880s, where it describes, whilst also functioning as, a ‘sort of literary railway’. Colonial literature is engaged in processes of export and import, both describing and itself enacting the investment of economic and cultural capital abroad. This can be seen to occur with greater clarity, as I will repeatedly argue, when we focus on its depiction of physical infrastructures. Infrastructural routes take on a cultural ‘coreness’ in this literary writing, linked as they are to a set of ‘core-like production processes’ through the socioeconomic motions of the unevenly developing world-system that they historically enabled (Wallerstein, 2004: 17).

Wallerstein himself acknowledges that, whilst ‘we talk of core areas or core zones, peripheral areas and peripheral zones’, without too much difficulty, an ‘important confusion’ arises when ‘we talk of core states and peripheral states’ because there is a ‘lack of total coincidence between the economic processes and the state boundaries’ (1982: 91–92). The world-system’s ‘units are not “national societies”’, but rather ‘lower-level historical loci of the system’s operation and development’ (87). In my reading of colonial literature, the cores of the world-system, and more specifically, the British world-empire, are conceived as ‘vast, uneven chains of integrated production structures brought together through a complex division of labour and extensive commercial exchange’ (Robinson, 2011: 727). Core zones are not national blocks, but rather webs, networks or lines, what the social historian of technology and infrastructure, Daniel Headrick, describes titularly as Tentacles of Progress (1988).

Colonial literature thus presents a conceptual (and physical) map of a networked core comprised of imperial infrastructures, marked by unevenly developed groupings, clusterings and lingering strands, variously patrolling and cutting through political borders and linking continental and oceanic spaces. In this sense, they are emblematic of what Herman Wittenberg ← 10 | 11 → identifies as the ‘paradoxical notion’ of ‘imperial spatiality’; a spatiality somehow ‘unitary and global’, but also, and simultaneously, ‘divided and fragmented’ (1997: 130). As the Warwick Research Collective have recently argued by building on Fredric Jameson’s notion of ‘singular modernity’ (which always associated ‘technology’ with ‘progress’ (Jameson, 2012: 7)), ‘capitalist development does not smooth away but rather produces unevenness, systematically and as a matter of course’ (WReC, 2015: 12). ‘Capitalist modernisation entails development’, they continue, ‘but this “development” takes on forms also of the development of underdevelopment, of maldevelopment and dependent development’ (13).

This emphasis on infrastructural development’s unevenness allows us to see that whilst colonial authors ‘claimed that they were “opening” the African continent’, the ‘domination and exploitation’ that resulted was ‘lumpy to an extreme’ (Cooper, 2005: 104–105). Indeed, whilst Cooper critiques what is the deeply contested and even confused notion of ‘modernity’ (113–149), and though he finds the offerings of world-systems analysis to be dissatisfyingly ‘rigid’ (44–45), I wish to retain his emphasis on the ‘network concept’. This allows for a more nuanced exploration of the way in which colonial literary writing used infrastructure as a physical demarcator of the unevenly developing world-system. An emphasis on networks not only more accurately describes imperial infrastructural developments as they were planned, constructed, mapped and reproduced in literary texts, but also works as a conceptual tool that is ‘less sweeping, more precise’, emphasising ‘both the nature of spatial linkages and their limits’ (93). Furthermore, it ‘puts as much emphasis on nodes and blockages as on movement’, drawing attention to ‘the wide variety of units of affinity and mobilisation, the kinds of subjective attachments people form and the collectives that are capable of action’ (108). It levers open the complex spatiality not only of pro-imperial literature, but of anti-imperial resistance:


The spatial imagination of intellectuals, missionaries, and political activists, from the early nineteenth to the mid-twentieth century was [...] neither global nor local, but was built out of specific lines of connection and posited regional, continental, and transcontinental affinities. These spatial affinities could narrow, expand, and narrow again. (109) ← 11 | 12 →



Whilst Wittenberg is correct to observe the paradox of an imperial spatiality that integrates cultures and economies on a global scale in ‘a fundamentally unequal way’ (1997: 130), his spatial conception remains structured around a dual geographic binary ‘between the colonial periphery and the metropolitan centre’ (130). Such an approach is unable to move beyond the blocked out political borders of nation-states and colonial possessions. By contrast, I see the relationship between core and (semi-)peripheral zones to be occurring at the level of arterial and capillary infrastructural lines. From this perspective, the core of the world-system is comprised of networks with edges, but also with huge underdeveloped gaps in between and beyond it: the (semi-)periphery is realised not at the level of the exploited continent, subcontinent, region, city, or even town, but at the level of the coalfield and the diamond mine, the slum and the village, the developed road and the underdeveloped sidewalk. It is the manifestation of the unevenness of the world-system at this micro-geographical scale, in which core infrastructural routes cut through peripheral spaces (usually in order to underdevelop them all the more), that shows up again and again in colonial literature. Just as the colonial map-maker makes sense of colonial space through the core-peripheral dynamics signified by infrastructural lines, the writers of colonial literature and their fictional protagonists look to the physical embodiments of imperial infrastructure to give shape to the peripheral, underdeveloped conditions of their surroundings.

Throughout I will emphasise the resistant flip side to colonial literature’s reliance upon the infrastructural core of the world-system. In its repeated return to infrastructure, this literature is forced to acknowledge the unequal and uneven development produced by the imperial project, undermining the civilising, modernising and humanitarian rhetoric that it so frequently draws on to justify that development in the first place. It is here that the second concept that structures this book – ‘spatial resistance’ – comes into play. This term is motivated by my efforts as a critic to re-politicise the body of fiction that I call ‘colonial literature’ through the excavation of moments in which it undoes imperial hegemony. If the imperial ideologies that colonial literature propagates have (in many cases ongoing) material consequences, it is my hope that as a methodology, infrastructural reading is able to counter these with a material resistance ← 12 | 13 → of its own. Infrastructural reading is specifically designed to excavate the ideological anxieties, limitations and silences concealed within the textual creases of colonial literature, as well as to unearth the more direct objections to and violent defiances of imperial control and capitalist accumulation that on occasion emerge in it. It then gathers these varying cracks and crevices within imperial ideology together and mobilises them under the broad category of ‘spatial resistance’.

‘The Colonial Present’: Criticism as Resistance

This book has two central objectives. The first begins with the premise that, while colonial literature is undoubtedly structured by (often ugly) racial, cultural and political hierarchies – an argument widely accepted since Edward Said’s foundational works, Orientalism (1978) and Culture and Imperialism (1993) – the subsequent avoidance of such texts can be defeatist. Indeed, this dismissal comes with the warning that critics who do engage with them might actually be in danger of perpetuating their ideological frameworks of inequality, discrimination and oppression. But to relinquish this body of fiction to the unread archive is, I believe, more dangerous: it ignores this literature’s rich stock of insight into and, on occasion, subversion of those very frameworks, many of which have unfortunate contemporary resonances. Indeed, there is a political imperative for the present here. As Gail Low argues, ‘the easy negation of such writing does not address the power of their myth-making’: ‘simply to point out the falsity’ of these imaginative fictions is to leave ‘untouched the psychic investments which determine the formation of the fictions that sustain the world we [continue to] live and act within’ (1996: 2). This book’s recovery of a series of critically under-read literary texts in order to excavate – rather than perpetuate – their complex ideological dynamics is, I argue, a project that might benefit the study of numerous, and in some cases ongoing, colonialisms.

The second central objective of the book is to develop a self-consciously political critical reading practice that might, tentatively, be considered ← 13 | 14 → a form of anti-imperial resistance in and of itself, or at least politically aligned with other resistant practices. Historians from Walter Rodney to Mike Davis have convincingly demonstrated that ‘what we today call the “third world”’ is a direct ‘outgrowth’ of the inequalities that were shaped ‘most decisively in the last quarter of the nineteenth century’ (Davis, 2010: 15–16; Rodney, 2012, 27). This book’s political work is similarly and self-confessedly motivated by the often violent and material implications of the world-system’s uneven and unequal development, particularly as they were shaped under the remit of the British Empire. The politics informing its methodology are therefore affiliated with ‘the writings of liberation movements that had inaugurated the interrogation of colonialism and imperialism’ (Parry, 2004: 6). The book responds to Benita Parry’s call to historicise British imperialism and its literary accompaniments ‘within the determining instance of capitalism’s global trajectory’ (2004: 9). This task is, as I have already suggested, best achieved by focusing on colonial literature’s representation of imperial infrastructure. Whether looking to H. Rider Haggard’s ‘King Solomon’s road’ or Flora Annie Steel’s intermittent depiction of the telegraph, these texts can be made to confess that imperialism is about ‘the construction of minimal and strategic infrastructure’ designed to facilitate ‘capitalism’s urge to inset the non- or incipiently capitalist zones into its world-system’, despite their propagation of pro-imperial ideologies suggesting the contrary (Parry, 2004: 9). It is through the ‘cartography of colonial ideology’ emerging from this book’s constitutive chapters that I hope to practice a ‘process of cultural resistance and cultural disruption’; that is, ‘writing a text that can answer colonialism back’ (27–28).

For this book, mapping physical imperial infrastructure as it appears in colonial literature allows for the dismantling of colonial ideology. It is worth returning here to Frantz Fanon, for whom, as historian of colonial urbanism Anthony King observes, the infrastructural layout of ‘the segregated city’ epitomises ‘the entire colonial relationship’ (1976: 282–283). A project concerned with the politics of infrastructure in the fraught dynamics of the colonial environment must recall Fanon’s words at its outset:


The colonial world is a world divided into compartments. […] if we examine closely this system of compartments, we will at least be able to reveal the lines of force it implies. This approach to the colonial world, its ordering and its geographical ← 14 | 15 → layout will allow us to mark out the lines on which a decolonised society will be reorganised.

The colonial world is cut in two. The dividing line, the frontiers are shown by barracks and police stations. […] The settler’s town is a strongly-built town, all made of stone and steel [whilst the town of the colonised] is a world without spaciousness; men live there on top of each other, and their huts are built one on top of the other. (2001: 29)



Fanon here understands the core and peripheral zones of the world-system occurring not at the macro-level of nation-states, but rather between specific infrastructural routes, boundaries and borders. Explaining Fanon’s thought within the terms of world-systems analysis, arterial infrastructures such as a railways or roads are invested with and facilitate the economic and cultural flows of the core. In turn, the surrounding area is relationally produced by the world-system as a peripheral zone (Wallerstein, 2004: 17). The resulting ‘periphery is not a state but a process’, for which ‘we have the noun peripheralisation’: ‘the inclusion of a unit, or an area, which was not previously involved at all, into the functioning of the world-economy’, or the intensification of this process ‘in a more unequal direction’ (Hopkins and Wallerstein, 1982: 98–99). Whilst I analyse colonial literature’s problematic representation of ‘underdeveloped societies’, it is equally important to acknowledge the presence of what Walter Mignolo, another cultural theorist to self-confessedly ‘piggyback’ on world-systems analysis, calls ‘silenced societies’: geohistorical locations where ‘talking and writing take place but which are not heard in the planetary production of knowledge’ (2002: 18, 71). In so doing, this book repeatedly refuses to subscribe to colonial literature’s often explicit claim to represent colonial landscapes and peoples in their entirety, whilst nevertheless arguing that it gives voice to more than it realises. The resistance recovered by this book frequently revolves around moments in which colonial literature gestures towards those peripheral spaces of the world-system that exist beyond, beneath and between the infrastructural tentacles upon which it relies.

For Benedict Anderson, the novel as genre, form and material object is central to the way in which ‘imagined communities’ such as nations come into being (2006: 24–26), operating ‘as a technology that functions like a railway or canal’ by giving ‘shape or form to landscapes’ (Murray, ← 15 | 16 → 2008: 12–13). The infrastructural and governmental ‘circuitry’ of a colonising power can be damaging to the postcolonial society that inherits it, as it prescribes certain modes of governance and social interaction initially designed to facilitate the totalitarian rule and racially segregated living of the coloniser (Anderson, 2006: 160–161; Soja, 2010: 4). Fanon himself saw that colonialism’s infrastructural organisation of physical space provided the coordinates on which the ‘decolonised society’ was ‘reorganised’ (2001: 29), and King further documents the way in which infrastructures of segregation and uneven development, both distinctive features of the colonial city, intensified spatial, social and economic inequalities in postcolonial nations (1976: 283–287).

Reliant on infrastructure to give shape to the landscapes it depicts, colonial literature contributes to the production of imagined geographies inflected with imperial ideologies (cities constructed around hierarchical zoning, regions demarcated along sectarian divisions), but that nevertheless find currency in early nationalist writings (a legacy explored at length in Chapter 4’s discussion of nationalism in colonial fiction). It is therefore complicit in initiating and intensifying damaging cultural imaginings of these postcolonial spaces, from geographies of communalism, tribalism and sectarianism to infrastructures of inequality, hierarchy and corruption – physical and imaginative infrastructures that would, in many instances, have catastrophic consequences for the world’s postcolonial citizens. Though a post-imperial analysis is beyond the scope of this book, it is these outgrowths and ongoing ramifications that inform the project’s political urgency, remaining aware throughout of what Derek Gregory identifies as ‘the continuities between the colonial past and the colonial present’ (2004: 7). Fanon’s words resonate throughout the following chapters, emphasising the inscription of inequality, oppression and exploitation into the infrastructures that gave shape to colonialism’s physical spaces, whilst maintaining a combative and self-consciously resistant stance towards them.

It is thus for historical as well as methodological reasons that I respond to Fredric Jameson’s call to engage with ‘the political interpretation of literary texts’, not as ‘some supplementary method’ but ‘rather as the absolute horizon of all reading and interpretation’ (2002: 1). Tony Bennett, ← 16 | 17 → too, argues that ‘the activity of criticism is itself a preeminently political exercise’ (2003: 111). This book proceeds not from the question of ‘what literature’s political effects are’, but rather ‘what they might be made to be’ (111). As another materialist critic, Pierre Macherey, comments, ‘criticism immediately dissents from the empiricist fallacy’, instead aspiring ‘to indicate a possible alternative to the given’ (1986: 15). Reading this colonial literature for that which ‘lurks, deceptively, behind its real meaning’ (22) – its ‘political unconscious’, as Jameson would call it (2002) – the book attempts to build an alternative, broad map of the colonial literary field through a series of highly focused and specific micro-analyses. Indeed, the textual readings of which the chapters are comprised are certainly very ‘close’. Though Moretti has since advocated the practice of ‘distant reading’, he elsewhere emphasises that ‘the minutiae of language reveals secrets that great ideas often mask [...] the false starts, the hesitations, the compromises’ (2013: 19). It is my hope that when these attentive close readings are read cumulatively and across several colonial authors and texts, the larger map that I am attempting to sketch will emerge. But as I shall repeatedly demonstrate, the idea is not simply ‘to tell the truth that colonial discourses did not tell’ – not simply ‘to tell the truth over lies’, as Mignolo frames it – but rather ‘to think otherwise’ about colonial literature and the task of the literary critic reading it today; ‘to change the terms, not just the content of the conversation’ (2012: 69–70).

The tension between the book’s broader mapping efforts and the close textual analysis of its constituent parts is contained by its methodological strategy. Throughout, I draw on a range of different, though related, materialist critics – from Macherey, Terry Eagleton and Barbara Harlow to Harvey, Parry and James C. Scott, amongst others. These critics and the reading techniques they have developed are selected tactically at each stage in order to ‘make’ the particular text under analysis ‘“reveal” or “distance” the dominant ideological forms to which they are made to “allude”’, thereby mobilising ‘them politically in stated directions’ (Bennett, 2003: 114–115). This strategic use of different critical techniques across the four chapters is woven together through the framework of the networked world-system, which is retained as an analytical lens throughout. The resulting dual movement (close and distant) allows for infrastructural reading’s simultaneous ← 17 | 18 → close-textual nuance and wider generalisation, as well as for its future applicability. Each chapter is organised around a specific theme, refracting the methodology through four of the period’s most dominant ideological paradigms: ‘humanitarianism’, ‘segregation’, ‘frontiers’ and ‘nationalism’. The chapters negotiate colonial literary texts that are mostly (though not strictly) arranged chronologically so that the book’s broader methodological contribution builds cumulatively over the historical period as well as across these four themes. Whilst Chapters 1 and 3 are shorter, author-specific studies (Flora Annie Steel and John Buchan respectively), Chapters 2 and 4 each offer more sustained, comparative readings of multiple authors and are designed to bring colonial literature’s recurrent and intersecting trends, tropes and traumas to the surface. Infrastructural reading builds cumulatively as a coherent methodology throughout the book, but it is necessary to take the time to outline it in more detail now.

Infrastructural Reading: The Infrastructures in and of Colonial Literature

The methodological reading practice that I call infrastructural reading is rooted in a dualistic, yet connected use of the word ‘infrastructure’ as a critical tool for opening up and comprehending a mutually sustaining relationship embedded within colonial literary narratives. The first is the use of infrastructure in the text, both physically and symbolically – what Sarah Nuttall would call the ‘literary infrastructures’, or ‘imaginary infrastructures that surface in fiction’ (2008: 198–200): roads, railways, cantonments, the colonial bungalow, and so on. This is, in many ways, the more conventional side of the infrastructural coin, in that it simply means the occurrence of a certain type of infrastructure in the literary text. In South Africa, for example, Olive Schreiner’s novel Undine, written during the 1870s, depicts mining headgear, a fundamental infrastructure for Kimberley’s diamond industry, whilst William Plomer’s short story, ‘Ula Masondo’ (1927), ← 18 | 19 → represents the urban infrastructural layout of walls, roads and compounds that were built in Johannesburg in the early twentieth century.

The second usage is the more complex notion of the infrastructure of the text. By this I mean the historical raw material, be it social, economic or geographic, out of which the literature, as a specific crystallisation of cultural patterns and trends, is carved. Given that world-systems analysis informs my approach, I perhaps unsurprisingly read these most often as the infrastructures of the unevenly developing cross-national capitalist economy during this period. As the close textual readings throughout this book demonstrate, the infrastructures in the text and the infrastructures of the text are intimately related. In the process of mapping colonial literature’s narrative depiction of imperial infrastructures, I have consistently found that when they surface in the text, the economic and political infrastructures of imperialism (and the capitalist world-system) are at least acknowledged, if not explicitly engaged. This simultaneity of signification means that the imperial rhetoric of ‘civilisation’ and ‘modernity’, which was often sustained by those lines of physical infrastructure, collide with the socioeconomic and political realities of imperialism – that is, the processes of economic exploitation and uneven and underdevelopment that those infrastructures historically enabled. The result is a productive clash, or generative friction, that results in the production of gaps from within which various forms of anti-imperial resistance can be excavated and (re)mobilised.

Whilst infrastructure is fundamental to the way in which colonial literature represents colonial space, it also allows us to see how this literature might produce it. My use of the word production is taken here from the work of Henri Lefebvre in his landmark text, La Production de L’Espace (The Production of Space, 1974). Wallerstein has been rightly critiqued for conceiving of the world-system within a ‘morphologically static territorial matrix’, but combining his insights with Lefebvre’s allows for a more ‘historical and dynamic’ conceptualisation ‘of social space’ (Brenner, 2011: 102). Within this framework, colonial literature produces what Lefebvre would call ‘representational spaces’, ‘space as directly lived through its associated images and symbols and hence the space of its “inhabitants” and “users”, but also of some artists and [of those] who describe and aspire to do no ← 19 | 20 → more than describe’: these literary writings can therefore be conceived as cartographic productions that ‘overlay physical space, making symbolic use of its objects’ (1998: 39). For literary descriptions and surveys of the colonial landscape, the ‘objects’ most obviously available are these physical embodiments of empire: imperialism’s infrastructural routes that carve up the geographical terrain, though as we shall see, distinctive topographical features also at times perform a similar function. These literary productions therefore perpetuate the use of infrastructures as spatial sense-making technologies, feeding back into the broader infrastructural strategies of the colonial project and, in the cross-national physical and economic circuitries of those infrastructures, an imperial one. Colonial literature can be understood as an intervention into ‘the dialectical relationship that exists within the triad of the perceived, the conceived, and the lived’ that necessarily always ‘grasp[s]’, but also produces, ‘the concrete’ (38–40). To view this dialectical relationship as nothing more than an ‘abstract “model”’ is, Lefebvre argues, to reduce the process ‘to no more than that of one ideological mediation amongst others’ (40).

Read through this lens, colonial literature can be seen to have contributed materially to imperialism’s infrastructural development. As Neil Smith observes of Jameson’s use of spatial terminology, space must not be reduced ‘to metaphor’ with its ‘materiality still unrealised’; rather, it is imperative to understand ‘the mutuality of material and metaphorical space’ (Smith, 2008: 223). Anthropologist Brian Larkin, in his summary discussion of the recent critical reevaluation of infrastructure, argues that it is by ‘being alive to the formal dimensions of infrastructures’ that an understanding of the ‘sort of semiotic objects they are’ and an analysis of ‘how they address and constitute subjects’ can be developed (2013: 329). At close textual levels, colonial literature offers a crystallised moment in which the ‘formal dimensions of infrastructures’ are expressed. With a little ‘reverse-engineering’, as Moretti aptly calls it, it might therefore be made to reveal ‘the problem it was designed to solve’ (2013: 14). Studying occurrences of infrastructure in literature as momentary pauses in the Lefebvrian dialectic, it is possible ‘to elucidate’, to use Nirvana Tanoukhi’s words, ‘the diverse forms of entanglement between literary history and the history of the production of space’ (2011: 94–95). ← 20 | 21 →

In this literature, fictional narrators repeatedly profess cartographic accuracy, whilst other characters constantly make use of maps and other spatially enabling technologies (such as compasses, field-glasses and so on). Practicing imperialism as a ‘metaphoric and cartographic – as well as legalistic – undertaking’, observes Elleke Boehmer, ‘colonisers relied on and scattered about them the stock descriptions and authoritative symbols that lay to hand’ (2005: 15–17). ‘The imaginations of readers across the British Empire were led along parallel grooves’, she continues (52), but I want to emphasise that these ‘parallel grooves’ were as fundamentally the actual iron girders of the colonial railway as they were the metaphoric lines of the realist novel. Understood in this way, we can see how colonial literature, through its representation of infrastructures, participates in what Edward Soja, since Lefebvre, has called the ‘socio-spatial dialectic’ (2010: 4). As a spatial sense-making technology itself, colonial literature draws on infrastructures to give shape to its own representations, and in turn (re)produces a colonial landscape shaped by imperial ideologies and their subsequent socialities (racial and class hierarchies, for example). It is complicit in the production of what Jason Moore calls ‘abstract social nature’, the ‘family of processes through which states and capitalists map, identify, quantify, measure, and code human and extra-human natures in service to capital accumulation’ (2015: 194). In this sense, colonial literature is one of imperialism’s ‘productive forces’, ‘tools and technological systems’ that, like infrastructure itself, work ‘toward definite ways of producing and reproducing life’ (195). Running through the textual surface of colonial literature, these infrastructural networks give it social and economic shape; it follows that the exploitative dynamics of core–periphery relations are embedded in, if also thinly concealed by, its various narrative formations. Colonial literary texts can on occasion be made to confess their complicity with the uneven accumulation of capitalist imperialism: Buchan’s Davie Crawfurd may use the railroad as a spatial referent and symbolic object that allows him to navigate the South African landscape, but the reason he travels that railroad in the first place is, after all, to ‘open up new trade among the natives’ (2008: 15).

It should be apparent by now that, by developing the methodology of infrastructural reading, I want to consider the way in which the literary and ← 21 | 22 → cultural terrain is interacting with the fraught territorial contest between methods of imperial expansion, exploitation and control, and resistance to these processes. If Said reminds us that ‘[t]he actual geographical possession of land is what empire in the final analysis is all about’, and that ‘the culture associated with it affirms both the primacy of geography and an ideology about control of territory’, for him, the ‘territories, lands, geographical domains, the actual geographic underpinnings’ of imperialism underly ‘social space’ and the ‘the cultural contest’ (1993: 93). The two terrains remain detached or separate, the former somehow located ‘beneath’ or ‘below’ the latter. Infrastructure, as the physical, economic and symbolic scaffolding of empire, connects these multiple spheres, becoming, as my discussion will go on to show, the most fruitful point at which they can be seen to interconnect and collide. Political and ideological nuances coagulate around these infrastructural routes, creating textual moments in which they can most productively be captured, isolated and analysed.

As noted in this book’s opening comments, processes of ‘mapping’ and ‘map-making’ are crucial here. Certainly, colonial literature ‘functions as a form of mapping’ by ‘offering its readers descriptions of places, situating them in a kind of imaginary space, and providing points of reference by which they can orient themselves and understand the world’ (Tally, 2013: 2). But it also maps something else: the literature charts the contours not only of imperial geographies, but also ideologies, revealing, to use Jameson’s words, ‘the limits of a specific ideological consciousness’ and surveying ‘the points beyond which that consciousness cannot go’ (2002: 32). The literature’s varying genres, forms and plot-sequences register, to varying degrees in different cases, these ideologies and their limits. An infrastructural analysis of colonial literature refutes the ostensible ‘objectivity’ of its geographical ‘mapping’ project. Rather, the texts produce a politically charged landscape that binds different ideologies unevenly, and often tactically, to different segments of the colonial landscape. Space becomes, as Soja explains, ‘predominantly related to the reproduction of the dominant system of social relations’ (1989: 91). It is for this reason that I preface the four titular themes of each chapter with the word ‘mapping’, as each analyses both their infrastructural and ideological formations. For Edmund Candler, for example, nationalist resistance is restricted to the ← 22 | 23 → topographical feature of ‘the cave’, where it is spatially isolated and contained, no longer a threat to the Raj’s hegemony. Haggard, too, positions Southern Africa’s Black population in a geographical zone separated from white settler society. By contrast, William Plomer intertextually rewrites the imperial romance in order to subvert this segregationist ideology, thereby undermining ‘the production of space, the territorial structure of exploitation and domination [and] the spatially controlled reproduction of the system as a whole’ (Soja, 1989: 92).

By demonstrating colonial literature’s participation in the production of space, the book’s mapping of a cultural onto a geographic and socioeconomic terrain avoids what John Tagg, in his discussion of the ‘reductive and economistic Immanuel Wallerstein’, calls ‘the primitive architecture of the base and superstructure model of the social whole’ (2000: 156). Though heeding this warning, the application of world-systems analysis to the dual, though deeply interconnected types of infrastructural networks – in and of – that run through this body of literature allows an assessment of the impact of physical embodiments of empire on its cultural corollary and vice versa. It becomes possible to assess the impact that cultural terrains, that I will show to be littered with fissures, tears and fragments of resistance, might have upon the physical geographies and socioeconomies of imperialism. As Gramsci argued, though ‘material forces are the content and ideologies are the form’, this ‘distinction has purely indicative value, since the material forces would be inconceivable historically without form and the ideologies would be individual fancies without the material forces’ (1988: 200). I arrive here at Raymond William’s replacement of ‘the formula of base and superstructure with the more active idea of a field of mutually if also unevenly determining forces’ (2005: 20). Though this study is clearly influenced by a number of ‘postcolonial’ critics, then, its focus on the infrastructure of the world-system thus rejects the ‘antecedent lexicon of “post”-theory’ and its preoccupation with the ‘untotalisable fragment’, instead following WReC’s recent work that emphasises ‘vertical and horizontal integration, connection and interconnection, structurality and organisation, internal differentiation [and] a hierarchy of constitutive elements governed by specific “logics” of determination and relationality’ (2015: 6–8). ← 23 | 24 →

By emphasising imperialism’s uneven infrastructural development, the uneven representational and production practices of colonial literature can be foregrounded and the reproduction of its ideological frameworks – or, just as bad, the assimilation of anti-imperial resistance into its hegemonic apparatus – can be avoided. In order to resist rather than perpetuate imperial ideology, it is necessary both introduce the conceptual and political spaces that lie beyond its ideological and representational contours, whilst finding ways to prevent the assimilation of those spaces into its cartographic endeavours. If, according to Wallerstein and others, ‘[o]pposition to oppression is coterminous with the existence of hierachical social systems’, even when it remains ‘latent’ (Arrighi et al., 2011: 29), literary representations of infrastructural networks should contain clues, at their sub-textual or marginal levels, of ongoing ‘anti-systemic’ resistance. Though ‘the work cannot speak of the more or less complex opposition which structures it’, the literary text, when read strategically, ‘manifests, uncovers, what it cannot say’ (Macherey, 1986: 84). The presence of resistance, if not the fully fledged articulation of it, becomes configured within colonial literature’s mapping project: the frontispiece map in the opening pages of King Solomon’s Mines may depict an apparently consolidated, infrastructural route, but in order to do so it must also include the swathes of peripheral, unmapped landscape that surround it (Haggard, 2008: 21).
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