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We all know the phrase, “The sun never sets on the British Empire.” Over the course of the nineteenth 
century, the British built one of history’s most far-reaching and influential empires; by its peak in 1922, it 
covered more than twenty-five percent of the globe. But what do we mean, exactly, when we say “the 
British Empire”? It’s a common enough term, but it links together an incredible variety of institutions, 
including colonial administration, settler expansion, violent conquest, enslavement, and trade monopoly. 
Moreover, the theories and justifications (as well as criticisms) for empire varied widely in different contexts. 
Far from a single monolithic practice, then, “empire” in the British nineteenth century was a conflicted, 
multivocal, messy project.  
 
In this course, we will attempt to sort out both differences and common threads in the project of the British 
empire. We will triangulate these through three kinds of reading: a.) major twentieth- and twenty-first 
century theories of imperialism; b.) nineteenth-century political theory; and c.) nineteenth-century British 
literature that responded to and helped build the empire. We will be asking how the various parts of the 
empire fit together—or not—and what role literature played in unifying, critiquing, normalizing, and/or 
questioning a century of violent expansion. 

 
Texts 
 
Edgeworth: Castle Rackrent (1800) 
Brontë: Jane Eyre (1847)  
Schreiner: The Story of an African Farm (1883) 
Haggard: King Solomon’s Mines (1885)  

Doyle: The Sign of Four (1890) 
Stoker: Dracula (1897) 
Conrad: Nostromo (1904)

 
All additional readings will be available for download on Blackboard (under “Readings”) at least one 
week prior to class. Budget for printing. 



Assignments 
 
Weekly Discussion Posts.  Prior to class every week (except when you are presenting), 
you must post a comment to Blackboard. These should be ~400 words long, and they are 
due by noon on Thursdays. Earlier is great. Your post should respond to the reading and 
probe it in some way, asking a question or series of questions that would be worthwhile to 
discuss in class.  
 

Good questions: 
•   Are based on the content of the text and the implications it raises. 
•   Are not based in the author’s intent, biography, or the history of the text. 
•   Have more than one possible answer and are likely to provoke debate. 

 

You may choose to write about just one reading or find connections across more than 
one. You do not have to respond to the posts of your classmates, but you must at least 
read them and avoid repeating their comments and questions. It should go without 
saying that you will have to carefully complete all the reading before you post. 
 
Class Participation.  The purpose of a graduate seminar is to engage deeply with 
complex readings. I expect you to read carefully before class and to participate 
consistently in our discussion. You must share your thoughts, respond to the comments of 
others, ask questions, and debate. That doesn’t mean you have to master the material 
before class; if something is unclear, we’ll work it out together. This is how you will acquire 
a thorough understanding of the material and develop your own perspective on it. 
 
One Presentation.  Each of you will choose a critical reading on which to present. Your 
presentation should include a summary of the reading’s main claims (10 minutes) and a 
critical response to these claims (10 minutes). Please supplement your presentation with a 
handout that the class will find useful. After your presentation, you should pose one or 
two discussion questions and moderate the ensuing conversation (10 minutes). Your 
presentation and handout must be emailed to me by noon on the day of class.  
 
Paper Proposal.  In the style of a conference abstract, you must submit an advance 
proposal for the seminar paper you plan to write. We will discuss how to do this 
successfully. 
 
Annotated Bibliography.  In advance of your seminar paper, you must submit an 
annotated bibliography of at least 10 relevant sources. 
 
Seminar Paper.  An essay of 5,000-7,000 words pursuing an original argument related to 
our seminar themes. It must make a critical intervention about one of our primary texts 
and participate in a scholarly conversation, with appropriate research. Done well, this will 
be the early draft of a publishable article.  



Calendar 
 
 
 

Beginnings 
 
1/19 Darwin:  Introduction and Chapter 1, The Empire Project (2009) 

Césaire:  Excerpt from Discourse on Colonialism (1955) 
Said:   Excerpts from Chapters 1 and 2, Culture and Imperialism (1993) 

 
 

The East 
 
1/26 BYRON:  The Giaour (1814) 
 HEMANS:  “The Indian City” (1824) 
 MACAULAY:  “Minute on Indian Education” (1835) 

Said:   Introduction and Chapter 1 from Orientalism (1978) 
 
2/2 Familiarize yourself with the Indian Rebellion of 1857 (conduct your own research online) 

DOYLE:  The Sign of the Four (1890) 
KIPLING:  “Gunga Din” (1892) 
Spivak:  “Can the Subaltern Speak?” (1985) 
Hensley:  Introduction from Forms of Empire (2016) 

 
2/9 -----No class----- 
 
 

The Caribbean 
 
2/16 BRONTË:  Jane Eyre (1847) 

MILL:  “On Colonies and Colonization,” from Principles of Political Economy 
(1848) 

Brantlinger:  Excerpts from Rule of Darkness (1988) 
Freedgood:  “Souvenirs of Sadism: Mahogany Furniture, Deforestation, and Slavery in 

Jane Eyre” (2005) 
 
 

Africa 
 
2/23 SEACOLE:  Excerpts from The Wonderful Adventures of Mrs. Seacole (1857) 

STANLEY:  Excerpts from How I Found Livingstone (1872) 
Bhabha:  “Of Mimicry and Man” (1984) 
Pratt:   Excerpts from Imperial Eyes (1994) 

 
3/2 HAGGARD:  King Solomon’s Mines (1885) 

Mehta:  Excerpts from Liberalism and Empire (1999) 
Chakrabarty:  Introduction from Provincializing Europe (2000) 

 
3/9 SCHREINER:  The Story of an African Farm (1883) 

McClintock:  “The Limits of Colonial Feminism” from Imperial Leather (1995) 
 
 



The Antipodes 
 
3/16 DUNLOP: “The Aboriginal Mother” (1838) 

DILKE:  Excerpts from Greater Britain (1868) 
 TROLLOPE: Excerpts from Australia and New Zealand (1873) 

Wolfe:  “Settler Colonialism and the Elimination of the Native” (2006) 
Baucom:  Excerpts from Out of Place (1999) 

 
 

Latin America 
 
3/23 BOLÍVAR:  “The Jamaica Letter” (1815) 

BENTHAM:  “Emancipate Your Colonies!” (1830) 
 TROLLOPE:  Excerpts from The West Indies and the Spanish Main (1859) 

Gall. & Rob.: “The Imperialism of Free Trade” (1953) 
 
3/30 CONRAD:  Nostromo (1904) – Parts One and Two 
 Knight:   “Britain and Latin America” in The Oxford History of the British Empire (1999) 
 
4/6 CONRAD:  Nostromo (1904) – Part Three 

Beckman: “Production: Imagining the Export Republic” from Capital Fictions (2013) 
Lowe:   Excerpts from The Intimacies of Four Continents (2015) 

 
4/13 -----SPRING BREAK----- 
 
 

Ireland 
 

4/17 (Not a class day) Paper proposal due via email by 5pm ‡ 
 
4/20 EDGEWORTH:  Castle Rackrent (1800) 

Cleary:  “Irish Studies, Colonial Questions: Locating Ireland in the Colonial World” 
from Outrageous Fortune (2006) 

Corbett:  “Another Tale to Tell: Postcolonial Theory and the Case of Castle 
Rackrent” (1994) 

 
 

Reverse Colonization 
 
4/27 STOKER:  Dracula (1897) 

Arata:   “The Occidental Tourist: Stoker and Reverse Colonization” (1996) 
 
5/4 (Not a class day) Annotated bibliography due via email by 5pm 
 
5/15 (Not a class day) Seminar paper due via email by 5pm 
 
 
 
 
 
 
‡  In order to develop a successful final essay, 4/17 is the latest you should have developed a 
paper topic. You are more than welcome to submit your paper proposal before this date. I will 
provide feedback to the proposals as I get them.  


