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‘Matters of Life and Death’, looks towards the reader’s own aspirations
and futurity amid global climate catastrophe. Reflecting, as the book has
done, on the nature and material of storytelling at the ends of the earth,
Blum asks ‘whether we too can write a survival story while in extremity’,
with these ecomedia as models (236). This final question, which also
weaves in Blum’s own account of a failed Arctic expedition, illuminates
how print culture of the nineteenth century was reimagined through
polar ecomedia, and likewise asks the reader to reimagine a new and
timely turn towards the environmental humanities both in research
and in life.

Emily Ennis, University of Leeds
DOI: 10.3366/vic.2021.0413

Fariha Shaikh, Nineteenth-Century Settler Emigration in British Literature and
Art (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2018), 256 pp., £75.00,
£19.99 paperback, ISBN 9781474433709

Philip Steer, Settler Colonialism in Victorian Literature: Economics and Political
Identity in the Networks of Empire (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2020), 246 pp., £75.00, ISBN 9781108484428

That the nineteenth century was an age shaped by growing empires is
hardly disputable, and it would be a stretch to suggest that it has been a
question neglected by literary scholarship. But two recent monographs
compellingly claim that there are omissions and misapprehensions in
these accounts. Philip Steer’s Settler Colonialism in Victorian Literature:
Economics and Political Identity in the Networks of Empire makes a case that
hidden dynamics of mutual influence between ‘centre’ and ‘periphery’
(66) can be revealed in an examination of literary form. Fariha Shaikh’s
Nineteenth-Century Settler Emigration in British Literature and Art sets out
some ways in which textual and, to a lesser extent, visual culture
described the colonies to audiences at home and to settlers in transit.
Both studies illuminate how this new global reality was felt in Britain,
how it shaped and was shaped by British identity and self-understanding,
and how literature and art absorbed, produced and reproduced
these dynamics. Both ask insightful questions about textual forms
and the impact they had on settler emigration or settler colonialism
(or both) and the ways in which this relationship may or may not be
mutual.

Despite having closely aligned preoccupations, then, these two
studies are quite different in approach and outcome, even though a
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familiar cast of characters – Catherine Spence, Charles Dickens, Edward
Gibbon Wakefield – appears in both. Each book places its emphasis on
different actors or phases in the process of leaving one home and
making another: one puts its primary emphasis on the role textual
culture plays in the pushes and pulls of emigration (Shaikh) and the
other on the formation of settler identities in mutual exchange with
developing notions of British subjectivity (Steer). So, while these two
books tread similar ground, they seldom meet in direct conversation.
Together they show the richness of the theme they both tackle: how art
and culture respond to and create a global world in which identities
necessarily become more malleable or contested in their encounter with
one another. The ‘peripheries’ of the British empire, as both of these
books demonstrate, are far from ‘peripheral’ (Steer 66; Shaikh 20) to
our (or nineteenth-century) understandings of British culture during a
period which continues to shape the way we conceive national and global
identities.

Philip Steer’s book finds gaps between disciplines and their
methods of analysis. He suggests that ‘the novel and political economy’
(1) are bound together as ‘metropolitan forms’ (24) and sets out to take
on this entanglement in his book. This question of interdisciplinarity in
addressing the significance of a globalisation of British identity in a time
of empire is strikingly argued, and demonstrated, throughout; Steer’s
book is far from parochial in its subject or its approach. This book is
broadly chronological, beginning with prisoner transportation. This
approach means that we watch ideas about British identity as they
emerge, shift and spread over time and places as well as in the hands of
different authors. ‘British identity’ (173) is seen refracted through
convict reform in Chapter 1, made nomadic and therefore newly
portable in Chapter 2, appropriated in speculation (financial and
future) in Chapter 3, and ‘mythologized’ in the invasion novel in
Chapter 4. This wrangling over British and settler identities and their
intersections is, we are shown, central to replicating ‘Victorian society on
a global scale’ (35).

Passing references to the colonies abound in nineteenth-century
literature. But Steer makes the case that there are currents to be found
more widely, in the ways in which forms are shaped by interactions
between Britain and its colonies. Despite this, he argues, it is easy for
these concerns to slide into the background, becoming secondary ‘to the
financial and genealogical plotting of metropolitan realism’ (29) in
critical accounts of nineteenth-century literature.

But, the idea that there are stories of other places simmering
behind apparently narrow, provincial English stories isn’t entirely new
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and these claims seem overstated. The implication that it is, raises
questions, then, of how this is distinct from critical conversations around,
for instance Jane Eyre (1847) or Mansfield Park (1814) in which critics,
from Edward Said to Elaine Freedgood, have found entanglements of
‘metropolitan’ wealth with their colonial origins. Steer addresses this
directly, asserting that the difference is that attention has previously been
reserved for ‘overt’ references to the colonies while in his study ‘the
imperial content of the Victorian novel is in itself no clear indication of
the degree of entanglement between the metropole and the settler
colonies’ (31). So, it is the traces left in the form which will direct our
attention rather than ‘overt’ allusion. The important thing here, then,
(drawing on Raymond Williams) is that ‘every element of form has an
active material basis’ so that ‘form is inevitably a relationship’; Steer sets
out to explore the interacting systems of a culturally enmeshed global
empire by ‘renovating a materialist tradition of formal analysis’ (34).
This discussion of methodology is reminiscent of Franco Moretti’s
configuration of close and distant reading in world literature: not
identical but with a similar question about relation of the detail to the big
picture and the global within national traditions. The core difference
which Steer insists upon is that while Moretti suggests a ‘centre’ and a
‘periphery’, and a clear dominance of the former over the latter, Steer
uncovers movement in both directions, not a ‘one-way journey from the
metropolis to the colony’ (67) but something more reciprocal.

Steer introduces what hemeans by formal embodiments of material
conditions with a nod to Garrett Stewart’s essay ‘Reading for Form’.
In this account (which Steer finds wanting in its emphasis on the
metropolitan), empire pervades ‘the very grammar of […] realism’

‘grammatical linking…unlike things’ in ‘the widespread use in Dombey
and Son of sylleptic constructions’ (32). This closeness to text, even at the
level of grammar, promises to show how empire fundamentally shapes
the fabric of literary form.

In the first chapter of his study, Steer explores this entanglement of
the idea of national identity and international communities, through the
development of character in Dickens’s two bildungsromane – David
Copperfield (1850) and Great Expectations (1861) – which were written at a
time when ideas about good character were being developed by the
reform of transported criminals. Dickens’s own attempts to reform the
characters of destitute women at Urania Cottage, were explicitly
informed by these theories and prepared its beneficiaries for removal
to Australia where they could begin new lives. This entanglement is a
suggestive one, and, more compellingly, David Copperfield and Great
Expectations were written at either end of this project, so provide

Reviews

103



an opportunity (we are told) to see the traces it left in Dickens’s portrayal
of characters in development more broadly.

This question is posed but not quite addressed. We don’t see such
close analysis of the formal question of how these books were shaped by
engagement with ideas of character emerging from settler colonies;
instead the main focus is on ‘overt’ (31) content: who goes to the
colonies and who doesn’t, and why and when. This is a pattern
throughout: the aspiration of exploring form feels fleeting compared
to the painstaking and compelling arguments constructed around
explicit engagements with contextual questions of colonial Britishness.
This is, needless to say, fascinating in itself, but the turn from ‘overt’
allusion to internalisation in form remains unclear.

Benedict Anderson looms large in Fariha Shaikh’s Nineteenth-
Century Settler Emigration in British Literature and Art. His notion that
textual culture creates community because ‘in the minds of each lives the
image of their communion’, is fundamental to a study which traces
the emergence of ideas of community created through, and in spite of,
emigration.1 These global communities are formed by letters to family
and friends but published for a wider audience too as ‘booster’ literature
which was distributed with the intention of encouraging emigration
(Chapter 1), shipboard newspapers written by passengers to pass the
time and begin a process of forming settler identities and communities
(Chapter 2), sketches by female authors which address themselves ‘truth
[fully]’ (51) to audiences at home about the realities of emigration for
women (Chapter 3), genre paintings capturing the ambiguous pathos of
emigration (Chapter 4), and finally the aesthetics of novels which
traverse these distances, in their plots and their readerships (Chapter 5).

The introduction to this monograph begins with an anecdote of
nineteenth-century migration which sets the tone, methodologically and
thematically for the following chapters. ‘On 10 August 1852, a
twenty-three-year-old man, Charles Henry Lines, finally set sail for
Melbourne in the Ballarat’ (1). This leave-taking – delayed, excited, less
regretful than you might expect – is a rhetorically compelling start and
introduces the idea that, for the emigrant on route to a new life, ‘home is
simultaneously left far behind and yet to be made’ (2). This focus on
people and communities in transit and identities in formation raises
insightful questions about home, belonging, the aesthetics of nostalgia,
and how communities can be formed and disrupted by distance.

On occasion, this reliance on anecdote and letters loses clear
chronology or context. For instance, in the paragraphs immediately
following this first example from 1852, the experiences of two more
individuals are described using similar materials, introduced ‘in 1833’
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and ‘in 1851’. And Catherine Spence first appears in a discussion about
emigration to Canada, though her own work was Australian. It seems
problematic to build arguments on individual instances without more
visibility of criteria for inclusion. There is sometimes a feeling, almost
acknowledged in slightly hedging language, that we are generalising
from anecdote and not quite standing on firm enough ground to draw
these conclusions.

The majority of this book draws on letters, booster literature
constituted of printed letters (of dubious authenticity), and handwritten
shipboard newspapers. The claim in the title that this is a study of
‘literature and art’ doesn’t quite represent this skew. The emphasis is on
a broad understanding of print culture, with a further chapter on the
visual arts which loops back to incorporate further discussion of letters
home and advertising, these being frequently represented subjects.
Textual ephemera, then, seems to be the central subject of this book.
Where this study does begin to touchmore closely on the unambiguously
literary is through its attention to the aesthetics of polyphony, anthology,
sketch – forms that capture experience, which is communal, fragmented
or marginal. This aesthetic dimension is most fully explored in the final
chapter, ‘Emigration Aesthetics: Elizabeth Gaskell, Charles Dickens and
Catherine Helen Spence’, but is glimpsed, too, in connection with
various other types of writing throughout the book.

These quibbles aside, this book interestingly explains ‘the
multifarious and competing ways in which nineteenth-century settler
emigration intersected with nineteenth-century print culture and
textuality’ (3). It is full of flashes of insight and shows ‘emigration
literature redefined people’s relationship to place’ and, in common
with Steer’s work, shows how this material produced ‘complicated
circuits of textual exchange between metropole and colony’ (6).
It does so by progressing methodically through a series of
genres through which emigration was encouraged, guided, or otherwise
recorded: letters, manuals, guidebooks, newspapers and other such
ephemeral matter is shown to create a network of communication –

personal, semi-propagandist booster literature, and aesthetic.
These studies, engaging as they do with varied materials around a

complex problem, explicitly or implicitly raise questions about the value
and possibility of interdisciplinary scholarship and the practices and
blind spots of their own. As Steer argues ‘literary scholars can no longer
avoid recognizing and engaging with the enormous scale and impact of
the Victorian settler empire, as one of the most egregious yet least
remarked manifestations of nineteenth-century art and culture’ (76).
These works both contribute to this conversation and make a clear case
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for why it is an important and vibrant field of study. As both studies note,
legacies of empire and the ways in which it shaped questions of identity
and belonging persist. And similar questions, emerging from migrancy,
are evidently still with us. In Shaikh’s words: ‘We occupy a world in
which migration has lost none of its vigour, its aesthetic or rhetorical
appeal’ (191).

Camilla Cassidy, Leuphana Universität Lüneburg
DOI: 10.3366/vic.2021.0414

Note
1. Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of

Nationalism, London: Verso, 1983, 6.
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