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Whatever brotherhood human beings may be capable of has grown
out of fratricide.

—HANNAH ARENDT, On Revolution
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Introduction

“These people never fight civilized wars, do they? So much for calling it
a civil war.”! Such is the evaluation of the Nigerian Civil War by Susan
Greville-Pitts, a British ex-patriot in Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s
novel Half of a Yellow Sun (2006). It is easy to dismiss Susan’s state-
ment as racist, or even defend it as anachronistic cultural insensitivity
(the novel is set in the 1960s). Too easy. For at the heart of her comment
is the affinity between “civil,” “civil war,” and “civilized.” All three
have their etymological origin in the Latin word civis, which is also
the root for citizen, city, civil, civility, and civilization.? Susan’s claim is
that the incivility of Nigeria’s civil war undermines its status as a civil
war. For the conflict to be a civilized civil war, Nigerians would have
to fight like civilized people—which, according to Susan, they are as
yet incapable of doing. Susan’s wordplay makes it possible to think of
the project of civilizing, otherwise known as imperialism, as the project
of making civil war a possibility in places not yet civilized—namely,
the colonies. In context, the Nigerian Civil War was the country’s first
civil war as a postcolonial nation-state. But the logic of Susan’s state-
ment erases the “post” in “postcolonial” because it calls for continued
civilizing of “these people,” which, as the phrase suggests, means more
than merely Nigerians, but all “these people” not yet civilized, not yet
civil, not yet capable of fighting civilized civil wars.

Still too easy. For an identical conjuncture of incivility and civil
war proliferates in the rhetoric of today’s most prominent imperial
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institutions. In 2003, the World Bank completed a study on civil war,
the outcome of which was a policy report titled Breaking the Conflict
Trap: Civil War and Development Policy. In the report’s foreword,
Nicholas Stern, chief economist of the World Bank at the time, states
that ever since World War I1, “the risk of civil war is much higher in low-
income countries than middle-income countries.”® Civil war, according
to Stern, happens exclusively in the developing world and is inextricably
linked to the forces of modernization. The report cites examples of civil
wars in countries as diverse as Peru, El Salvador, Angola, the Demo-
cratic Republic of Congo, Burundi, Cambodia, Rwanda, Somalia, and
Sudan, all of which are collapsed into a single paradigm that is unique
to the non-West. These civil wars, Stern argues, create “development
in reverse” because they are “not just a problem for development, but
a failure of development.” Civil war is a problem unique to the devel-
oping world, which in turn prohibits this world from ever becoming
modern. As such, civil war is both a cause (a failure of development)
and an effect (a problem for development)—disease and symptom. As a
later chapter in the World Bank’s study explains, “Once a country has
stumbled into conflict powerful forces—the conflict trap—tend to lock
it into a syndrome of further conflict.” Clumsy countries who know
nothing about the art of modern statecraft “stumble” at the thresh-
olds of modernity into “the conflict trap.” These traps are so power-
ful that it takes a benevolent institution like the World Bank (which
has complete confidence in its ability to tell apart victims from perpe-
trators) to rescue such states by setting them free into the domain of
Western modernity. In the name of development and with the alibi of
civil war, the World Bank takes on the burdens of an uncannily famil-
iar mission civilisatrice to “break the trap” of the developing world’s
self-destructiveness. Hence the report proclaims: “The international
community . . . has a legitimate role as an advocate for those who are
victims.”® Within the space of a few sentences, one of the world’s most
powerful men in one of the most powerful international organizations
produces an ontology of the Global South in which civil war is located
at the center.

Such claims never come out of a vacuum. Social scientific disciplines
have been the backbone to the World Bank’s geopolitical order of things.
Beginning in the mid-t99os, an explosion of scholarship in the politi-
cal sciences laid much of the groundwork for the World Bank’s report.
These studies define civil war through positivistic lenses such as casual-
ties, rate of casualties, perpetrators of violence, levels of organization,
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and the status of sovereignty.” Within these institutional debates, defi-
nitions of what exactly a civil war is range from “one thousand deaths
per conflict” to “two hundred deaths per conflict” to “one thousand
deaths per conflict year.”® Some define civil war as involving two gov-
ernments, while others say that it can be between any two organized
groups in a singular territory. Civil wars, we learn, last seven years on
average.” Within one such time span, the social sciences produced a
vast field of abstract knowledge about civil war complete with quanti-
fied graphs, trees, and an implicit map that consistently separates the
West from the non-West.!® If classical Orientalism took civility as its
topos, its modern-day incarnation anchors itself in a knowledge of civil
war. Indeed, to know civil war today is to know the developing world.
Integral to this knowledge is also the solution to civil war’s incivility.
For within this discourse, foreign intervention, whether through mili-
tary strikes, economic stimulation, or internationally induced reform,
is never not the answer to civil war.!" Academic disciplines work in
concert with neoimperial conglomerates like the World Bank and take
part in discourses that not only echo but reproduce the procedures of
nineteenth-century imperialism by, as Edward Said put it long ago,
“making statements about it, authorizing views of it, describing it, by
teaching it, settling it, ruling over it.”!> When it comes to civil war,
Orientalism is alive and well.

Most recently, civil war has become synonymous with the figure of
the refugee. The movement of millions of stateless individuals within
the Middle East and the influx of hundreds of thousands into Europe
over the last few years have made civil war into an undeniably inter-
national event. Alongside these transnational movements away from
crumbling nation-states has been the return of a vividly xenophobic
nationalism within the West that is entirely at home in the language of
wars of civilization, civilizing missions, and civility. The rhetoric of bar-
barism and a clash of the civilizations is always near at hand in popular
and political debates surrounding the civil wars in the Middle East and
Africa, which routinely equate the postcolonial refugee with the terror-
ist and sometimes Islam as such. The resurgence of far-Right nation-
alism within Europe and the United States, which derives its energy
from a perceived “attack” on Western values and society by migrants
and refugees, has revived, and in some cases ushered in, nationalist
organizations and political parties like Patriotische Europder gegen
die Islamisierung des Abendlandes (PEGIDA) in Germany, the English
Defense League and UK Independence Party in Britain (a party at the
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vanguard of the breakup of the European Union, no less), the National
Front in France, Golden Dawn in Greece, the Sweden Democrats, the
Danish People’s Party, and the Finns Party. Far from developmental
regression in the Global South, the far Right claims the Islamic State
in Syria and Iraq is waging a “global civil war” (the vector of which is
the refugee) that threatens to return Europe to medieval times. Thus
in Europe and the United States it has become routine to hear calls for
the closing off of borders to protect national identity, security, and the
domestic labor market, while at the same time advocating for military
intervention in the Middle East and North Africa under the moniker of
“peacekeeping” or “humanitarian” missions with no cognizance of the
long imperial history of benevolent interventionism.

This book is about how civil war came to figure so prominently in
the politics of empire. As the readings above suggest, the resonance of
Europe’s civilizing missions in today’s rhetoric of civil war necessitates
an understanding of national rupture that attends to its prehistory in
the nineteenth century as well as the global context in which it oper-
ates. Seen in this comparative light, we learn that the contemporary
assumption that civil war is a demodernizing force emanating out of
the global periphery is a relatively new one. For in nineteenth-century
Britain, civil war was understood as a distinctly metropolitan problem
rather than a crisis unique to the peripheries. Conflicts like the Indian
Mutiny or the Morant Bay Rebellion were not seen by Victorians as
civil wars but instead as acts of colonial treachery. In Charles Dickens’s
famously incendiary response to the Mutiny, he expresses his desire to
“exterminate the Race upon whom the stain of the late cruelties rested”
and “to blot it out of mankind and raze it off the face of the Earth.”*3 In
contrast, conflicts in the West like the American Civil War were under-
stood to be essential to the globalization of industrial modernity. Karl
Marx characterized the civil war in the United States as “nothing but a
struggle between two social systems, between a system of slavery and
the system of free labor,” while John Stuart Mill equated the conflict
to a civilizational war between the “barbarizing power” of the Con-
federacy and the “crusade of civilized Europe.”'* Britain’s own class
struggles were routinely described as latent civil wars between the mid-
dle class and the industrial proletariat. While capitalism is today seen
as the solution to civil war, nineteenth-century Britons as diverse as
Marx, Elizabeth Gaskell, and Thomas Carlyle saw capitalism to itself
be a civil war between the rich and the poor that was waged under
peaceful conditions. Instead of an uncivil affair justifying imperial
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intervention as it does today, civil war in the Victorian imagination
described those antagonisms that were said to properly belong to places
already civilized, where capitalist modernity had already arrived. In
nineteenth-century Britain the logic was: we are at civil war, and it
must be our civil war for it does not include the uncivilized colonies.
Today the logic in the West is: they are at civil war, meaning we can
intervene in their uncivilized conflicts as benevolent actors.

At the heart of Civilizing War is the historical transformation of
civil war from a civil affair into an uncivil crisis. In the context of
my study, civility and incivility are not markers of cultivation or con-
duct but geopolitical signposts of national boundaries in an imperial
milieu."> The close relationship between civility and the civilizing mis-
sion is evident in early sociological texts like Norbert Elias’s The Civ-
ilizing Process (1938).'° Although Elias’s text is primarily concerned
with the self-cultivation of society, he nevertheless recognizes how
such processes are inherently Orientalist in the modern age. This is in
large part because in the context of the modern nation-state, socializa-
tion of one’s own people operates through a will-to-difference with a
more or less cultivated outside. The idea of civilization, Elias explains,
“expresses the self-consciousness of the West. One could even say:
national consciousness. It sums up everything in which Western soci-
ety of the last two or three centuries believes itself superior to earlier
societies or ‘more primitive’ contemporary ones.”!” With Elias in mind,
Etienne Balibar elaborates that “the term ‘civilization’ is not easily dis-
sociated from the idea that there are barbarians and savages who have
to be ‘civilized’ (that is to say, in practice, subjected to the worst vio-
lence).”'® It is this “nationalized” and “imperialized” idea of civility
and civilization that interests me here, specifically how they are made
legible through narratives of civil war.

The chapters that follow track the shift in the idea of civil war within
the West from describing an Occidental affair to an Oriental crisis
from the mid-nineteenth to the late twentieth centuries.” Instead of an
expansive account of this period—a task better left to a historian—my
study examines the efflorescence of tropes, narratives, and metaphors
of civil war at three salient moments in the biography of the modern
nation-state.?’ Part 1, “Civility,” looks at how narratives of latent civil
war were essential to the ways in which early Victorians first articulated
the idea of English nationality during the 1840s, not coincidentally
nineteenth-century England’s most tumultuous decade. Part 2, “Civi-
lizing Mission,” is a transitionary section that looks at how narratives
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of civil war shifted from describing a civil affair to a barbaric conflict
during the British empire’s most ambitious years, the dawn of New
Imperialism at the turn of the century. It was during these years that
civil war emerged as the alibi for international intervention and eco-
nomic development, the twentieth-century equivalent of nineteenth-
century civilizing missions. And finally, Part 3, “Incivility,” examines
the continued conjuncture of civil war and the civilizing mission in the
age of decolonization, and its centrality to how writers have articu-
lated the historicity of the postcolonial. These three themes organize
the historical arc of this book and chart civil war’s projection from the
Occident out to the Orient. In the coda, I look at how the recent inter-
national refugee crisis has returned the threat of civil war to Europe by
undermining the classical geopolitical coordinates of the West and the
Middle East and North Africa. Approaching the conjuncture of civil
war and imperialism in such a comparative framework helps us see
how, despite representing the domestic crisis par excellence, civil war
in fact allows us to think across national literatures, national borders,
and the thresholds of historical periodization. Consistent across these
geopolitical, historical, and cultural boundaries is how the idea of civil
war has been complicit with and integral to nationalist discourse and
its sibling projects, imperialism and decolonization.

Taken together, the assemblage of texts I examine in this book can
be understood to be a counter to the social scientific epistemology of
civil war I outlined earlier in the opening pages of this introduction.?!
Rather than speak of specific historical civil wars like the American
Civil War or the Spanish Civil War, or pin down a concept of civil
war, [ am interested in civil war as a discourse of power. To borrow
from Michel Foucault, “Civil war is not a sort of antithesis of power,
what exists before or reappears after it. Civil war and power are not
mutually exclusive. Civil war takes place on the stage of power.”?
Moreover, civil war must be seen as a “matrix within which elements
of power come to function, are reactivated. . . . There is no civil war
without the work of power and work on power.”?? Essential in making
these matrices visible is what I call a “poetics of national rupture.” This
poetics takes on a variety of textual and narrative forms—figures, met-
aphors, tropes (and most important for this book), plot, and closure—
all of which play a crucial role in making the nation legible in the age
of empire, be it for the ends of consolidating political community or
questioning its limits. I choose the term “poetics” because the liter-
ary discourse discussed in this book manifests across genres, including
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political essays, social analysis, travelogues, historiography, and nov-
els. By attending to national rupture as a textual effect rather than a
historical episode or a crisis to sovereignty, we learn that nationalism
doesn’t only desire or presuppose unity but often valorizes its inter-
nal antagonisms and disunity for articulating and realizing its imperial
and postcolonial ambitions.

THE POETICS OF NATIONAL RUPTURE

Such a study must begin by questioning our basic assumptions about
the national imagination. Over the last four decades, it has become
commonplace to think of nations as products of “imaginations,” “fic-
tions,” “fantasies,” “narratives,” “myths,” “specters,” and “dreams.”
That almost anyone trained in the humanities can recognize at least
one of the above-mentioned descriptors of nationalist discourse attests
to just how familiar the nation has become as a category of analysis and
critique. The lexicon of illusion, conjuring, and reverie doesn’t discount
the nation as false or a delusion, nor does it question the authenticity of
a nation’s claims to unity, but calls attention to the procedures through
which the nation is produced and reproduced. The means of such repro-
duction involve a range of apparatuses and institutions like language,
literature, historiography, the press, and the school system—to name
only a handful. If there is something that unifies the studies mentioned
above, it is that nations exist within and function through an array of
representations; nations are produced out of representations, but this
production takes place within the representative domain of the nation.
Balibar calls this “the self-manifestation of the national personality.”?*

Less well understood, if understood at all, is how nations dissolve.
If nations are widely seen to be institutional inventions produced out
of a range of discursive matrixes, then why are civil wars only ever
described as discrete historical episodes? Can one imagine commu-
nal antagonisms just as one conjures national bonds? Does civil war
inhabit the same historical sensibility of the nation—filling “empty
homogeneous time”—or something different? If nations are indeed
imagined, fictive, fantasized, and narrated, then is their dissolution
in civil war equally so? One of Benedict Anderson’s most persuasive
claims about the “reality” and ideological force of nationalism is that
over the last two centuries, nationalism has made it possible for “so
many millions of people, not so much to kill, as willingly die for such

» < »
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limited imaginings.”? Anderson’s point is not that nations are necropo-
litical—a power over death—or that death proves or actualizes nation-
ality but that the national imagination can be so powerful that millions
have willingly sacrificed their own lives for individuals they have never
met: their fellow-countrymen.?® What happens to the national imagi-
nation in civil war when the “willingness to die for” one’s countrymen
is simultaneously a “willingness to kill” one’s countrymen? If “colossal
sacrifices” in war demonstrate the tenacity of imagined bonds, then
does the willingness to die demonstrate the “reality” of the absence of
fraternity in civil war? If critics have become well-versed in the poetics
of nationalism, what might a poetics of national rupture look like?

Before answering these questions, it is important to recognize how
historical instances of national rupture are always highly contested.
Consider, for example, the “English Civil War” vs. the “English Inter-
regnum,” “American Civil War” vs. the “war of Northern aggression,”
the “Russian Revolution” vs. the “Russian Civil War,” the “Nigerian
Civil War” vs. “The Biafran War of Independence,” “The Rwandan
Civil War” vs. “The Rwandan Genocide,” “The Sri Lankan Civil War”
vs. “The Tamil Eelam Liberation Struggle,” “The Syrian Civil War” vs.
“Global Jihad.” In each case, the name of a conflict has a transforma-
tive effect on its perceived content. Hence the plasticity of “civil war” as
a term, whose meaning can encompass revolution, rebellion, insurrec-
tion, and genocide.?”” Because one citizen’s civil war is another’s seces-
sion, independence, colonization, liberation, or statelessness, usage of
the term (one way or another) is always contested and implicitly entails
what Mahmood Mamdani calls a “politics of naming.”?®

This book argues that integral to the politics of naming is a poli-
tics of narration. In a rarely discussed chapter in the revised edition
of Imagined Communities, Anderson argues that the periodization
of civil war is integral to the historical imagination of the nation. He
points out the odd syntax of Ernst Renan’s infamous statement that
“every French citizen has to have already forgotten Saint Bartholomew,
or the massacres that took place in the Midi in the thirteenth cen-
tury.”?’ Implicit is the citizen’s obligation to have already forgotten
ancient civil wars. National belonging is premised on a commitment to
forget the falsity of the national bond in advance, to foreclose the possi-
bility of ever remembering ancient fratricides. Such an injunction plays
a pedagogical role in producing the historical consciousness of a nation
in a counterintuitive way—what Anderson calls the “reassurance of
fratricide.”® The ideological function of civil war within nationalist
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discourse complements his original thesis that “a sociological organ-
ism moving calendrically through homogenous, empty time is a precise
analogue of the idea of the nation, which also is conceived as a solid
community moving steadily down (or up) history.”3! Remembering to
forget a past civil war suggests an opposite movement, one in which the
ancient fratricide bears upon the present, threatening to reveal the fic-
tion of ethnic bonds, thereby halting historical movement.3? For Ander-
son, to forget is to re-place the nation’s internal contradictions into the
distant past as something not resonant within the present or future.
Civil wars are therefore always narrated as static episodes detached
from the present, fixed in the past, against which the nation pushes off,
as it were, to move forward through the empty homogeneous time of
history. Anderson’s implicit suggestion is that memories of forgotten
fratricides energize nationalism by their episodic quality—“we fought
then, our unity is now.” So while civic discord might contradict the
existence of an imagined community, its periodization as a bygone
event renders it memorable in the service of the nation.? To encounter
civil war as a historical episode is to encounter it as the product of
nationalism. As an integral unit of the national narrative, civil war’s
“episodization” enables citizens to forget and defang their most divi-
sive moments by relegating these events to the distant past.

While Civilizing War builds on Anderson’s suggestion that civil war
is part of the narrative work of nationalist discourse, it also finds that
such conflicts have a life beyond the episode. Not only did nineteenth-
century writers describe civil war as an ongoing, epochal, and often
nonviolent process, writers in the twentieth century proliferated narra-
tives of national rupture as a way to represent modernity in the colonial
and postcolonial peripheries. Far from something to be forgotten, the
writers I am interested in produce narratives of national rupture as a
way to think the nation. As I discuss in Part 1 of this book, Victori-
ans often described England’s class divisions as a latent war between
fellow-countrymen. Thinkers as diverse as Friedrich Engels, Thomas
Carlyle, Elizabeth Gaskell, and Benjamin Disraeli drew on what Michel
Foucault calls the discourse of “race war” to frame the “Condition
of England” question as fundamentally about internal divisions and
antagonisms. Foucault’s genealogy of war, delivered as lectures at the
College de France in 1976, argues that late eighteenth- and nineteenth-
century historiography reinvented war from a violent confrontation
between states to an analytic of power in its rawest form. For historians
like Augustin Thierry, Fran¢ois Guizot, and Montlossier, histories of
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peoples looked more and more like histories of struggles between them.
Importantly, this discourse of war depicted antagonists as bound in an
epochal conflict spanning centuries, and that was so pervasive that it
saturated all aspects of civil life. Moreover, it relocated war from the
state to everyday power relations, making war conceivable within soci-
eties during periods of assumed peace. The historical imagination of
the period thus inverted Carl von Clausewitz’s famous formulation that
“war is politics by other means” to “politics is war by other means.”3*
Early Victorians turned to this very discourse in their treatments of
the national question. As I discuss in Chapter 3, Benjamin Disraeli’s
Young England novel Sybil, or, The Two Nations depicts industrial
modernity as having resurrected the Norman Conquest in the shape of
a “Norman” bourgeoisie and “Saxon” proletariat. Disraeli’s historical
revisionism folds the tropes of the Norman Conquest into narratives
of class antagonism, supplanting French conquerors and vanquished
Saxons with fellow-Englishmen. This “invasion” is represented in the
novel as entirely nonviolent, taking the form instead of a protracted
institutional usurpation of property and civic institutions by one class
over another from the sixteenth century onward. Far from a crisis,
or even a bygone scandal, Disraeli narrates civil war as a protracted
affair that is crucial to the national-historical imagination of his novel.
Rather than an episode in the distant past of national history, Disraeli
presents a latent civil war as England’s history.

The example of Sybil makes two salient features of the poetics of
national rupture vividly clear. The first is that the poetics of national
rupture offers a lens into the relations of power both within and
between nations. This is because inscribed into the modern narrative of
civil war is a tension between race and class. “Few ideologies,” Hannah
Arendt tells us in The Origins of Totalitarianism, “have won enough
prominence to survive the hard competitive struggle of persuasion, and
only two have come out on top and essentially defeated all others: the
ideology which interprets history as an economic struggle of classes,
and the other that interprets history as a natural fight of races.”* These
two ideologies are always operative in the poetics of national rupture.
Disraeli’s novel, for example, casts the industrial proletariat as dispos-
sessed “Saxons” and the ruling class as conquering “Normans,” and
in doing so makes it impossible to distinguish class struggle from race
struggle. Furthermore, these class/race struggles were often compli-
cated by the presence of colonial subjects within the metropole. Thus
Disraeli and his contemporaries went to great lengths to distinguish
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the class war between rich and poor Englishmen from the antagonisms
between the English and Irish working classes. That is to say, early
Victorian narratives of national rupture, which relied on the discourse
of race and class struggles, were also inflected by the imperial milieu
within which they were situated. And far from a nineteenth-century
phenomenon, narratives of civil war in the twentieth century continue
to draw on the affinity between race and class. The Second Anglo-Boer
War, for example, was in large part an effort by the British empire
to solidify territorial and economic control of the Cape colony, which
had recently yielded its subterranean treasures of gold and diamonds
and created the need for a disenfranchised labor force. And yet, the
war was celebrated by British jingoists like Arthur Conan Doyle and
Rudyard Kipling as between the “blood brotherhood” of the empire, a
formulation of racial filiation of Britain’s settler colonies that excluded
colonized subjects from the conflict.?®* More recently, narratives of
master-servant relations in the context of highly racialized civil wars
saturate postcolonial historical fiction about conflict in sub-Saharan
Africa. V. S. Naipaul’s A Bend in the River (1979), Nadine Gordimer’s
July’s People (1981), and Adichie’s Half of a Yellow Sun—to name just
a few—thematize shifting class relations in the domestic sphere against
backdrops of civic unrest in sub-Saharan Africa. The fact that today’s
Right in Europe and North America describes the influx of refugees as
corrupting national character on the one hand and draining the state’s
resources in an age of austerity on the other attests to the continued
affinity between race and class in contemporary conjuncture of what is
sometimes referred to as a “global civil war.” In all of these cases, civil
war might name a crisis of national identity, but it does so by showing
the forms of domination at work both inside and between political
communities.

The second feature of the poetics of national rupture that Sybil exem-
plifies is how some of the very mechanisms and institutions that typi-
cally imagine communities also make their disunity conceivable and
palpable. Novels, for example, have played a central role in imagining
political community.’” Importantly, the novel does not create the nation
but, as Jonathan Culler reminds us, is “a formal condition of imagin-
ing the nation—a structural condition of possibility.”3® As a genre, the
novel narrativizes a space and time in which seemingly detached (and I
would add, even antagonistic) individuals can be thought of as belong-
ing to the same society. To put it simply: the novel makes the nation
possible.’® My argument in this book is that literary texts, especially
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novels, also carve a space (and time) for the reader to un-imagine the
bonds between fellow-countrymen in civil war. If the novel, to recall
Culler, creates the condition of possibility for the nation, then I find
that it also creates the condition for the nation’s impossibility. It is this
negative aspect of the novel’s involvement in the horizon of legibility of
nationhood that will mostly concern me here.

Especially adept at giving this negativity a narrative form is the his-
torical novel. It is no coincidence that all the novels I discuss in this
book fall within this genre. Even the nonfictional works I discuss, such
as Engels’s The Conditions of the Working Class in England (1844),
Carlyle’s Chartism (1839) and Past and Present (1842), and J. R. See-
ley’s The Expansion of England (1883), are committed to understanding
the present through its prehistory—which according to Gyorgy Lukdcs
is essential to the historical novel’s temporal sensibility. In his account,
the historical novel, a child of the French Revolution, “made history a
mass experience” by linking history to the “inner life of the nation.”*
The emergence of a new national sensibility at the end of the eighteenth
century made it possible for “men to comprehend their own existence as
something historically conditioned, for them to see in history something
which deeply affects their daily lives and immediately concerns them.”*!
The genre played an important part in Europe’s emergent civil societies
because in addition to historical man it sought to make historical com-
munities legible to its readers. If the novel makes social relations legible,
the historical novel makes society legible as a product of history.

Why and how can this genre, widely understood to have been inte-
gral to the birth of national feeling in the late eighteenth and early
nineteenth centuries, narrate the opposite of political community: civil
antagonism? How can one of the foundational institutions of nation-
alism even represent, let alone narrate, civil war? As the case of Sybil
suggests, Disraeli follows the very same protocols of nationalist his-
toriography, only supplants a narrative of fraternity with that of an
extended fratricide. The common history of Englishmen, we learn, is
not energized by racial or ethnic filiation but domestic conquest, intra-
national strife, and civil war that persist over centuries. If, as Balibar
argues, race is the “symbolic kernel” of national identity and history,
then Disraeli’s novel teaches us that race war can function as this core.*
That is to say, fraternity is always already inscribed into a novelistic
history of fratricide.

But if in Disraeli’s time civil war was the motor of history, then what
does the historical novel look like in the twentieth century, when civil
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war is said to reverse development? How does a historical novel nar-
rate the prehistory of the present if historical development is stagnant
or regressive? Parts 2 and 3 of this book consider these questions in the
colonial and postcolonial contexts of the twentieth century. Jed Esty’s
important intervention in Unseasonable Youth shows how the genre of
the bildungsroman, especially in its encounter with modernism, alle-
gorized uneven development in a globalized world.** In the contexts
I examine in this book, arrested development and endless youth look
more like what the World Bank calls the “conflict trap”: the historical
paralysis caused by the persistence of civil war in the colonial and post-
colonial world. Integral to this sensibility is literary modernism, which
having been shaped by the asymmetries of colonial modernity sought
to recast the historical novel’s emplotment toward an accomplished
future. In novels like William Henry Hudson’s The Purple Land (1885)
and Joseph Conrad’s Nostromo (1904), Latin American countries are
bewitched by cycles of civil war and dictatorships. And toward the end
of the twentieth century, writers like V. S. Naipaul, Nadine Gordimer,
and Michael Ondaatje produced historical fictions in which African
and Asian postcolonies are similarly paralyzed by the persistence of
brutal regimes and civic conflict. What interests me is how these writ-
ers formalize the conflict trap into a kind of narrative trap, producing
historical novels that stall the telos of historical transition. By formaliz-
ing the conflict trap via narratives of impasse, their poetics of national
rupture tell tales of endless transition. So rather than stories of “unsea-
sonable youth,” as Esty calls them in reference to the bildungsroman, I
read narratives of “development in reverse.”

My point throughout this book is that the poetics of national rup-
ture offers an unintuitive lens into nationalist discourse in the age of
empire. In an account of empire that has become routine, the nation
emerges out of a will-to-difference with an outside (colonies for the
metropole, metropole for the colonies). And in this account, the nation
reproduces itself as a singular, unified political community by end-
lessly differentiating itself from the extranational, what Anderson
calls “official nationalism.”** This book illustrates how nationalism’s
will-to-difference also draws its ideological energy by articulating and
often valorizing the nation’s internal contradictions. With this in mind,
it becomes possible to revisit nationalism as a discourse whose “self-
manifestation,” to recall Balibar once more, occurs not only through
its self-perpetuation but also through its self-division. The premise of
this study is that we must confront the fact that imagining community
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has been coextensive to un-imagining it. To read against the grain of
nationalist discourse in this manner reveals how the most intranational
of all conflicts, civil war, is in fact entirely woven into the extranational
politics of imperialism and decolonization.

STATES OF UNEXCEPTION

By locating my study within the domain of national culture, my
account of civil war is markedly different from that of the Hobbesian
tradition in political theory, which in recent years has gained signifi-
cant currency in the American academy by way of Giorgio Agamben.
While Agamben’s work is most commonly associated with studies of
sovereignty, what is all too often ignored is the centrality of civil war
in his political philosophy. In State of Exception he calls civil war “the
opposite of normal conditions” because “it lies in the zone of undecid-
ability with respect to the state of exception, which is the state power’s
immediate response to the most extreme internal conflicts.” Such
formulations illustrate Agamben’s debt to Thomas Hobbes and Carl
Schmitt, both of whom oppose civil war to conditions of peace and
security. For example, one of the sole tasks of Hobbes’s Leviathan, a
“Mortal God,” is to prevent civil war: “It belongeth therefore to him
that hath the Soveraign Power, to be Judge, or constitute all Judges
of Opinions and Doctrines, as a thing necessary to Peace, thereby to
prevent Discord and Civill Warre.”*¢ Carl Schmitt inherits Hobbes’s
opposition between sovereignty and civil war, while also adapting it
for the modern state. Civil war, Schmitt argues, is a “self-laceration” of
the state because it triggers the “dissolution of the state as an organized
political entity, internally peaceful, territorial enclosed, and impene-
trable to aliens.”” Civil war undermines Schmitt’s entire concept of
the political, which is premised on the state’s ability to differentiate
between friend and enemy.

Elsewhere, however, Agamben questions the opposition between
civil war and sovereignty. When discussing the aporetic concept of the
“people” in Western political thought, he in fact departs from Schmitt:
“the people always contains a division more originary than that of
friend-enemy, an incessant civil war that divides it more radically than
every conflict and, at the same time, keeps it united and constitutes it
more securely than any identity.”® For Agamben, the “secure unity”
of the identity in question is between two vertically oriented strata,
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the state and civilians, sovereigns and subjects: “It is as if what we call
‘people’ were in reality not a unitary subject but a dialectical oscil-
lation between two opposites poles: on the one hand, the set of the
People as a whole political body, and on the other, the subset of the
people as a fragmentary multiplicity of needy and excluded bodies . . .
at one extreme, the total state of integrated and sovereign citizens, and
at the other, the preserve . . . of the wretched, the oppressed, and the
defeated.” The antagonism between the “People” and the “wretched”
is, according to Agamben, more primordial than Schmitt’s famous
opposition between friend and enemy. Still another understanding of
civil war in Agamben’s political philosophy can be found in his recently
published lectures on the Greek notion of stasis—classical Greece’s
word for civic discord—which he explains “constitutes a zone of indif-
ference between the unpolitical space of the family and the political
space of the city. . . . This means that in the system of Greek politics
civil war functions as a threshold of politicisation and depoliticisation,
through which the house is exceeded in the city and the city is depoliti-
cised in the family.”** While much could be said about each of these
accounts of civil war, what I want to note is how this entire Hobbesian
tradition sees civil war as relating to questions of sovereignty and the
state.

My study is concerned with a very different conception of internal
conflict. Rather than a state of emergency, the suspension of law, or
a citizenry’s declaration of war against “the wretched,” the writers I
examine locate civil war within the domain of national culture, that is
to say, within civil society. To put it differently, I study what civil war
means after, as Foucault once put it, the head of the king has been cut
off.’! Consequently, in my study civil war is not an exceptional moment
at all but entirely imbedded within the everyday life of the nation. This
book’s first task is to reorient the Hobbesian tradition of thinking
about civil war away from the state toward political community. I do
so by reconciling Foucault’s genealogy of race war in “Society Must
Be Defended” with theories of nationalism—Anderson’s and Balibar’s
in particular. This constellation helps me recast the Victorian decades,
often referred to as the “age of equipoise” when English nationhood
first crystalized, as a period preoccupied with national rupture. Part 1
of this book looks at how Victorians turned to war as a field of intel-
ligibility into everyday life. Rather than imagining itself as a singu-
lar people, England’s national unity was often articulated through its
internal antagonisms. I illustrate this paradoxical logic of the nation in
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Chapters 1, 2, and 3 by looking at a range of texts in different genres,
paying close attention to the early writings of Marx and Engels, in
particular the latter’s study of England’s industrial cities in The Condi-
tions of the Working Class in England, Thomas Carlyle’s writings on
the condition of England question in Chartism and Past and Present,
and Benjamin Disraeli’s Sybil, or, The Two Nations. Rather than a his-
torical episode, early Victorians described a latent war to saturate all
aspects of English civic life. This war, importantly, had been ushered in
by the advent of capital, which Victorians consistently describe as the
motor of their own history. In stark contrast to development in reverse,
the “civil wars” that preoccupied the Victorian national imagination
were narrated as development as such. And so rather than states of
exception, this early Victorian poetics of national rupture describes
neither a void of sovereign power nor the conflation of politics with
non-politics but rather the quotidian aspects of modern life and nation-
hood. Engels, for example, sees war in the organization of neighbor-
hoods, in the sanitary conditions of laboring districts, and even in the
postures of the homeless. Carlyle claims that capitalist money-relations
are akin to the original fratricide: Cain’s murder of Abel. And Disraeli
sees a latent civil war to have undergirded English social relations since
Henry VIIDs reign. If civil war is the condition of possibility for the
state of exception, then I find Victorian narratives of national rupture
to be entirely unexceptional. Approaching British nationalist thought
in this manner revises a truism within literary criticism and histori-
ography that the early Victorian years saw, as Mary Poovey has put
it, the “making of a social body” and, as Linda Colley has argued in
Britons, the crystallization of British nationality.’? In contrast, I argue
that at the very moment it became possible to speak of a British nation,
it became both possible and necessary to tell stories of its internal wars.

Part 2 is a transitionary section that looks at how narratives of
national rupture are projected outward to the colonies at the turn of
the century. In its journey from the center to the periphery, the poet-
ics of national rupture increasingly describes a crisis of modernization
rather than the motor of industrial modernity. That is to say, civil war
transforms into something “uncivilized” and the occasion for the civi-
lizing mission. Chapter 4 tracks what happens to narratives of civil
war during the British empire’s most ambitious years, when it saw Brit-
ain and its settler colonies as belonging to a global nation-state, most
commonly referred to as “Greater Britain.” The apex of this national-
imperial imagination came with the outbreak of the Second Anglo-Boer
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War, which jingoists like Arthur Conan Doyle and Rudyard Kipling
celebrated as a civil war because South Africa and Britain were said to
belong to the same imperial nation-state. Hence the characterization of
the Boer War as “the last of the gentleman’s wars” or a “sahibs’ war,”
because it was said to be fought between the civilized fellow-citizens of
“Greater Britain.” But Kipling, especially in his short story “A Sahibs’
War” (1902), also had to confront the fact that British and Boer tactics
were decidedly “ungentlemanly” at the war front, and so conflated the
South African conflict with anticolonial uprisings in Afghanistan and
Burma, which in his mind were barbaric frontier conflicts. This his-
torical conjuncture makes visible, on the one hand, how civil war was
the zenith of Britain’s expansion around the world and, on the other
hand, how this highest stage of civilization looked uncannily like the
barbarism of the colonies.

While for early Victorians capitalism poised fellow-Englishmen in
fratricidal antagonism, capitalism is figured as the solution to fratricide
in the twentieth century. Chapter 5 examines how the civilizing mission
was discussed in political treatises by J. A. Hobson and Lord Cromer
as well as the fiction of William Henry Hudson, but focuses in particu-
lar on Joseph Conrad’s historical novel Nostromo, where civil war is
described as a distinctly non-Western phenomenon and symptomatic
of a lack of development. Far from civil, gentlemanly, and something
to be feared in England, civic discord is egoistic, moblike, vengeful,
barbaric, and unique to the non-West. And built into Conrad’s novel is
the solution to such uncivil civil wars: economic development, the seed
of which can only ever come from the West. Incapable of truly saving
itself, the fictional South American country of Costaguana must be
saved by a class of foreign investors, industrialists, and statesmen. By
detaching the civilizing mission from the official British empire, Con-
rad actually extends the imperium’s reach to anywhere in the world.

Part 3 argues that the postcolonial historical novel has both antici-
pated and displaced the contemporary truism that civil war hinders
progress. Rather than describe the past as the prehistory of the pres-
ent (as Lukdcs’s account of the genre stipulates), postcolonial histori-
cal fiction emplots the historically regressive effects of civil war—what
the World Bank calls “development in reverse.” Chapter 6 discusses a
range of postcolonial historical fiction but focuses on V. S. Naipaul’s A
Bend in the River. Naipaul’s emplotment of “development in reverse,”
I argue, doesn’t justify international intervention but instead highlights
the colonial origins of Western benevolence and how in its efforts to
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stop civil war in the Global South, development projects in fact fore-
close the very future they promise. My final chapter looks at a late
colonial manifestation of the poetics of national rupture in apartheid
South Africa. Civil war is the backdrop to a number of late apartheid
novels, such as Gordimer’s July’s People, J. M. Coetzee’s The Life and
Times of Michael K (1983), and André Brink’s States of Emergency
(1988), all of which situate their narratives in the midst of revolution-
ary historical transition out of apartheid. The turn to civil war as a
narrative category, I argue, allowed white South African novelists who
were writing against apartheid to narrate historical transitions to the
postcolonial while at the same time disavow prescribing the trajectory
of such a transition. Gordimer’s novel explicitly calls this impasse an
“interregnum”—a concept she borrows from Antonio Gramsci’s prison
writings. More than the thematic content of the novel, July’s People
formalizes the temporality of the interregnum in its plot, producing
a narrative structure that cannot arrive at its destination. Gordimer’s
turn to the interregnum, a species of civil war, as a narrative cate-
gory shows how postcolonial nationhood must not be understood as
a departure from colonial rule but as a period of suspended transit—
what I call a “postcolonial interregnum.”

Having been projected out to the colonies by the advent of capital-
ist modernity, civil war seems today to have returned to the “birth-
place” of the modern civilization, of the citizen, of modern civil war. If
nineteenth-century Europe was the origin of civility and civil war, and
the Global South its recipient in the twentieth century, then contem-
porary civil war discourse is questioning these boundaries and their
meanings in an unprecedented way. In the coda to this book, I dis-
cuss the current refugee crisis in Europe and the United States and the
rhetoric of civil war and civility that surrounds it. My hope is that the
chapters that follow situate this current conjuncture of civil war in the
long, braided history of civil war and the civilizing mission.



PART I
Civility

A binary structure runs through society.

—FOUCAULT, “Society Must Be Defended”

No theorist transformed our understanding of nineteenth-century Brit-
ain more than Michel Foucault. The foundational texts of British liter-
ary criticism, Edward Said’s Orientalism and Culture and Imperialism,
D. A. Miller’s The Novel and the Police, Catherine Gallagher’s The
Industrial Reformation of English Fiction, and Nancy Armstrong’s
Desire and Domestic Fiction (to name just a few), have all brought
questions Foucault posed about the emergence of civil society in the
Enlightenment to the realm of nineteenth-century British literary stud-
ies. Among Foucault’s numerous studies into epistemology, medicine,
and psychiatry, Discipline and Punish and The History of Sexuality,
Volume 1 have been especially important and influential to the above-
mentioned critics.' Far less influential have been the lectures Foucault
delivered at the Colléege de France between the publication of Disci-
pline and The History in 1976, titled “Society Must Be Defended.”?
The lectures differ from the two published books in that their focus is
not on the world of right and discipline but the discourse of conflict.
Rather than scientific knowledge, Foucault looked to historical knowl-
edge. Rather than the prison, the nation. Rather than the body, the
body politic. Rather than power, war.

Foucault’s lectures track how historians, sociologists, and jurists
in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries reinvented the concept of
war as a lens for sociological analysis and understanding national his-
tory. A common misunderstanding of Foucault’s argument is that his
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lectures concern actual warfare and approach war as a historical event.
In fact, he is far more interested in thinking about how the Enlighten-
ment invented war as historical truth. That is to say, how war was
a form of historico-political knowledge, not an act of violence. This
knowledge, Foucault explains, afforded a “field of visibility” that illu-
minated power in its rawest form. Such “wars” were not singular his-
torical events but were depicted as saturating national history and civic
life. At the broadest level, the lectures could be understood to be about
the invention of the Hegelian dialectic and its centrality in shaping
modern civil society. Importantly, Foucault in no way sees Hegel or the
Hegelian dialectic to have invented the idea of social warfare. Rather,
he sees the dialectic as a philosophical appropriation of much older
discourse of “race war,” which must “be understood as philosophy
and right’s colonization and authoritarian colonization of a historico-
political discourse that was both a statement of fact, a proclamation,
and a practice of social warfare.” Foucault argues that the “dialectic is
born” the day royal power was challenged by aristocratic and middle
classes.* “Basically,” he explains, “the dialectic codifies struggle, war,
and confrontation into a logic, or so-called logic, of contradiction; it
turns them into the twofold process of the totalization and revelation
of a rationality that is at once final but also basic, and in any case
irreversible.”” This bellicose vision of the world was dualistic through
and through, and constitutive of a distinctly Enlightenment worldview:
“The great pyramidal description that the Middle Ages or politico-
philosophical theories gave of the social body, the great image of the
organism or the human body painted by Hobbes . . . is being chal-
lenged by a binary conception of society.”® Rather than a homogeneous
whole, the national imagination of Europe’s emergent civil societies
saw themselves as a split society—Franks and Gauls, Normans and
Saxons, bourgeois and proletariat. The stuff of history “was no longer
the discourse of sovereignty, or even race, but a discourse about races,
about a confrontation between races, about the race struggle that goes
on within nations and within laws.”” It is important to clarify that
“race” in “race war” refers to the most general anthropological sense of
“group,” “camp,” or “people,” not in the biological sense that it came
to have in the later nineteenth century.® Instead of producing the biog-
raphy of a single people, Foucault argues that historians like Augustin
Thierry, Francois Guizot, and Comte de Boulainvilliers narrated how
intranational divisions were animated by mutual antagonism: the races
“form a unity and a single polity only as a result of wars, invasions,
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victories, and defeats, or in other words, acts of violence. The only link
between them is the link established by the violence of war. And finally,
one can say that two races exist when there are two groups which,
although they coexist, have not become mixed because of the differ-
ences, dissymmetries, and barriers created by privileges, customs, and
rights, the distribution of wealth, or the way in which power is exer-
cised.”” War thus emerges not as an event but as an entire field of analy-
sis, whose object of interpretation was the modern nation-state rooted
in internal dualisms, inequality, asymmetries of power, and conflict.

Foucault’s genealogy of war and nationalism has had little traction
in nineteenth-century British literary and cultural studies, which have
instead focused almost exclusively on his final lecture on the inven-
tion of biopolitics.!” This seems to be a significant oversight because
Foucault’s lectures have much more to say about the concept of war
than forms of biological governance (though the two are, of course,
genealogically related).!! Why have these interstitial lectures on war
and nationhood, nestled perfectly between the publication of Disci-
pline and Punish and The History of Sexuality, proven so unproduc-
tive to scholars of nineteenth-century Britain? Theorizing war was
obviously important for helping Foucault think through the transition
from the tactics of policing and discipline to the regulation of biologi-
cal life. So why has the category of war not resonated with scholar-
ship on nineteenth-century Britain?'? If war, as Foucault argues, was
understood to be the condition of Europe’s emergent civil societies,
then where might we find such tumult in Victorian England, a period
often referred to as “the age of equipoise”?'?

The “two nations” trope, of course, was widespread in Victorian
treatments of the “Condition of England” question."* In Oliver Twist
(1837), Fagin’s little community of thieves stands in sharp contrast to
Brownlow’s benevolence, while Nancy’s proletarian desperation is con-
trasted to Rose’s bourgeois empathy. In a review of Henry Mayhew’s
London Labour and the London Poor (1851), the Christian Observer
referred to the poor as “this nation within a nation—living among us,
trading with us, amenable to the same laws, but not speaking the same
language, nor using the same amusements; influenced by no religion,
holding a conventional code of morality, and bound up in the prejudices
of a mode of life of which they acknowledge the miseries, but from the
magic circle of which they are unable and unwilling to escape.”'® May-
hew himself characterized this class as a “parasitic” race that fed off
the propertied classes. As Mayhew’s example suggests, class difference
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was often described in the language of “races” and “nations,” and even
invoked colonial difference. Thus in Dickens’s Sketches by Boz (1836),
Boz “meditates” on a slum, Monmouth Street, and describes its inhabit-
ants as “a distinct class; a peaceable and retiring race . . . who seldom
come forth into the world, . . . a happy troop of infantile scavengers.”'
While these texts span a range of genres and concerns, they, and numer-
ous others, share a thesis about England’s intranational bifurcation.

Reviving Foucault’s orphaned genealogy of war in the context of
nineteenth-century British culture opens up a constellation of writers
across the political spectrum who saw England as a fractured soci-
ety whose internal divisions were antagonistic. Radicals like Friedrich
Engels, liberals like Elizabeth Gaskell, conservative Tories like Ben-
jamin Disraeli, and even those who were all three of these—namely,
Thomas Carlyle—saw England to be saturated in conflict. These writ-
ers extend the “two nation” thesis to one about civil war, for they see
these “nations” to be intertwined in a latent conflict. Engels, for exam-
ple, claims that “the working class has gradually become a race wholly
apart from the English bourgeoisie.”'” But he also notes that both of
these “races” were intertwined in a “social war” that raged beneath the
surface of society.'® Reflecting on the same problem of wage labor, Car-
lyle describes the class war between the between factory owner and his
worker as akin to Cain’s murder of his kin Abel. In a different key but
to a similar end, Disraeli’s second Young England novel Sybil, or, The
Two Nations understands this class war as akin to primordial events in
English history like the Norman Conquest and Henry VIII’s campaign
against the monasteries. While the title of Elizabeth Gaskell’s North
and South suggests that England is geographically and ethnographi-
cally divided into a pastoral South and industrial North, the true divi-
sion at the heart of the novel is the “battle” between factory owners
and their workers."” In all of these cases, writers were not describing
an actual state of war but turning to war as a figure to describe Eng-
lish society in times of assumed peace. So while Oliver Twist’s Rose
and Nancy are separated by the Thames, they are never antagonisti-
cally poised as Engels suggests London’s rich and poor are. Or when
Mayhew describes the “wandering tribes” of the poor who feed off the
rich, these tribes have not “conquered” and “plundered” each other for
centuries as they have in Disraeli’s Sybil. War, this discourse claims, is
the permanent social relation of England.

This constellation of texts, illuminated by Foucault’s lectures on war
and society, recasts the early Victorian period as not merely preoccupied
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with, as Mary Poovey has famously put it, “making a social body” but
interested in thinking about how social bodies are divided, rent apart
in two, and un-made in civil war. Literary critics and historians alike
have understood the early nineteenth century as the moment when rep-
resentations of English society as a “single mass culture” first crystal-
lized. Benedict Anderson’s thesis about nationalism, widely accepted
within the fields and disciplines of literary criticism, anthropology, and
history, rests on the idea that of the many institutions upon which the
nation rests, two of the most important are the newspaper and the
novel. Franco Moretti pinpoints Jane Austen’s novels, and specifically
their narrativization of the marriage market, as an important mecha-
nism by which England’s and Britain’s national imagination was first
made legible.?° In the Foucauldian tradition of D. A. Miller, Cathe-
rine Gallagher, and those who have followed, techniques of discipline
and regulation are seen to have created a social body that was, above
all else, governable because the field of governance had shifted from
the state to civil society. Mary Poovey claims that “material innova-
tions like affordable transportation, cheap publications, and national
museums, these technologies of representation simultaneously brought
groups that had rarely mixed into physical proximity with each other
and represented them as belonging to the same, increasingly undif-
ferentiated whole.”?! In a different methodological key but with simi-
lar historical coordinates, Linda Colley’s Britons argues that British
national identity was an outgrowth of centuries of war with France,
which culminated in a cohesive idea of British nationality around the
ascension of Queen Victoria.??

The early Victorian discourse of race war calls the “solidity” of Eng-
land’s imagined community into question. This discourse (which mani-
fests in a range of genres beyond the confines of the newspaper and
realist novel, including political essays, social analysis, and ethnographic
studies) operates under the same temporal-historical framework as the
imagined community, but its ideological effect is a divided community.
That is to say, the discourse of race war follows the very same protocols
of national-historical time, only to create the condition of possibility
of an antagonistically split society. The cumulative effect is not the
dissolution of community as such but the institution of a community
united by a paradoxical “bond of division.” Not only do Victorians
like Engels, Gaskell, and Disraeli find England in a state of antagonistic
disunity, but the “war” they see everywhere is civil in all senses of the
term: it is entirely nonviolent, it is between fellow-Englishmen, and it is
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the tragic consequence of capitalist modernity. What is hard to concep-
tualize, and which is the focus of the following three chapters, is how
disunity can be conceived as a form of unity. The dualisms early Victo-
rians see as running through English society are the very divisions that,
paradoxically, hold England together. My point here is not to refute the
claim that English nationhood, with all its disciplinary mechanisms,
did not emerge as the privileged form of affiliation and governance.
Rather, I want to argue that it is no coincidence that at the moment it
became possible to speak of an English nation, it became conceivable
and productive to speak of its fractures, divisions, and internal wars.



CHAPTER I

A Glimpse of Social War

“The flaneur still stands on the threshold—of the metropolis as of
the middle-class. Neither has him in its power yet. In neither is he at
home. He seeks refuge in the crowd.”! This is Walter Benjamin’s praise
for Charles Baudelaire’s Paris. But it is also, albeit to a lesser degree,
directed toward Friedrich Engels, whom Benjamin saw as a proto-
flaneur. The text Benjamin has in mind, of course, is Engels’s first book,
The Conditions of the Working Class in England, whose city is not
Paris but England’s “great towns”: London and Manchester. A mix-
ture of sociology, travelogue, city guide, and polemic on the disastrous
effects of industrial capitalism on the metropolis and its inhabitants,
The Conditions is best known as a text about the industrial city. As
Ira Katznelson puts it, Engels’s book “introduced urban space . . . into
the core of Marx’s macroscopic historical materialism and into Marx’s
account of the logic of capitalist accumulation by utilizing the orga-
nization and reorganization of the urban built-form to show how city
space defines a dynamic, changing terrain: the city appears at once in
his work as absolute space . . ., as relative space . . ., and as relational
space.”? The reason The Conditions has been so influential for Marxist
thought is because rather than mere descriptions of London and Man-
chester, it offers what Henri Lefebvre calls a “spatial architectonics”
of the industrial city. Lefebvre explains that spaces “are products of an
activity which involves the economic and technical realms but which
extends well beyond them, for these are also political products, and
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strategic spaces.”® “Social space” is “polyvalent” because while it is “a
product to be used, to be consumed, it is also a means of production;
networks of exchange and flows of raw materials and energy fashion
space and are determined by it.”* In a similar vein, Engels’s text pro-
vides an analytic for studying how capitalist forms of production shape
and organize everyday life in the industrial metropolis, but also how
the city becomes a site for contesting that very order.

Engels’s first impression of London is from the Thames. Staggered by
the sheer number and velocity of trading vessels in the river, he calls Lon-
don the “commercial capital of the world” whose “colossal centraliza-
tion, this heaping together of two and a half millions of human beings at
one point has multiplied the power of this two and a half millions a hun-
dredfold.” England’s imperial might is unmistakable when viewed from
the Thames, which is surrounded by “masses of buildings, the wharves
on both sides . . . the countless ships along both shores, crowding ever
closer and closer together, until, at last, only a narrow passage remains
in the middle of the river, a passage through which hundreds of steamers
shoot by one another” (36). So imposing is this vista that Engels admits
to being “lost in the marvel of England’s greatness before he sets foot
upon English soil” (ibid.). Once firmly planted on London’s soil, how-
ever, Engels realizes that the zenith of capitalist modernity goes hand in
hand with barbaric conflict. He describes his first moments in London
as stepping into a Hobbesian “war of each against all,” where “people
regard each other only as useful objects; each exploits the other, and the
end of it all is, that the stronger treads the weaker under foot, and that
the powerful few, the capitalists, seize everything for themselves, while
to the weak many, the poor, scarcely a bare existence remains” (37).
Despite “the colossal centralization” and modernization of England’s
industrial cities, its populace is reduced to a primitive state of nature:
“What is true of London, is true of Manchester, Birmingham, Leeds, is
true of all great towns. Everywhere barbarous indifference, hard egotism
on one hand, and nameless misery on the other, everywhere social war-
fare, every man’s house in a state of siege, everywhere reciprocal plun-
dering under the protection of the law and all so shameless, so openly
avowed that one shrinks before the consequences of our social state as
they manifest themselves here undisguised, and can only wonder that the
whole crazy fabric still hangs together” (ibid.). A barbaric war, Engels
suggests, lies beneath the surface of modern civilization.

The conjuncture of industrialism and barbarism was a common
trope in writings on the transformations brought on by capitalism. In



A Glimpse of Social War | 29

his travels through England some years earlier, Alexis de Tocqueville
stated that in Manchester “humanity attains its most complete devel-
opment and its most brutish; here civilisation works its miracles, and
civilised man is turned back almost into a savage.”® And Henry May-
hew’s famous ethnography of the working poor opens by describing the
working classes as a “wandering tribe” that feeds off the rich. Basing
his claim on ethnologic studies of Southern Africa, Mayhew explains
that “we, like the Kafirs, Fellahs, and Finns, are surrounded by wander-
ing hordes—the ‘Sonquas’ and the ‘Fingoes’ of this country—paupers,
beggars, and outcasts, possessing nothing but what they acquire by
depredation from the industries, provident, and civilized portion of the
community.”” Engels differs in that he sees a nonviolent war to be at
the heart of this slippage from modernity to barbarity. Such “peace-
ful” war involves no swords or cannons, entails no bloodshed, and is
fought between civilians rather than armies.® This conflict is conducted
“under the protection of the law,” meaning the state is not the agent of
warfare but its sanction. And rather than typical instruments of war-
fare, capital “is the weapon with which this social warfare is carried
on” (37—38). As peaceful as the industrial city might seem, as civil as
it might appear, Engels sees war everywhere. Seemingly banal activi-
ties in the modern city like begging and police harassment take on a
bellicose hue: “armies of workers” and “armies of beggars” crowd the
streets, against whom “the police carry on perpetual war” (96, 98).
Civil society, by his account, is the other means of war. Paradoxically,
the “openness” of this war conceals its actual bellicosity, for the con-
flict manifests latently in the very gestures of the unemployed masses:
“The starving workmen, whose mills were idle, whose employers could
give them no work, stood in the streets in all directions, begged singly
or in crowds, besieged the sidewalks in armies, and appealed to the
passers-by for help; they begged, not cringing like ordinary beggars,
but threatening by their numbers, their gestures, and their words” (1oo;
emphasis added). The untrained eye might see beggary, but Engels per-
ceives an “army” laying siege. Similarly, acts of petty resistance look
like organized conquest: “And he among the ‘surplus’ who has courage
and passion enough openly to resist society, to reply with declared war
upon the bourgeoisie to the disguised war which the bourgeoisie wages
upon him, goes forth to rob, plunder, murder, and burn!” (98). Instead
of an incursion by a foreign army, the “conquest” that saturates the
city is between fellow-countrymen.’ Even actual instances of resistance
like strikes “are the military school of the working men in which they
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prepare themselves for the great struggle which cannot be avoided”
(232). Everyday life is but a preparation for all-out war.

If, as Katznelson argues, Engels inscribed the city into the core of
Marxism, he did so by making war integral to his urban optic. War, of
course, has always been an important analytic in the history of Marxist
thought. The “social war” (soziale Krieg) described in The Conditions
is an early iteration of concepts like “class struggle” (Klassenkampf)
and “civil war” (biirgerkrieg) that entered Engels’s and Marx’s vocabu-
lary later in the 1840s, all three of which are used interchangeably
in the early writings. These early formulations of war don’t describe
a violent confrontation between two groups as much as a relation of
force that is nonviolent and encodes itself into everyday life. Rather
than view war as a singular and nameable historical event, early Marx-
ist conceptions of war see it as a protracted process that gives shape
to modern forms of sociality.!® Importantly, the idea of a latent war
was not invented by Marx and Engels. As Balibar explains, “While
Marxism could not invent a concept of war, it could re-create it, so
to speak—that is, introduce the question of war into its own prob-
lematic.”! This is why Marx and Engels’s analysis of class struggle is
heavily indebted to the discourse of race war that was invented by the
waning French nobility of the late eighteenth and nineteenth centu-
ries. In his study of the historical imagination of nineteenth-century
Europe, Lukdcs explains that “the working-class movement does not
develop in a vacuum, but surrounded by all the ideologies of decline
of bourgeois decadence,” meaning histories by figures like Augustin
Thierry were deeply influential to the formulation of the class struggle:
“The counterposing of the Saxons and Normans in England and of
the Franks and Gauls in France forms no more than a transition to
the analysis of the class struggles between the rising ‘third estate’ and
the nobility in the history of the Middle Ages and modern times. Thi-
erry did not succeed in unravelling the complicated tangle of national
and class antagonisms during the rise of the modern nations, but his
theory of the struggles of races was the first step towards a coherent
and scientific history of progress.”'? So direct was this influence that
in a letter to Engels in 1854, Marx refers to Thierry as “le pére of the
‘class struggle.””!3

The reason race war discourse was so useful for an analysis of class
was because the former was at its core an analytic of power. One of
Foucault’s most suggestive claims in “Society Must Be Defended” is
that the discourse of race war inverted Carl von Clausewitz’s famous
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statement that “war is a continuation of politics by other means” into
“politics is the continuation of war by other means.”' Clausewitz’s
insight was to revise the classical distinction between war and political
peace by suggesting that the ends of politics can be pursued through
war when peace is no longer an option. Because of his complete faith in
the rationality of the state to utilize violence for political ends, Clause-
witz conceives of war as an alternative to political peace, not its antith-
esis; the form changes, but the content remains the same.'> However,
race war, as conceived by conservative historians like Guizot and Thi-
erry and later by their radical counterparts like Marx and Engels, had
no need to be violent because it saturated and energized everyday life
in times of assumed peace.'® In race war discourse, war doesn’t look
like war at all but is instead a relation of force that suffuses society in
peaceful conditions: “War is the motor behind institutions and order.
In the smallest of its cogs, peace is waging a secret war. . . . We have
to interpret the war that is going on beneath peace; peace itself is a
coded war. . . . A battlefront runs through the whole society, continu-
ously and permanently.”"” To perceive war is to engage in a kind of
symptomatic reading, to look beneath the surface of civil society, and
lay bare its true conditions of tumult. That is to say, war emerged as a
field of intelligibility that decoded the hidden political content of social
relations in everyday life.!®

The polemical content of race wars was to render visible that which
was hidden in plain sight. In this mode of critique, “Politics in the
essential sense would precisely concern the transition from one phase
to the other, the becoming visible of the latent struggle (therefore also
its becoming conscious, organized)—perhaps also the reverse.”!” Thus
in the Manifesto class struggle is a “more or less veiled civil war,”
in which “oppressor and oppressed, stood in constant opposition to
one another, carried on an uninterrupted, now hidden, now open
fight.”?* When Marx and Engels witnessed actual revolutions and
counterrevolutions, specifically those of 1848, these events shaped
their understanding that class struggle was not necessarily an unhin-
dered historical force. Balibar notes how the People’s Spring displayed
“actual civil wars” rather than social wars, “in which the proletariat
was not only defeated, but experienced the inadequacies of the rela-
tionship between crises and class politics: the polarization worked in
the opposite direction of communism. It also experienced the insuf-
ficiency of its understanding of state power and the state apparatus.”?!
Indeed, in their reflections on actual violent instances of war, such as
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the Indian Mutiny or the American Civil War, “war” emerged as an
analytic for thinking historical transition and its limits. Marx argued
that the latter was a world-historical event: “The struggle has broken
out because the two systems can no longer live peacefully side by side
on the North American continent. It can only be ended by the victory
of one system or the other.”?> In Marx’s eyes, the conflict initiated a
historical transition between the two economic systems of slavery and
capitalism. While certainly diminished, the analytical language of civil
war remains active within Marx’s thought as late as Capital (1867),
where in a famous passage he discusses the struggle for the working
day as “a more or less concealed civil war between the capitalist and
the working class.”??

The question concerning the role of the state in class struggle became
one of Marxism’s central debates at the turn of the century, most nota-
bly between Eduard Bernstein and Georges Sorel. Bernstein’s The Pre-
conditions of Socialism (1899) interpreted Engels’s introduction to the
1895 edition of Marx’s The Class Struggles in France (1850) as proving
that the need for violent class war had passed, and advocated instead for
the Left’s engagement with the state through political representation.*
In contrast, Sorel’s Reflections on Violence (1908) takes direct aim at
Bernstein and argues for the importance of violence in the furthering
of class struggle, specifically through the mass strike.?> A decade later,
Rosa Luxemburg reread the general strike as a product of historically
determined and identifiable forces. Her essay “The Mass Strike” (1906)
characterizes seemingly isolated acts of violence, strikes, and sabotage
in the lead-up to the Russian Revolution as episodes within a much lon-
ger, linear historical narrative of class struggle.?¢ The meaning of such
acts of violence and resistance, she argues, is only legible when situated
within the longer historical arc of class warfare. When the Russian
Revolution finally erupted, V. I. Lenin embraced the category of “civil
war” for the proletarian struggle, claiming it to be class war at its most
developed stage.?” Some years later, Walter Benjamin’s enigmatic essay
“Critique of Violence” (1921) returned to the early Marxian analysis
of politics as the continuation of violence to show how (almost) all vio-
lence is committed to either preserving the law or creating new laws,
and therefore a means to the end of peace.?® Conversely, all conditions
of peace, Benjamin argues, point to the prevalence of legal violence
by other means. And some of Gramsci’s most rewarding contributions
to Marxism (and arguably also postcolonial historiography) can be
found in his distinction between the “war of maneuver” and “war of
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position,” wherein the former describes open class conflict, and the
latter is a latent struggle often taking place within institutions.?” In a
very different key, Mao Zedong adapted the idea of the class struggle to
describe a “protracted war of partisans” in On Protracted War (1967),
a text Carl Schmitt identifies as first introducing the idea of a “global
civil war.”3® At the dawn of Algeria’s independence from French rule,
Frantz Fanon returned again to the original Marxist notion of war
as a relation of force in his studies of colonial domination in Black
Skin White Masks (1952) and The Wretched of the Earth (1961). Most
recently, Balibar’s writings on the refugee crisis and terrorist attacks in
Paris argue that the world, especially Europe, is engulfed in an “inter-
national civil war” whose front lines are not conflicts in the Middle
East but the borders (economic as well as territorial) between Western
nation-states and the non-West.3! In all these cases, the category of
war functions as a field in intelligibility into social and political life.
As Balibar explains, “The concepts of class struggle and revolution are
not political; they anticipate the ‘end of the political state,’ or they sup-
press the autonomy of the political sphere. Conversely, at the end, the
combination of ‘war’ and ‘revolution’ as realizations of, and obstacles
to, the class struggle appear to be profoundly unpolitical.”*
of Marxism’s understanding of war as a force of history, and the class
struggle’s inevitable telos toward revolution, Marxism’s concept of war
contains within it the seeds for an end to (Marxism’s idea of) politics
as such. This is what Balibar refers to as the “deconstructive effect” of
the concept of war on the idea of politics within Marxism.3?

Because

SPATIAL STORIES OF WAR

Engels’s The Conditions is an inaugural moment in this morphology of
class war. If for Marxism war is a lens into the modern condition, then
for Engels war and the industrial city are dialectically related. Inhabit-
ing the modern city makes visible the war that saturates it, which in
turn helps Engels understand a city that is otherwise entirely confound-
ing to him. His framing of the social war as an object of interpretation
is linked to how the modern metropolis, especially the industrial city,
is itself something to be “read.” As Alan Robinson argues, “‘Reading’
was a metaphor applied not only to the spectator’s ‘excursive’ visual
experience of landscape gardens and paintings, but also to the city.
As a cultural practice, it implied the stroller’s semiotic competence to



34 | Civility

decode the signs on the streets.”’* This is why visual metaphors are
essential to the interpretive work Engels undertakes in The Conditions.
“Society is already in a state of visible dissolution,” Engels explains,

It is impossible to pick up a newspaper without seeing the most
striking evidence of the giving way of all social ties. I look at
random into a heap of English journals lying before me; there is
the Manchester Guardian for October 30, 1844. . .. [It reports
that] the workers in a mill have struck for higher wages without
giving notice. . . . A Times of September 12, 1844, falls into my
hand, which gives a report of a single day, including theft, an
attack on the police, a sentence upon a father requiring him to
support his illegitimate son, the abandonment of a child by its
parents, and the poisoning of a man by his wife. Similar reports
are found in all the English papers. . . . But it may very well
surprise us that the bourgeoisie remains so quiet and composed
in the face of the rapidly gathering storm-clouds, that it can
read all these things daily in the papers without, we will not
say indignation at such a social condition, but fear of its conse-
quences, of a universal outburst of that which manifests itself
symptomatically from day to day in the form of crime. (142—43)

What baffles Engels is how despite society’s “visible dissolution,”
newspapers fail to relay what should need no relaying.>* Reportage on
crime, attacks on police, and strikes are all proof of the social war’s
material existence in the industrial city, but bourgeois readers fail to
connect the dots into a legible image. Instead of fearing the “rapidly
gathering storm-clouds” of revolution, the middle classes are merely
“indignant” about the proliferation of crime, unable to see it as repre-
sentative of a longer trajectory of class warfare. Although all the evi-
dence of the social war is perfectly “evident” everywhere—it is literally
under the noses of the middle class—the warlike quality of civic life
is strangely invisible. Louis Althusser’s famous rereading of Capital
insists that Marx was demonstrating how the “visible field” of classical
political economy created the conditions for its own blindness.’® In a
similar fashion but much earlier, Engels’s The Conditions extends ocu-
lar tropes to an entire theory of urban space in which urban optics are
blind to their own production of space. If Engels’s polemic in The Con-
ditions was about the hidden violence of industrial capitalism, then his
intervention was to make this latent violence visible.
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Finding journalism insufficient to make English society’s internal
warfare visible, Engels takes to the streets. After all, he wanted “more
than abstract knowledge” of the condition of England: “I wanted to
see you [Working Men] in your own homes, to observe you in your
everyday life, to chat with you on your condition and grievances, to
witness your struggles against the social and political power of your
oppressors” (9). Although “abstract knowledge” in the form of Blue
books and statistical studies like Edwin Chadwick’s Report on the
Sanitary Conditions of the Labouring Classes in Great Britain (1842),
Peter Gaskell’s Manufacturing Population of England (1833), and
Philip Kay’s The Moral and Physical Condition of the Working Class
(1832) (to name only the most famous of such texts) pepper the pages
of The Conditions, Engels sought to make everyday life in urban space
the subject of sociological analysis. And Engels was not alone in this
task. Charles Dickens’s Sketches by Boz and Henry Mayhew’s London
Labour and the London Poor are similar texts to The Conditions in
that they take the urban wanderer as the privileged interpreter of city
life. James Buzard, in reference to Mary Louise Pratt, has called such
texts “metropolitan autoethnographies” of Victorian England. Buzard
argues that this discourse operates “by construing its narrator’s (and
many characters’) desired position vis-a-vis the fictional world it depicts
as that of an insider’s outsideness—‘outside enough’ to apprehend the
shape of the culture (and its possibilities of reform), yet insistently posi-
tioned as the outsideness of a particular inside, differentiating itself
from the putatively unsituated outsideness of theory or cosmopolitan-
ism as conventionally represented.”’” While Buzard identifies the realist
novel as the privileged form of Victorian autoethnographies, it is hard
not to also see Boz, Mayhew, and ultimately Engels as taking on similar
ethnographic work. Mayhew’s “outsideness” as a rational middle-class
observer for the middle class offers him ethnographic distance toward
his working-class subjects. Boz’s outsideness is more complicated
because it stems from his spatial and socioeconomic mobility, a charac-
teristic the society he describes lacks in every way. For example, Boz’s
ethnographic work often happens when he takes the reader across dif-
ferent city spaces and social worlds. Thus in “The Streets—Morning,”
he moves from the road into a servant’s room to her master’s and then
out into the street where “Mr Todd’s young man” is delivering milk
and flirting with the aforementioned servant.’® While the characters
depicted are contained within the spaces they are circumscribed within



36 | Civility

(and oblivious to Boz), Boz moves effortlessly between such spaces to
provide a total picture of London life.

Engels’s status as an outsider to England meant he was well situ-
ated to undertake similar ethnographic work. His purpose in Eng-
land, ironically, was to oversee his father’s business and complete
his training as a businessman, an opportunity Engels pounced on
in order to live amid what he understood to be the vanguard of the
world’s class struggles. It is well known that, when not overseeing his
father’s factories in Manchester, Engels spent much of his leisure time
in the slums with factory workers. Steven Marcus notes that Engels
“gained his intimacy [of Manchester] by taking to the streets, at all
hours of the day and night, on weekends and holidays.”® Yet such
objective expertise is also compromised by the fact that Engels claims
to know cities like London and Manchester “as intimately as my own
native town, more intimately than most of its residents know it”—a
bold statement given that Barmen (his hometown) was (and only ever
was) a fraction of the size of England’s major industrial cities (54).
By knowing the city as a local might, the objectivity of the observer
dissolves into the subjectivity of the observed. Aruna Krishnamurthy
reads Engels’s text in these very terms, noting how his “‘readerly’
text built on claims of detachment and immediacy of observation,
ends up foregrounding principles of historical materialism as an a
priori model for understanding the working classes of England.”®
Out of this conjuncture emerges a narrative “that is grounded in the
indisputable facts of deracination, poverty and oppression . . . [as
well as| the bourgeois residence and its spatial architectonics that
have a necessary effect upon the narrator.” So while Engels assumes
scientific authority about life in England’s industrial metropolises,
he cannot help but place himself, the narrator, at the center of its
representation.*

Engels’s flanerie produces what Michel de Certeau calls “spatial sto-
ries,” a term that adapts narrative theory to think about social space.*
Such stories consist of an interplay between the preestablished routes
that the city affords (the organization of streets and the neighborhoods
through which the flaneur must pass) and the perspective of the pedes-
trian. Engels’s passages are both textual and urban, and unfold through
a tension between his perspective as a pedestrian and his desire to pro-
duce an overview or map of the city’s spatial design. For example, when
Engels introduces the reader to Manchester, he provides an overview of
the city’s geographical location:
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Manchester lies at the foot of the southern slope of a range of
hills, which stretch hither from Oldham, their last peak, Kersall-
moor, being at once the racecourse and the Mons Sacer of Man-
chester. Manchester proper lies on the left bank of the Irwell,
between that stream and the two smaller ones, the Irk and the
Medock, which here empty into the Irwell. On the right bank of
the Irwell, bounded by a sharp curve of the river, lies Salford,
and farther westward Pendleton; northward from the Irwell lie
Upper and Lower Broughton; northward of the Irk, Cheetham
Hill; south of the Medlock lies Hulme; farther east Chorlton

on Medlock; still farther, pretty well to the east of Manchester,
Ardwick. (57)

Such passages represent the city as a map, for phrases like “to the east”
and “south of” produce a cartographic overview of the cityscape from
above. These are abstractions of the city as a static place. Engels supple-
ments this cartography with descriptions from the pedestrian’s point of
view: “So Market Street running south-east from the Exchange; at first
brilliant shops of the best sort, with counting-houses or warehouses
above; in the continuation, Piccadilly, immense hotels and warehouses;
in the father continuation, London Road, in the neighbourhood of the
Medlock, factories, beerhouses, shops for the humbler bourgeoisie and
the working population; and from this point onward, large gardens
and villas of the wealthier merchants and manufacturers” (59).

Engels must follow Market Street southeast over the Bridgewater
Canal to London road, which takes him to the more proletarian area
near Medlock.** Along the way, his observations give form and shape
to this prescribed route. Hence the contrast between the “brilliant
shops of the best sort” in Exchange square and the beer houses further
south. De Certeau calls such accounts “itineraries”: linear narratives
of space constructed out of “the alphabet of spatial indication” like
Engels’s “on the left” and “on the right.”* Such compositions are linear
by their very nature because they log journeys on foot and therefore
produce “a chain of spatializing operations” told from a pedestrian’s
perspective.*® Spatial stories, de Certeau tells us, shuttle between these
“two poles of experience,” one characterized by a totalizing map and
the other by the linear paths through predefined places.*” Engels’s pas-
sages in The Conditions are therefore framed by the physical space of
the city he inhabits on the one hand and by his own itineraries of these
neighborhoods on the other.
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The challenge The Conditions poses to de Certeau’s understanding
of spatial stories is: What happens to spatial stories when the spaces
they narrativize are antagonistically divided by social war? Do spatial
stories presuppose the cohesiveness of the city, and if not, what kinds of
spatial stories emerge out of cities rent apart in war? What does a spa-
tial story look like when the war that saturates it is latent, everywhere
but nowhere? What is Engels’s poetic of social rupture?

The answer, to put it perhaps too simply, is: confusing stories. For
Engels constructs neither a map of the cities he walks through nor an
itinerary of his tours. Instead, his “stories” are fragmentary narra-
tives incapable of progressing through linear sequence. In his attempt
to achieve “more than abstract knowledge” of England’s condition,
Engels is consistently frustrated by his inability to represent what is at
its center: the social war’s manifestation in the city. Because the conflict
he seeks to uncover hides behind the facade of everyday life, he must
indirectly surmise its presence rather than see it directly. In Manches-
ter, for example, the shops that line the streets separate middle-class
districts from the working class: “They suffice to conceal from the eyes
of the wealthy men and women of strong stomachs and weak nerves
the misery and grime which form the complement of their wealth” (58).
The segregation of urban space must be “inferred” rather than seen
directly: “In this way any one who knows Manchester can infer the
adjoining districts, from the appearance of the thoroughfare, but one
is seldom in a position to catch from the street a glimpse of the real
labouring districts” (59). The very organization of the city obscures its
physical structure, for laboring districts are hidden behind the hustle
and bustle of urban life.

Franco Moretti identifies similar spatial fissures in the nineteenth-
century realist novel’s depictions of the metropolis. Moretti argues that
“different spaces are not just different landscapes . . . : they are differ-
ent narrative matrixes. Each space determines its own kind of action,
its plot—its genre.”*® Thus “a half-London in the silver-fork school; the
other half there. But the two halves [of the city] don’t add up to a whole.
They may touch briefly and in secret . . . but it’s only a moment. . . . If
a novel focuses on one half of London, it simply cannot see the other
half, nor represent the crossing of the border between them.” In Oli-
ver Twist, for example, the two halves are the crime-ridden streets of
London and the idyllic homes of Brownlow and the Maylies. But when
these two worlds touch, they meet only briefly and fleetingly. So when
Rose and Nancy secretly meet, they do so under darkness on a bridge
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that separates London. Or when Oliver catches Monks and Fagin peer-
ing at him through a window in the Maylies’ home, this vision is “but
an instant, a glance, a flash before his eyes.”*°

While Engels’s text is far from a novel or even the realm of fiction
(though is invested in and reliant on narration and, as I argue later,
a sense of an ending), it does present the industrial city as a similarly
fragmented topography. The only point at which Engels “knows” the
city he walks within is when he infers adjoining districts that are oth-
erwise “tenderly concealed” from the pedestrian or when he catches a
brief “glimpse” of the poverty around the corner. Such glimpses don’t
offer a sustained view but are momentary lapses in the ordering of
urban space. For as Engels makes clear, the bourgeois pedestrian is not
meant to see the adjoining laboring districts but accidentally glimpse
them instead. Consequently, Engels produces neither a mental nor tex-
tual “map” of the neighborhood because at no point can he in fact
locate where the proletarian districts are and how they are positioned
in relation to middle-class neighborhoods. Much like Moretti himself,
Engels includes numerous maps of the city in order to better represent
its segregated and partitioned structure (61, 67, 69, 70). These crude
maps (some of which are typographically inserted among the words of
his text) are the visual supplement to Engels’s (failed) textual mappings
of Manchester’s internal divisions.

Even Engels’s “itineraries” of London and Manchester go nowhere.
Despite his claims about knowing the cities as well as local residents,
he finds himself consistently lost. Reflecting on a walk he takes in the
working districts of Manchester, he writes, “Of the irregular cram-
ming together of dwellings in ways which defy all rational plan, of the
tangle in which they are crowded literally upon the other, it is impos-
sible to convey an idea” (60). And soon after, he confesses to being
completely lost: “He who turns to the left here from the main street . . .
is lost; he wanders from one court to another, turns countless corners,
passes nothing but narrow, filthy nooks and alleys, until after a few
minutes he has lost all clue, and knows not whither to turn,” and soon
thereafter notes how “the lanes run now in this direction, now in that,
while every two minutes the wanderer gets into a blind alley, or, on
turning a corner, finds himself back where he started from; certainly
no one who has not lived a considerable time in this labyrinth can
find his way through it” (62, 63). The hypothetical wanderer seems to
be Engels himself, who admits that “I should never have discovered it
[the court] myself, without the breaks made by the railway, though I



40 | Civility

thought I knew this whole region thoroughly” (63). Despite his exten-
sive knowledge of the “region,” Engels still cannot navigate within it.
Tellingly, his disorientation is not because the neighborhood is espe-
cially complicated but because all the houses, buildings, and streets
look identical to each other. He describes “this chaos of small one-
storied, one-roomed huts” where “everywhere before the doors refuse
and offal; that any sort of pavement lay underneath could not be seen
but only felt, here and there, with the feet” (63). The repetitive charac-
ter of these neighborhoods and the filth that they are enveloped in ren-
der them unnavigable, leading Engels to conclude the following: “This
whole collection of cattle-sheds for human beings was surrounded on
two sides by houses and a factory, and on the third by the river, and
besides the narrow stair up the bank, a narrow doorway alone led out
into another almost equally ill-built, ill-kept labyrinth of dwellings.
Enough! The whole side of the Irk is built in this way, a planless, knot-
ted chaos of houses” (63). Staggered by the “knotted chaos of houses,”
Engels’s map of the city is equally confusing. Having pointed to the
lost wanderer and admitting to his own perplexity about the terrain,
Engels finds himself “surrounded” by anonymous buildings. Because
the houses and paved streets all look the same, his own (otherwise
perfect) vision fails, forcing him to “feel” them through the refuse and
offal rather than actually “see” them. And when he finally comes to
the end of one neighborhood, he is confronted with yet another that is
equally labyrinthine. The endlessly repetitive quality of the slum means
Engels cannot spatially orient himself when walking in it, and is immo-
bilized for he “finds himself back where he started from.” In his search
for the social war that is everywhere but nowhere, Engels finds himself
walking everywhere but nowhere.

Similar instances of being lost in the industrial city abound in con-
temporaneous texts. Their function, importantly, is closely related to
the generic development of realist omniscience. In Sketches by Boz, a
paralyzed stranger “at the entrance of seven obscure passages, uncer-
tain which to take, will see enough around him to keep his curiosity
and attention awake for no inconsiderable time. From the irregular
square into which he has plunged, the streets and courts dart in all
directions, until they are lost in the unwholesome vapor which hangs
over the house-tops, and renders the dirty perspective uncertain and
confined.”! Unable to distinguish one street from the next, the wan-
derer is baffled by how each neighborhood bleeds into the next: “The
peculiar character of these streets, and the close resemblance each one
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bears to its neighbour, by no means tends to decrease the bewilder-
ment in which the unexperienced wayfarer through ‘the Dials’ finds
himself involved.”? Street, buildings, and inhabitants all seem to blend
into the same undifferentiated image: “He traverses streets of dirty,
straggling houses, with now and then an expected court composed of
buildings as ill-proportioned and deformed as the half-naked children
that wallow in the kennels.”*3 In contrast to the wanderer’s bafflement,
Boz’s narration confirms his expert knowledge of the city, for he can
assemble its “obscure passages” and “deformed” buildings and “half-
naked children” into a single heterogeneous space.** If Boz’s sketches
document the condition of England in its capital, this knowledge is
premised on his movement through and assembly of different parts
into a whole. When Dickens novelized such a society in Bleak House
(1853), the anonymous narrator’s Boz-like omniscience looks more like
panoptic authority. In what is arguably the novel’s narrative climax,
Mr. Bucket and Esther Summerson search for Lady Dedlock. During
the chase, Esther is flummoxed by London: “Where we drove, I neither
knew then, nor have ever known since; but we appeared to seek out
the narrowest and worst streets in London. Whenever I saw [Bucket]
directing the driver, I was prepared for our descending into a deeper
complication of such streets, and we never failed to do so0.”*® Esther’s
bewilderment about London is sharply contrasted to Bucket’s complete
knowledge of it, which has the effect of making the police legible as an
institution of surveillance. Esther’s limited first-person narrative is thus
juxtaposed to that of the anonymous narrator, who seems to know
London and the lives of its inhabitants as well as Bucket. This is the
novelization of the panopticon, as D. A. Miller’s famous reading of
the novel has argued.*® Crucially, formalizing the Benthamite prison
requires emplotment, for the search for Lady Dedlock—and by exten-
sion, the crystallization of panoptic knowledge—is closely tied to the
revelation of Esther’s biological origins and the final “disgrace” of the
Dedlocks—both of which move the plot toward closure.

In stark contrast, Engels’s first-person narrative must conjure the
end it cannot find. His inability to differentiate elements of the slum
around him “affront[s] the eyes and nerves” to such a degree that
he exclaims: “Enough!” Enough? Enough of what? “Enough” either
imposes a limit to something potentially endless or names satisfac-
tion. But in both cases, “enough” marks the limit between the toler-
able and intolerable. The exclamation signals the limit of his ability to
move through and decode urban space; he is lost because he ends his
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walk in a place identical to where he began, at which point his spatial
story of the slums too comes to a halt. Engels’s spatial stories yearn
for something akin to what Frank Kermode calls a “sense of an end-
ing” to narrative, because he has had “enough” of walking.’” But the
monotony of urban space blurs the distinction between beginning and
ending, thereby deferring a sense that the narrative end is near. At the
beginning of The Conditions, Engels claims that “a man may wander
[through London] for hours together without reaching the beginning of
the end.” And this is precisely what baffles him in Manchester, where
having found no end to the slum, Engels imposes his own limit and cuts
short his spatial story by interrupting the seemingly endless walk and
endless narrative. It is a fit of having had “Enough!”

Recall Engels’s frustration at “reading” the social war in the news-
papers and his desire for “more than abstract knowledge” of it. This
knowledge, as it turns out, is of a narrational variety, for his answer to
the limits of journalism is the spatial story. The most visceral evidence
of the social war, he claims, can be found anywhere and everywhere in
the streets. But once actually walking in the midst of this war, Engels
fails at creating representations of it—the very war he repeatedly claims
is impossible to miss. When reflecting on these passages, Engels states
that “on rereading my description, I am forced to admit that instead of
being exaggerated, it is far from black enough to convey a true impres-
sion of the filth, ruin, and uninhabitableness. . . . If anyone wishes to
see in how little space a human being can move, how little air—and
such air!—he can breathe, how little of civilization he may share and
yet live, it is only necessary to travel hither” (70). Isn’t the reason for
his narrative’s shortcoming because he had “Enough!” of the urban
landscape, and put a halt to his excursion, only to encourage the reader
to “see it for himself” rather than read Engels’s depiction? The city
doesn’t make sense to Engels as a pedestrian, but neither does his own
narrative as a reader. Although he goes to the heart of the latent war
in the streets of England’s “great towns,” Engels struggles to produce
a narrative of the conflict. It is everywhere but nowhere. The Condi-
tions of the Working Class in England may be about the condition of
the working classes in England, but it is also about making visible the
difficulty of perceiving and narrating this very condition.

Engels’s narratorial failures are the most valuable aspect of The Con-
ditions for they reveal that the hermeneutic problem of the social war
doesn’t lie with the viewer’s ocular abilities but rather the narrator’s
storytelling abilities—which we know are themselves routed through



A Glimpse of Social War | 43

the prescribed paths, streets, and alleyways of the modern city. On the
one hand, spatial stories are the solution to the limits of journalism and
the “abstract knowledge” of statistics and Blue books. On the other
hand, these tales are forever framed by the divided and perplexing city
they take place within. What Engels’s text makes clear is that the social
war—the awe-inspiring outcome of industrial modernity—exists as
first and foremost a crisis of narration. For if The Conditions could
in fact produce a successful spatial story, complete with a beginning
and an end, then it would have to, according to its own logic, give a
complete and total account of the conditions of the working classes in
England. Coherent spaces would translate perfectly into coherent nar-
ratives, and by extension, coherent analyses. But as is entirely obvious
in The Conditions, the city’s obscurity to the pedestrian makes inter-
preting its latent war an impossible task. If one of Marxism’s innova-
tions was to bring the discourse of race war into the domain of political
economy and sociological analysis, then it also reveals that essential to
its own interpretive powers is an attention to narration. The burden of
interpreting the social war is entirely premised on the ability to con-
struct a narrative about it.



CHAPTER 2

A Nexus of Fratricide

No Carlylean phrase made more of an impact on the young Engels and
Marx than “nexus of Cash-payment.”! Carlyle introduces the phrase
in his pamphlet Chartism, where he explains that in “Feudal times,” it
was “in many senses still as soldier and captain, as clansman and head,
as loyal subject and guiding king, was the low related to the high.”?
“Cash Payment had not grown to be the universal sole nexus of man
to man,” but “with the supreme triumph of Cash, a changed time has
entered” (36). Carlyle argues that capitalism supplanted religion as the
unifying system of English society. While the symbol of God anchored
social relations under feudalism, modernity replaced divinity with sec-
ular objects—cash—that are now the sole form of human connection.
Anticipating Ferdinand Tonnies’s distinction between “community”
(Gemeinschaft) and “civil society” (Gesellschaft), Carlyle argues that
idyllic forms of hierarchical community (“soldier and captain,” “clans-
man and head,” “subject and king”) are flattened by the money rela-
tion (as between the factory owner and factory worker).?> Capitalism
displaced Christianity from its privileged place in society and created
a new “Gospel of Mammonism” that transformed communal life into
the secular value system of “profit and loss.” In Past and Present, Car-
lyle laments the “deadened soul” to whom “going to Hell is equivalent
to not making money,” and that “I have not heard in all Past History,
and expect not to hear in all Future History, of any Society anywhere
under God’s Heaven supporting itself in such Philosophy” (185). What
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is unique to the epoch of industrialism is not the stratification of a
“higher” and “lower” class but the way in which these groups relate
to each other. That is to say, unlike Marx and Engels, Carlyle sees
nothing inherently wrong with class disparity. Differences between the
rich and poor are only problematic when the former claims to have no
responsibility for or duty toward for the latter, as the aristocracy had
to the poor during the medieval period. In the absence of such virtues,
the two classes in the modern era relate to each other as “buyer and
seller alone” (36).°

The cash-nexus does more than render England’s social relations
superficial. In a chapter devoted to “The Gospel of Mammonism”
in Past and Present, Carlyle goes so far as to liken the money rela-
tion to fratricide. With characteristic disdain, he takes factory own-
ers to task for their treatment of workers: ““My starving workers?’
answers the rich Millowner: ‘Did not I hire them fairly in the mar-
ket? Did I not pay them, to the last sixpence, the sum covenanted
for? What have I to do with them more?’” (185). Immediately after,
he likens the Millowner’s self-absolution to the eldest son of Adam
and Eve: “When Cain, for his own behoof, had killed Abel, and was
questioned, ‘Where is thy brother?’ he too made answer, ‘Am I my
brother’s keeper? Did I not pay my brother his wages, the thing he had
merited from me?’” (ibid.). What Cain did to Abel is what the factory
owner does to his workers; class relations are another means of broth-
erly murder. Just as Cain rebels by disavowing any responsibility to
his kin, so does the factory owner, who recuses himself from any
implication in the worker’s dire poverty. And if Cain’s cunning was
to lead the naive herdsman into the field away from God’s gaze (for it
is only after Abel’s death that God confronts Cain about hearing his
brother’s cries from the ground), then the Millowner’s duplicitous-
ness is to commit fratricide under the protection of the law.® What
worries Carlyle most is that the Millowner is oblivious to the fratri-
cidal quality of his actions. The latter’s justification for exploiting the
worker is always the market: “Did I not hire them fairly,” “Did I not
pay them?” The Millowner evokes fraternity while simultaneously
committing fratricide when he asks, “Did not I pay my brother his
wages, the thing he had merited from me?” To relate as individuals
via a nexus of Cash-payment is to be blind to the fratricidal violence
inherent in such relations. Where Carlyle’s comparison between the
biblical allegory and the condition of England doesn’t hold up, and
precisely where his polemic is sharpest, is that there is no repercussion
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for the Millowner. In the secular world of capital, there is no god to
exile Cain, who can now get away with murder.

Hobbes’s insight centuries earlier was that “Covenants, without the
Sword, are but Words.”” In contrast, Carlyle’s insight is that in indus-
trial society, covenants are swords. Thus while the Millowner conducts
what he sees as a fair exchange with his worker, he is, unbeknownst
to him, actually the agent of latent fratricide against his worker. Car-
lyle’s metaphor reimagines the role of war in society: rather than the
sovereign having a monopoly over all legitimate violence, violence satu-
rates civil society. This is precisely the shift from Clausewitz’s formu-
lation of “war is politics by other means” to “politics is war by other
means” that Foucault describes as the defining feature of race war dis-
course.® Because the cash-nexus conceals the violent, fratricidal qual-
ity of money relations taking place throughout the country, Carlyle
effectively argues that industrial England is saturated in a latent civil
war: “We call it a Society; and go about professing openly the totallist
separation: isolation. Our life is not a mutual helpfulness; but rather,
cloaked under due laws of war, named ‘fair-competition’ and so forth,
it is mutual hostility. We have profoundly forgotten everywhere that
Cash-payment is not the sole relation of human beings; we think, noth-
ing doubting, that it absolves and liquidates all engagements of man”
(185). Although exterior appearances suggest England is a singular
“Society” bound by “mutual helpfulness,” it is in fact in a condition of
“separation” and “isolation.” The social, in other words, is character-
ized by a lack of connection among the populace, for the “engagements
of man” have been “liquidated.” Importantly, social disconnection and
mass isolation are not symptoms of capitalist individualism. Rather,
they are equivalent to a form of warfare, for beneath extrinsic appear-
ances of peaceful and “fair-competition” lie “mutual hostility” and
“war.” Even though the cash-nexus appears to be a peaceful form of
relation, it is murderous at a mass scale. Far from a state of peace, the
condition-of-England is one in which a secret fratricide is “sanctioned
by able computations of Profit and Loss” (177). In a word, the cash-
nexus is civil warfare by other means.

Carlyle thus draws on the discourse of “race war” to present English
society as divided into two antagonistic groups. The war he describes,
like Engels’s, is everywhere latent and conducted in times of assumed
peace. But he diverges from The Conditions in that he casts this silent
war in explicitly national terms. The actors in Engels’s social war, to
recall, are defined by their class and not their fraternal status. Carlyle’s
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biblical metaphor folds the idea of class into the national question,
for as the example of Cain and Abel suggests, fraternal community is
what is stake in England’s modern condition. Foucault’s genealogy of
war in “Society Must Be Defended” argues that race war discourse
provided the blueprint for a Marxist analysis of class war. In Carlyle’s
description of the condition of England, race and class are completely
intertwined. For while the cash-nexus might have transformed com-
munitarian relations into associational ones, the symbolic kernel of fili-
ation persists beneath the facade of the market. Indeed, like society’s
“Inner Truth,” fraternity remains hidden beneath the surface of the
cash-nexus/latent fratricide, waiting to be represented: “What a shal-
low delusion is this we have all got into, [sic] That any man should or
can keep himself apart from men, have ‘no business’ with them, except
a cash-account ‘business!’ It is the silliest tale a distressed generation of
men ever took to telling one another. Men cannot live isolated: we are
all bound together, for mutual good or else for mutual misery, as living
nerves in the same body. No highest man can disunite himself from
any lowest” (292—93). To relate as “buyer and seller” obscures society’s
true relation as “all bound together.” Even worse, because the Gospel
of Mammonism is fixated on individualistic gain, it means that “buyers
and sellers” are antagonists in a “cloaked” civil war. Carlyle’s connec-
tion between the cash-nexus and civil war is so powerful because it
suggests that the bond of kinship is corrupted by capitalist exchange to
such a degree that bonds turn into antagonism. In the transformation
of fraternal bonds into a cash-nexus, fraternity inverts into fratricide—
what previously united now actively rends apart. Hence the pathos of
Cain’s reply to god, “Am I my brother’s keeper?” for Cain disavows
any responsibility for his kin. His relation to Abel, as for the capitalist,
is a relation of non-relation—he is #ot his brother’s keeper. Claims to
social non-relation conceal antagonistic relation, for Cain’s answer is
not “Abel is not my brother” but that his sociality has nothing to do
with his fraternity.

What is challenging to conceptualize about Carlyle’s metaphor of
national rupture is the way a nexus, literally meaning “connection” or
“binding together,” gives form to English society by un-forming it. On
the one hand, the Millowner and worker are linked by the communal
bond of fraternity. On the other hand, these two are cast in an antag-
onistic cash-nexus—bourgeois and proletarian. Taken together, they
are conjoined by, to borrow a term from Nicole Loraux (who writes
of civil war in the context of classical Greece), a “bond of division.”®
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Importantly, the contradiction Carlyle speaks of concerns paradigms
of sociality and community as much as it pertains to the question of
historical transition. For fratricide to have the tragic meaning that it
does in Carlyle’s writings on the condition of England, the fraternal
bond between Englishmen must persist in the time of capital—there
can be no fratricides where there aren’t already brothers. By virtue of
being able to dissolve community, Carlyle also presupposes an original
fraternity between Millowner and worker. His presentation of the his-
torical transition from premodernity to capitalist modernity, therefore,
is by definition incomplete, for otherwise Cain’s murder of Abel would
be meaningless in the time of capital as it would look solely like class
antagonisms. The only reason the Millowner’s selfish exploitation of
his worker has the tragic quality it has is because both retain their filial
bond to each other despite their class relation. If pre-capitalist forms
of community connect and capitalist social relations disconnect, then
what does it mean for these two forms of sociality to coexist? The cash-
relation ties a community together to the degree that it actively rends
it apart, albeit nonviolently. The cash-nexus, one might say, is a knot
that unties.

Such a “bond of division” has an affinity with what Franco Moretti
calls a “dialectic of fear.” Moretti claims that the figure of the mon-
ster in nineteenth-century literature, specifically Frankenstein (1818)
and Dracula (1897) (and, to a lesser degree, Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde
([1886]), allegorized class divisions. Because the monster is that which
cannot be integrated into society, it represents an irreconcilable split
that in turn triggers the desire for a social whole: “Illiberal in a deep
sense,” the literature of terror “mirrors and promotes the desire for
an integrated society, a capitalism that manages to be ‘organic.””'° In
Moretti’s account, the fear of class war elicits the liberal desire for
social unity. Perhaps not coincidentally, Carlyle also turns to the fig-
ure of the monster to describe organized working-class movements. He
begins his pamphlet Chartismm by chastising journalistic celebrations
that reformism had “put down the chimera of Chartism,” noting how
“most readers of newspapers know withal that it is indeed the chimera
of Chartism, not the reality, which has been put down. The distracted
incoherent embodiment of Chartism, whereby in late months it took
shape and became visible, this has been put down” (3). Like the chimera
of Homer’s Iliad—a composite of lion, goat, and snake—Chartism is
“incoherently embodied.” Although this “distracted” entity has been
put down, the creature’s true monstrosity, its “reality” as Carlyle calls
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it, remains intact, undisturbed, and hidden from view. For Chartism
“is a new name for a thing which has had many names, which will
yet have many. The matter of Chartism is weighty, deep-rooted, far
extending; did not begin yesterday; will by no means end this day or to-
morrow” (4). “Chartism” is only an exterior appearance that cannot
fully express its inner essence. No name can fully encapsulate its latent
materiality, for “it has had many names,” of which “Chartism” is only
the most recent. The “matter” that animates the workers’ movement
therefore exceeds what the name “Chartism” can represent.

What is immediately apparent in Carlyle’s discussion is that the true
danger to society lies beneath its surface, exceeding what words or
political movements can fully represent. He explains that “Glasgow
Thuggery, Chartist torch-meetings, Birmingham riots, Swing conflagra-
tions, are so many symptoms on the surface; you abolish the symptom
to no purpose, if the disease is left untouched. Boils on the surface are
curable or incurable,—small matter which while the virulent humour
festers deep within; poisoning the sources of life; and certain enough to
find for itself ever new boils and sore issues; ways of announcing that it
continues there, that it would fain not continue there” (4)."! Much has
been written about how debates about health informed an understand-
ing of the emergent Victorian civil society, particularly as it understood
class.!? While Carlyle certainly draws on the conjuncture of biology
and class, his concern is less about contamination and governance than
it is about methods of diagnosis and interpretation. Chartism is symp-
tomatic as a “boil” on the surface of the body politic, and the dis-
ease it springs from “festers deep within.” Hence “Glasgow Thuggery,
Chartist torch-meetings, Birmingham riots, Swing conflagrations” are
all chimeras and boils b