
FORUM (CONTINUED) 

ABSENCE, MEMORY, 
AND GEOGRAPHY 

D A N I E L C L A Y T O N 

A DIRTY ORANGE MIST hangs over the Fraser Valley but has 
cleared by the time I saunter into Hope. Now what are these 
geographers doing outside the neat museum at Yale (and in 

1980s cagoules), and why is there no picture of the bar at the Lytton 
Hotel? Then, as I venture north and east, along trails to Big Bar 
Creek and to the Slocan Valley, it dawns on me that these pictures 
from my past are distant and jumbled. The precise circumstances of 
their creation now escape me. My eye wallows in distant memories. 
And so it is that I mark my absence from your BC Studies junket into 
the southern Interior: in a dingy Scottish lecture theatre, with a box 
of slides labelled "BC," hoping that I will recognise what I see and 
have seen many times before. 

Let me try to salvage something from this situation by writing to 
you from this position of absence - from my altered circumstances 
here as someone who studies British Columbia from afar and is now 
compelled to think about the region in more roundabout ways. Let 
me turn to a set of concerns that I have about a paper I have been 
working on entitled "The British Columbian Discourse of the Royal 
Geographical Society," which considers a number of pieces about 
British Columbia that were published in the society's journal in the 
mid-nineteenth century. You know these pieces: W.C . Grant's and 
James Douglas's descriptions of Vancouver Island, Richard Mayne's 
and Mat thew Begbie's journeys into the Interior, and so on. This 
paper connects with a recent range of work on geography's historical 
links with empire, and I want to explain why it is a piece that I should 
write but don't entirely like because of what it does with British 
Columbia. 
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Over the last ten years there has been a range of work on the ways 
in which Western disciplines and learned societies were implicated 
in Empire.1 Much of this work focuses on Africa and Asia, which 
were the hotbeds of nineteenth-century imperial exertion, and where 
the "epistemic violence" of empire (or intrinsic links between power, 
knowledge, and geography) and imperial ambitions of European post-
Enlightenment thought supposedly come to the fore. In a dazzling 
essay on the "Africanist discourse" of the Royal Geographical Society 
(RGS) (founded in 1840), for instance, Clive Barnett tries to show 
how "the actual conditions of cross-cultural contact upon which the 
production of nineteenth-century geographical knowledge depended 
are retrospectively rewritten [for metropolitan audiences] to present 
European subjects as the singular sources of meaning." He argues 
that, while Europeans had a practical dependence on Aboriginal 
guides and information, Aboriginal knowledge is not accorded any 
epistemological value. Other - that is, African - knowledge is 
configured "as the confusion and noise against which European 
science takes shape and secures its authority"2 

All good stuff. Barnet t and others are enriching our critical 
understanding of how Africa, especially, became a primeval space of 
European fantasy and scrutiny, and why it is impossible to extricate 
the emergence of the modern discipline of geography from the history 
of imperialism. However, few geographers working on what Felix 
Driver has dubbed "geography's empire"3 are doing much with settler 
colonies like British Columbia, where the types of knowledges that 
were filtered through the RGS were not produced solely by Europeans 
and were not forged simply in the name of geography, science, or 
reason. Brit ish Columbia became slotted into a metropol i tan-
imperial-scientific-geographical field of vision, but the fact that 
geographical knowledge was produced by "colonials" such as Douglas 

1 For surveys of the ways in which geographical discourses and practices were implicated in 
empire, see Daniel Clayton, "Critical Imperial and Colonial Geographies," in Handbook of 
Cultural Geography, ed. Kay Anderson, Mona Domosh, Steve Pile, and Nigel Thrift 
(London: Sage, 2002), 531-57; and Daniel Clayton, "Colonialism's Cultural Geographies," 
m A Companion to Cultural Geography, ed. James S. Duncan, Nuala Johnson, and Richard 
Schein (Oxford: Blackwell, in press). 

2 Clive Barnett, "Impure and Wordly Geography: The Africanist Discourse of the Royal 
Geographical Society, 1831-73" Transactions, Institute British-Geographers n.s. 23, 2 (1998), 
239-52 (quotation at 244-45). On Asia and the tropical world, see David N. Livingstone, 
"Tropical Hermeneutics and the Climatic Imagination," Hettner Lectures, 5 (Heidelberg: 
University of Heidelberg, 2002), 43-75. 

3 See Felix Driver, "Geography's Empire: Histories of Geographical Knowledge," 
Environment and Planning D: Society and Space 10 (1992): 23-40. 
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and Begbie, as well as by British explorers and surveyors who came 
and went, considerably confuses the picture of epistemic violence 
that Barnett paints. Settler colonies like British Columbia, and 
imperial frontiers and dependent colonial territories in Africa and 
Asia, obviously did not have the same place in the imperial order of 
things, and the knowledges that came from these different domains 
were used for different metropolitan ends. 

The paper I am working on tries to do three things. First, it reflects 
on Driver's useful point that the RGS was less a centre of imperial 
calculation than an unwieldy information exchange "in which different 
kinds of knowledge were accommodated without necessarily being 
reconciled."4 Like Driver, I think that we need to be wary of the 
postcolonial tendency to represent imperial centres, and their insti­
tutions and networks of knowledge production, as all-seeing and all-
knowing spaces of appropriation. We need to attend instead to the 
often precarious (if always in some way hierarchical) negotiation of 
power, meaning, and t ru th in the diverse spaces within which 
knowledge was created and circulated (the field, the study, the lecture 
hall, the museum, and so forth). Second, I attempt to put British 
Columbia (back) on the RGS map and identify the specific ways in 
which this fledgling colonial space came under the society's spotlight. 
I explore how mid nineteenth-century practices of geographical 
reconnaissance (travel writing, landscape description, surveying, map-
making, and the compilation of resource inventories) worked to make 
British Columbia available and amenable to Whi te settlement and 
colonial administration. And third - and here's the main burden of 
the present piece - I try to use "the BC example" to point up some 
pitfalls in recent geographical scholarship on empire and to think 
about the imbrications of "local" scholarship and "international" 
theory. The remainder of this short piece pursues this third issue. 

The pitfalls I have in mind stem from Edward Said's hugely 
influential critique of Orientalism. Said's Orientalism (1978) "opened 
the floodgates of postcolonial criticism," Gyan Prakash recounts, "by 
its insistent undoing of oppositions between the Orient and the 
Occident , Wes te rn knowledge and Wes te rn power, scholarly 
objectivity and wordly motives ... and so on."5 Said exposed the myriad 
ways in which scholarship and power infiltrate one another. Yet, as 

4 Felix Driver, Geography Militant: Cultures of Exploration and Empire (Oxford, UK/Maiden, 
USA: Blackwell, 2001), 21. 

5 Gyan Prakash, "Orientalism Now," History and Theory 34, 3 (1995), 199-212 (quotation at 
201) . 
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Robert Young notes, Said's work has also encouraged a lack of 
historical-geographical specificity in postcolonial studies. For, if 
Orientalist discourse - and colonial discourse more generally - "is a 
form of Western fantasy that can say nothing about actuality [as many 
read Said], while at the same time its determining cultural pressure 
means that those in the West cannot but use it, then any obligation 
to address the reality of the historical conditions of colonialism can 
be safely discarded."6 Among other things, Jane Jacobs observes, much 
postcolonial scholarship tends to re-inscribe the authority of the 
Western events, agents, texts, and discourses that it ostensibly seeks 
to question, both by focusing too exclusively on the White/Western 
historical record and by exaggerating the power of Western repre­
sentations of foreign lands and peoples.7 A postcolonial politics of 
location that is premised on the courtesy of listening to the Other 
and grappling with the inter-subjective nature of colonial encounters 
is frequently overridden (overruled?) by an anodyne metropolitan-
intellectual politics of not speaking for the Other and using the 
colonial world to deconstruct the West. 

Such are some of the postcolonial pitfalls in recent critiques of 
geography's empire. Geographers are developing a richly contextual 
and critical historiography of their discipline that is attuned to 
concrete issues of place and difference and that is animated by the 
interplay of knowledge and power. But this new historiography takes 
the European-imperial arena as its prime historical context and the 
discipline's Eurocentric underpinnings, along with contemporary 
forms of colonial nostalgia within the West, as its principal critical 
referent. This body of work is teaching us a tremendous amount about 
what empire meant to Europeans and about how Europe's imperial 
mission was seen through the geographical lenses of cartography, 
environmental determinism, and geo-political theory. However, this 
type of geographical research displays a shaky sense of the non-
European colonial contexts and indigenous geographical practices 
over which geography's empire ranged. Geographers are teaching us 
a good deal about how geographical information was gathered from 
afar, shipped home, and presented to metropolitan audiences as 
information about the Other; but they are teaching us much less 
about the peoples and places that Europeans encountered and their 

6 Robert J.C. Young, Colonial Desire: Hybridity in Theory, Culture and Race (London and 
New York: Routledge, 1995), 160. 

7 Jane M. Jacobs, "Touching Pasts,""Antipode 33, 4 (2001): 730-34. 
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impact on what was seen and recorded. Barnett's essay on the RGS 
illustrates these tendencies well. He is less interested in how and 
why Aboriginal people worked as guides and informants than in the 
denigration of Aboriginal ways of knowing in European geographical 
science. In all, we have a literature that is ultimately more concerned 
with the tentacles of empire and the power of European representations 
of the Other than it is with the messy pragmatics of colonial contact. 

Geographers are recycling one of the main problems with the area 
of inquiry - postcolonial studies - that Said helped to shape: its 
cultivation of "the margin" as a privileged discursive site of metro­
politan criticism and longing. In recent years, as Kalpana Sheshardi-
Crooks points out, "the margin," conceived as the space of the Other, 
has become "an exotic new frontier" - a space that must be theorized 
and tamed and that is being used to secure academic privileges in 
the West.8 There has been an explosion of interest in questions of 
marginality, and the margin is often treated as a therapeutic space 
where critics can put a price on the epistemological malaise that 
inheres in modernity (the inherent links between knowledge and 
power being seen as the main symptom of malaise). 

The essay I am working on uses the RGS to consider British 
Columbia's marginal and fleeting place in the British imperial 
imagination and to consider how Britain was viewed from the 
colonies. Let me highlight two sets of issues that come into view. 
First, it seems to me that many scholars with postcolonial sympathies 
( inc luding geographers ) do not h is tor ic ize or contextua l ize 
colonialism carefully enough. Crucial differences between setter 
colonialism and other forms of colonialism are sometimes not 
properly elicited, and the specificities of different colonial projects 
are sometimes blurred. Comparative work on colonial encounters 
remains at the cutting edge of attempts to generalize about the nature 
or logic of colonialism, and the generalizations about colonialism's 
cultural binaries and ambivalences advanced by postcolonial scholars 
are powerful and attractive theories. But I agree with Nicholas 
Thomas that the bright lights of postcolonial theory should not blind 
us to the need to localize our understanding of European overseas 
expansion and to treat colonialism as "a practically mediated 
relationship" rather than as a uniform or coherent imposition.9 We 

8 Kalpana Seshardi-Crooks, "At the Margins of Postcolonial Studies," Ariel 26,3 (1995): 45-
71 (quotation at 51). 

9 Nicholas Thomas, Colonialisms Culture: Anthropology, Travel and Government (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1993), 2-4. 
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should remind ourselves that settler colonialism was premised upon 
the displacement and dispossession (and, to a point, disappearance 
and elimination) of indigenous peoples, whereas other forms of 
colonialism hinged more directly on the colonizer's struggle to survive 
in alien surroundings and the need to put the colonized to work. In 
settler-colonial spaces like British Columbia, the determinate mode 
of colonial articulation was between the colonizer and the land, 
whereas colonialism in large parts of Africa and Asia turned around 
the relationships that small groups of colonizers could make with 
large and threatening Aboriginal populations.10 If we want to take 
the heterogeneity of colonialism seriously, then we need to distinguish 
between the different modes of knowledge-production that were 
bound up with settler-colonial and dependent-colonial projects. 

Second, and following on from this, it is important to think about a 
particular aspect of this question of the specificity of British colonialism 
in British Columbia: namely, what our empirical materials tell us about 
the affective relations between centres and margins of power. It strikes 
me that colonial agents like Douglas and Begbie viewed "Britain" and 
"empire" as powerful yet rickety backdrops to colonization.These 
figures were undoubtedly operating within empire's discursive regimes 
(we might stress that they could not escape them), but such regimes 
were never robust enough to enframe everything they wrote. The 
structure of information circulation in the British Empire was such 
that colonists and colonial officials living at a great remove from the 
imperial centre were left with a good deal of leeway to toy with images 
of empire, adapt imperial directives as they saw fit, and create colonial 
homes that did not square with imperial models of affiliation, loyalty, 
and dependence.11 Information travelled slowly and circuitously, and, 
as the conservative philosopher Edmund Burke was at pains to show 
at the end of the late eighteenth century, the distance between Britain 
and its scattered colonial possessions had an immense bearing on the 
"locational attachments" that he deemed to be the fount of political 
societies and an ethical British Empire.12 

10 These issues are handled brilliantly by Patr ick Wolfe in his Settler Colonialism and the 
Transformation of Anthropology: The Politics and Poetics of an Ethnographic Event (London 
and N e w York: Cassell, 1999). 

11 For a deft overview of how this geography affected the Brit ish Colonial Office during the 
n ine teenth century, see Peter Burroughs, "Imperial inst i tut ions and the government of 
empire," in The Oxford history of the British Empire, vol. 3: The Nineteenth Century, ed. A. 
N . Porter (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), 170-97. 

12 See, particularly, Burke's "Speech on the Nabob of Arcot 's Deb t " (1785), in The Portable 
Edmund Burke, ed. Isaac Kramnick (Harmondswor th : Penguin, 1999), 378-87. See also Uday 
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It is possible to reconfigure the politics of information exchange 
between British Columbia and the RGS (and, by extension, British 
Co lumbia and the Co lon ia l Office) in such a way t h a t the 
epistemological integrity of "BC" knowledge is upheld, and new 
stories about the creation and destruction of locational attachments 
in British Columbia emerge. It is possible to show, and important to 
argue, that imperial margins like British Columbia do not simply 
serve and consolidate the centre, however critically we construe that 
centre. Inst i tut ions such as the RGS were not merely spaces of 
appropriation, and colonial places have histories and geographies that 
exceed what the centre made of them in adminis t ra t ive and 
historiographie terms. It is by attending to these signs of colonial 
excess that we might start to reposition an understanding of what 
métropole and colony meant to each other, and confound the equation 
of the margin(al) with the local, the particular, and the subsidiary -
and of the centre with the global, the universal, and the superordinate.13 

I am interested in how imperial discourses were bent and appropriated 
from colonial vantage points, and how colonial knowledges and 
agendas insinuated themselves into imperial master-narratives of 
progress and possession. How, to borrow Alan Lester's elegant 
formulation, were imperial discourses shaped "by their diffferentiated 
material positions and programmes in the colonies" - through the 
competing agendas of explorers, settlers, colonial officials, and so on 
- and their different ties with the centre and other colonial spaces?14 

We can read the "BC pages" of the Journal of the Royal Geographical 
Society outside in, as it were. Writers such as Douglas, Mayne, and 
Downie deployed many of the rhetorical tropes that empire put at 
their disposal. They charted colonial prospects. Their narratives were 
written around the idea of the security of the state, which many 
postcolonial thinkers see as a generic trait of colonialist historiography.15 

And they sought to capture the physicality of movement and 

Singh Meh ta , Liberalism and Empire: A Study of Nineteenth-century British Liberal Thought 
(Chicago: Universi ty of Chicago Press, 1999), 132-43. 

13 Th i s sort of message lies at the hear t of Dipesh Chakrabarty 's Provincializing Europe: 
Postcolonial Thought and Historical Difference (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2000), 
which deals wi th India . See, especially, 43-46, 83-88, 249-55. 

14 Alan Lester, Imperial Networks: Creating Identities in Nineteenth-century South Africa and 
Britain (London and N e w York: Routledge, 2001), 7. 

15 Th i s claim has been registered no more clearly and forcefully than by the his torian Ranajit 
G u h a over his long career as doyen of the subaltern school of Indian historiography. See, 
especially, his Dominance without Hegemony: History and Power in Colonial India (Cambridge 
M A : Harvard Universi ty Press, 1997). 
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interaction in colonial quarters and, thus, fed imperial ideals of manly 
heroism and perseverance.16 Yet they also worked in ways that did 
not simply revert back to the centre and that cannot simply be mapped 
on to some met ropo l i t an - rhe to r ica l t empla te tha t was freely 
transported around the world. Many of these BC reports were not 
written specifically for the RGS, and the reports that the RGS did 
publish are marked by an economy of silence and imperial idealism. 
We can find these authors holding back information that they perhaps 
thought the RGS (and the Colonial Office and Admiralty) should not 
discover or would not find interesting.17 We can also find them using 
rhetorical flourishes that betray idealized (rarefied is perhaps a better 
word) no t ions of Br i ta in and w h a t empire s tood for. T h e y 
encapsulated Britishness with images of social order, the English 
landscape, and the rule of law that, in some senses, made British 
history stand still (or at least repositioned and domesticated it from 
afar). In other words, we can now say that their writing effectively 
gave colonial agents a discursive stake in the negot ia t ion of 
distinctions between empire and colony, and home and away.18 

These lines of argument are wrapped up with my position of 
absence. The paper seeks to bring British Columbia and empire into 
a more two-way analytical field than the ones that many students of 
geography's empire set up. Furthermore, and to borrow Rajagopalan 
Radhakrishnan's "diasporic" formulation, the paper brings "the 
imperatives of an earlier 'elsewhere"' (my BC time) into "an active 
and critical relationship with the cultural politics of one's present 
home."19 My concern with the mutual constitution of centres and 
peripheries of power is no doubt inflected by the relationship between 
my place here and work there. I am drawn to a style of geographical 
research that seeks to décentre the idea that modernity and the West 
are now everywhere and everywhere the same. But, like many other 
s tudents of empire, I am becoming weary of such rout inized 

16 For a provocative foray into the spatiality of this rhetorical trope, see Derek Gregory, 
"Cultures of Travel and Spatial Formations of Knowledge," Erdkunde 54 (2000): 297-309. 

17 Such differences, or discrepancies, are most evident in the case of Douglas and Begbie, 
whose RGS reports can be compared with a plethora of other reports that they produced for 
different institutions and audiences. 

18 Douglas, for instance, who had spent most of his life in North America, expressed views 
about moral order, paternalism, and the pastoralism of the English landscape that were 
out of sync with the realities of a rapidly industrializing mother country and a changing 
empire. See, particularly, his dairy of his trip to Europe following his retirement as colonial 
governor (James Douglas, Private Papers, BCARS, B/20-40). 

19 Rajagopalan Radhakrishnan, Disaporic Mediations: Between Home and Location 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1996), xiii. 
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deconstruction of the West on behalf of "the rest" and wary of the 
critical objectives of "an academic Center bent on decentring."20 

Postcolonial scholarship that décentres and deconstructs the West 
has become a highly marketable and motile critical product - an 
international product, a certain emblem of globalization. Nevertheless, 
I have been suggesting that it is also important to attend to the diverse 
ways in which modernity and colonialism became grounded in 
different colonial spaces. We need to weigh up precisely how imperial 
frames of meaning and reference (grand ideas of capital, the state, 
science, reason, and so on), and colonial idioms, produced, inflected 
and sustained one another and the material relationships between 
centres and margins of power. 

Theoris ts such as Gyan Prakash have argued this last point 
brilliantly. Postcolonial subjects must lay claim to modernity by 
questioning the universality of Western models of reason, truth, and 
the human subject, but they should also acknowledge that "neat 
oppositions [colonialism's binaries] exist side by side with the history 
of their untidy complicities and intermixtures."21 Postcolonial critics 
must question both the Western categories of thought that they use 
to study the colonial world (particularly the universals of equality, 
justice, and democracy enshrined in post-Enlightenment thought) 
and the postcolonial search for national and cultural origins and ways 
of knowing t h a t are u n c o n t a m i n a t e d by the exper ience of 
colonization. Writing about India, Prakash questions "the comfortable 
make-believe" that there exists a critical position outside of the 
historical configurations of colonial modernity - a position from 
which a postcolonial future or anti-colonial critique will arise - and 
the same caution applies to postcolonial historical work in ex-settler 
colonies where the colonizers never returned home. Prakash call this 
an "interstitial" perspective on colonialism: one that necessarily ranges 
between places, histories, disciplines, and different ways of knowing, 
one that returns us to Burke's locational attachments and how we 
migh t now see t hem "in the knowledge of" colonial ism. An 
"interstitial" postcolonial criticism is concerned with bo th the 
universal/systemic features of colonialism and the differentiated 
qualities of colonial formations. And Prakash proclaims that it 

20 T h e quotat ion is from James A. Boon, Verging on Extra-vagance: Anthropology, History, 
Religion, Literature, Arts ... Showbiz (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1998), 199, 
who looks at this problem in relation to the discipline of anthropology. 

21 Gyan Prakash, Another Reason: Science and the Imagination of Modern India (Princeton: 
Pr inceton University Press, 1999), 234. 
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acknowledges that "its own critical apparatus does not enjoy a 
panoptic distance from colonial history but exists as an aftermath, as 
an after" - as an aftermath - and "inhabits the structures of Western 
domination that it seeks to undo."22 

Yet this is obviously an idealized model of wha t a two-way 
postcolonial criticism might look like, not least because theorists like 
Prakash work more or less unwittingly out of particular colonial 
histories. India's colonial experience looms large in much postcolonial 
theory, and North America gets comparatively short shrift. And, 
hence, I would like to raise another worry about my interest in British 
Columbia and the RGS; namely, that my paper is too wrapped up 
with issues that concern geographers over here and postcolonial 
theorists working in a more international theoretical space, and not 
sufficiently concerned with issues that might concern you. Am I 
unwittingly appropriating an aspect of BC history for disciplinary/ 
postcolonial ends rather than for British Columbian ends? Is it right 
and good to wrench BC history and geography out of place in the 
ways I have sketched? 

Let me come clean about this worry. I became aware of my distance 
from British Columbia, and worry about it, because the academic 
politics of geographical inquiry in this country marginalize issues 
that animate the pages of a journal like BC Studies and the ways in 
which they are tackled. The analysis of colonialism has become very 
trendy over here, and this piece of mine on the RGS is aimed at a 
mainstream - that is, "international"; that is, British or American -
geography journal, largely because our national system of research 
accreditation proclaims that work of the highest order should be 
publ ished in " in te rna t iona l" out le ts . T h e impl ica t ion (if not 
assumption) here is that there is an identifiable community of 
"international geographers" with discernible international research 
interests and that such geographers prize one another's work and 
interests over other styles and objects of inquiry.23 Publications in 
BC Studies count for little in this system because the journal does 
not appear on our geography "citation index," which tells us who 
reads what and enumerates the "impact factor" of different geography 
journals. This dire situation militates against the form of critical 

22 Gyan Prakash, "Subaltern Studies as Postcolonial Crit icism," American Historical Review 
99 (1994), 1473-90 (quotat ion at 1476). 

23 In any case, see J. Gut ier rez and P. Lopez-Nieva, "Are Internat ional Journals of H u m a n 
Geography Really Internat ional?" Progress in Human Geography 25,1 (March 2001): 53-69. 
The i r answer is a qualified "no." 
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dialogue I have been advocating. Crucially, it stifles reflection on the 
ways in which scholarly interests and positions are cultivated and 
policed in "regional" journals like BC Studies or the "international" 
ones I am supposed to read and write for. 

Let me further describe this situation from two angles. On the 
one hand, the "international" respectability of much recent British 
geographical research on empire stems from what Benita Parry 
evocatively describes as "the implosion of Western culture under the 
impact of its inhabitation by other voices, histories, and experiences."24 

A number of Western disciplines are now arguably haunted by the 
spectre of otherness, exclusion, and marginalization. We know, 
however, that some figures of marginality and difference are deemed 
to be more important than others, and it is arguably international 
theory that carries the local affairs of distant places into mainstream 
journals rather than the integrity of distant localities themselves. Case 
studies serving abstracted bodies of ideas abound, and when I referee 
papers for international journals I am urged to assess the "broader" 
(by implication global) implications of any local or case study material. 
There is nothing wrong with this system of research evaluation in 
itself, and I certainly do not seek to defend particularism and 
parochialism (or what geographers once called the idiographic); 
rather, I am suggesting that by keeping scholarship within certain 
disciplinary and interdisciplinary bounds, and presiding over what 
theory, practice, and empirical work mean to one another, the system 
I am in marginalizes some lines of inquiry and misses the relevance 
of what, to others, are important local problems. 

On the other hand, we have an ex-colonial region such as British 
Columbia, where the process of cultural implosion described by Parry 
(which, of course, is clearly present in many North American cities) 
was preceded by the colonial juxtaposition of cultures - by imposition 
and its pract ica l med ia t ion . W h a t bear ing does a W e s t e r n -
in te l lec tual -metropol i tan concern wi th implosion and critical 
determination to deconstruct the centre have on somewhere like 
Brit ish Columbia? H o w is theory freighted in from afar and 
unpacked? How does "international theory" work as a code of local/ 
global translation? And is it possible to think across settler-colonial, 
dependent-colonial, and metropolitan-postcolonial spaces, and think 
between the critical imperatives that flow from these dynamics of 

24 Benita Parry, "The Postcolonial: Conceptual Category or Chimera?" Yearbook of English 
Studies 27 (1997): 3. 
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implosion and imposition?25 The luxury of BC Studies is that it is 
able to provide a forum for a type of scholarship and lively mix of 
disciplinary imaginations that would not get into the "international" 
journals in which I am supposed to publish. The problem for BC 
Studiesy however (or so it seems to me), is that "regional" scholarship 
will mean less, and may matter less, if it is not hooked up to, and in 
a sense does not compete with, relevant ideas tha t come from 
elsewhere. Geographers are using empire to pluralize and relativize 
conceptions of their discipline, and they are shaping new centres and 
margins of critical inquiry and significance. Scholarship on British 
Columbia's colonial past and its relations with the present is plural 
enough, but I wonder whether it is as open as it might be to the 
dense traffic of ideas that swirls around its borders. I read the recent 
publications of BC scholars who work in my neck of the historical 
woods and see them grappling with the international critical literature 
on colonialism in interesting ways. But I also see them shielding the 
forms of regional academic practice and social memory that they 
have worked so hard to cultivate from the full force of postcolonial 
critiques that insist that we historicize our work with reference to its 
site(s) of production.26 

To return for a moment to the issue of settler colonialism, I wonder 
about the extent to which scholars of British Columbia's colonial 
past take the specificity of the settler-colonial dynamics they work 
on for granted. Might commonplace ideas about the nature of colonial 
power and history of Aboriginal-Western relations in this (our) part 
of the world - the deployment of sovereign and disciplinary tactics 
of power, for instance, and processes of directed and undirected 
change among Aboriginal groups - be problematized by comparing 
and contrasting "the BC experience" with some radically different 
colonial time or space? Such a comparative turn in BC studies would 
not turn the facts of regional history on their head, of course, but it 
might generate some new debates about the predicaments of 
postcoloniality (or gravity of colonial history) in British Columbia. 
We are at liberty to domesticate postcolonial theories for our own 

25 For an incisive reading of such issues, see Kay Anderson , "Th ink ing 'Postnationally ' : 
Dialogue across Mult icul tural , Indigenous, and Settler Space," Annals of the Association of 
American Geographers 90, 2 (2000): 381-91. 

26 Compare, for example, Robin Fisher, "Vancouver's Vision of Native Peoples: T h e Northwest 
Coast and Hawai ' i , " in Pacific Empires: Essays in Honour of Glyndwr Williams, ed. Alan 
Frost and Jane Samson (Vancouver: UBC Press, 1999), 147-63 with Danie l Clayton, "On the 
Colonia l Genea logy of George Vancouver's C h a r t of the N o r t h w e s t Coas t of N o r t h 
America," Ecumene: A Journal of Cultural Geographies 7, 4 (2000): 371-401. 
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ends and thus make BC history travel a little further afield. But we 
might also take Thomas's injunction to localize seriously by probing 
what we take for granted about the past and our historical materials, 
and by accounting for the ways in which our more or less multicultural 
roots and routes between here and there have taken shape. We might 
find much less solace in that small word "local" and find the larger 
word "global" less threatening. 

Perhaps I worry too much about the relations of power and meaning 
that inhere in the viewing positions from which we study the world, 
and I do not want to turn these personal musings - my dirty orange 
mist - into a clarion call or trite BC Studies wish list. If we can take 
anything from my short story about British Columbia and the RGS, 
then it is perhaps the thought that questions of absence and memory 
have an intimate bearing on how we account for ourselves as scholars 
and critics, wherever we are. Partly because of empire, and now 
because of globalization, many of us are accountable to a number of 
locations. Indeed, many of us are caught between places, draw our 
critical breath from various invented tradit ions and diasporic 
sensibilities that have become more pronounced as the world has 
shrunk, and worry about how scholarship finds its place and purpose 
in a world that seems more mixed up than ever before. Edward Said 
notes that our era "has become an era of a search for roots, of people 
trying to discover in the collective memory of their race, religion, 
community, and family a past that is entirely their own, secure from 
the ravages of history and a turbulent time."27 Postcolonial thinkers 
are right to point up the pitfalls in this recourse to memory and 
absence (to exodus and disapora) as a transgressive feature of the 
present. They rightly point to scenes of carnage in the Balkans, central 
Africa, and the Middle East, and how problems in these parts of the 
world turn, in important ways, on the reinvention and manipulation 
of the past. They also stress that a migrant, diasporic, or cosmopolitan 
criticism hardly delivers its critical message from a position of strength 
within global force fields of power. But the postcolonial critic also 
insists that, for better or worse, these ways of making sense of the 
present are here to stay and, to a degree, cage our intellectual options. 

In the wake of the student protests of May 1968, the French thinker 
Michel Foucault drew a distinction between the "specific intellectual" 
and the "universal intellectual." The former, he said, abandon's the 
latter's quest for universally valid theories and the desire to speak "in 

27 Edward W. Said, "Invention, Memory and Place," Critical Inquiry 26 (2000): 177. 
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the capacity of master of truth and justice"; rather, the specific 
intellectual provides tools of analysis for tackling particular - Foucault 
used the terms "local" and "regional" - problems and is mindful of 
the fact that s/he has to work within society's power structures and 
cannot place her/himself "somewhat ahead and to the side" of power 
games.28 We might now graft another distinction on to Foucault 's: 
that between the "footloose/homeless/exilic" intellectual and the 
"settled/sedentary" intellectual. T h e former (Said is perhaps the 
premier example) is concerned with the creation and critique of 
borders and boundaries of all kinds (disciplinary, national, cultural, 
institutional), and searches for new ways of universalizing questions 
of suffering and oppression.29 The footloose intellectual exerts critical 
influence by placing her/himself in exile (by cultivating a virtual 
relationship with the way truth speaks to power) as well as by being 
exiled by history, and s/he regards nostalgia as both the primum 
mobile and scourge of intellectual life. T h e latter, by contrast, 
dedicates her/himself to the examination of particular sufferings and 
oppressions, and more bounded hybridities, and warns of the perils 
of exilic criticism, of the view from nowhere. Settled/sedentary 
intellectuals often work with a powerful sense of canon and exert 
critical influence through a different comportment with reality -
through the creation and critique of partial truths and local language 
games, and by reimagining the public role of the intellectual from 
national-cultural bases rather than from a cosmopolitan global home. 

Thinkers like Said teach us that these ideas of absence and memory, 
and the tensions between these two representations of the intellectual, 
stalk our geographies of intellectual labour and our commitments to 
each other. Such ideas and tensions stalk what was once prized as 
meticulous local empirical research, heighten our awareness of 
cultures' intertwined histories and geographies, and rejuvenate our 
commitments to theory. In some basic respects, British Columbia is 
a product of such questions and the intellectual conditions that they 

28 Miche l Foucault , "Intellectuals and Power: A Conversat ion with Gilles Deleuze" (1972), in 
Language, Counter-memory, Practice: Selected Essays and Interviews by Michel Foucault, éd. 
Donald F Bouchard (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1977), 205-17. See also Gary Gut t ing , 
French Philosophy in the Twentieth Century (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001), 
262-64, who provides a judicious assessment of whether we can call Foucault a specific 
intellectual. 

29 I garner this dist inction, in part , from Bryan S. Turner 's deft overview and reading of 
Said's life and work. Bryan S. Turner, "Edward W . Said," in Profiles in Contemporary Social 
Theory, ed. A n t h o n y Ell iot t and Bryan S. Turner (London: Sage, 2001), 382-93. See also 
Said's Representations of the Intellectual (London: Vintage, 1994). 
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entail. British Columbia is premised on the jarring and unnerving 
juxtaposit ion of different cultures in manufactured spaces that 
restructured local conceptions of the alien and the familiar in highly 
unequal ways, and negotiated connections with the centre (with 
Britain and Canada) in distinct ways. And it is now a place that has 
to accommodate discrepant ways of telescoping the past into the 
present and of handling the divergent voices of multiple others. 
Maybe my worries are not so distant, not so personal, and not so 
spread out after all. 


