
About SouthHem 

 

SouthHem is a five-year (2016-2021) comparative study of the wide range of literary outputs and 

mediating institutions produced in the Southern Hemisphere and Straits Settlements from 1780-1870. 

The project focuses on three transnational zones: “Zone 1” (Oceania): Australia and New Zealand; 

“Zone 2” (Southern Africa): the Cape Colony and Natal; and “Zone 3” (Straits Settlements): 

Singapore, Penang, and Malacca. The institutions and literatures (Anglophone and otherwise) 

considered in this context include those of British settler communities, indigenous populations, and 

mixed race peoples. 

 

 

 
 

Research Questions 

 

Literary Modernity and Nationalism 

A key aim of SouthHem is to provide a better understanding of how literary modernity emerged and 

developed outside of Europe and the Northern Hemisphere by examining literary and educational 

institutions; press, periodical, and print cultures; the book trade; reading publics; and various forms of 

associational life. As Partha Chatterjee, Dipesh Chakrabarty, and others have argued, modernity, 

nationalism, and capitalism did not simply radiate outwards from a predefined Western European 

centre. This project aims to re-assess two ideas: 1. the idea that literary/ cultural modernity in the 

Southern Hemisphere is best defined as an enforced ‘colonial modernity’; and 2. Benedict Anderson’s 



idea that ‘long-distance’ nationalism was something ‘modular’ that could simply be exported from 

Britain to its peripheries. 

 

Taste Formation and Cultural Capital 

Another aim of the project is to examine the creation, evolution, and arbitration of literary taste and 

value in the Southern Hemisphere and Straits Settlements. In other words, much of the project is 

concerned with the question of ‘taste formation’ and the accumulation of cultural capital at both a 

structural and individual level. Were settler standards of taste simply transported from Britain, 

replicating metropolitan practices and creating various types of “Little Britains” in the colonies? Or 

were these standards of taste substantially altered by the conditions of colonial settlement? How did 

colonial tastes change over time? What kinds of associations and institutions emerged in the colonies 

to act as arbiters and mediators of taste and knowledge formation? In the aesthetic sphere, was 

Romanticism a significant model of taste in the colonies, or did other standards of taste predominate?  

 

Mediation and Encounter 

A third aim is to develop new ways of thinking about the relationship between settler and indigenous 

literary cultures. Focusing on questions of mediation, encounter, and evaluative agency, the project 

engages with non-European and settler writers as agents and interlocutors who invent their own more 

local and regional traditions. In this sense, the project works against the ‘axial distribution of labour’ 

in Franco Moretti’s theory of the novel: the idea that core cultures develop new genres for export to 

the peripheries (particularly in the East and South), resulting in a problematic formula that Jahan 

Ramazani has identified as ‘foreign form and local content’. Such a model not only occludes counter-

currents and reciprocal transformations but also re-establishes a centre/periphery binary that ignores 

the often long histories of aesthetic production among colonized populations.  

 

Conceptual Methodology 

 

Transnationalism and Postcolonialism 

The project re-examines nation-based models of literary study by adopting a combined comparative 

and transnational approach that allows both for a comparative analysis of writing produced in 

different localities and a transnational analysis of the transfers of ideas, books, practices, peoples, and 

literary styles between and within the relevant zones. In other words, the project looks not only at 

movements, relationships, and exchanges from metropole to colony and colony to metropole but also 

from colony to colony or intra-imperially, paying close attention to what Arjun Appadurai has called 

the ‘space of flows’ or ‘process geographies’. This methodology combines area or land studies with a 

concern with diasporic movements, flows, and circulation, arguing that historical and literary 

processes are made both in different places and in the movement between places. 

 

New Imperial History  

At the same time, the project hopes to complicate notions of ‘centre’ and ‘periphery’ by showcasing 

the complex, uneven, and disjunctive qualities of imperial relationships in the period. New imperial 

history models introduced by Sebastian Conrad, Alan Lester, James Belich, and others have taught us 

that empires were made up of rhizomatic webs of overlapping relationships across different spaces. 

Most obviously, British colonies were part of British imperial networks or what Belich has called 

‘ongoing systems of long-range interactions’ of settlers, administrators, missionaries, and activists. 

But as Sugata Bose has demonstrated, imperial networks also interacted (and competed) with existing 

indigenous systems and networks. This project will map the dynamic, cross-cultural, and dialogic 

construction of literary taste by looking at settler literary institutions, clubs, networks, and 

associational life, and their interactions with indigenous networks of cultural hybridity, resistance, or 

resilience. 

 

Globalisation, Geography, and Scale 

Political and cultural geographers such as Richard Howitt and Neil Smith have rejected Neil 

Brennar’s influential idea of ‘scalar structuration’ or notions of scale as a nested hierarchy that 

‘assumes or implies that the sum of all the small-scale parts produces the large-scale total’. Howitt 



argues instead that scalar relationships must be re-conceptualised as operating ‘multi-directionally and 

simultaneously’. This project also works against hierarchies of scale by arguing that the relationship 

between global imperial structures and more local spaces is multi-directional rather than hierarchical. 

The project draws on ‘local-global’ paradigms in globalisation theory, such as Arjun Appadurai’s 

‘grass-roots globalisation’ or ‘globalisation from below’, in order to demonstrate that comparative 

place-based analyses can better account for the specificity of the larger structures or systems that 

impinge on such places. Thus, the project aims to position its case studies on various levels of scale 

(local, national, regional, transnational, global) and to consider the relationships between these 

different levels of scale. 

 

 

Methods and Modes of Reading 

Questions about geographic and analytic scale condition methods and modes of reading. Franco 

Moretti has famously argued that the scale of world literature far exceeds what can be grasped by 

traditional methods of close reading, and advocates instead a mode of ‘distant reading’ or the 

quantitative analysis of data. More recently, there has been an increasing acknowledgement that the 

kinds of macro approaches Moretti promotes are inherently skewed towards normativity and tend to 

flatten out the complexities of the literatures of the East and South. This project combines macro and 

micro approaches to ‘reading’ in order to make informed decisions about the kinds of texts or case 

studies that are selected for further attention or close reading. 

 

 
 

Work Packages 

 

Work Package 1 (2016-2021): Book Holdings and Reading Audiences 

Work Package 1 is an ongoing five-year book history and history of reading project, which traces 

both the circulation of books and the changing nature of book holdings between and within the three 

transnational zones outlined above. This research quantifies known book holdings in the colonial 

Southern Hemisphere and Straits Settlements; analyses the nature of these holdings by language, 

author, genre; publisher etc.; and provides visualisations of book locations and transfers in order to 



construct a new cultural geography of the book in the region. In time, the focus on book holdings and 

circulation will give way to an investigation of colonial reading publics, looking in particular at 

marginalia, borrowing records, and other records of reading or reading habits.  

 

Work Package 2 (2016-2019): Settler Literary Institutions  

The second work package involves a number of comparative case studies on white settler literary 

culture across the three zones, looking primarily at 1. the rise of literary institutions and associations, 

and their contribution to taste and knowledge-formation; 2. the role of mediators (such as editors, 

booksellers, private collectors, patrons, agents, and translators) in the development of these literary 

institutions and outputs; and 3. the nature of white settler literary production.  

 

Work Package 3 (2019-2021): Translation and Transcription 

This work package looks at indigenous and mixed-race writing mediated through English, either at 

the point of production or through translation or transcription. Central to this work package is a study 

of translation practices in the period, both as a set of material practices that require detailed empirical 

investigation, and as a way of understanding the broader epistemologies that underpin the colonial 

social order, particularly those relating to the practice and administration of colonial power. 

 

Work Package 4 (2019-2021): Literary Encounters and Mediation 

Work package 4 focuses on literary encounters between indigenous and white settler populations. It 

considers: 1.  proximate encounters between peoples in ‘contact’ zones either through joint schooling, 

missionary interventions, or other mediating factors; 2. distant or virtual encounters via inter-

textuality, translation, reviews, and other encounters between reading publics; and 3. symbolic or 

imaginative encounters such as fictional representations of encounters. 

 

 


