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Destiny into Chance: S. J. Duncan's 
The Imperialist  and the Périls of 

Nation Building 

JON KERTZER 

S ARA JEANNETTE DUNCAN'S novel The Imperialist  illustrâtes the 
périls of nation building as conducted in early twentieth-century 
Canadian fiction. The phrase "nation building" commonly refers to 

an ideological project devised after the Napoleonic wars by European politi-
cians and educators who sought to unité ethnie nations within political 
states by interweaving the discourses of national identity and social free-
dom. The resuit of this union was not just that pervasive modem hybrid, 
the nation-state, but a new sense of citizenship and destiny. Nation build-
ing provides one of the clearest examples of how an ideology can success-
fully impose its spécial catégories of social understanding by making them 
appear both natural and historically inévitable. Nature (things as they 
simply are) and destiny (things as they must eventually be) are the tradi-
tional sanctions of nation building, the former assuring a stable identity, 
the latter motivating its development. Together they secure a nation's 
rightful place in a changing world, which is just the position that Cana-
dians seek unsuccessfully in The Imperialist.  For Duncan, nation building 
is perilous because nature and destiny, at least as they are displayed in ru-
ral Ontario at the turn of the twentieth century, prove to be rivais rather 
than allies, as if Canada and its fate cannot quite be reconciled. 

Critics have been puzzled by the way The Imperialist  begins with a 
strong sense of promise yet ends with the failure of "the Impérial Idea" 
and of its chief proponent, Lorne Murchison, who is defeated in politics 
and humiliated in love. They interpret this failure — which, of course, 
is not necessarily a failure of the novel — both structurally and themati-
cally as a rebuke to Lorne for his over-zealousness; as a reflection of histo-
rical uncertainties; as a mistrust of social upheaval; as inconsistency in 
narrative treatment; as a shift in genre; as calculated ambiguity.1 From my 
point of view the inconsistency is useful, because it allows us to observe 
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how the stratégies of nation building are deployed when that deployment 
is ungainly or troublesome. I do not mean that The Imperialist  is itself 
ungainly. On the contrary, its style is often so trenchant that it tests the 
rhetorical stratégies through which Canada is built by showing that they 
do not operate effortlessly; that national identity and political freedom are 
not always mutually supportive; that historical chance is not easily trans-
formed into national destiny. I wish to examine four major rhetorical 
figures — heroic, mnemonic, domestic, and racial — in order to study 
how they jostle for position within a national imaginary that they can 
never fully articulate. 

Heroic history 

The Imperialist  appeared after a century of political turmoil, during which 
nation building stimulated revolt across Europe, because the nation-state 
was revered as the natural guarantor of political power, social cohésion, 
and personal identity. The authority of the state, the harmony of civil 
society, and the privacy of selfhood (or, in Canadian terms, peace, order, 
and good government) were supposed to reinforce each other provided 
that ail three sprang from the same fertile, national soil. Cornelia Navari 
reports that at the Congress of Vienna (1815) "some bourgeois Middle 
Europeans first put forward the (then) novel claim that ethnicity ought 
to determine the shape of states. . . . [However] it was only in 1918 that 
any government made being a nation-state the basic criterion of politi-
cal legitimacy and the basic condition of its treating with other govern-
ments" (14). National loyalties, which earlier had been a source of 
factional squabbling within larger empires or alliances, were now regarded 
as the basis of statehood.2 If we compress Navari's dates to extend from 
1839 (the year of Lord Durham's report that led to Canadian Conféd-
ération in 1867) to 1904, when The Imperialist was published, then we 
cover roughly the period surveyed in the novel, which glances back to the 
hardy "backwoods settlers and small traders" (.Imperialist  48) who 
founded Ontario, and ahead, to the twentieth century when Canada will 
claim political legitimacy as an equal partner with Britain in "a union of 
the Anglo-Saxon nations of the world" (267): 

years went by in decades. ... Trade flourished, éducation improved, 
politics changed. Her Majesty removed her troops. ... The original 
dignified group broke, dissolved, scattered. ... It was a sorry taie of 
disintegration with a cheerful sequel of rebuilding, leading to a little 
unavoidable confusion as the edifice went up. Any process of blend-
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ing implies confusion to begin with; we are here at the making of a 
nation. (48-49) 

The Imperialist  proposes a "sequel" that will quell the commotion of co-
lonial history — here minimized as "a little unavoidable confusion" — 
by raising the "edifice" of modem Canada. How secure is the emerging 
nation? Unfortunately, the "blending" of cultural forces required to build 
the new country does not raise a sturdy Canadian house, and one way of 
expressing my own interest is by asking: Why is the Canadian sequel less 
cheerful and more confusing than is promised in passages like this one? 

John Plamenetz notes that nationalism is often a restless doctrine 
because it expresses "the desire to preserve or enhance a people's national 
or cultural identity when that identity is threatened, or the desire to trans-
form or even create it when it is felt to be inadéquate or lacking" (23-24). 
Duncan présents Canada as lacking in self-confidence, unsure of its youth-
ful powers and threatened by seductive Yankees and patronizing English-
men. She suggests more subtly that national identity always feels 
threatened, despite ideological reassurances that nations are naturally self-
generating. The romantic historicism of Johann Gottfried von Herder 
and Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel had taught that nations cannot be 
built solely through an act of political will; instead, they must grow spon-
taneously from their native soil in accordance with a national spirit ful-
filling its appointed destiny.3 Lorne echoes this romantic tradition in an 
impassioned speech that displays his heroic imagination but ruins his 
political career, when he exhorts his townsfolk: 

"We stand for the principles that make for nation-building by the 
slow sweet processes of the earth, cultivating the individual rooted 
man who draws his essence and his tissues from the soil, and so, by 
unhurried, natural healthy growth, labour sweating his vices out of 
him, forms the character of the commonwealth, the foundation of the 
State." {Imperialist  262) 

This sweet fusion of nature and nation was actualiy the product of care-
ful ideological tinkering, as critics nowadays delight in revealing. In fact, 
so many of them have insisted that spontaneous national growth is really 
a carefully cultivated fiction (Mosse, "Mass Politics" 46), that it must be 
the worst-kept secret in political history.4 According to Eugene Kamenka, 
who takes an expansive view: 

the concept of the nation and the nation-state as the idéal, natural or 
normal form of international political organisation, as the focus of 
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men's loyalties and the indispensable framework for ail social, cultural 
and economic activities became widespread only at a specific histori-
cal period. It emerged — slowly — in Europe, out of the ruins of the 
Roman Empire. ... Since kings were to cease governing and "people" 
were to take their place, people had to be moulded into some sort of 
unity, defined and limited in some sort of way. The concept of "na-
tion" thus came to the fore as a fundamentalpolitical  category. (6, 10) 

The visionary power of literature was enlisted by nineteenth-century 
nationalists in their campaign to mould a heterogeneous "people" into a 
unified nation-state, even though unity was supposed to be the inner core 
of a culture rather than its ideological reward. Accordingly, the nation also 
emerged as a fundamental literary category whose explanatory power 
could be summoned to assess ail aspects of artistic accomplishment. 
Duncan agreed that literature is both a cause and an effect of nationhood: 

The state of a nation's literature is the surest test of its advancement, 
but literature is not only the measure of a people's progress, it is also 
the means of their further advancement. Nothing, therefore, can be 
of more value to a people — nothing of more importance to a nation 
— than its literary products. Whatever promûtes literary activity and 
elevates its sphere is a means of public benefit. ... A national litera-
ture cannot be looked for as an outcome of anything less than a com-
plété national existence. (SelectedJournalism  102, 109) 

To be complété, each nation must have its own literature, its own élo-
quence, so that literary theme, style, and genre are ail manifestations of the 
national voice, ail participating in a history leading far back to the nation's 
legendary origin and ahead to the fulfillment of its destiny. As Benedict 
Anderson observes, the temporality of national history easily evaporates into 
timelessness: "If nation-states are widely conceded to be 'new' and 'histori-
cal,' the nations to which they give political expression always loom out 
of an immémorial past, and, still more important, glide into a limitless 
future. It is the magie of nationalism to turn chance into destiny" (19). 

Since the enchantment of romance is the best way to turn chance 
into destiny, it is obvious why the historical romance was the favourite 
genre of nation builders. This was the âge of the Great National Novel, 
which was to be the modem équivalent of a national epic: every country 
was expected to have its Scott, Tolstoy, or Balzac. Duncan declined to 
play this rôle: "We are conscious of not having been born in time to pro-
duce an epic poet or a dramatist; but still in vain do we scan the west for 
the lyrist, the east for the novelist whose appearing we may not unreason-
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ably expect" (Selected Journalism  106). But when her idealistic lovers, 
Advena Murchison and Hugh Finlay, flirt philosophically by musing 
about "life" — 

"I wonder," said Advena, "where it goes?" 
"Into the void behind rime?" he suggested, smiling straight at her. 
"Into the texture of the future," she answered, smiling back. .. ."The 
world is wrapped in destiny, and but revolves to roll it out." (77) 

— then they set their lives within a romanticized (and modestly eroti-
cized) history in which their "young" country will weave its destiny by 
finding its own voice. Who will speak for Canada? Advena's own brother 
is cast in the unlikely rôle of national hero when he embraces the Impé-
rial Idea so fervently that he transcends economic profit and even political 
good sense to ally himself with fate: "He believed himself, you see, at the 
bar for the life of a nation" {Imperialist  267). 

My title, "Destiny into Chance," reverses Benedict Anderson's for-
mula to suggest that the magie of nationalism fizzles in The Imperialist. 
Lorne is noble but not heroic, not because he fails to achieve his goals, but 
because his failure is not sufficiently heroic. In epics, nations are founded 
by heroes like Aeneas or Brute, the legendary ancestor of Britain, whose 
familiarity with the gods exalts their exploits. Modem nation-states also 
legitimize themselves by celebrating valiant founders whose quasi-divine 
powers are bequeathed to their descendents. Tradition gives coherence to 
the national life, yet the moral and psychological continuity imposed in 
this way frequently dérivés from an initial rupture. It is remarkable how 
often nations begin with a tragic death that anoints the soil with blood, 
thereby establishing a sacrificial origin for the nation, which can only 
prosper after its patriarch is ceremonially dispatched. Through sacrificial 
legends, nations invoke the magie that turns historical chance into na-
tional destiny by offering a link — now attenuated rather than familiar 
— to the divine. John Richardson depicts scenes of patriotic gore in his 
historical romance, Wacousta;  and Alan McNairn traces the public cam-
paign whereby General Wolfe was turned into a martyr "from a smatter-
ing of facts overlayed with large dollops of fiction" (27), so that a "nasty 
affair" was transformed into a "glorious catastrophe" (34). Norman 
Knowles quotes an article from the Toronto Globe of 1856, which advised: 
"No people ... has made a figure in the life of nations, without its heroes" 
(26), but the real triumph of this rhetorical figure is to turn the nation 
itself into a hero. This is most easily accomplished by subsuming the 
nation's diverse history within a popular character such as Uncle Sam {Im-
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perialist 194), John Bull, Britannia, or Marianne (France). When it is 
condensed into a single personality, the nation can be analysed as if it were 
a person. Thus a common figure of speech (Canada loyally took up arms 
in the First World War to defend her Mother) permits political strains and 
social contradictions to be recast in psychological terms, thereby making 
them susceptible to psychological resolution. History may present a pano-
rama of irreconcilable conflicts, but when they are framed by a psychologi-
cal model — the nation as person — they can be resolved as if they were 
merely personal problems. If nationalism is "primarily a quest for unity" as 
Gordon Smith claims (199), then personification is an effective way of 
securing a conceptual unity that is not excessively troubled by inconsisten-
cies, which will merely testify to the nation's robust personality. The nation 
may be confused, alienated, or neurotic, but eventually it will be "healed" 
by history, which becomes a form of therapy. If Lorne is be a national 
hero, then his failure must be redemptive, or at least therapeutic. 

Nationalism turns history into romance, chance into destiny, and 
destiny into therapy. Canada is often personified according to a "lexicon 
of maturation" (Weir 24), by which it has emerged from adolescence and 
is entering the awkward âge of young manhood — just the time for an 
adventurous test of character. Since Duncan portrays Canada as having 
about the same âge and disposition as Lorne (earnest, polite, principled, 
modestly ambitious, a dutiful son), what happens to him in effect happens 
to his nation. She immediately casts the Murchisons in a heroic mould: they 
are "too good for their environment... It was a matter of quality, of spir-
itual and mental fabric" (45). Lorne is taller, broader, squarer, smarter, 
franker than ail the rest (34), and "there was something too large about 
him for the town's essential stamp" (83). This "something" proves to be 
a flaw, however, since his infatuation with the Impérial Idea divorces him 
from the cautious, pragmatic community that he hopes to lead to glory. 
True, classical heroes are supposed to be flawed, but the novel's ironie 
narrative perspective, which I will examine below, ensures that even Lorne 
is diminished in the readers' eyes. He is a hero, but only of "little old On-
tario" (82). He is sacrificed, but only by being jilted by Dora Milburn, 
a shallow flirt who prefers to marry "a useless twit" (Gerson, "Duncan's 
Web" 79), and by losing an élection that was rigged in the first place. He 
is exceptional, but also exceptionally typical in the sense that he modestly 
(another Canadian virtue) sums up essential Canadian qualities. He is as 
Canadian as possible under the circumstances,5 but circumstances are not 
favourable. Just as intelligence and hard work earn him a respected place 
in Elgin society, so Canada should take its place in the family of nations 
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according to an Impérial plan that will turn subservient colonies into 
equal partners in a global British confederacy that would be more like a 
commonwealth than an empire.6 If Lorne fails in love and politics, then 
so in some sense does Canada, its grand destiny dwindling into the im-
personal chance of the marketplace. His excellence goes unrewarded, his 
triumph is short-lived, and he narrowly avoids leaving for a more lucra-
tive career in Milwaukee {Imperialist  306). 

Amnesia /  nostalgia 

Eric Hobsbawm quotes the Italian nationalist Massimo d'Azeglio (1798-
1866) who said during the Italian risorgimento, "We have made Italy: now 
we must make Italians" (267). Once the state has been won by political 
and military means, its people must be instructed how to be Italians, 
rather than Romans, Sicilians, Lombards, and so on. Paradoxically, they 
must be taught how to be who they already are. The same lesson was 
learned in France, according to Ernest Renan, where citizens were obliged 
to forget ethnie loyalties in order to redefine themselves as French men 
and women. National identity required a new sense of the past. 

Forgetting, I would even go so far as to say historical error, is a cru-
cial factor in the création of a nation ... the essence of a nation is that 
ail individuals have many things in common, and also that they have 
forgotten many things. No French citizen knows whether he is a 
Burgundian, an Alan, a Taifale, or a Visigoth, yet every French citi-
zen has to have forgotten the massacre of Saint Bartholemew, or the 
massacres that took place in the Midi in the thirteenth century. (11) 

The paradox of nation building is that citizens constantly have to be re-
minded to forget: amnesia is as powerful an ideological tool as historical 
memory.7 Because nations are built but never quite completed, their legiti-
macy must continually be reinforced through ail the ceremonies, flags, an-
thems, and holidays that Hobsbawm calls "invented traditions." The 
traditions may actually be new, but they are usually dressed up as antiquity 
in order to forge "bonds of loyalty" with a heroic past whose heroism is 
really a product of this performance. Such rituals are calculated histori-
cal errors through which "nationalism [becomes] a substitute for social 
cohésion through a national church, a royal family or other cohesive tra-
ditions, or collective group self-presentations" (Hobsbawm 5, 263, 303). 

The Imperialist  balances its readers between cherishing British loyalty 
and overcoming colonial subservience by invoking a spécial kind of amne-
sia, which requires an appropriate form of nostalgia. Readers get their first 
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lesson in remembering to forget in the opening scene where Victoria Day 
is presented as a peculiarly Canadian holiday. Overseen by a legendary 
ancestor, Old Mother Beggarlegs, it is a local célébration honouring a Brit-
ish monarch with a lacrosse match. From these mixed signais emerges a 
nation composed ofEnglish, Scots, Irish, French, and Americans; of more 
shadowy immigrants from "the Lord knows where" (49); and of Natives, 
who linger in the background. Ail these groups are acknowledged but 
subtly assigned their proper place through suggestive détails or just 
through a shift in tone, as in the dismissive phrase "the Lord knows where," 
which announces the unwelcome invasion of new immigrants, who were 
arriving from southern and eastern Europe in growing numbers. In pass-
ing we note that the "young Flannigans and Finnegans" (12) are too poor 
to buy tickets for the match; that lacrosse is a Native game, although 
Natives are not allowed to participate; and that "Johnny François" (256) 
— the personified Quebec nation — is kept at an ironie distance, since 
any homage to British royalty must recall the battle of the Plains of Abra-
ham, which is our version of the Saint Bartholemew massacre. "Any proc-
ess of [cultural] blending implies confusion" (49), Duncan warns, but she 
is careful to moderate the confusion so that old battles will not ruin the 
célébration. She observes these ethnie groups with such tolérant amuse-
ment that readers are persuaded to forget embarrassing rivalries that might 
disrupt the national holiday. We are reminded of their presence in order 
to be reassured that they are hardly worth noticing. 

Duncan might have revised d'Azeglio's words to suit her own civic 
célébration: We made Confédération in 1867; now we must make Cana-
dians through that addictive blend of memory and forgetting known as 
nostalgia. At first glance, however, The Imperialist  seems to be prospective 
rather than rétrospective. It was published during the "Wheat Boom" years 
when Canadians were building a second transcontinental railway and 
foreign investment grew quickly; when the gold rush opened up the Yukon 
(1896) and Alberta and Saskatchewan were about to become provinces 
(1905); when Wilfrid Laurier's Libérais shifted allegiance from American 
free trade (reciprocity) to a "British preference" tariff, but vacillated when 
economic advantage lay to the south; and when a "strident Canadian 
nativism" (McNaught 192) opposed the waves of non-British immigrants 
spreading westward over the country. Ail these circumstances appear in 
The Imperialist  where they are refracted through the narrow lens of small 
town life in Elgin, Ontario. Its patriotic citizens might have applauded 
the rousing style of Donald Creighton's popular history, The Story of 
Canada, which evokes the national temper at the turn of the century: 
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In a single génération the horizons of this [the Canadian] landscape 
had been enormously expanded. In a single génération the very 
achievement of national success had created a greater awareness of the 
young country's depth of experience in time. ... Beyond the oppor-
tunities and rewards and relatively easy conditions of the first decade 
of the twentieth century, lay a past, three hundred years in length, of 
effort, struggle, and endurance, most of which had already passed 
from recollection into history. ... This awakening sense of nation-
hood, complacent and truculent in character, yet tentative and diffi-
dent as well, was the transcendent feature of the period. (202-03) 

Amid so much bustle one would hardly expect to indulge in réminiscence, 
yet The Imperialist  is suffused with, and amused by, nostalgia. It focuses on 
the complacent/diffident moment when recollection passes into history, 
which Lorne then aspires to shape according to his vision of the future. 
Recollection corresponds to what Maurice Halbwachs calls "collective 
memory." He maintains that ail memories, even the most personal, are 
socially based, and that collective memories form "a living history" (64) 
whose vibrancy is lost when it is superseded by written history. The lat-
ter begins when the former ceases, as the past fades from living conscious-
ness and is codified in books: "the need to write the history of a period, 
a society, or even a person is only aroused when the subject is already too 
distant in the past to allow for the testimony of those who preserve some 
remembrance of it" (78-79). Formai history is not recollection but recon-
struction: "General history starts only when tradition ends and the social 
memory is fading or breaking up" (78).8 This transitional moment is 
evoked early in The Imperialist  when Dr. Drummond and Mr. Murchison 
contemplate their growing town: '"We've seen changes, Mr. Murchison. 
Aye. We've seen changes'" (19). They reminisce about the settler years 
that will be consigned to history books through a process that begins as 
soon as they have stopped speaking, when the narrator comments: "So the 
two came, contemporaries, to add their labour and lives to the building 
of this little outpost of Empire" (20). The physical act of building the 
nation turns into the discursive act of nation building. Duncan's nostalgia 
enchants small town life as it exists at the moment, but just as it is about 
to be transformed. She is nostalgie for a present that is destined to disap-
pear even as we observe its tenacious conservatism. 

Social historians stress that while nostalgia usually gazes backward 
through misty eyes, its temporal orientation is actually more complicated. 
Whether it laments a lost past, cherishes a precious present, or — more 
rarely — forecasts a sentimental future,9 ultimately it is oriented toward 
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the present in the sense that it invokes past and future to serve immédi-
ate needs. Especially at times of crisis, nostalgia bridges the gap between 
what has been lost and what lies ahead, so that even as it décriés the cur-
rent situation, it makes the present tolerable. It is soothing: " I f nostalgia 
is a symptom of malaise, it also has compensating virtues. Attachment to 
familiar places may buffer social upheaval, attachment to familiar faces 
may be necessary for enduring associations. Nostalgia reaffirms identities 
bruised by recent turmoil" (Lowenthal 13).1 0 Since nation building is 
always disruptive, it uses nostalgia to negotiate between a national past 
(real or imagined) and a future whose course is uncertain yet mysteriously 
predestined. The urgent sense of national purpose requires a reassessment 
of history, which must be recalled but also selectively forgotten through 
an "exercise of rétrospective imagination" (Connerton 11) that subtly re-
constructs the past so as to sustain communal identity, to assert social 
worth, and to encourage patriotic duty. Nostalgia is fundamentally con-
servative because, even as it expresses discontent with a corrupt or unwor-
thy present, it encourages equanimity.11 It calms fears of historical 
discontinuity by seeming to exacerbate them, insisting on the loss of a 
beloved past when life was simpler, purer, nobler, but with which a sen-
timental link is maintained. Nostalgia preserves the past by keeping it at 
hand, though just out of reach: 

Hence in what perhaps qualifies as a marvel of rational condensation, 
nostalgia manages at one and the same time to celebrate the past, to 
diminish it, and to transmute it into a means of engaging the present. 
... [I]t defuses what could be a powerful, panic-prone reactivity to 
jarring change and uncertainty by turning it into tender musing and 
mutually appréciative self-regard over a shared past. (Davis 45, 110) 

When Paul Knowles studies the commemorative amnesia of the 
Ontario Loyalist tradition — the same tradition that Duncan celebrates 
but also mocks — he finds Halbwachs's dichotomy of historical and 
popular discourses to be too strict. He detects a more complex interweav-
ing of officiai, academic, and popular modes of recollection, ail of which 
are driven by a mixture of political and personal motives, and none of 
which can claim sole custody of truth. A distinction between officiai and 
vernacular historiés is useful, but not because historians compile a truthful 
record while popular réminiscence is nostalgically deceptive. For Loyal-
ists, these rôles were sometimes reversed, with historians devising a grand 
national narrative full of heroic ancestors and sacrifices, while popular 
memory was disenchanted. Historians such as William Canniff and 
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Egerton Ryerson were actually forced to ignore evidence that they had 
collected in order to idealize the growth of their nation: 

The desire to create a heroic and forward-Iooking officiai history of 
progress and achievement confronted, in the réminiscences of surviv-
ing Loyalists, figures who were ambivalent and ambiguous rather 
than heroic, a nostalgie idealization of pioneer society, and a deep 
disenchantment with present conditions. Ignoring the réminiscences, 
the agents of officiai history recast the Loyalist pioneers of memory 
into a persecuted elite who heroically sacrificed their homes and com-
fort for the sake of principle. ... The imperative to create a history 
that was heroic, celebratory, and forward looking dictated that the 
vernacular past of the réminiscences would be largely ignored and for-
gotten in a deliberate act of historical amnesia. (Knowles 27, 41) 

I am arguing in a comparable way that through its ironie nostalgia, The 
Imperialist  tempts us to remember the social complications that Canniff 
and Ryerson teach us to forget. It depicts the glamour of nation building, 
but also discloses disenchantment within national and impérial projects, 
which for Duncan are two sides of the same coin.12 Nostalgia is both 
indulged and chastised by a narrative voice and gaze so tinged with irony 
as to keep the reader just off balance. 

To return to the opening scene, Old Mother Beggarlegs, who sells 
gingerbread to children and arrives "it was understood, with the dawn" 
only to vanish at night "on a not improbable broomstick" (7), is a charac-
ter from fairy taies. Her timeless presence will launch the temporality of 
Canadian history. But as soon as she is invoked as the nation's fairy god-
mother, she is exorcised by the matter-of-fact tone of the narrator, who 
intrudes boldly into her story to reveal that it is nothing but a story: "It is 
hard to invest Mother Beggarlegs with importance, but the date helps me 
— the date, I mean of this chapter about Elgin" (8). The Impérialiste  con-
tinually unsettled by narrative interruptions like this one, which force 
readers to readjust their view of what is, or is not, improbable.13 The nar-
rator présents herself sometimes as a storyteller, often as a curious onlooker, 
sometimes as omniscient, and occasionally as just another citizen of Elgin. 
We feel her presence most strongly when we catch her shifting rôles: "I seem 
to have embarked, by way of getting to the Milburns' party — there is a 
party at the Milburns and some of use are going — upon an analysis of 
the social principles in Elgin" (48). Later she pictures Lorne talking to his 
old friend, Elmore Crow, "as they walk together in my mind along the 
Elgin market square" (84). And when Lorne abruptly abandons his eau-
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tious political speech, she again lapses from omniscience into uncertainty: 
"Dr. Drummond déclarés that he expected it from the beginning, but is 
totally unable to say why. I can get nothing more out of them, though 
they were ail there, though they ail saw him" (261). Her tone usually sets 
her above the Canadian scene, which she scrutinizes with an insider's 
loving attention to détail, but which she diminishes through her superior 
vantage, for example, in this commentary on how Canadians are woefully 
provincial in their admirable affection for the British monarchy: 

A sentiment of affection for the reigning house certainly prevailed. It 
was arbitrary, rococo, unrelated to current conditions as a tradition 
sung down in a ballad, an anachronism of the heart, cherished 
through long rude lifetimes for the beauty and poetry of it — if you 
consider, beauty and poetry can be thought of in this. Here was ... 
no pageantry, no blazonry of the past, nothing to lift the heart but an 
occasional telegram from the monarch expressing, upon an event of 
public importance, a suitable émotion. (62) 

The word "rococo" is a nice touch since it is sô foreign to Elgin, which is 
"rude" and located at the far-end of a cultural dispersai tenuously linked to 
metropolitan grandeur only through the occasional, "suitable" telegram. 
The amused but tender bathos traced here recalls the mischief of Stephen 
Leacock, whose Sunshine Sketches of  a Little Town  appeared in 1912, just 
a few years after The Imperialist,  and which probably stands as English-
Canada's finest exercise in nostalgia. Leacock, too, plays with the oppo-
sition between naïve insider and sophisticated outsider, although he 
usually indulges the former whereas Duncan prefers the latter position. 
She loves long or multiple sentences that build momentum only to de-
scend from the noble to the bathetic, for example in this portrait of Stella 
Murchison, who sinks quickly from the heroic to the humdrum: 

Stella, without doubt, was well equipped for society; she had exactly 
those qualifies which appealed to it in Elgin, among which I will 
mention two — the quality of being able to suggest that she was quite 
as good as anybody without saying so, and the even more important 
quality of not being any better. (45) 

In the final clause, Duncan erases the distinction that she has just .con-
ferred on Stella, and so implicitly criticizes small-town conformity. Simi-
larly, here is her description of religion in Elgin: 

It was the normal thing, the thing which formed the backbone oflife, 
sustaining to the serious, impressive to the light, indispensable to the 
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rest, and the thing that was more than any of these, which you can 
only know when you stand in the churches among the congrégations. 
Within its prescribed limitations it was for many the intellectual ex-
ercise, for more the emotional lift, and for ail the unfailing distrac-
tion of the week. The repressed magnetic excitement in gatherings of 
familiar faces, fellow beings bound by the same conventions to the 
same kind of behaviour, is precious in communities where the human 
interest is still thin and sparse. (65) 

The narrator has stood in churches among these congrégations and shared 
their sentiments, but not for long. By the end of the passage, she removes 
herself from a "thin and sparse" community where religion begins as 
backbone but ends as distraction. 

The "prescribed limitations" staked out in the last passage define a 
cultural homogeneity ("fellow beings bound by the same conventions to 
the same kind of behaviour") expressed at this early point in the story as 
a cozy, communal warmth whose glow toasts the reader nostalgically. 
Later, however, the "repressed magnetic excitement" will become more 
commanding and much more répressive when the borders of the nation 
are under attaclc. How readers today interpret The Imperialist dépends on 
how they define this excitement, how successfully they think Duncan 
prescribes its limits, and how far it escapes authorial control. I turn to the 
problems of limitation and repression in my next two sections. 

Domesticity 

The church is one magnetic site for the people of Elgin; the family is an-
other. If nation-states are made, not born, then their making partly dé-
pends on writers who can envision a hospitable social imaginary in which 
people will feel at home. Feeling at home is vital to The Imperialist,  which 
portrays Canada in domestic terms as a tightly knit community threat-
ened by temptations from within and without. It is commonplace to treat 
the nation as an extended family, but this commonplace (topos) has a 
history that nineteenth-century nation builders found particularly handy. 
Viviana Comensoli traces the typology back to the Middle Ages, but finds 
it more pronounced in the early modem period, when a new ideological ar-
ticulation of family life distinguished between private and public spheres 
in order to endow each dialectically with the strengths of the other. The 
family is seen as a little commonwealth, the nation as a big family (18). The 
nation displays domestic virtues; the well-ordered household (patriarchal, 
hierarchical, mutually supportive) ensures the well-being of the nation. 
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Family life teaches civility, a term which now combines social order with 
good manners (66-68) — hence the manuals on governance, domestic 
economy, and manners, which Comensoli studies. For example, she 
quotes from Domesticall Duties (1622) by William Gouge: "who knoweth 
not that the preseruation of families tendeth to the good of Church and 
common-wealth? so as a conscionable performance of household duties, 
in regard of the end and fruit therof, may be accounted a publike worke" 
(23). Advancing his inquiry into the eighteenth century, Jiirgen 
Habermas shows how western European society was increasingly envi-
sioned in domestic terms in the sense that social bonds and obligations 
derived from family relationships. In the new libéral view, the family was 
"humanity's genuine site" (52) where identity was most fully realized, and 
out of this safe haven individuals emerged to mingle in civil society and to 
debate the politics of their state. A sociable, public world lay neatly between 
the private sphere and the state, or in effect, between love and politics, as 
they frequently appear in political novels like The Imperialist.  Ideally, the 
bourgeois public sphere was sustained by its alliance with domesticity, on 
the one hand, and protected from the intrusions of the state, on the other 
(142), but in practice the three estâtes became interwoven: 

Only this dialectic of a progressive "soc ietalization" of the state simul-
taneously with an increasing "state-ification" of society gradually 
destroyed the basis of the bourgeois public sphere — the séparation 
of state and society. Between the two and out of the two, as it were, 
a repoliticized social sphere emerged to which the distinction between 
"public" and "private" could not be usefully applied. It also led to the 
disintegration of the specific portion of the private realm within 
which private people assembled to constitute a public and to regulate 
those aspects of their commerce with each other that were of général 
concern, namely, the public sphere in its libéral form. (142) 

The politicization of personal life can be illustrated in a scene from 
The Imperialist.  Just before the élection in which he stands as a Libéral 
candidate, Lorne visits his fiancée, Dora, in order to assure himself of her 
affection and support: 

"Well, you'll win it for them if anybody could," she assured him. 
"Say 'win it for us,' dear." 
She shook her head. 'Tm not a Libéral — yet," she said laughing. 
"It's only a question of time." 
'Tll never be converted to Grit [Libéral] politics." 
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"No, but you'll be converted to me," he told her, and drew her 
nearer. (271) 

In this coy interplay of romantic and political loyalties, Lorne assumes 
that Dora will adopt his political sympathies after they are married. Poli-
tics should follow love, because the family is one's primary loyalty and the 
husband is head of the household. He is unaware, however, that his Eng-
lish friend, Alfred Hesketh, who is a Conservative and will prove to be a 
better catch for Dora, is already at breakfast in her home. Hesketh has 
slyly invaded the "house of his beloved, the house he was being entreated 
to leave with ail speed" (272), forcing the ardent lover/politician to slink 
away and leave the field to his rival. I do not want to over-interpret a brief 
comic scene, but the comedy arises from the way Lorne so naively mis-
judges both love and politics. For Hesketh and Dora, love follows poli-
tics. She will marry for social position, not affection, while politics will 
be shaped by economic advantage, not by family (British) loyalties. In this 
respect Lorne is not progressive, as he imagines, but quaintly old-fash-
ioned. He embodies the libéral, and increasingly nostalgie view that pub-
licity is an extension of privacy, so that the nation exhibits the character 
of one great family. 

Note that his attitude is just the reverse of current cultural theory, 
which subsumes privacy within publicity. It argues that even the most 
intimate areas of our lives (family relations, desire, the erotic) are actually 
manifestations of ideological forces: the private is "always already" pub-
lic. For Lorne (and presumably for Duncan as well), the public is funda-
mentally personal in the sense that it grows out of family values, which 
it must apply more widely. Her description of the local debate over Cana-
da's Impérial connection captures exactly Habermas's point that a pub-
lic world was supposed to grow out of individualistic and domestic values: 

Whatever it was in England, here it was a family affair; I mean in the 
town of Elgin, in the shops and the offices, up and down the tree-
bordered streets as men went to and from their business, atomic créa-
tures building the reef of the future, but conscious, and wanting to 
know what they were about. ... The subject even trickled about the 
apple-barrels and potato-bags of the market square. (169-70) 

The citizens of Elgin are social atoms who congregate in public places 
to discuss political issues and to do their business, most notably in the 
market square, which is the town's symbolic centre. Duncan describes 
market day with amused irony; for example, proper ladies may do their own 
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"pricing and comparing and acquiring," but "it did not consort with el-
egance to 'trapse' home with anything that looked inconvénient or had 
legs sticking out of it" (80). But she is careful not to scorn anything as 
serious as commerce, especially in a subsistence economy where life is still 
a struggle: 

It was a scene of activity but not of excitement, or in any sense of joy. 
The matter was of too hard an importance; it made too much différ-
ence on both sides whether potatoes were twelve or fifteen cents a peck. 
... Elgin market square, indeed, was the biography of Fox County, 
and, in little, the history of the whole Province. The heart of it was 
there, the enduring heart of the new country already old in acquies-
cence. It was the deep root of the race in the land, twisted and 
unlovely, but holding the promise of ail. (80-81) 

Elgin square présents no rowdy hubbub as in traditional English depic-
tions of the marketplace (Stallybrass 27-30), but a grim exercise in nego-
tiating the necessities of life amid, at best, "a difficult kind of prosperity" 
in which "the margin was small and the struggle plain" (81). Since this 
public space is an extension of the domestic one, the same character ap-
plies to the Murchison household, which is loving and kind, but also 
strict, dutiful, and frugal. Mrs. Murchison peels her own potatoes and 
boils her own soap. Country, province, and county radiate from the town 
square, which radiates from the family with the mother at its hearth. 

The disintegration of the private realm, to which Habermas alludes, 
is already underway in The Imperialist,  where it appears as a threat to 
domesticity that occurs when society grows so large and complex that it 
loses its moral underpinning in the family. As Mr. Murchison and Dr. 
Drummond observe in a passage quoted earlier (19), the familiar/famil-
ial world of Elgin is changing beyond récognition and control. Lorne's 
Impérial Idea is an attempt to mollify this change by enabling Canada to 
enter the harsh world of modem capitalism without betraying its family 
base. It is also an attempt to feminize an oppressively masculine society, 
since threats to domesticity are often presented as threats to a female or-
der. A further implication of the domestic-national topos is the central-
ity of women, a fact that Comensoli notes as far back as the sixteenth 
century when the domestic play expressed a heightened concern not only 
with marriage, civility, and the household, but "with the category woman " 
(24). The category becomes problematic in the sense that it has to be 
defined and protected, since women are fragile, but also restrained, since 
women are dangerous. Even in the patriarchal families of Elgin, where 
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father represents the law and mother represents the spirit of the law, 
women occupy an emotional and symbolic centre. Duncan observes how 
commerce in Elgin market is conducted mostly by women in accordance 
with "female judgment" (80) — a judgment that the novel summons to 
counsel Canada as it enters an unscrupulous, masculine, mercantile 
world. Female judgment is scrupulous, and The Imperialist  begins with 
three women who présidé over nation, town, and family: Queen Victo-
ria, Old Mother Beggarlegs, and Mrs. Murchison. The last is introduced, 
with due apology, as humbly peeling potatoes in her kitchen, where she 
is "the central figure, nevertheless, with her family radiating from her" (12). 
Lorne's political scheme is, so to speak, an attempt to keep his mother at 
the centre of things. 

The feminization of culture in nineteenth-century England and 
America has been well documented, for example by Ann Douglas, who 
analyses the domestic manuals written for women in the north-eastern 
United States.14 Mrs. Murchison's génération corresponds to what Doug-
las calls the "Age of Homespun," when wives did their own housework 
and contributed to a thrifty family economy. As America grew affluent 
at mid-century, female practicality gave way to elegance, so that middle-
class women were instructed how to be gracefully impractical but also, by 
way of compensation, more spiritual. They preserved the virtues of the 
home, by extending their ennobling influence into the public world of 
commerce: 

Maie dollars must be ignored by female décorum; women should 
forget or at least appear to forget the sordid laws of acquisition and 
accumulation. ... Etiquette books of the day make it amply clear that 
women were to cultivate domestic piety behind closed doors while 
their maie counterparts were to face, and if possible conquer, the 
compétitive world of commerce. ... The lady's préoccupation is to be 
with herself: her clothes, her manners, her feelings, her family. 
(Douglas 66) 

There is an ironie but profitable payoff to this séparation of maie com-
merce and female piety: women become more spiritual by looking more 
élégant, which they accomplish by becoming better consumers of the 
commodities produced by their hard-working husbands. Women in 
Canada lag behind their American sisters. Although Elgin is a "manufac-
turing town" whose "factory chimneys had ... begun to point the way to 
enterprise" {Imperialist  87, 239), Mrs. Murchison is still devoted to thrift 
and suspicious of books, which her husband collects prudently (30) .1 5 
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Her sturdy, shabby house (29) has an orchard, garden, and barn, but also 
"a drawing-room in which she might have received the Lieutenant Gov-
ernor, with French windows and a cut-glass chandelier, and a library with 
an Italian marble mantelpiece" (28). Her daughters are developing more 
élégant habits, however, and Advena is so bookish, spirited, and spiritual 
that she scares off most suitors (115). Naturally, ladies in Elgin cannot 
vote and do not participate directly in politics, which is "a purely mas-
culine interest" (217); their rôle is to safeguard the ethical foundation of 
political conduct by reminding politicians that their true goal is social and 
moral prosperity, rather than material wealth. Similarly, the practical 
affairs of Empire are a man's job, but the Empire itself as "the conscience 
of the world" (140) depends on "feminine connections," emotional bonds 
and loyalty to the Crown (Dean 102-03). Advena insists that political, 
economic and material understanding is barren unless enhanced by the 
"flowers" of idealism (Imperialist  123). When Lorne stoutly proclaims 
that he puts morality ahead of business, he displays a feminine tempera-
ment that makes him no match for "the boys" (279) — the conniving 
bosses who control local élections and patronage, and who easily nullify 
his élection as Member of Parliament. Evidently the ladies are not suc-
cessful in their civilizing mission, since Elgin politics are corrupt. "Our 
politics are a game of grab," Duncan lamented in 1886 (SelectedJournal-
ism 109), but in Elgin the game is still a neighbourly "racket" (Imperial-
ist 241) in keeping with the town's family atmosphère. One vote is paid 
for under the pretense of buying a cat (281). 

A Canadian woman's job is to restrain maie rambunctiousness, 
whether in business, love, or politics. Rugged maie energy is necessaiy to 
build a new nation, but it must be checked by female judgment, which 
is the steadying counterforce of moral scruple and social décorum: 

Elgin society, shaping itself, I suppose, to ultimate increase and pros-
perity, had this peculiarity, that the females of a family, in général 
acceptance, were apt to lag far behind the maies. ... The young men 
were more desirable than the young women; they forged ahead, car-
rying the family fortunes... (.Imperialist  47) 

"Increase" is a word usually associated with fertility and childbirth. If it 
sounds odd to treat men as agents of "increase," this should remind us 
that the language of gender is figurative and subject to rhetorical pressure. 
Anne McClintock claims that nationalisms are always invented, gendered, 
and dangerous; that their représentations of history, memory, identity, 
and social position depend on the prior construction of gender différences 
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(352-3); and that the symbolic limits of the nation — its territoriality and 
cultural range — are typically marked as female: "women are subsumed 
symbolically into the national body politic as its boundary and meta-
phoric limit" (354)./ 6 The nation is maternai (a motherland), but only as 
an enfolding presence that sustains the social and economic activities 
within its bounds, which are marked as masculine: 

Women are represented as the atavistic and authentic body of na-
tional tradition (inert, backward-looking and natural), embodying 
nationalism's conservative principle of continuity. Men, by contrast, 
represent the progressive agent of national modernity (forward-
thrusting, potent and historic), embodying nationalism's progressive, 
or revolutionary principle of discontinuity. Nationalism's anomalous 
relation to time is thus managed as a natural relation to gender. ... 
Britain's emerging national narrative gendered time by figuring 
women (like the colonized and the working class) as inherently ata-
vistic — the conservative repositoiy of the national archaic. ... White, 
middle-class men, by contrast, were seen to embody the forward-
thrusting agency of national progress. (McClintock 359-60) 

In so far as he is feminized, Lorne is a conservative character, as is Advena, 
despite her tomboyish behaviour. Their évocations of national destiny are 
timeless ("archaic") rather than historical, because they gaze on an "empty 
horizon" (122) far removed from daily affairs. Advena's high spirits make 
her an attractive but potentially dangerous character. With her "queer 
satisfactions and enthusiasms" (46) she is undomesticated, barely able to 
make her own bed, and utterly unfit "for the management of a house" 
(32). To control these unruly energies, the novel exerts its own restraint, 
or "female judgment," in the form of its sceptical narrative voice, which 
ensures that Advena's verve testifies to her idealism but never leads to 
serious transgressions. She may indulge "the degenerate modem habit of 
preferring the evening service" at church (37), but she never considers 
deserting the church entirely, and degenerates only enough to fall in love 
with a clergyman whose parish is in a less fashionable part of town. 

Like the personified nation (Britannia, "Miss Canada"17), the domesti-
cated nation is a pacifying figure, because it treats complex social prob-
lems as if they were merely family disputes to be resolved within the home, 
where bonds of kinship assuage any violent disagreements. If there are any 
anarchie energies in The Imperialist,  they arise, not in precocious Advena, 
not in the town's boisterous market or its corrupt politics, but in the United 
States as represented by Miss Florence Belton, the wicked seductress from 
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New York. More specifîcally, Duncan associâtes America with assassination 
and séduction — that is, with political and sexual transgression. The 
former is mentioned ironically when Dr. Drummond generously prays 
for the Président of the United States "only on the occurrence of assas-
sinations" (20-21), but they occur regularly: Lincoln is 1865, Garfield in 
1881, McKinley in 1901. Sexuality is embodied in Miss Belton, "one of 
those ambiguous ladies who sometimes drift out from the metropolitan 
vortex" (92) and who bamboozles the town's naïve bank cashier, a hap-
less schlemiel who would be right at home in Leacock's Mariposa. The 
portrait of Miss Belton resembles a parody of the inspiring but pampered 
American lady described by Ann Douglas, a lady who now has lapsed 
from housemaker to homewrecker, as her inspirational power over men 
becomes overtly erotic. 

Like Miss Belton, American values are enticing but debasing: a Yan-
kee dime is worth only nine cents (85). Later in the story, her sins of sé-
duction and gambling are identified explicitly with the United States, 
which Lorne condemns as "the light woman among nations, welcoming 
ail corners, mingling her pure blood, polluting her lofty ideals" (267) for 
profit. It is appropriate that women should represent both civility and 
licentiousness, since both are limits that men yearn for in their hectic 
pursuit of "increase and prosperity." Women are both fragile and danger-
ous. In Canada, Miss Belton's eroticism must be tamed by the demure 
conventions of romance, according to which Lorne can only beg for a 
chaste kiss from his beloved, and Finlay will sacrifice his love for Advena 
to honour a promise made to a woman he hardly knows. Similarly, 
American political anarchy must be constrained by British justice which, 
Lorne trusts, will hold back the army of American enterprise amassed at 
the border (266). In fact, American goods already are seducing Canadi-
ans, as D.J. Dooley discovers (31) in the scene where Lorne, just returned 
from his mission to England, is visited by the Williams family. He is so 
ardent for the Empire that he fails to notice détails that the narrator tact-
fully observes: the Murchisons' rocking chair, hammock, and newspaper 
are ail American-made, as are Mrs. Williams's shoes: "It is a fact, or perhaps 
a parable, that should be interesting to political economists, the adaptabil-
ity of Canadian feet to American shoes; but fortunately it is not our 
present business" (144). The final phrase is another example of Duncan's 
ironie dismissal of complications that might disrupt her social comedy, 
although readers are free to interpret her parable further, as I will in a 
moment. Usually she encourages us to laugh at American excesses, as if 
they pose no real threat to family or nation because Canadians are too 
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prudent to succumb to them. The farmers of Fox county are so stolid that 
when they hear Miss Belton's brisk testimony in court, they remark "in 
chapfallen appréciation that she was about as level-headed as they make 
them" (93). They are hardly likely to chase after light women, to go on 
a shopping spree, or to foment a révolution. 

It appears, then, that the rebellious energies released in the novel are 
kept under narrative control, until we consider the Final nationalist topic. 

Race 

Lorne's contempt for a nation with polluted blood expresses the novel's 
pervasive fear of promiscuity, understood broadly as any illicit cultural 
mingling that might corrupt the safe haven of Anglo-Saxon Canada. 
Despite its immense size, Canada is just a larger Elgin, a "little world" (83) 
of "small circumference" (64) within which resides (according to Dr. 
Drummond's favourite hymn) an assembly of the just (73). Such an as-
sembly enforces uniformity, because "a différence is the one thing a small 
community, accustomed comfortably to scan its own intelligible averages, 
will not tolerate" (45). Since Canada is a maturing settler colony, new 
immigrants must be accepted, but only cautiously, so that even a certi-
fied Englishman like Hesketh must earn his way into the nation through 
proper business and marriage alliances. Fear of encroaching dangers 
means that Elginites instinctively mistrust Lorne's Impérial Idea, because 
it would draw Canada into a global union, and even he is careful to do-
mesticate the Empire by calling it a "family council" (265). However, The 
Imperialist  présents an even more insidious danger in the form of an out-
sider who lurks within the Canadian imaginary as one of its most potent 
symbols. This is the Aboriginal population, against which the novel wages 
a campaign of rhetorical exclusion in order to build a nation that is na-
tive but not Native. 

Natives present a curious dilemma since they not only are "insiders" 
to Canada, but assert a prior claim to the country. Ail the forms of au-
thenticity, originality, and destiny conventionally ratified by the nation 
apply ail the more strongly to Natives: close association with nature, 
mythological origins, antiquity, heroic sacrifice, organic community, 
tribal cohésion. Because Natives cannot be sent packing like Miss Belton, 
they must be excluded in more subtle ways. '"You can never trust an In-
dian,'" warns Mrs. Murchison after Lorne's élection victory is contested, 
"'But I thought they were ail gone long ago'" (278). Where could they go, 
and what does their absence signify? She alludes to the popular myth of 
the disappearing American18 according to which Natives were admired as 
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noble but doomed precursors to European immigrants, whose own claim 
to the land was legitimized through imaginative kinship with pictur-
esquely doomed Natives. They were granted a heroic fate only to the 
extent that they were fated to extinction. By being banished figuratively, 
they apparently open a free space for the settler community, who inherits 
their right to the land. This fantasy is untroubled by the glaring fact that 
Natives have not disappeared and continue to live nearby. Even as a rhe-
torical flourish, Mrs. Murchison's statement is amazing. Readers learn 
that as a mark of the Murchisons' distinction, their house lies at the edge 
of town — "It was in Elgin but not of it; it represented a différent tradi-
tion" (29) — yet just beyond their house lies an older tradition in the 
Moneida réservation. Mrs. Murchison sees Natives every day at the mar-
ket, and admits that she used to rely on them for raspberries: '"But it was 
on the squaws we depended in those days, or go without raspberry pré-
serves'" (278). She never explains why she could not collect the berries 
herself, but more important, her dependence on people she despises re-
veals an abiding, antagonistic inter-reliance that fractures the national 
imaginary. 

The very gestures by which Natives are excluded implicitly déclarés 
their ongoing value, for instance in an episode from Advena's childhood: 
"Once as a little girl she had taken a papoose from a drunken squaw and 
brought it home for her mother to adopt" (46). Her charitable deed wins 
the reader's approval by showing that her instincts are already maternai, 
just as it implicitly condemns Native mothers for neglecting their chil-
dren. Betrayal of domesticity is the worst sin a woman can commit, since 
it undermines not only her family but the moral underpinning of the 
nation. But Advena's womanly act also symbolically maintains a Native 
presence within Elgin and deep inside her own household. In a sense, it 
remains there as a textual secret that cannot be declared openly yet can 
never be suppressed. It re-emerges years later when, at a social gathering, 
Advena innocently shocks the company through her girlish disregard for 
décorum: "She sat handsome and upheld and not altogether penetrable, 
a kind of gipsy to their understanding, though indeed the Romany strain 
in her was beyond any divining of theirs" (252). The strain of racial dif-
férence, which here expresses vivacity rather than impurity, must be kept 
invisible through metaphors that only the narrator can divine. Similarly, 
the encoded national secret appears when Canadians proclaim their loy-
alty to the Crown by celebrating Victoria Day with a lacrosse game in 
which one of the teams is called the "Cayugas" (17). It appears when the 
Murchisons scoff at Native names during the contested élection: 
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"Chief Joseph Fry!" exclaimed Alec. "They make me tired with 
their Chief Josephs and Chief Henrys! White Clam Shell — that was 
the name he got when he wasn't christened." 

"That's the name," remarked Advena, "that he probably votes un-
der." (283) 

Compare these jibes with an anti-immigration tract from the same period 
quoted by Kenneth McNaught: '"if we do not Canadianize and Christian-
ize the newcomer, he will make us foreigners on our own soil and under our 
own flag'" (193). Natives pose a deep threat to Canadian legitimacy be-
cause, as insiders, they expose the Murchisons as foreigners (Mr. 
Murchison immigrated from Scotland); while as outsiders, they will never 
be fully Christianized and, Advena implies, never worthy of casting votes 
in the assembly of the just. "Indian evidence" (282) is untrustworthy, 
because it is sworn under false names concealing an essentially alien na-
ture that pollutes the national family. Nevertheless, the novel's readers, 
who do their own divining, may recall an earlier passage extolling the 
Murchisons' pride in family names: 

We must take this matter of names seriously; the Murchisons always 
did. Indeed, from the arrivai of a new baby until the important Sun-
day of the christening, nothing was discussed with such eager zest and 
such sustained interest as the name he should get — there was a fas-
cinating list at the back of the dictionary— and to the last minute it 
was problematical. In Stella's case, Mrs. Murchison actually changed 
her name on the way to the church. (14) 

Murchisons are named after Libéral politicians (Alexander Mackenzie, 
Oliver Mowat) or in accordance with their mother's intuition, whereas 
Native names are mocked as ludicrous. Baptism is a holy rite sealed by 
"the drops that defined" one's identity (15), but for Natives the same 
drops only mask their primitive essence. Beyond the obvious hypocrisy 
here, christening and naming are problematical because they are rituals 
of cultural hybridity that have successfully, if uneasily, drawn Natives into 
the European family. Natives are Christians; they have familiar names; 
they own land; they are citizens and can vote. They have not vanished, 
and their centrality to the nation is proclaimed at precisely those moments 
when Canadians déclaré their distinctiveness, for example in place names 
and national ceremonies. 

Testimony to the ambiguous presence of Natives is the fact that 
Elgin is based on Brantford, Ontario, a town named for one of Canada's 
most famous Native leaders, Joseph Brant (1742-1807). Strictly speak-
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ing, of course, Elgin cannot be Brantford since it is a fictional place in its 
own imaginary space, but we might apply to the process of reading The 
Imperialist  a lesson learned in Elgin's market square: 

A marketplace is the epitome of local identity ... and the unsettling 
of that identity by the trade and traffic of goods from elsewhere. At 
the market centre of the polis we discover a commingling of catégo-
ries usually kept separate and opposed: centre and periphery, inside 
and outside, stranger and local, commerce and festivity, high and low. 
(Stallybrass 27) 

Reading, too, is a promiscuous business that links writer, reader, and text 
with ever-expanding biographical and historical contexts. "Elgin is 
Brantford" déclarés one well-informed reader (Tausky 168), because of the 
way Duncan drew on memories of her youth, because of direct corre-
spondences between historical and fictional towns (Dr. Drummond cor-
responds to Rev. William Cochrane, etc.), and because, as a historical 
novel, The Imperialist  is already a mixed genre commingling fact and fic-
tion. Elgin is an imaginary town in a real nation, but the Canadian nation 
is an imagined community whose emerging sense of identity cornes, in part 
at least, from reading about Elgin and Mariposa and Avonlea. To the atten-
tive reader, then, if not to the Murchisons, it is significant that they 
should use naming to proclaim their social worth, when their own town 
bears the name, mutatis mutandis, of a Mowhawk Chief whose "real" 
name was Thayendanegea. Many détails from Brant's life cast an ironie 
light on The Imperialist.  his Loyalist sympathies and success as a soldier, 
for which he was commissioned a Cap tain by the British; his opposition 
to American expansion; his visit to England; his missionary work that in-
cluded translating the Bible into Mohawk; and even his association with 
the Cayuga — not the lacrosse team but the nation who joined the Six 
Nations Confederacy near Brantford.19 The Confederacy for which he 
worked, and which his sister Mary (or Konwatsi'tsiaiénni, meaning 
"someone lends her a flower") helped to complété, could serve as a model 
for the Impérial union that Lorne fails to achieve. Lorne fails to be the 
father of his nation, but Brant succeeded, and his name lives on. 

Destiny and nature 

I have reached a crux in my interprétation, since I seem to be reproach-
ing Duncan for failing to recognize the ingenious postcolonial drift of her 
own novel. I began this essay by proposing that The Imperialist  illustrâtes 
the périls of nation building, but for ail her ironie wit, surely Duncan 



S.J. DUNCAN 2 5 

never meant to imply that the model for a true commonwealth lies, not 
in Lorne's racist empire, but outside Elgin among the very people who are 
treated with such contempt. Ail the evidence supplied by commentators 
like Alfred Bailey, Thomas Tausky, Joseph M. Zezulka, and Ajay Heble 
suggests that Duncan admired the Impérial plan, that she could not know 
in 1903-04 how quickly it would be abandoned, that she welcomed im-
perialism as both an asset to Canadian nationalism and a remedy to co-
lonialism, and that: 

Like many of her contemporaries, she saw the Empire as a bulwark 
against the destructive social effects of rnaterialist capitalism; an effec-
tive check on US militarism; and a preserve for the ideals of justice, 
disinterested debate, altruism, and community which were threatened 
by the conditions of modem life. (Dean 4-5) 

Clearly, it is pointless to complain that a writer of the 1890s does not 
share our attitudes in the 1990s, or to condemn her racism with rétro-
spective self-righteousness. Duncan wrote when race was considered a 
stable, scientific category, because it seemed self-evident that identity is 
essentially racial: people are divided by ancestry, which distinguishes 
nations by conferring common physical, psychological, and moral at-
tributes. Robert Young contends that a "racialization of knowledge" was 
pervasive in the new sciences of anthropology, sociology, ethnology, lin-
guistics, and physiology, ail of which relied on a hierarchy of races for 
their commanding structure: 

The blunt fact that has even now not been faced is that modem rac-
ism was an academic création. What we are dealing with here is the 
dominance of racial theory so widespread that it worked as an ideol-
ogy, permeating both consciously and implicitly the fabric of almost 
ail areas of thinking of its time. (64) 

For Duncan, it was only logical that nations should be defined accord-
ing to racial classifications that seemed natural — Caucasian, Aryan, 
Semitic, Anglo-Saxon — but now strike us as arbitrary or bizarre. What 
look like inconsistencies in her attitudes were then overruled by stronger 
convictions. For example, she could speak confidently about the moral 
superiority of the Anglo-Saxon race, even though her own family was 
Celtic, and one influential racial theorist of the time, Robert Knox, in-
sisted "no minds are more distinct than the Saxon and the Celtic" (quoted 
in Young 68). She could appeal to "the British race" {Imperialist  223), 
even though the British were just as likely to take pride in their diversity: 
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"In fact, it became increasingly common in the later nineteenth century 
for the English to invoke Defoe's account of'that Het'rogeneous Thing, 
An Englishman,' and to define themselves as a hybrid or 'Mongrel half-
bred Race,' often, after the unification of Germany in 1871, in a spirit of 
oppositional rivalry to the Germans, who regarded themselves as pure 
Teutons" (Young 17) .2 0 She could also, according to Marian Fowler, 
maintain a warm friendship with Pauline Johnson (38), yet treat Natives 
contemptuously in The Imperialist. She could, according to Misao Dean 
(142-45), expose racial and ethnie injustices in India, yet fail to apply the 
same lesson to her Canadian Indians. 

These inconsistencies force the present-day reader to make some 
interpretive décisions about the relation between ideology, theme, author, 
and text. One of the delights of the novel is its mischievous tone, for in-
stance in the "parable" of American shoes on Canadian feet (122), which 
I noted in the last section. How are we to interpret this parable, in which 
Lorne overlooks his feet because his head is in the clouds? I f Duncan 
means to brings us down to earth by implying that economic pressures 
drawing Canada southward are stronger than Lorne's Impérial dream — 
in effect, that material nature is stronger than idealized destiny — then 
she offers no more than a brief, ironie hint. How far should we follow her 
suggestion? 

Zezulka shows that neat contrasts between head and foot, idealism 
(Murchisons) and practicality (Milburns), old and new world values, are 
undercut by the author's "bemused and frequently astringent intrusions" 
into her story (147). Her teasing interjections upset readers' expectations 
by producing a "mixture of styles and genres," which is probably "inten-
tional, even if it is not wholly satisfactory" (149). This is a balanced judg-
ment. The narrative uncertainty may be judged a flaw in the novel's 
design, but it may also be an effective ambiguity expressing — and here 
the critical reader must décidé — the author's sympathetic doubts about 
her characters; or her mixed judgment about the morality of political 
décisions; or her intermingling of realism and romance (150); or her, 
"mature understanding of Canadian nationalism and its relationship to 
imperialism" (156). In each case, Zezulka respects Duncan's opinions, 
but suggests that she fails to convey them adequately, so that her text re-
veals more than it intends. How far should we pursue this révélation? 
Dean widens the gap between intention (text) and révélation (subtext) by 
asserting that, because Duncan was a colonial Canadian woman in the 
maie world of English letters, she was ambiguously caught up in her cul-
ture's ideological norms, which she accepted uneasily: 
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In the overt political content and in the narrative stratégies of her 
novels, Duncan présents a view from the margin of Anglo-American 
ideology, writing against the developing aesthetic and ideological tra-
ditions of imperialist patriarchy while fully implicated in them. ... 
[She was] non-hegemonic by virtue of her opposition to the domi-
nant culture, but only ambiguously so, because by définition no one 
can be outside hegemony. Duncan could not be a whole-hearted 
nationalist because she was an imperialist, could not be an unquali-
fied feminist because she finally accepted patriarchally imposed défi-
nitions of the female. (6) 

In this radical revision of The Imperialist,  the narrative ambiguities that 
amuse but disconcert readers are, paradoxically, ail the more accurate in 
exposing contradictions within imperialism, capitalism, bourgeois de-
mocracy, and patriarchy (Dean 17). Duncan may not have fully intended 
so extensive a critique, but her discursive position as a colonial woman 
exerts its own torsion within the text to reveal the truth. The novel speaks 
the truth — that is, the truth as understood by certain interpretive com-
munities in the 1990s — behind its author's back. But since this révéla-
tion must be untwisted from the text's rhetorical fabric, it is the heretical 
critic who now assumes the rôle of hero and establishes the shaky terms 
of the nation's founding. 

My own position falls somewhere between Dean's and Zezulka's. I 
believe that The Imperialist  does indeed expose inconsistencies in the ide-
ology of romantic nationalism, inconsistencies of which Duncan was only 
partly aware, but which her writing displays because the rhetoric available 
to her (heroic, mnemonic, domestic, racial) was ill-suited to the practi-
cal realities of early twentieth-century Canada. Contradictions arise both 
within nationalist ideology, and as a resuit of its incompatibility with 
Canadian life. Everything in Canadian society, as faithfully depicted in 
the novel, undercuts the nationalist call for unity, racial homogeneity, 
domestic security, family resemblance, heroic tradition — in short, ail of 
the topics examined in this paper. In as much as Duncan portrays Elgin 
society faithfully, she reveals more than she intended, not because her 
writing has any magical truth-telling power, but because it does justice to 
a specific period in Canadian history as registered in the material affairs 
of small-town life. 

For instance, Duncan may use cérémonial naming to bless the na-
tional family, but because she faithfully records the speech pattern of her 
home town, her style reveals a polyglot country divided by class, génération, 
éducation, and national origin. The narrator's cultivated diction (rococo, 
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mandarinate, jehad) contrasts the local dialect (trapse, "store" instead of 
"shop," "duke" pronounced "Dook") in a clash of idioms that is sometimes 
satirical and sometimes condescending, but that also puts the narrator 
oddly out of touch with the authentic expression of local concerns. The 
local, after ail, is supposed to be the well-spring of the nation. Lorne en-
counters the same problem when he gets so carried away by his political 
speech that he forgets his audience: the townsfolk politely applaud his 
eloquence but mistrust his ideas. Elsewhere, however, Duncan takes pleas-
ure in tossing a verbal salad that includes Mr. Murchison's quaint Scot-
tish expressions, American slang ("You're looking 'xtremely dinky-dink" 
[115]), Lorne's pompous "Briticisms" ('"We don't say 'radier' in this 
country, mister,' observed Stella" [145]); Mrs. Crow's no-nonsense work-
ing-class accent, and the unavoidable Native names, which give her less 
pleasure but which may intrigue the reader. In such a setting, there can 
be no single voice speaking for Canada or expressing the thoughts of a 
"national mind" (168). Duncan may assume that imperialism and Cana-
dian nationalism are natural allies, in keeping with the wisdom of the day 
(Zezulka 146-47, Heble 219-20). Nevertheless, she depicts Elgin as an 
"outpost of Empire" {Imperialist  20) that is the centre only of its own 
intense préoccupations. In a society where "the margin was small and the 
struggle plain" (81), local needs are bound to displace national hopes and 
impérial ambitions, whose very grandeur makes them suspect. In their 
daily work, the citizens of Elgin, and by extension, of Canada 

were ail hard-working folk together... Anything "wholesale" or 
manufacturing stood, of course, on it own feet; there was nothing 
ridiculous in molasses, nothing objectionable in a tannery, nothing 
amusing in soap. Such airs and grâces were far from Elgin, too fun-
damentally occupied with the amount of capital invested, and too 
profoundly aware how hard it was to corne by. (49) 

Tausky argues, "If Lorne is equated with Canada, it must follow that 
imperialism is good for Canada" (159-60), but I am not convinced by his 
syllogism. Lorne may be a sympathetic character whose career is linked to 
his nation, but this does not make him right, only self-important. Through 
the précision of her observations, Duncan reveals that Canadians trust in 
nature — soap and molasses, apple-barrels and potato-bags (170) — and 
in the chances that it affords, rather than in the airs and grâces of destiny. 
While the narrator may mock their crudity, she cannot prove that they are 
wrong, just as Lorne cannot convince his neighbours, by sheer force of elo-
quence, that their best interests lie in the Empire. What I am calling "na-
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ture" is, of course, really another cultural form, an ideological preference 
rather than a natural condition; but it is a form that has little patience for 
the abstract splendours of destiny. At times Lorne promises to be "a 
prophet for a new Canada at the centre of a revitalized Empire" (Morton 
102), and it is often the fate of prophets to go unheeded, but ultimately he 
is a small-town lawyer who narrowly avoids leaving for Milwaukee. 

One final example will illustrate how, under the pressure of mate-
rial need and narrative irony, national destiny dwindles into chance. The 
English apostle of Empire is the Right Hon. Fawcett Wallingham, an ex-
Minister "courting political excommunication" (254) like his historical 
counterpart, Joseph Chamberlain, who was Secretary of State for the 
Colonies until he resigned from Cabinet when his Impérial crusade fal-
tered (Tausky 160-61). Does Duncan favour his heresy? If so, Lorne 
could be seen as a man ahead of his time, sacrificed for the national good 
in préparation for a better future. This reading seems unlikely, not just 
because we know in hindsight that the Impérial Idea will fail, but because, 
as Tausky admits (161), there is "nary a sentence of authorial opinion 
about imperialism" in the novel. Duncan is as cautious as the citizens of 
Elgin when it cornes to making political commitments. She conveys 
Lorne's respect for Wallingham (112), but not her own. In an extended, 
teasing passage, Wallingham's visionary rôle is first inflated, then deflated, 
and finally left in doubt: 

Wallingham appeared to think that by teaching and explaining he 
could help his fellow islanders to see further than the length of their 
fists, and exorcise from them the spirit, only a century and a quarter 
older and a crifle more sophisticated, that lost them the American 
colonies. (255) 

Duncan apparently defends a prophet against the short-sighted, craven 
population who fail to appreciate his heroic vision; but in the next sen-
tence, her irony shifts its compass: 

But so far little had transpired to show that Wallingham was stronger 
than nature and destiny. There had been Wallingham meetings of re-
markable enthusiasm; his supporters called them epoch-making, as if 
epochs were made of cheers. But the working man of Great Britain was 
declaring stolidly in the bye-elections against any favour to colonial 
produce at his expense, thereby showing himself one of those humble 
instruments that Providence uses for the downfall of arrogant empires. 
(255) 
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Duncan mistrusted the démocratie masses, which she considered selfish, 
partisan, materialistic, and vengeful (Dean 81-82), but here she uses them 
to humble the high and mighty, just as earlier she punctured Hesketh's 
pomposity by showing him heckled by the people of Elgin (222-23). 
However, her tone now suggests disdain for both the electors and the 
elected, who are caught up in a political process that corrupts them ail: 

It will be thus, no doubt, that the working man will explain in the 
future his eminent usefulness to the government of his country, and 
it will be in these terms that the cost of educating him by means of 
the ballot will be demonstrated. (255) 

Finally, the irony leaves the whole question — and the reader — oddly 
unsettled: 

Meanwhile we may look on and cultivate philosophy; or we may 
make war upon the gods with Mr. Wallingham, which is, perhaps, 
the better part. (255) 

It is impossible to take the final statement at face value. Wallingham is 
no longer an emissary of fate but an enemy of the gods whose ways are 
inscrutable, as the novel reminds us in its final sentence. Nations tradi-
tionally sanctify their history by seeking a link with divinity, but here the 
connection is reported so obliquely, and the narrator's philosophical 
detachment is so remote, that it is impossible to know where she stands. 
I tend to agree with Allen (43) and Zezulka (149) that Duncan probably 
had not worked out a firm position of her own, or was not concerned to 
do so. Nevertheless, her novel makes it clear that the sober citizens of 
Elgin will not storm heaven, because their feet are so firmly on the earth. 

NOTES 

1 See, for example, Heble, Peterman, Slonim, and Thomas. My interprétation is par-
ticularly indebted to Dean, Gerson, Tausky, and Zezulka. 

2 For example, Lord Acton denounced the nation as "an idéal [rather than natural] unit 
founded on the race, in defiance of the modifying action of external causes, of tradition, and 
of existing rights. It overrules the rights and wishes of the inhabitants, absorbing their diver-
gent interests in a fictitious unity; sacrifices their several inclinations and duties to the higher 
claim of nationality, and crushes ail natural rights and ail established liberties for rhe purpose 
of vindicating itself' (124). 

3 "The général principle which manifests itself and becomes an object of conscious-
ness in the State — the form under which ail that the State includes is brought — is the whole 
of that cycle of phenomena which constitutes the culture of a nation. But the definite substance 
that receives the form of universality, and exists in that concrete reality which is the State — 



S . . DUNCAN 31 

is the Spirit of the People itself. The actual State is animated by this spirit in ail its particu-
lar affairs — its Wars, Institutions, etc. ... In history this principle is idiosyncrasy of Spirit 
— peculiar National Genius. It is within the limitations of this idiosyncrasy that the spirit 
of the nation, concretely manifested, expresses every aspect of its consciousness and will — 
the whole cycle of its realization. Its religion, its polity, its ethics, its législation, and even its 
science, art, and mechanical skill, ail bear its stamp. These spécial peculiarities find their key 
in that common peculiarity— the particular principle that characterizes a people" (Hegel, 
Philosophy 50, 63-64). For an account of Herder's philosophy, see Manuel. 

4 On the artifice of nation building, see Bhabha, Hohendahl, Iggers, Kamenka, Mosse 
("Mass Politics"), and Navari. 

5 Apologies for this threadbare joke, which I borrow from Linda Hutcheon (1). 
6 "The Impérial Fédération movement, whose greatest spokesman was the Canadian 

George Parkin, was a response to the desire of colonials and some Britons to allow colonies 
to remain within the Empire and yet exercise some control over their own foreign policy; the 
reorganization of the Empire along fédéral lines, including some kind of impérial représenta-
tive parliament, seemed to guarantee the strength of the British connection to ward off the 
influence of the US, as well as allowing Canada a voice in her own affairs. Canadians envi-
sioned the Empire evolving into a fédération of independent states, with a common foreign 
and trade policy made by a council with elected représentatives from ail the member states" 
(Dean 111-12). Lorne imagines himself being elected to an Impérial Council in Westmin-
ster (Imperialist  144). 

7 On remembering to forget as an ideological ploy, see also Hunter (16, 21). 
""The collective memory is not the same as formai history, and 'historical memory' is 

a rather unfortunate expression because it connects two terms opposed in more than one 
aspect. Out preceding analysis suggests these conclusions. Undoubtedly, history is a collec-
tion of the most notable facts in the memory of man. But past events read about in books 
and taught and learned in schools are selected, combined, and evaluated in accord with ne-
cessities and rules not imposed on the groups that had through time guarded them as a liv-
ing trust. General history starts only when tradition ends and the social memory is fading or 
breaking up. So long as remembrance continues to exist, it is useless to set it down in writ-
ing or otherwise fix it in memory. Likewise the need to write the history of a period, a soci-
ety, or even a person is only aroused when the subject is already too distant in the past to 
allow for the testimony of those who preserve some remembrance of it. ... If a memory ex-
ists only when the remembering subject, individual or group, feels that it goes back to its 
remembrances in a continuous movement, how could history ever be a memory, since there 
is a break in continuity between the society reading this history and the group in the past who 
acted in or witnessed the events?" (Halbwachs 78-79). 

'J Both Davis (12) and Lowenthal (12) speak of nostalgia for the future: from our 
present vantage point, we imagine how we will look back on an event that has not yet oc-
curred 

"'Davis traces the history of nostalgia to a Swiss physician, Johannes Hofer, who 
coined the term to describe the pathological home-sickness of Swiss soldiers in the seven-
teenth century. Later in the nineteenth century it gradually lost its "connotations of aberrance 
or mental malfunction" (5). 

11 "In fact, in ail of its manifestations, nostalgia is, in its praxis, conservative (in at least 
two senses — its political alignment and its motive to keep things intact and unchanged): it 
leans on the imagined and imaginary past which is more and better than the present and for 
which the carrier of the nostalgia, in a defective and diminished present, in some way or other 
longs. ... [M]emory and nostalgia can couple to enforce a particularly potent regulatory prac-
tice, that of tradition" (Bennett 5, 10). 
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12 "Laurier's boast thar the twentieth century belonged to Canada simply underscored 
the tacit identification that most Canadians had made of imperialism with nationalism. Of 
the most salient features of the impérial-national ideology — conservatism, an attachment 
to the monarchical system, the desire for a basically agrarian economy, and a degree ofhos-
tility to capitalism, especially of the American variety — none is as important to this discus-
sion as the overriding sentiment that Canada would be at the centre of any impérial scheme" 
(Zezulka 147). 

13 p e t e r Allen fmds "a curious mixture of aesthetic control and the apparent lack of it" 
in Duncan's narrative style, by which "she moves unpredictably and abruptly from one topic 
to another, sometimes with the explicit suggestion that her novel-writing is a spontaneous 
affair, a little uncertain and not entirely under her control" (43). In contrast, Heble sees her 
calculated mixing of first and third-person narration as a way of simultaneously maintaining 
authority and omniscience: "Duncan wanrs the best of both perspectives" (224). 

l4Other books on domestic literature and the feminization of American culture include 
Armstrong and Sklar. For Canada, see Gerson (A Purer Taste).  I am indebted to an assessor of 
this essay for recommending a comparable study of Australian culture: Summers's Damned 
Whores. 

15 For the economic and political situation of "Brantford-cum-EIgin," see Bailey 132-34. 
16 For further discussion of nationalism and gender, see Mosse (Nationalism) and 

Parker. 
17 Misao Dean points out that in this period, Canada was usually characterized as fémi-

nine — "Miss Canada" (5). 
uSee Fiedler on the "disappearing American," and for comparable studies in Canada, 

see Monkman and Fee. 
iyFor biographies of Joseph Brant, see Chalmers, Petrie, and Kelsay. 
211 Duncan was influenced by George Parkin (Dean 123-25, Heble 219), the leader of 

the Impérial Fédération movement, who had urged the need for a "homogeneous Race" in 
Canada (McKillop 13). For an account of nineteenth-century fascination with Anglo-Saxons, 
see MacDougall. 
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