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Introduction: Engaging
Colonial Knowledge
Ricardo Roque and Kim A. Wagner

My day is done: I'm quitting Europe. Sea air will scorch my
lungs: lost climates will tan me. To swim, trample the grass,
hunt, above all smoke: drink hard liquors like boiling metals —
as those dear ancestors did round the fire. I'll return with iron
limbs; dark skin, a furious look: from my mask I'll be judged as
of mighty race.

Jean-Arthur Rimbaud, A Season in Hell (1873)!

Quitting Europe

In the long history of European overseas expansion, an immense and
diverse collection of texts, images, drawings, and maps has been pro-
duced and accumulated, part of which survives today in archives and
libraries around the world. As a legacy of colonization and empire-
building, the ‘knowledge’ embodied in this diverse material has been
identified with projects of imperialist or colonialist domination, and
as such simply labelled as ‘colonial’. This designation, however, hides
considerable complexity. As we enter these archives, we enter a het-
erogeneous documental world, spanning distinct languages, literary
and artistic genres or conventions, historical moments, geographical
settings, varied human purposes and agendas. Along the way a prolifer-
ation of subjects, objects, categories, stories, events, personal and collec-
tive dramas, either experienced or imagined, is brought into being. This
is not a neat and orderly world infused with transparent and unambigu-
ous meaning. It constitutes a tensional, discontinuous, and uncertain
formation of documents, categories, stories, and images. In their very
dispersion and unevenness, these may be seen, as Michel Foucault
observed, as productive political ‘fields of force’ that selectively make
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2 Ricardo Roque and Kim A. Wagner

visible a variety of specific historical actions and entities, whilst also
excluding other actions and entities from emerging.?

How to make sense of these complex discursive fields and archival
legacies of the imperial expansion of Europe is the central theme of
this volume. Regardless of affiliation to imperial history, ethnohistory,
historical anthropology, or critical literary and postcolonial studies, no
academic would contest the significance of this archival realm for the
construction of scholarly arguments. Without engaging this material,
no authoritative statement or stance concerning imperialist activities,
colonial discourse, or past indigenous societies would ever be possible.
In a practical sense, scholars of colonialism (including its critics) are
firm believers in, and (re)producers of, the factuality of colonial knowl-
edge and furthermore rely on its existence as a bounded fieldwork site
and as a resource for historical narration. This shared reliance on the
archives, however, has also been accompanied by strong disagreement
as regards the epistemological value of colonial accounts, and the kind
of claims about colonialism, indigenous realities, and past events that
they allow us to make. Scholars might recognize the significance of
colonial knowledge, but they use it in a variety of different ways to
guide them through very different worlds. The question of how we
relate to the epistemic legacy of European imperialism, and what con-
structive use to make of its fragments, is in fact critical to contemporary
historical and anthropological practice. It is also the main concern of
the essays collected in this book.

The volume addresses issues of colonial knowledge from both histori-
cal and anthropological perspectives in a variety of periods and settings,
covering African, Asian, and American topics and the history of British,
Danish, Dutch, French, German, Portuguese, and Spanish colonial
encounters, from the 1500s to the twentieth century. The earlier colo-
nies of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, established mainly for
the purpose of trade and the extraction of precious metals, are thus rep-
resented in studies of the Spanish in Mexico (Caroline Dodds Pennock)
and the Portuguese in Sri Lanka (Alan Strathern). The exploration of the
Pacific by the British in the eighteenth century is examined through
James Cook’s second voyage, and the imagery of ‘discovery’ (Nicholas
Thomas). During the early part of the nineteenth century, colonies were
firmly established on the South Asian subcontinent by a number of
European powers, which is described in the context of the small Danish
settlement on the Coromandel Coast (Niels Brimnes), and the rather
better-known possessions of the British East India Company (Leigh
Denault and Kim A. Wagner). New forms of colonial administration
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and interaction between colonizers and colonized emerged through the
later part of the nineteenth century, as described in the context of the
Portuguese on Timor (Ricardo Roque) and the Dutch on Sumatra (Ann
Laura Stoler). The ‘Scramble for Africa’ towards the end of the century
remains perhaps the most emblematic phase of Western imperialism
and its ramifications are explored through the British in Nigeria (Pauline
von Hellermann) and the Germans in Tanzania (Andrew Zimmerman).
Finally, the waning years of formal European imperialism, accompa-
nied by the rise of anti-colonial nationalism, are represented by French
Indochina in the twentieth century (Susan Bayly).

Our chronological and geographical scope is deliberately wide-
reaching in order to reflect the diversity and similarity, the specificity
and continuity, of various stages of the colonial encounter in world
history. Rather than trying to offer a complete coverage of European
imperialism, however, this volume presents a set of rich case-studies
that demonstrates particularly fruitful approaches to the study of colo-
nial knowledge. Engaging Colonial Knowledge thus seeks to explore novel
and productive ways of reading and interpreting colonial records. In
collecting the essays that constitute this volume, we have worked on
the assumption that colonial accounts constitute embodied artefacts
that, through careful examination of their relative potential and limita-
tions, can offer important insights into the colonial phenomenon and
into European as well as indigenous actions and cultures in the past.
Approached as a productive condition of possibility, and not as a harm-
ful obstacle to historical understanding, colonial knowledge enables,
rather than deters, the writing of history of other cultures and events.
Colonial knowledge was usually more than just the application of pre-
conceived notions. Many colonial accounts emerged from situated bod-
ily encounters that were unforeseen and unpredictable; encounters that
mattered for the internal contents of colonial descriptions. Different
literary conventions concerning appropriate forms of writing, and dif-
ferent ideas of truth and objectivity, allowed direct and eyewitness
encounters varied degrees of visibility and authority inside the texts.
Medieval and Early Modern accounts, for instance, might incorporate
the words and imageries of Classical texts, due to the influence of the
rules of imitatio in cultural creation, and to the detriment of the author-
ity of direct experience. Shaped by the significance attributed to eyewit-
ness observations, on the other hand, later accounts might offer wider
conditions of possibility for reporting what was seen and experienced
in loco.® Accordingly, it is necessary to historicize accounts in relation
to the different historical models of truth and knowledge production in
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the context of which they were generated. Colonial knowledge should
furthermore not be approached simply as a ‘pure’ reflection of ‘purely’
European conceptions. Colonial knowledge, we suggest, was the expres-
sion of worlds and visions brought into contact; a formation of stories
and words that, rather than simply coalescing, could bind indigenous
and European images and understandings to each other.

Rather than starting with an attitude of dismissal of the epistemo-
logical value of colonialism’s legacy, we thus propose a constructive atti-
tude of critical engagement with the knowledge produced by European
colonization in world history. The essays collected in this volume each
suggest distinct reading and writing strategies for developing this con-
structive approach, which is further elaborated in the following. Not
every contributor may agree, for instance, on the extent to which indig-
enous voices and meanings can be recovered from the analysis of colo-
nial sources. Yet they all share a similar spirit of inquiry, a willingness to
engage. ‘Engaging colonial knowledge’ thus captures the commitment
towards an understanding of colonialism, and its manifold dynamics,
through critical attention paid to the political and epistemic productiv-
ity of its archival traces. This is a tensional commitment driven simul-
taneously by the determination to bind historical narratives to archival
materials, and by the effort to maintain a critical distance from this
very same material. We thus acknowledge the emotional unease, ethi-
cal discomfort, and political tensions that might accompany our histo-
riographical encounters with the archives of colonialism. Yet in order
to study colonialism and its consequences, it is a central argument of
this volume that we must work with rather than against the contents
of colonial accounts. Our approach draws attention to the fact that, in
tying our narratives to colonialism’s epistemic products, we must work
towards a reflexive and inclusive understanding of the signs, cultures,
and social and material circumstances associated with their production
and circulation. As such, ‘engaging colonial knowledge’ represents a
commitment to generating new historical, anthropological, and socio-
logical insights about human phenomena from older archival traces;
insights, for example, about the nature of cross-cultural interactions,
indigenous social life, land tenure, political authority, marginalized
activities, epistemologies of governance, or rites of power.

One of the basic arguments of this volume is that the diverse con-
stituents of colonial knowledge must be approached as artefacts, which
entail particular epistemologies, imaginaries, political strategies, and
cultural conventions, as well as being the product of specific material
circumstances, bodily experiences, and sensory engagements with a
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concrete world. Colonial discourses are not disembodied. They com-
prise an array of documents and accounts rooted in concrete spaces,
architectures, institutions, technologies, bodies, objects, and practical
activities. They are also not innocuous in the relations they maintain
with the physical world. Regardless of their more or less fictitious char-
acter, colonial accounts constitute a material force of varying degrees,
a potential to act upon the world. Colonial knowledge, however uncer-
tain, had very tangible consequences and impacted dramatically and
violently upon the bodies of indigenous people, to mention but one
significant example.* Accordingly, colonial archives are not approached
here as collections of incorporeal ideas, vacuous fantasies, and intra-
textual phenomena. Instead, they are read as epistemic traces mediated
by bodily actions and enmeshed in the materiality of colonial situations.
We must take into account the contexts of production and the encoun-
ters from which colonial accounts originated, as well as the manifold
effects that might derive from their reading and circulation as intellec-
tual artefacts. Colonial knowledge, in this sense, is the real remains of
a real engagement with a real world. It suggests a way to go ‘beyond the
trace’ and offers the possibility of understanding what those encounters
and circulations were like in the past — and how they shaped, and were
shaped by, the discourses and imaginaries of colonialism.

In thus referring to more than mirror-images of the West, and to more
than textual events, colonial accounts can constitute a figurative path-
way towards Jean-Arthur Rimbaud’s redemptive poetic ideal of ‘quit-
ting Europe’, and returning transformed with new understandings.’
Rimbaud’s vision in the epigraph entails an imagined otherness of
indigenous worlds and colonial spaces. In the late nineteenth century,
these kinds of images (denounced by postcolonial critiques as racist,
exotic, and biased) nourished the literary imagination of Europeans
and inspired people to seek adventure and engage in travel, economic
exploitation, military conquest, or evangelization in the tropics.® Still,
we see in Rimbaud’s vision a productive metaphor of the potential for
quitting Europe entailed in colonial archives. As the product of mean-
ingful corporeal contact with other people and landscapes, European
visions and imageries do not simply remain the same. They are trans-
formed and return reconfigured. In travelling into, and with, colonial
accounts, then, we aspire to unravel these epistemic transformations,
thereby evading the self-assurances of ‘European civilization’. Engaging
colonial knowledge is a way to quit Europe. This is not a straightforward
endeavour. But, as Rimbaud suggested, it is hardly one that will simply
take us back to the point of departure unchanged.
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In the following we discuss the notion of colonial knowledge that
informs this volume within the context of the wider historiography. We
begin with a critical consideration of colonial knowledge in imperial
history and postcolonial studies. Our purpose is here to isolate some of
the strengths and limitations of postcolonial critiques as pertaining to
the significance of colonial knowledge as a ground of heterogeneities
and cultural entanglement. Finally, we discuss the notion of ‘engaging
colonial knowledge’, and conclude with an exploration of the distinct
reading strategies adopted in the individual essays, thus examining
what their respective approaches might tell us about the varied modali-
ties of European colonial knowledge in world history.

Colonial knowledge and postcolonial studies

Colonial representations of foreign people, their cultures and practices,
made a claim to knowledge, a claim that a reality was being appre-
hended and described, either scientifically or simply as the outcome
of lived experience. Within the conventional historiographical tradi-
tion, based on the legal paradigm of evidence-based truth, this claim
has often been taken for granted. Colonial knowledge was treated as a
‘historical source’, and as such considered a valid representation and
evidence of the past. This mode of relating to colonial knowledge has
been predicated on a positive valuing of its factual quality as repre-
senting events located in the past and in external realities outside the
text. It has also been, implicitly at least, characterized by the assump-
tion that archives and their contents were politically neutral spaces that
could be approached with little or no regard for the circumstances of
their origins or the manner in which they acted upon the world. Since
at least the nineteenth century, the documental legacy of colonialism
has been used in this instrumental manner by successive generations of
historians of imperial economy, policy, administration, systems of law,
social structure, resistance movements, and so on.

The current situation, however, is very different and the conventional
historiographical tradition has been profoundly challenged. In recent
years issues of knowledge have attained an unprecedented significance
in imperial history and postcolonial studies. But, paradoxically, never
before has the epistemic value and credibility of colonial accounts been
so deeply distrusted. During the last three decades ‘knowledge’ - under
distinct conceptual terminologies such as ‘discourse’, ‘culture’, ‘text’,
‘information’, or ‘archive’ to name but a few — has come to the forefront
of inquiries of the colonial; it has been posited as the central feature



