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Debts

A cross texts and time periods, from Shylock’s pound of flesh in 
The Merchant of Venice to Nora’s bank loan in A Doll’s House, 
one thing remains the same: a debt must be repaid. In literature 

as in life, debts may be responsible (or irresponsible), reciprocal, 
inevitable, compounding, forgotten, or unpaid. They cast long shadows 
and construct wide networks. Writers themselves often struggle to make 
ends meet and must seek out patronage, publishing deals, or, like Pope, 
subscriber lists. Not all debts, however, are monetary. We often think 
of authors ‘owing’ to or ‘borrowing’ from other authors, but when does 
an author’s homage slip into plagiarism? Of course, not all debts can be 
collected: as T.S. Eliot put it (himself owing something to Oscar Wilde), 
‘Immature poets imitate, mature poets steal.’ We might consider how 
much we owe to the literary past, what we borrow, and what we make 
our own. How do stories engage across world literary systems and how 
might debt be conceived within postcolonial and global flows?

The theme of ‘Debts’ offers the potential for multivalent readings 
and responses, lending itself well to the cross-period and cross-genre 
discussions at the Oxford English Faculty’s annual Graduate Conference, 
which took place in June 2017. The papers presented were selected for 
the inventive and sensitive manner in which they respond to the idea of 
Debt: we heard a range of perspectives, spanning two and a half thousand 
years of literature, and read texts through a diverse range of disciplinary 
lenses, from economics to philosophy, history, and material culture. 
The participants offered new ways to consider the relationship between 
literature and debt, making important contributions to a growing field 
within literary studies. 

Our roundtable participants (Dr. Anna Camilleri, Dr. Sophie Duncan, 
and Dr. Natasha Simonova) provided nuanced responses to the theme, 
from literary readings to academic concerns, that allowed delegates to 
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draw together many of the themes addressed during the day’s panels. 
The salience of our topic to wider Arts and Humanities issues became 
apparent during the Keynote lecture, delivered by the award-winning 
director Polly Findlay. Her thought-provoking address on the issue of 
Debts in the Arts (from staging debts and recognising influence, to 
funding concerns and the economic politics underpinning the different 
approaches to theatre in Britain and beyond) distilled many of the ideas 
put forward during the day.

We are delighted to be able to share with a wider audience in this 
issue of Oxford Research in English a small selection of papers from 
the conference, along with several academic book reviews responding 
to the same theme. Ellen B. Brewster considers the ways in which 
eighteenth-century commonplace books negotiated their debts to other 
texts, Avani Tandon Vieira analyses the internationalist intertextuality 
of the 1960s Indian little magazine damn you, and in our special feature 
Katja Waschneck reflects on the collaborative poetic work which she 
and fellow poet Steph Driver discussed in the ‘Creative Practitioners’ 
panel at the conference. In the review section we have Oxford graduate 
students’ assessments of recent works on popular medievalism, critical 
animal studies, Darwinian theory controversies and more.  

Beyond literary studies, the committee was also aware of the financial 
considerations that need to be factored into the decision to undertake 
postgraduate study. Limited resources for funding make the subject 
of monetary debt not only a literary discussion, but also a very real 
experience for postgraduates. We were pleased to use some of our 
budget to offer some small travel bursaries to help external speakers 
get to the conference and share their knowledge with us. It remains, 
however, that more needs to be done to address the financial concerns 
(fees, rent, living expenses) that threaten to exclude greater numbers of 
future scholars from the academy.

The steering committee (Andrea Davidson, Bethany Drew, Merlin Gable, 
Adrienne Mortimer, Anna Louise Senkiw, Paul Stephens, Avani Tandon 
Vieira, and Laura Wright) would like to thank the English Faculty, the 
speakers and panel chairs, the roundtable participants and Polly Findlay 
– as well as each other – for getting the conference off the ground. 

anna louise senkiw
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Our roundtable participants responded to an extract from Tom Stoppard’s 
Arcadia (1993), quoted below. The extract offered all delegates a moment 
to reflect upon the significance of literary ‘Debts’ and our relationship 
to it as scholars. We hope that you find it a useful way to consider our 
theme, as we turn now to the selected papers from the conference. 

We shed as we pick up, like travellers who must carry 
everything in their arms, and what we let fall will be picked 
up by those behind. The procession is very long and life 
is very short. We die on the march. But there is nothing 
outside the march so nothing can be lost to it. The missing 
plays of Sophocles will turn up piece by piece, or be written 
again in another language. Ancient cures for diseases will 
reveal themselves once more. Mathematical discoveries 
glimpsed and lost to view will have their time again. You 
do not suppose, my lady, that if all of Archimedes had been 
hiding in the great library of Alexandria, we would be at a 
loss for a corkscrew?1

anna louise senkiw, Conference Chair
and the steering committee

1 Tom Stoppard, Arcadia (London: Faber and Faber, 1993).

foreword
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The reputation of commonplace books and their compilers 
was a growing site of conflict in the long eighteenth century. 
While keeping a commonplace book had long been a reputable 

way of recording one’s reading, contemporary representations of 
commonplacers often suggest that their books were not necessarily 
evidence that the learning implied by the books was put to good use. 
For example, The Spectator No. 11 (13th March 1711) begins with the story 
of Arietta, to whom the narrator is introduced by his friend Will. The 
narrator finds Arietta ‘accompanied with one Person only, a Common-
Place Talker’.1 The following description of the man shows the negative 
connotations the term ‘common-place’ was beginning to accrue in the 
period. His uninterrupted speech is characterised by its likeness to 
contemporary commonplace books. ‘He went on,’ the narrator notes, 
‘with great Facility in repeating what he talks every Day of his Life; and, 
with the Ornaments of insignificant Laughs and Gestures, enforced 
his Arguments by Quotations out of Plays and Songs’.2 Commonplaces 
pepper the man’s speech, citing previous authorities as evidence for the 
uninvited argument regarding  ‘Constancy in Love’ that he presents to 
Arietta. In the context of the anecdote, an oral performance of the contents 
of one’s commonplace books is inappropriate and downright rude, as the 

1 Richard Steele, ‘The Spectator: No. 11 Tuesday, March 13, 1711’, in The Spectator, 
5 vols., ed. by Donald F. Bond (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1965), I, 48–51 (p. 48).
2 Steele, I, 48.

Locke, Stock and Booksellers:
Commonplace Book Fashions 
in the Long Eighteenth 
Century 

ellen b. brewster
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orator, in his ‘Talkative Way’, dominates the conversation with his ‘Piece 
of Raillery’.3 The anecdote of the ‘Common-Place Talker’ relies on an 
understanding that commonplace books could be used as a public prop 
aiding the performance of a learned persona. As well as condemning 
those who would affect social personas at the cost of polite behaviour 
and consideration for one’s listeners, the anecdote raises questions of the 
functions of commonplacing and the value of the practice. Implicitly, The 
Spectator presents commonplacing as an activity no longer appropriate 
in early eighteenth-century society: its evidence in the speech of the 
‘Common-Place Talker’ results in his condemnation as an impolite 
figure unaware of the needs of his audience. The commonplace book 
and its advocates in this context are no longer relevant, their presence 
an imposition on wider company. Yet such a negative representation of 
commonplace book compilers is contrary to surviving evidence from 
across the length of the eighteenth century.  This article will focus on 
commonplace books modelled on a method advocated by John Locke, 
arguing that commonplace books were marketed and sold to readers to 
actively encourage public performance through commonplacing, right 
up until the end of the period.

Commonplace books were notebooks or unbound collections of paper 
used to collect aphorisms and other extracts of texts (‘commonplaces’) 
considered by the compiler to be worthy of remembrance. The compiler 
should seek to compile quotations and other forms of evidence that might 
prove of use in one’s own writing or speech-making, as the ‘Common-
Place Talker’ evidently has in his speech to Arietta and the narrator. 
Commonplaces were not limited to quotations from ‘Plays and Songs’: 
they could also be recipes, lists, or favourite poems taken from other 
books. Unlike personal diaries, the primary function of commonplace 
books is to provide a record of what one has read. Extracts from other 
texts might be handwritten, or else might involve physically cutting 
and sticking in parts of other books: these are books made up of other 
books. This process of copying, with or without citations drawing 
attention to the original texts consulted, leads to questions surrounding 
literary ‘debt’. Compilers of these books had no imperative to accurately 

3 Steele, I, 48.

ellen b. brewster
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or consistently acknowledge their sources. These books did, however, 
encourage one to link one’s own reading and writing to the works of 
others, as displaying the breadth of one’s reading in this way was socially 
advantageous. Rather than being anxious about ‘owing’ material to other 
authors, such copying into commonplace books was recommended. 
Unlike financial debt, literary borrowing or ‘debt’ was not a source of 
anxiety, but a chance to prove the range of authors and works to which 
one had access. Commonplace books were often seen as a kind of 
writing intended to be seen by others, unlike diaries, with one arranging 
collected commonplaces for a future audience in the hope of gaining 
their approbation. Less to do with posterity, these were books designed 
with a more immediate social function in mind: display.

The content of classically-influenced commonplace books was typically 
organised under pre-established categories.4 The compiler would have 
to estimate and assign a certain amount of space in the book dedicated 
to a particular heading or ‘head’, so that later entries could be placed 
appropriately. The chosen heads might be broad, such as ‘love’, ‘passion’ 
or ‘jealousy’, or else narrower, depending on the compiler’s needs. For 
example, John Milton preferred to focus on matrimony, his commonplace 
book including a page headed ‘Matrimonium vide de Divortio’, outlining 
the ‘discommodities of marriage’; The Spectator’s ‘Common-Place Talker’ 
chose ‘Constancy in Love’ as his favoured topic.5 

Commonplace books modelled on Locke’s method of commonplacing 
are the primary group of texts under study in this enquiry. These are 
structured slightly differently from their early modern versions. Such 
‘Lockean’ commonplace books were printed by a variety of printers 
towards the end of the eighteenth century,  containing blank pages 
for the owner’s use and prefatory material explaining how to emulate 
Locke’s method of commonplacing. The method had been outlined 
in his essay,  ‘A New Method of a Common-Place-Book’, published 

4 Ann Moss, ‘Humanist Education’, in The Cambridge History of Literary Criticism, 
ed. by Glyn P. Norton (Cambridge: CUP, 2014), pp. 145–154 (p. 154).
5 John Milton, A Common-Place Book of John Milton, ed. by Alfred J. Horwood, 
Esq. (London: Chiswick Press, Private Printing, 1876), p. 109.

locke, stock and booksellers
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in French in 1685 and translated into English in 1687. Describing his 
favoured technique, Locke’s ‘New Method’ was heavily adapted by the 
producers of printed commonplace books long into the eighteenth 
century. Such books are indebted to Locke, as his essay provided the 
inspiration for new marketable alternatives to the  ‘ideal’ classically-
influenced commonplace book advocated by Seneca, Erasmus and their 
Renaissance followers.

By considering the theories of commonplacing offered by Lockean 
commonplace books, this article proposes to consider how Locke’s theory 
was used, adapted or even ignored by editors and actual compilers of 
commonplace books for their own purposes. These books owe more to 
Locke than just their name: their proposed methods borrow from wider 
trends in his thinking than just his ‘New Method’. The argument moves 
on to consider how Lockean commonplace books, and the practice 
of commonplacing more widely, might still be used to display a self-
constructed learned persona, where one’s wealth, particularly the wealth 
and abundance of one’s reading, was prominently displayed. Rather 
than seeing the commonplace book as a mere pedagogical tool, this 
article sees books of this kind serving a social function long after their 
supposed decline. This article then considers how this small group of 
texts was marketed towards its readers and how these books encouraged 
commonplacing as an act of self-representation, affirming the continued 
importance of commonplace books in late eighteenth-century reading 
culture. Purchasing these books, it is argued, provided buyers with the 
means of displaying their learning through an intertextual connection 
to John Locke and other authors, although the compiler might not 
openly acknowledge these textual debts. The article then discusses the 
importance of the appearance of the pages of these books, suggesting 
that they were aware of possible future audiences to which the book 
might be displayed. The article concludes by considering how the social 
functions of commonplacing remain significant to modern readers 
seeking to display their reading practices through social media. 

Locke’s  ‘New Method’ described a manner of commonplacing 
characterised by its alternative method of organisation. Rather than 
compiling quotations under a selection of alphabetised heads, as was 

ellen b. brewster
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advocated in earlier commonplace book theory, a pre-prepared index 
at the front of the book was used. Entries were categorised by the first 
letter and first vowel occurring in the (preferably Latin) head that they 
had been assigned.6 Page numbers were written next to each initial letter 
and vowel combination in the index, indicating where entries could 
be found. For example, headings such as ‘Adversarium’ and ‘Acheron’ 
would have their relevant pages listed under ‘Ae’ and would be found on 
the same double page spread of a book.7 In consequence of this system, 
less blank space would be found in the notebook. Headings were not 
pre-assigned a certain number of pages, and thus the compiler did not 
have to estimate the number of blank pages needed to accommodate 
commonplaces collected under a single head.

Locke also recommended that entries should be accurately cited, listing 
the author, volume and page number of the quotation. The page number 
should be listed as a fraction of the total number of pages in the book, 
as the reader looking to re-contextualise the quotation in its source text 
may ‘not indeed always light on the very page you want, because of the 
breaches that are made in different Editions of Books’.8 This method of 
citation sought to facilitate the retrieval of information from the source 
text. Finding quotations in different editions of the book other than the 
one the quotation was originally transcribed from is therefore made 
easier. Locke had a keen awareness of the physical variations between 
different copies of a book and how this might affect a reader’s ability to 
find the context of a source.9 The compiler of the commonplace book 
should be able to find an extract’s context, regardless of whether they 
own a copy of the book and have it to hand: Locke’s method takes into 
account practices of book borrowing in a period when book ownership 
was prohibitively expensive for most. Difficulty in finding the sources of 
quotations lead to Locke expressing dissatisfaction with poorly-indexed 

6  John Locke, ‘A New Method of a Common-Place-Book’, in The Posthumous 
Works of Mr. John Locke (London: A. and J. Churchill, Booksellers, 1706), pp. 311–
336 (p. 322).
7 Locke, ‘A New Method’, p. 324.
8 Locke, ‘A New Method’, p. 322.
9 Stephen Colclough, ‘Recovering the Reader: Commonplace Books and Diaries 
as Sources of Reading Experience’, Publish History, 44 (1998), 5–37 (p. 8).

locke, stock and booksellers
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books, as one is ‘oblig’d to turn over a whole Book to find [quotations]’.10 
The compilation of an index at the front of the commonplace book 
alleviates this problem when looking at one’s own notebooks, so long as 
one remembers the heading assigned to the entry sought. The intended 
or ideal result is a well-organised book neatly arranged to ease the 
efficient retrieval of commonplaces for one’s own writing or speeches, 
maintaining a link to the context of the source material.

The position of this article is in contrast to previous histories of the 
commonplace book, which tend to conclude with the publication 
of Locke’s New Method.  Such arguments posit a ‘decline’ of the 
commonplace book form, taking place after the 1690s.11 This is because 
of how scholars have tended to define commonplace book culture in 
their studies. Ann Moss, for example, conceptualises commonplacing 
as a pedagogical tool, heavily influenced by classical thinking and 
methods. The movement of commonplace book theory away from the 
concerns of an early modern grammar education is, for Moss, proof that 
by the end of the seventeenth century the commonplace book was  ‘a 
rather lowly form of life […] confined to the backwaters of intellectual 
activity’.12 Moss argues that the continued popularity of Locke’s method 
in printed commonplace books ‘is testimony to the commonplace-book’s 
longevity’, but that it is also proof of how his method was taken ‘down-
market’.13 Characterising the ‘decline’ of commonplacing in this way is 
not evidence of the activity’s end, but rather a negative judgement of its 
popular commercial forms.

Not all work ignores commonplace book culture’s indebtedness to Locke. 
As Earle Havens’s account of commonplace books shows, while it ‘has 
been suggested almost univocally that general interest in commonplace 
books declined dramatically in the centuries following the Renaissance’, 
there were at least ten different editions of Lockean commonplace books 

10 Locke, ‘A New Method’, p. 323.
11 Victoria E. Burke, ‘Recent Studies in Commonplace Books’, English Literary 
Renaissance, 43.1 (2013), 153–177.
12 Ann Moss, Printed Commonplace-Books and the Structuring of Renaissance 
Thought (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1996), p. 279.
13 Moss, Commonplace-Books, p. 279.

ellen b. brewster
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published after Locke’s death, ‘between 1770 and 1820, on both sides 
of the Atlantic’.14 These books, however, have not yet been studied in 
great depth, even by those with an interest in Locke or commonplace 
books of the eighteenth century.  Richard Yeo, for example, examines 
how Locke’s ‘New Method’ conceptualises the commonplace book as a 
research tool used for the efficient retrieval of information.15 Yeo’s analysis 
is limited to the original expression of the theory in English, rather than 
its later iterations in what he calls ‘supposedly Lockean’ commonplace 
books.16 While there is clear value in considering commonplace book 
theory in the abstract, and conceptions of classically-influenced 
commonplacing are relevant to these scholars’ studies, these arguments 
continue to dismiss the commonplace book’s later, more commercial 
forms.

Even David Allan, whose work on Georgian commonplace books seeks 
to overturn the  ‘decline narrative’ that has previously prevented the 
study of eighteenth-century commonplace books, does not consider 
the prefatory material of Lockean commonplace books as worthy of 
in-depth literary study. For Allan, such books propose methodological 
amendments to Locke’s ‘New Method’ that are ‘so small as to be barely 
visible, its creator’s true aim being simply to attach its own product to 
Locke’s luminous name and thereby to his highly lucrative commercial 
coat-tails’.17 Allan briefly acknowledges the social role that such books 
were marketed as having, where commonplacers were not just students 
and scholars, but also ‘a new kind of customer, the polite and respectable 
Georgian reader’.18 

14 Earle Havens, Commonplace Books: A History of Manuscripts and Printed Books 
from Antiquity to the Twentieth Century  (New Haven, Conn.: The Beinecke Rare 
Book and Manuscript Library, Yale University, 2001), p. 58.
15 Richard Yeo, ‘John Locke's New Method of Commonplacing: Managing 
Memory and Information’, in John Locke: Critical Assessments of Leading Political 
Philosophers, Series II, 4 Vols., ed. by Richard Ashcraft (London: Routledge, 2006), 
IV, 243-280.
16 Yeo, ‘John Locke’s New Method’, p. 262.
17 David Allan, Commonplace Books and Reading in Georgian England (Cambridge: 
CUP, 2010), p. 65.
18 Allan, Commonplace Books, p. 66.

locke, stock and booksellers
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A deeper investigation of the kind of commonplacer constructed by 
Lockean commonplace books is offered here, presenting readings of 
surviving copies that acknowledge the unique way they claimed to aid 
the self-presentation of their buyer or user.  By rejecting the position 
of scholars dismissive of overtly commercial books, we can begin 
to acknowledge the continued social role of commonplacing and 
commonplace books towards the end of the eighteenth century. These 
notebooks, with their printed guides for the commonplacer to follow, 
were social objects as well as intellectual tools for organising extracts from 
texts: these books were valuable prestige items, whose use and display 
aided the performance of a learned social persona. Rather than seeing 
these texts as divorced from definitions of commonplacing, it is more 
useful to see them as promoting alternative commonplace book methods 
that were marketed as fashionable as well as intellectually indebted to 
Locke.  

Adapting Ideals

Contrary to the arguments put forward by satirical representations of 
commonplacers, such as that found in The Spectator, a well-organised 
commonplace book was still often taken to vindicate its compiler’s 
claims to being a good reader. Thus, we can begin to see why Locke’s 
‘New Method’ sustained its popularity.19 The method places importance 
in being able to connect commonplaces to their sources, so that they 
are not deliberately taken out of context, and the importance of clear 
organisation and quick categorisation. The prominence of the pre-
prepared index, at the front of the book, added to as the book is filled 
in, further emphasises the importance of its continued organisation. 
The stressed importance of order in a commonplace book suggests 
that a connection was perceived between an individual’s commonplace 
book and his or her mind. Compilers should aspire to be able to 
compartmentalise their reading to show their improved understanding 
of what they have read.  

19 Allan, Commonplace Books, p. 125.

ellen b. brewster
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The concern with making clear distinctions between topics is found 
across Locke’s educational writings, including his Essay Concerning 
Human Understanding (1689). When using any given word, a man 
needs to keep in his mind a ‘determined Idea’, to which he should keep 
his discourse ‘steadily annex’d’.20 He should avoid a ‘vain’ pretending to 
‘clear or distinct ideas’.21 Locke argues that while the concept of ‘clear 
and distinct ideas’, is expressed ‘frequent[ly] in Men’s Mouths’, few men 
understand it ‘perfectly’.22 The reading or speaking man must have 
clearly separated topics of discussion, just as the Lockean commonplace 
book has a clearly divided index under which entries are compiled. The 
act of categorisation and indexing provides a representation of clear 
thought processes. Locke’s method of commonplacing and his wider 
understanding of human thought are connected: the compiled notebooks 
implicitly reflect the supposed structure of a well-organised mind. Such 
thinking supposes an honesty or authenticity in the relationship between 
an organised notebook and its compiler, suggesting that those aspiring 
to be scholarly would do well to choose to compile their commonplace 
books in the Lockean method. The act of compiling a commonplace 
book becomes a self-improvement activity with a tangible product at 
the end: a book filled with evidence of one’s previous reading. 

The tangibility of commonplace books, and the distinctiveness of  
Lockean commonplace books in particular, works in the favour of 
modern scholars. Unlike many notebooks used as commonplace books, 
surviving examples of these books tend to be well catalogued in archives, 
and thus easier for researchers to find and study. This is because their 
engraved or printed title pages have made it easy for archivists to 
categorise them as ‘commonplace books’ rather than other forms of 
manuscript material. Some of these copies are blank, initially looking like 
notebooks deemed too precious to use; these are blank copies deposited 
into copyright libraries upon publication. Such titles include Bell’s 
Common Place Book, for the Pocket: Form’d generally upon the Principles 

20 John Locke, An  Essay Concerning Human Understanding, ed. by Peter H. 
Nidditch (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1979), I, 13. 
21 Locke, An Essay, I, 13.
22 Locke, An Essay, I, 12.

locke, stock and booksellers
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Recommended and Practiced by Mr. Locke (1770); A New Commonplace 
Book, in which the Plan Recommended and Practiced by John Locke, Esq., 
is Enlarged and Improved (1777), the prefatory material purporting to 
be written by ‘A Gentleman of the University of Cambridge’; and A New 
Commonplace Book: being an Improvement on that Recommended Mr 
J. Locke, properly throughout with A complete skeleton Index, and ample 
Directions for its Use (1799). 

The printed material at the start of these commonplace books was 
deliberately designed to capitalise on the name of John Locke, drawing 
on its associations with cultural and intellectual weight. These books 
were aimed at a broad potential audience upon whose aspirations they 
attempted to capitalise. Purchase of these books, it is implied by their 
printed material, will lend weight to the work of the compiler that they 
will contain. The Gentleman of Cambridge proclaims on the typeset 
title page of the New Commonplace Book that Locke ‘recommended’ 
the technique outlined in the book.23 Locke is given the suffix ‘Esquire’ 
to complement and emphasise the gentility of the Gentleman of 
Cambridge’s persona. The other New Commonplace Book, printed for J. 
Walker in 1799, has an expensive engraved title page that immediately 
names Locke as the primary source for the book’s guidance. The page 
emphasises Locke’s importance having his name appear the largest, 
alongside the word ‘Companion’.24 As soon as the title is read, ‘Locke’ 
and the notebook as a ‘useful’ and ‘agreeable Companion’ are visually 
linked through their appearance in the same size and style of engraved 
writing. By purchasing the book, and filling it in the intended manner, 
the compiler receives Locke as a ‘companion’  of sorts, having an 
intellectual affinity with his works and methods. Locke’s reputation 
becomes a bookseller’s advertising tool, creating this imagined affinity 
between the compiler and Locke. Even though Locke had been dead 

23 A Gentleman of the University of Cambridge, A New Common-Place Book, 
in which the Plan Recommended and Practiced by John Locke, Esq., is Enlarged and 
Improved, Second Edition (Cambridge: Printed for J. Nicholson et al., [1777]), p. 1. 
Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS. Eng. d. 4232.
24 Anonymous, A New Commonplace Book: Being an Improvement on that 
Recommended Mr J. Locke (London: Printed for J. Walker, Paternoster Row, 1799), 
title page. London, British Library, 8405.cc.21. 

ellen b. brewster
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for nearly a century by the time these books became popular (he died 
in 1704), through the book’s purchase, a resemblance to him is made 
possible through the medium of paper and ink.

The prefatory material, as these titles indicate, is explicitly linked to 
Locke’s proposed method of keeping a commonplace book, albeit in 
altered forms, whether that is an ‘improvement’, an ‘expansion’ or a 
‘general’ link to the ‘Method’. The Gentleman of Cambridge claims to 
have adapted the Lockean system ‘to make it much more extensive’ 
whilst accounting for the practicalities of note-taking.25 When the 
quotation is too long to be transcribed, he writes, ‘it may be sufficient 
to return to it’, adapting the Lockean emphasis on citation to save time 
when transcribing lengthy passages.26 Convenience to the note-taker is 
emphasised over the importance of not taking extracts out of context. 
Despite being highly didactic texts, the prefatory material to Lockean 
commonplace books encouraged some flexibility with the proposed 
methods. Headings, for example, might be written in English rather than 
the Latin Locke preferred, more appropriate to an audience inclined to 
read and write in the vernacular. All of this makes a movement towards 
accommodating the ‘polite and respectable Georgian reader’ that Allan 
identifies as the main market for these books.27 

One part of the appeal of these books is, as their detractors have noted, 
their willingness to draw upon the marketability Locke’s name had been 
accumulating over the eighteenth century. Yet the full associations that 
Locke’s name and works lent these ready-made commonplace books 
have not been acknowledged. These books deliberately used Locke’s 
name to promote commonplacing, the purchase of the notebook 
acting as evidence of an ability to reproduce an ordered method, 
and the performance of socially acceptable – or praiseworthy – reading 
practices. Being able to provide such evidence of a publicly performed 
self is therefore tied to Locke’s views of self-identity. As Lucia Dacome 
notes, people in the eighteenth-century were often keen to legitimate a 

25 A Gentleman of Cambridge, p. 1.
26 A Gentleman of Cambridge, p. 3. 
27 Allan, Commonplace Books, p. 66.

locke, stock and booksellers
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Lockean theory of the self, in which the seat of self-identity is the mind 
and its memories.28 Advocates of Lockean commonplacing, such as the 
printers of Lockean commonplace books, added to this thinking, as 
these books aimed to function as an aide-memoire  to their compilers, 
providing easy access to one’s previous reading. 

Looking at these printed materials – even before considering how these 
books were used – can reveal a lot about how the function of reading was 
viewed, and how one might display one’s reading prowess with varying 
degrees of publicness.  Copies of these books survive across various 
editions, giving some indication of their popularity, despite (or perhaps 
because of) their expensiveness: a surviving copy of Bell’s Common Place 
Book, for the Pocket records that ‘[t]he Folio book is generally bound in 
Vellum’, or else in parchment.29 These were costly materials, particularly 
when compared to the paste-boards typically used in trade bindings. 
A copy of the book, printed and bound with five quires of paper, is 
advertised as costing ‘1l, 5s’, a substantial amount of money. The number 
of quires of blank paper was customisable, making each book a bespoke 
object, even before it was touched by a compiler’s pen. The material value 
of these books implies other kinds of social value, exhibited through the 
act of compiling a commonplace book in the ‘Lockean’ manner.

Adherence to these rules was variable. Examples of printed commonplace 
books advocating Lockean methods  of commonplacing soon show 
the method’s (mis)appropriation by individual readers and compilers 
interested in creating records of their reading. Considering the printed 
prefatory material alongside the manuscript material added to it by a 
compiler (or compilers) reveals  how different readers engaged with 
interpretations of the Lockean method of commonplacing. For example, 
there is a copy of Bell’s Common Place Book held by the British Library, 

28 Lucia Dacome, ‘Noting the Mind: Commonplace Books and the Pursuit of the 
Self in Eighteenth-Century Britain’, Journal of the History of Ideas, 65:4 (2004), 603–
625 (pp. 605–607).
29 Anonymous, Bell’s Common Place Book, for the Pocket: Form’d generally upon 
the Principles Recommended and Practiced by Mr. Locke (London: Printed for 
John Bell, 1770), C2 recto. London, British Library, General Reference Collection, 
RB.23.a.17251.
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compiled by a woman that David Allan calls the ‘Suffolk Lady’.30 While the 
printed prefatory material is modelled on ‘the Principle Recommended 
and Practiced by Mr. Locke’, the female compiler does not strictly 
adhere to the Lockean method it recommends.31 After initial efforts, she 
soon gives up indexing her entries, listing them under individual titles 
rather than grouping them under thematic heads. The book contains 
selections of contemporary and popular poetry in English, Latin and 
Greek, including a poem by David Garrick, longer prose extracts from 
magazines such as The Monthly Review, and other prose texts, including 
recipes and riddles.32 There are also numerous drawings and a table, 
cut from another book, ‘shewing the Probability of Life at Norwich’.33 
The table lists the ages 0-93, and the number of people in Norwich 
reaching that age. It appears to have been stuck into the book as a kind 
of memento mori, as underneath the table, written in the compiler’s 
hand, is a quotation: ‘All men think all men mortal but themselves’.34 The 
phrase is attributed to a ‘Dr. Young’: Edward Young. The phrase appears 
in Dr. Young’s Night-Thoughts on Life, Death, and Immortality (1743) and 
The Beauties of Dr. Young’s Night-Thoughts (1769), the latter containing 
extracts of the former work.35 The exact source of the quotation is 
doubtful: the Suffolk Lady does not offer detailed citations, and this 
entry is no exception. The texts to which her own is indebted are often 
unclear.

Another compiler’s attempts at more diligently adhering to Lockean 
methods can be found in a copy of A New Commonplace Book, with 
prefatory material by ‘A Gentleman of Cambridge’, currently held 
at the Bodleian Library in Oxford.  The young male compiler (an old 
Etonian) soon abandons neat indexed entries kept in the recommended 
manner in favour of writing a journal of his reading. Rather than using 

30 Allan, Commonplace Books, p. 89.
31 Anon., Bell’s Common Place Book, title page.
32 Bell’s Common Place Book, p. 64; pp. 84–97.
33 Bell’s Common Place Book, p. 103.
34 Bell’s Common Place Book, p. 103.
35 Edward Young, Dr. Young’s Night-Thoughts on Life, Death, and Immortality 
(London: [unknown], 1743); Young, The Beauties of Dr. Young’s Night-Thoughts 
(London: [unknown], 1769), p. 8.
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heads, the first-person entries are organised by date: the notebook no 
longer takes a form recognisable as a ‘commonplace book’, but rather 
functions more like a diary, albeit one solely concerned with its keeper’s 
reading habits. He notes the change in his practice with an entry dated 
1st January 1800, which records that he is resolved ‘to deviate from my 
former custom & opinions, in keeping a kind of journal of my time, 
studies and sentiments’.36 The old Etonian aims to elaborate on the texts 
he has read, rather than merely taking extracts from them. Perhaps 
this provides even greater evidence of his learning than proponents of 
Lockean methods suggest. Taking selected extracts from books, as note-
takers often find, does not always guarantee or prove understanding, and 
are not evidence of reading the entire text. It would have been possible 
to copy commonplaces from other commonplace books, or even texts 
printed with ready-made commonplaces designed to be integrated into 
one’s own notebooks.

While these commonplacers make initial attempts to follow the Lockean 
methods advocated by their notebooks, their methods soon alter to 
fit their own purposes, prioritising their own needs over the ‘correct’ 
method of commonplacing. This suggests that it was the printers and 
purchasers of these books (the latter not necessarily being the user or 
users) who were more concerned with ideal forms of commonplacing 
linked to Locke. Used surviving copies of these books suggest that users of 
commonplace books tended to prioritise their own intended usage over 
an external set of rules. Consulting these surviving examples reminds 
us that using commonplace book theory as the sole lens through which 
to discuss these kinds of books neglects their historical realities. Rather 
than seeing a ‘failure’ to adhere to these rules as mere negligence, it is 
more productive to consider these manifestations of commonplacing as 
a response to Locke’s ‘New Method’. The prefatory material of Lockean 
commonplace books redirects the emphasis of Locke’s outlined method 
away from the efficient retrieval of information to its use as a publically 
commendable activity. The commonplace books discussed here both 
attempt to provide evidence of one’s reading, by either transcribing copies 
of what one has read, as the Suffolk Lady does, or else by recording more 

36 A Gentleman of Cambridge, p. 95.
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detailed responses to read texts, as does the old Etonian. Rather than 
narrowing the idea of what constitutes commonplacing, as one might 
do if taking a position aligned with Yeo’s strict interpretation of what 
constitutes the  ‘Lockean’, we should keep the definitions broader.37 By 
keeping our understanding of the activity wider, we can understand 
how these books remained able to aid the  performance of a learned 
persona via the accumulation of commonplaces. While readers were 
keen to highlight the literary debts that they had to Locke in their 
commonplace books, the actual extent to which they used his method 
varied, depending on how it fitted their needs.

Performing a Persona

Yet what kinds of learned persona were encouraged by Lockean 
commonplace books? As well as providing evidence of one’s reading 
practices, a  major concern of Lockean commonplace books is their 
imagined compilers’ social and economic standing, and how it might 
be conceived of and displayed. The books make attempts to construct 
their ideal readers as  ‘types’, deliberately appealing to a broad range 
of individuals. The books’ prefatory material addresses their readers 
directly throughout: for instance, the Gentleman of Cambridge’s New 
Commonplace Book addresses a ‘you’ throughout its printed material, 
constructing an individual reader with whom a relationship is to be 
established. It claims to be ‘equally adapted’ to men of various occupations, 
including the ‘Man of Observation’, the ‘Traveller’ and the ‘Student’.38 Bell’s 
Common Place Book addresses people of similar occupations. Each of 
the imagined commonplacers is addressed under their own heading in 
the book’s introduction, with categories including ‘The Traveller’ and 
‘The Trader’.39 The section addressed to ‘A Student, or a Man of Reading’ 
begins with the phrase ‘Mr Locke observes’, immediately drawing on the 
authority of Locke’s experiences of commonplacing as outlined in his 

37 See Adam Smyth, ‘Commonplace book lives: “a very applicative story”’, 
in Autobiography in Early Modern England (Cambridge: CUP, 2010), pp. 123–158.
38 A Gentleman of Cambridge, pp. 1–2.
39 Bell’s Common Place Book, A2 verso.
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‘New Method’.40 Like the commonplaces that are meant to be transcribed 
in the book, so its users are divided into clear categories depending on 
where they choose to align themselves. A person is imagined to be able 
to conform to a persona chosen from a selection offered by the text, 
their choice in commonplaces (what they exclude as well as what they 
include) reflecting this character.  The reader can choose the category 
most suited to his or her aspirations. 

Occupational categories such as these carry out a similar kind of 
organisational work to that which Locke envisaged in An Essay  
Concerning Human Understanding. The Essay  emphasises the role 
of categorisation in thinking, where bringing concepts into order 
and  ‘discerning’ are key to clarity and accuracy in thought. Lockean 
commonplace books take this emphasis on order and transfer it from 
the commonplaces to the commonplacer. The chosen categories, or 
the roles for the intended compilers to fill, are revealing: they imply a 
commonplacer with both time and income at his disposal.  Through 
the purchase of the book, and using it in a particular way based on the 
category of commonplacer the user wishes to become, the reader can 
hope to pose as a ‘Man of Observation’ or a ‘Traveller’. Some of the roles 
suggested have less of an emphasis on being overtly learned, such as 
the  ‘Trader’.  Here, Bell’s Common Place Book has created a space for 
those with more middle-class professions, ones who – by the nature of 
their jobs – would have less leisure time than, say, someone who chooses 
to more closely identify with the ‘Traveller’. Nonetheless, the  ‘Trader’ 
imagined here is one wishing to spend his time and money on reading.

The importance of trading is further alluded to through  a series of 
mercantile metaphors that are used to interpret Locke’s conception of 
human thought and memory. Pecuniary concerns are made parallel with 
literary ones, as the art of accumulating commonplaces is likened to 
accruing stock. The book describes Locke as arguing that ‘it is extremely 
difficult to get the mind, narrowed by a custom of long standing to a 
scanty collection of obvious and common ideas, to enlarge itself to a 

40 Bell’s Common Place Book, B3 recto.
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more copious stock’.41 Locke’s ‘New Method’ is not quoted directly; the 
paraphrase is designed  to explain the link between commonplacing 
and Locke’s own practices and methods of thinking.  The use of the 
word ‘stock’ in relation to knowledge is found throughout Locke’s An 
Essay Concerning Human Understanding, which makes repeated use of 
phrases such as ‘stock of ideas’, although Locke never draws out the more 
mercantile connotations of the word.42 First-hand knowledge of Locke’s 
works is not essential to the practice of Lockean commonplacing: while 
it acknowledges its origins in and indebtedness to Locke’s ‘New Method’, 
new emphasis is placed on more commercial interests.

Such mercantile metaphors draw on classical notions of commonplacing, 
where the book functioned as a ‘repository’ or ‘store’ for extracts from 
books.43 The sense of ‘storage’ is kept, but the proposed method places 
importance on the act of accumulating a ‘stock’ of commonplaces.44 The 
word ‘stock’ not only links the collected commonplaces to the idea of 
physical objects, but also draws a connection to concepts surrounding 
capital and possession.45 Such language is used to deliberately appeal 
to the persona of the ‘Trader’ constructed by the text as one of its 
ideal readers: the accumulation of capital and wealth is key to success, 
just as collecting commonplaces is key to producing an exemplary 
commonplace book. 

This continued emphasis on abundance draws on Erasmus’s conception 
of copia as outlined in his instructional work on commonplacing, De 
Copia.  The concept of copia (meaning ‘abundance’) emphasised the 
importance of having a fullness of understanding of a word and its 
meanings, particularly through having plenty of recorded examples 
under any given head. Bell’s Common Place Book draws on these classical 
ideas, as well as Locke’s  ‘New Method’, to create a slightly different 
conception of commonplacing. The book describes an individual’s 

41 Bell’s Common Place Book, B4 recto.
42 Locke, An Essay, II, 5.
43 Bell’s Common Place Book, A1 recto.
44 Bell’s Common Place Book, B4 recto.
45 See OED, ‘stock, n.’
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collection of commonplaces as ‘the multitude and variety of his 
commodities’ needing to be stored.46 Extracts from texts, therefore, are 
commodities that can be acquired (perhaps, implicitly, even traded), the 
act of collection suggesting a ‘wealth’ of knowledge that it is possible to 
display in book-form. 

The description of commonplaces as a figurative form of wealth is 
designed to flatter the purchaser or user of the book, who is assumed 
to have plenty of material or ‘stock’ to fill it. In turn, this implies a high 
level of access to books. Even if one did not own every book ‘extracted’ 
into one’s commonplace book, being able to borrow books from others, 
or pay the subscription to a circulating library, all suggest investment 
of disposable income into book-related culture. Accumulating 
commonplaces is a parallel activity to the growth of wealth, as it is an 
activity requiring both time and money to access books.

Bell’s Common Place Book therefore emphasises how it can accommodate 
the needs of its intended users. These users are assumed to be people 
interested in commerce, whose needs slightly differ from scholars’. 
To ‘accommodate’ every user of the book, ‘the blank folios are paged 
throughout, so that every person may fill them up’ as they choose.47 
Attention is drawn to the possibilities of the space in the notebook; the 
large folio pages may be filled by anything, regardless of the occupation 
of the reader. Yet these possibilities come with constrictions.  It 
should not be forgotten that these are didactic books, maintaining an 
instructional tone throughout. Using imperatives, Bell’s Common Place 
Book instructs its reader to  ‘Proceed then, to write down the remark 
or quotation […] observing to set the leading word, or head, in larger 
letters in the margin’.48  This makes the heads ‘conspicuous to the eye 
and unmixed with other parts of the manuscript’.49 Instructions of this 
kind emphasise the utility of the heads to the reader: they make the 
information contained under them easily accessible.  

46 Bell’s Common Place Book, A1 recto.
47 Bell’s Common Place Book, B2 recto.
48 Bell’s Common Place Book, A4 verso.
49 Bell’s Common Place Book, A4 verso.
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Yet there is also an emphasis on the appearance of the page, so that the 
book is compiled in a visually consistent – and therefore more ‘pleasing’ 
or ‘proper’ – manner. The practicalities of note-taking and retrieving 
commonplaces are prioritised alongside appearances: the book must 
conform to a standard of neatness, the pages arranged in a certain way. 
This concern with arrangement is also found in the book’s emphasis on the 
‘disposal’ of commonplaces: the word has connotations of organisation 
and deployment.50 The Gentleman of Cambridge’s New Commonplace 
Book makes similar instructions towards ‘perspicuity’ and ‘conciseness’: 
clear expression and brevity. ‘Perspicuity’, in particular, emphasises the 
need to have a clear ‘sight’ into the topics at hand, the commonplace 
book functioning as an aid to thought.51 Unlike Bell’s Common Place 
Book, however, the New Commonplace Book does not emphasise the 
importance of the physical layout of the book, and the importance of 
its contents being visually clear as well as clearly expressed. Its focus 
is instead on a more metaphorical sense of sight, emphasising inner 
understanding. Bell’s Common Place Book, in contrast, emphasises the 
book’s appearance, suggesting that the compiler should remain aware of 
its appearance, not just to themselves but to others.

Bell’s Common Place Book maintains this consideration of a wider 
audience – those who are not the compiler or compilers – even in 
its discussion of its own  utility. This differs from how other Lockean 
commonplace books advertise their potential usefulness to users.  The 
Gentleman of Cambridge, for example, highlights the ‘utility’ of keeping 
a commonplace book.52 J. Walker’s New Common Place Book takes a 
similar approach, emphasising that the ‘convenience’ of having a literary 
‘repository’ is well-known.53 This stress on utility stems directly from 
Locke’s ‘New Method’, which emphasises the importance of being able 
to retrieve the source of commonplaces, and again places importance 
on ideas of ‘storage’. Bell’s articulation of the utility of commonplacing, 
in contrast, suggests similarities between the importance of breadth 

50 Bell’s Common Place Book, B3 recto; OED, ‘disposal, n.’
51 OED, ‘perspicuity, adj.’
52 A Gentleman of Cambridge, p. 1.
53 Anon., A New Commonplace Book, p. 1.
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in reading and one’s connections in a wider community. For Bell, the 
ideal reader – implicitly the compiler of the book – is one that can 
‘exist in a more extensive sphere’ of knowledge, rather than having ‘a 
narrow circle of acquaintance’. These phrases refer to the collection of 
commonplaces the compiler of the book is to accrue, but also point 
to wider anxieties surrounding one’s own social standing. A desire to 
be well connected to others in various social settings is linked to the 
necessity of understanding a wide range of subjects, as evidenced by the 
variety of heads in one’s commonplace book.  The more one is familiar 
with, or has regular acquaintance with, a variety of subjects and people, 
the better.  Commonplacing, therefore, is linked to social behaviours 
as well as reading behaviours: reading could be displayed as a social 
activity using these books. 

This need to display one’s literary  ‘connections’ is based on an 
assumption that these books are public objects needing to conform to 
certain societal expectations. Bell’s Common Place Book, for example, is 
concerned with what is ‘proper’ and with ‘propriety’, highlighting the 
need for some conformity in notetaking.54 It is important to remember 
that unlike personal diaries, these books were not entirely private 
objects and were often compiled with an awareness that they might have 
a future audience to express approval of them.55 These books were, after 
all, expensive cultural objects: despite Bell’s Common Place Book’s claim 
to be ‘pocket’ sized, these books were large folios, as were other Lockean 
commonplace books, and their price reflects their more expensive 
format. The commonplace book of John Bell of Newcastle (a bookseller, 
not the same John Bell of Bell’s Common Place Book), for example, was 
a book compiled for public consumption. Bell started his book in 1807 
and continued to collect commonplaces for almost sixty years. The book 
was not just his own work: many of its entries ‘are contributions from 
his numerous visitors’.56 The book itself was worth a visit: accompanying 
Bell’s larger collection of local ephemera, it was 13 × 10 inches large, 
bound in reverse calf with a red label in gilt letters and an engraved 

54 Bell’s Common Place Book, A3 recto.
55 See Colclough, especially p. 14.
56 Iain Bain, John Bell’s Album de Novo Castro: A Description of a Commonplace 
Book (England: Laverlock Press, 1963), p. 15.
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brass strap. The book and collection became such an attraction that Dr 
Dibdin recorded his visit to see Bell’s ‘quiddities and quoddities’ in the 
1830s.57 While Bell’s impulse of collection appears to have been extreme 
– it has been described by Iain Bain as an ‘elaborate hoard’ – the book 
provides evidence of how commonplacing was an activity still alive 
beyond the eighteenth century and proves how such books might be 
viewed as public objects.58 

Rather than being a document compiled for private usage only, the 
commonplace book could function as a public record of one’s reading, 
although the degree of ‘publicness’ depended on the author. For John Bell 
of Newcastle, his collection of commonplaces and ephemera was clearly 
a great source of pride: entries included those written by seamen from 
the Baltic, who wrote in their own native languages.59 While the book 
itself is not Lockean in its organisation, the visibility of Bell’s practice 
shows that commonplacing remained a popular activity even into the 
nineteenth century. Lockean commonplace books tap into this desire to 
collect evidence of one’s reading in a form that could be approved of by 
others. These books, therefore, allow the purchaser or user to discover 
the ‘proper’ and correct methods of commonplacing. Purchase of these 
kinds of books allowed readers to display their readings in a way which 
tied their own commonplacing to the intellectual practices of John 
Locke, making him another literary ‘companion’ to add to the contents 
of the book.

Still A Commonplace Practice

Even a brief study of Lockean commonplace books such as this proves 
that, contrary to the dismissive accounts of previous scholars, these books 
aimed to do more than make a quick profit from Locke’s reputation. 
Their indebtedness to him is far greater: these books, in adapting 
Lockean methods and describing them to users, drew on the popularity 

57 Bain, John Bell’s Album, p. 9.
58 Bain, John Bell’s Album, p. 10. 
59 Bain, John Bell’s Album, p. 19.
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of Locke’s works to sell themselves as key intellectual and social tools 
for the aspirational upper middle classes. These printed texts cite Locke 
as the inspiration for socially commendable commonplacing practices, 
a group of texts that can be studied in relation to other texts – whether 
those be by Locke himself, or the texts that compilers of commonplace 
books claimed to have read.

Lockean commonplace books were deliberately designed to appeal to 
a large range of potential consumers, albeit limited to those who could 
afford the expense of reading regularly. Reading and writing, through 
these books, was a social performance. Purchasing these notebooks 
meant further paying to engage with literary culture in the latter half 
of the eighteenth century, capitalising on the class aspirations of those 
wishing to perform a learned persona. These books provided a system 
of rules to aid the presentation of one’s learning, made accessible to the 
reader through purchase. These rules, like the ones described by Paul 
Langford’s conception of gentility, could accommodate a wider possible 
range of ‘diverse social and educational circumstances’ that intended 
users of the book were supposed to have.60

Of course, as used examples of Lockean commonplace books show, 
purchase of an outlined system of rules was not necessarily an 
agreement to their adherence. These are not the books of early modern 
schoolboys; rule-following was not always at the forefront of these books’ 
compilation, as discussion of surviving used examples has shown. The 
material considered here cannot claim to be representative of all the 
surviving material, and each (used) commonplace book had a compiler 
(or compilers) who responded to its printed material in different ways. 
It is hoped, however, that groundwork has been laid upon which a more 
detailed consideration of Lockean commonplace books might be based.
After all, the use of commonplace books as a prop for a social display 
of one’s learning was noted by writers other than Richard Steele in 
The Spectator.  Shortly after the publication of Locke’s ‘New Method’, 
Jonathan Swift was mocking the fashion for index-based methods of 
commonplacing. Swift’s Tale of a Tub (1704) presents commonplacing as 

60 Paul Langford, A Polite and Commercial People: England 1727–1783 (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1998), p. 464.
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an essential activity for its narrator. The narrator describes the index of 
a commonplace book as the tool ‘by which the whole Book is governed 
and turned’, a kind of ‘Back-Door’ providing access to it.61 Such satire 
was not necessarily a direct criticism of Locke, but rather a satire upon 
those who prioritised the collection and organisation of commonplaces 
to the extreme, to be able to display their learning and adherence to a 
correct ‘method’.62 

As is often quoted in relation to commonplace books: ‘For, what tho’ 
his Head be empty, provided his Common place-Book be full?’.63 
The Tale highlights the ubiquity of commonplacing: the activity had 
moved beyond a task for schoolboys, whilst still retaining its scholarly 
associations. Commonplacing, linked to the accumulation of knowledge 
and growing wise, has a ‘Method’ that has ‘become too Regular an Affair’, 
resulting in the number of writers or commonplacers to ‘have encreased 
accordingly’ too.64

Critics who are too narrow in their definitions of what constitutes 
commonplacing and ‘the ideal commonplace book’ seem to be engaged 
in a misreading of Swift’s satire, failing to recognise that Swift does 
not mock commonplace books themselves, but rather fashions for 
commonplacing that have turned it into an activity concerned with 
social posturing and silly displays of learning.65 Commonplacing, for 
the narrator of the Tale, allows the compiler ‘the common Priviledges 
of transcribing from others, and digressing from himself ’ – rather 
than aiming towards personal verisimilitude, these books result in a 
false projection of a self supposedly fit for social interactions.66 Swift’s 
Tale taps into wider contemporary criticisms and anxieties surrounding 
self-representation and how it was to be conducted, the very thing 
Lockean commonplace books claim to help their users address. 

61 Jonathan Swift, ‘A Tale of a Tub’, in A Tale of a Tub and Other Works, ed. by 
Marcus Walsh (Cambridge: CUP, 2010), pp. 1–136 (p. 96).
62 Ricardo Quintana,  Two Augustans: John Locke, Jonathan Swift (Madison: 
University of Winsconsin Press, 1978), p. 81.
63 Swift, ‘A Tale of a Tub’, p. 98.
64 Swift, ‘A Tale of a Tub’, p. 96.
65 See Yeo, ‘John Locke’s New Method’, especially p. 246.
66 Swift, ‘A Tale of a Tub’, p. 98.
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Considerations of these historically specific forms of social reading lend 
themselves to thinking about how habits of commonplacing still exist 
today, and what they might owe to older forms of the practice. Social 
media profiles lend themselves to the display of our reading habits to 
either a public audience, or a more restricted audience of family, friends, 
acquaintances and colleagues.  Hashtags operate as technologically 
advanced ‘heads’, allowing content across micro-blogging sites such 
as Tumblr and Twitter to be pulled together for the searcher and 
reader. People may choose to use their social media accounts to highlight 
preferred aspects of their lives: their travels, or their reading habits, just 
as the eighteenth-century commonplacer might be concerned with 
making his reading appear to conform to one of the personas named by 
his or her Lockean commonplace book.

An interest in displaying ‘studious’ reading habits is evident in various 
internet study movements, such as ‘#studyblr’ on Tumblr, and its 
Instagram equivalent,  ‘#studygram’. Participants, who tend to be 
school or university students across all disciplines, post their self-
generated content under these hashtags, posting pictures of their notes 
and books, the labels identifying content related to their academic 
work and routines. Such images, and the text accompanying them, are 
conscious displays of scholarly consumption very much in the vein of 
Lockean commonplace books. The act of physical note-taking is often 
recorded through digital photography, with ‘page spreads’, where the 
appearance of the notes is often as important as their content, if not more 
so: content deemed attractive by online viewers can generate thousands 
of comments, likes or ‘reblogs’, where content generated by others on 
Tumblr is posted to one’s own dedicated study blog.  Rather like the 
processes of extracting commonplaces from a written text, the act of 
reblogging can be used to express approval for the extracted content. 
Comments can be added, or not, just as one might have elaborated on 
one’s collected commonplaces in a notebook in the eighteenth century.
But as well as paying attention to the similarities between modern forms 
of displaying our reading habits and eighteenth-century ones, we should 
also be paying attention to the possibilities enabled by new writing 
technologies. The act of ‘collecting’ extracts is far less time-consuming 
with the virtual ‘cut and paste’ function than it would have been (and is) 
with its physical counterpart; ‘visiting’ and viewing someone’s collection 
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of commonplaces does not depend on geographical limitations, as it 
would have in John Bell of Newcastle’s case; and one can click a ‘follow’ 
button to have access to every new addition to someone’s electronic 
page.  Considering these comparisons and contrasts is valuable, as it 
reminds us that social forms of reading exist in newer forms that make 
collaboration even easier. Commonplace books did not die out in the 
seventeenth or eighteenth century: thanks to the internet and social 
media, public displays of one’s reading are more commonplace than ever.

locke, stock and booksellers



36

Bibliography

A Gentleman of the University of Cambridge, A New Commonplace 
Book, in which the Plan Recommended and Practiced by 
John Locke, Esq., is Enlarged and Improved, Second Edition 
(Cambridge: printed for J. Nicholson, 1777). Oxford, Bodleian 
Library, MS. Eng. d. 4232

Allan, David, Commonplace Books and Reading in Georgian England 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010)

[Anonymous], A New Commonplace Book: Being an Improvement 
on that Recommended Mr J. Locke, properly throughout with A 
complete skeleton Index, and ample Directions for its Use; Equally 
adapted to the Man of Letters and the Man of Observation, the 
Traveller & the Student, and forming an useful & agreeable 
Companion, on the Road; and in the Closet. Second Edition 
(London: Printed for J. Walker, Paternoster Row, 1799). London, 
British Library, 8405.cc.21

[Anonymous], Bell’s Common Place Book, for the Pocket: Form’d 
generally upon the Principles Recommended and Practiced by Mr. 
Locke (London: Printed for John Bell, 1770). London, British 
Library, General Reference Collection, RB.23.a.17251

Bain, Iain, John Bell’s Album de Novo Castro. A description of a 
commonplace book, together with a brief life of its first owner, 
bookseller, land surveyor and collector, 1783–1864 (London: 
Laverlock Press, 1963)

Burke, Victoria E., ‘Recent Studies in Commonplace Books’, English 
Literary Renaissance, 43.1 (2013), 153–177

Colclough, Stephen, ‘Recovering the Reader: Commonplace Books and 
Diaries as Sources of Reading Experience’, Publish History, 44 
(1998), 5–37

Dacome, Lucia, ‘Noting the Mind: Commonplace Books and the 
Pursuit of the Self in Eighteenth-Century Britain’, Journal of the 
History of Ideas, 65.4 (2004), 603–625

Havens, Earl, Commonplace Books: A History of Manuscripts and 
Printed Books from Antiquity to the Twentieth Century (New 
Haven, CA: Tale University Press, 2001)

ellen b. brewster



37

Langford, Paul, A Polite and Commercial People: England 1727–1783 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1998)

Locke, John, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, ed. by Peter 
H. Nidditch (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1979)

― ‘A New Method of a Common-Place-Book’, in The Posthumous 
Works of Mr. John Locke (London: A. and J. Churchill, 
Booksellers, 1706), pp. 311–336

Milton, John, A Common-Place Book of John Milton. Reproduced by the 
autotype process from the original manuscript, ed. by Alfred J. 
Horwood, Esq. (London: Chiswick Press, Private Printing, 1876)

Moss, Ann, Printed Commonplace-Books and the Structuring of 
Renaissance Thought (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1996) 

― ‘Humanist Education’, in The Cambridge History of Literary 
Criticism, ed. by Glyn P. Norton (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2014), pp. 145–154

Mohl, Ruth, John Milton and His Commonplace Book (New York: 
Frederick Ungar Publishing Company, 1969)

Quintana, Ricardo, Two Augustans: John Locke, Jonathan Swift 
(Madison: University of Winsconsin Press, 1978)

Smyth, Adam, ‘Commonplace book lives: “a very applicative story”’, 
in Autobiography in Early Modern England (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2010), pp. 123–158

[Steele, Richard], ‘The Spectator: No. 11 Tuesday, March 13, 1711’, in 
The Spectator, 5 vols., ed. by Donald F. Bond (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1965), I, 48–51

Swift, Jonathan, ‘A Tale of a Tub’, in A Tale of a Tub and Other Works, 
ed. by Marcus Walsh (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2010), pp. 1–136

Yeo, Richard, ‘John Locke’s New Method of Commonplacing: 
Managing Memory and Information’, in John Locke: Critical 
Assessments of Leading Political Philosophers, Series II, 4 vols. 
(London: Routledge, 2006), IV, 243–280

Young, Edward, Young’s Night-Thoughts on Life, Death, and Immortality 
(London: [Unknown], 1743)

Young, Edward, The Beauties of Dr. Young’s Night Thoughts (London: 
[Unknown], 1769)

locke, stock and booksellers





39

‘Literature from Little 
Known Little people’1:  
Mimeographs, Manifestos 
and Internationalism in
damn you, a magazine
of the arts 

avani tandon vieira

dig in. make zig zag trenches. fire back. oil and set the mimeo machine like 
a gun.2

In September of 1965, three seventeen-year-olds in Allahabad 
answered a call issued many decades and several oceans away – Ezra 
Pound’s injunction to ‘Make it new!’. Growing up in small town 

India, these poets felt a sense of kinship with the writers of the ‘mimeo 
revolution’, a movement of avant-garde publisher-poets in America 
and Europe committed to the service of poetry that had ‘long been in 
the margins, nurtured in the margins, carried forward, vibrant, in the 
margins’.3 In response to the work of these poets, and in conversation 
with them, they began publishing damn you, a little magazine that sought 
to be the first avant-garde magazine of the arts in India. damn you took 

1 damn you 6, “statement”, Arvind Krishna Mehrotra Papers, #8511 (hereafter 
“Mehrotra papers”). Division of Rare and Manuscript Collections, Cornell University 
Library, Box 4 Folder 17.
2 damn you 6, “statement”, Mehrotra papers. damn you was published entirely in 
lower case. The same will be reflected in all excerpts from the text.
3 Jerome Rothenberg, ‘Pre-Face’ in A Secret Location on the Lower East Side: 
Adventures in Writing, 1960–1980: A Sourcebook of Information, ed. Steven Clay and 
Rodney Phillips (New York: New York Public Library, 1998), pp. 9–11 (p. 9).
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its name and its inspiration from Ed Sanders’ Fuck you /a magazine of 
the arts. It saw itself as part of a literary tradition (or counter-tradition) 
that drew from Pound and William Carlos Williams and travelled, both 
transatlantically and more globally, to create a culture of self-publishing 
at ‘everybody’s disposal like a flag in battle to be carried and planted 
forward whenever occasion demands’.4 Between 1965 and 1968, damn 
you would bring out six issues and create a small, but meaningful, 
network of exchange with independent presses across the world.

damn you’s contemporaries in this project stretched from the Lower East 
Side to Kyoto and displayed a range of technologies, perspectives and 
missions. What lent unity to this movement ‘was not just the number 
of magazines… or the quality of the paper used in printing…What was 
most important, and still remains gloriously so, was the spontaneous, 
self-initiative, and diverse attitude of the mimeo revolutionists’.5 These 
‘‘fugitive’ (un)periodicals’6 published work that could not (or would not) 
find support in mainstream publishing. Their revolution grew out of a 
culture of doing a lot with a little – creating magazines, communities, 
and audiences with limited means and no institutional support. 

Alongside this range of approaches, little magazines adopted diverse 
attitudes towards questions of literary kinship, inheritance, and debt. 
Many exhibited a preoccupation with their unique place in the movement, 
‘insisting on that which we have not found insisted upon before’,7 while 
continuing to build and occupy shared underground spaces. This was 
reflected in their editorial notes, their calls for submissions, and even 
their geographical zones of distribution (desired or realised). Even as 
it sought to remain outside the frameworks of mainstream publishing, 

4  Williams Carlos Williams, quoted in Todd Giles, ‘“It carries the battle forward”: 
An Unpublished Letter from William Carlos Williams to Edwin J. Becker, prisoner-
poet’, William Carlos Williams Review 27.1 (2007): 71–73 (p. 73).
5  Michael Basinski, ‘Preface’ in An Author Index to Little Magazines of the 
Mimeograph Revolution, 1958–1980, ed. Christoper Harter (Lanham: Scarecrow 
Press, 2008), pp. v-vi (p. v).
6  Ron Loewinsohn, ‘After the (Mimeograph) Revolution’ <http://www.bigbridge.
org/BD-RL-AM.HTM> [accessed 12/03/18]. 
7  Hart Crane quoted in Eric B. White, Transatlantic Avant-Gardes: Little Magazines 
and Localist modernism (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2013), p. 9.
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the little magazine was profoundly invested in demarcating a network 
of peers, contributors, and readers – a literary world of its own. The 
question of who the little magazine was speaking to reveals a great deal 
about its vision for transnational literary mobility and the relationship 
between the ‘local’ and the ‘international’. If the ‘mimeo revolution’ 
sought to establish a literary subculture, the distinct visions of literary 
internationalism it presented reveal an avant-garde culture deeply 
imbued with a politics of place. 

In this essay, I will study the evolution of  damn you’s concerns 
(geographical and artistic) as a point of entry into the workings of 
literary debt within this counter-cultural movement. In interrogating its 
conceptions of belonging and place, I suggest that damn you permits a 
radical literary practice by means of geographical multivalence. Drawing 
on Pierre Bourdieu’s theorisation of the ‘space of possibles’ of a cultural 
work, I argue that damn you occupies the position of the ‘cosmopolitan 
local’,8 reckoning with an international, largely western, literary 
subculture as well as a national literary space; developing a modernist 
voice that is at once ‘global’ and ‘national’. Relying on archival materials, 
interviews, and essays, alongside damn you 1 through 6, I consider both 
what the little magazine chooses to say in its pages and that which may 
be gleaned from paratextual materials. I look both to text and paratext 
in order to recognize the implications of modes of literary creation, 
circulation, and reception for what the little magazine communicates, 
both about its time and within it. For damn you, in particular, I seek 
to explore the distance between the little magazine as it is presented 
to the reader, and as it is revealed in the archive, analysing what this 
might mean for the form of transnational mobility that it imagined. 
Finally, I consider damn you against other non-western little magazines 
of its time, such as Nigeria’s Black Orpheus, and compare the distinct 
forms of non-western, ‘national’ literary identities that these magazines 
exhibit. In evaluating these differences, I situate damn you alongside 
its contemporaries within independent Indian publishing, querying its 
claims to representative status and its quest for a unique place in the 
movement. 

8  Laetitia Zecchini, Arun Kolatkar and Literary Modernism in India: Moving Lines 
(London: Bloomsbury, 2016), p. 55. 
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I highlight, through this essay, the dynamics of influence in a form 
that sought to free itself of debt to the literary mainstream. By drawing 
focus to the non-western little magazine, I acknowledge the range of 
geographical locations from which the modernist little magazine 
emerged and the ways in which they may be at once interconnected 
and distinct. In looking to the significantly understudied Anglophone 
Indian little, I seek to prompt new approaches to Indian modernist 
writing and its place in international networks of exchange. ‘Literature 
from little known little people’, I suggest, allows us to consider questions 
of mobility and influence afresh, revealing new modes, routes, and 
destinations of literary travel. 

Set the mimeo-machine like a gun

We begin with a Gestetner. In a converted veranda at 18 Hastings Road, 
Allahabad, Arvind Krishna Mehrotra and his neighbour Amit Rai found 
a dusty, unused Gestetner mimeographing machine – the engine that 
would power damn you, a magazine of the arts. Their decision to establish 
a magazine was prompted by an introduction to Ed Sanders’ Fuck You 
in an issue of the Village Voice.9 Borrowing its name and mission, and 
armed with a mimeo they taught themselves to use, Mehrotra, Amit 
Rai, and his cousin Alok set out to create India’s first avant-garde little 
magazine.10

The birth of damn you resembled the birth of hundreds of little magazines 
across the world in the 1960s and 70s, a profusion of independent 
presses that had their roots in a literary moment in the early twentieth 
century. Jerome Rothenberg traces the emergence of the modernist 
little magazine in Europe to ‘a proliferation of poet-&-artist driven 
publications’ in the years immediately preceding and following the 
First World War.11 In America, the ‘first golden age of little magazines 
and presses’ saw the consolidation of the American avant-garde, with 
writers like Pound, Williams, and Loy assuming control of publishing 
and seeking ‘new ways and languages’.12

9   It remains unclear which issue of the Village Voice this was.
10 Arvind Krishna Mehrotra, ‘Partial Recall’, The Gettysburg Review (1994), 377–97.
11 Rothenberg, ‘Pre-Face’, p. 9.
12 Rothenberg, ‘Pre-Face’, p. 10.
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In the 1940s and 1950s, the landscape of the American little magazine 
was dominated by journals that drew largely from the New Critics.13 It 
was against the ‘unremittingly reactionary’ atmosphere of the post war 
years, defined by its New Critical approach and McCarthyite politics that 
‘the second great awakening of twentieth century poetry was starting up, 
not only in the U.S. but… in much of what was becoming, increasingly, 
the post-colonial world’.14 Abel Debritto traces this explosion of 
independent publishing to several factors, chiefly ‘the low cost of new 
printing technologies and the fact that no special training was required 
to operate a mimeograph machine…by the mid 60s, any student willing 
to publish a mimeographed “little” could do so in a matter of days in 
their parents’ garage or back yard’.15

This is an uncannily accurate description of damn you’s editors, huddled 
in a converted veranda, eagerly watching a mimeograph machine. For 
Mehrotra, Alok Rai, and Amit Rai, the project of publishing began with 
a question of language. Seventeen-year-old students growing up in the 
centre of India’s Hindi-belt where ‘anything in the colonial language was 
a red rag to a bull’,16 they led dual lives ‘of ambitious terrestrial students 
and rebellious subterranean poets’.17 Their sense of rebellion grew from 
an exposure to literature: 

when we were not trying to speak like Holden Caulfield, we 
recited passages from Penguin Modern Poets 5, where, for the 
first time, we had come across poems that were funny, clever, 
sad, irreverent, and though written in a style that looked as 
natural and easy as breathing, left us in a state of euphoria.18

The editors of damn you saw a world populated by ‘phoneys’: ‘[w]e 
looked at them, as we did at ourselves, with unsparing eyes’.19 This sense 

13 Abel Debritto, ‘The Literary Explosion of the 60s (I): The little magazines’, 
Magazine Modernisms 22 Feb 2011 <https://magmods.wordpress.com/2011/02/22/
the-literary-explosion-of-the-60s-i-the-little-magazines/> [accessed 12/03/18].
14 Rothenberg, ‘Pre-Face’, p. 10.
15 Debritto, ‘Literary Explosion’.
16 Mehrotra quoted in Zecchini, Arun Kolatkar, p. 200.
17 Mehrotra, ‘Partial Recall’.
18 Mehrotra, ‘Partial Recall’.
19 Mehrotra, ‘Partial Recall’.
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of Caulfield-esque scepticism pervades the pages of damn you, declaring, 
as it does, ‘avant-garde phonies are the worst’.20 Yet, the creation of damn 
you was an exercise in carefully constructing exteriors. It revealed a non-
fixedness of place and identity not only through what it chose to say, but 
also through that which it sought to obscure and refused to acknowledge. 
As I hope to argue, an examination of the ephemera that surrounds the 
making of the little magazine reveals a wealth of information about 
damn you and its desired place in the mimeo revolution. 

 ‘It carries the battle forward’

The first issue of damn you begins with a question. ‘what about?’ the 
editors ask, ‘long-term policy? general objectives? that’s not even funny. 
besides, we wouldn’t know’.21 This is  damn you’s opening ‘statement’, 
its explanation, or non-explanation, for its existence. As strikingly non-
committal as this opening statement may be, it contributes considerably 
towards an understanding of damn you’s motivations. Seen alongside 
the five other ‘statements’ that the little magazine provides, and 
bibliographical ‘non-statements’, it allows a mapping of damn you’s 
ambitions and development. 

In a letter to Robert Creeley in the early 1950s, Ezra Pound articulated 
his vision for the ‘program’ of a little magazine: ‘a core about which/ not a 
box inside which every item’22 was placed. E. B. White has argued that this 
description ‘not only served as a blueprint for a little magazine, but also 
provided a template for creating an avant-garde’.23 For the little magazine, 
a program or manifesto served to clarify its efforts to ‘[inaugurate] 
new aesthetic principles, or [hold] existing ones in suspension before 
they [are] picked up and developed by the next generation’.24 Five years 

20 damn you 5, ‘statement’, Mehrotra papers; damn you 1, ‘statement’,  Mehrotra 
papers.
21 damn you 1, ‘statement’, Mehrotra papers.
22  Ezra Pound, ‘Selection of Letters from Ezra Pound’, Agenda 4.2 (1965): 11–21 
(p. 15).
23  White, Transatlantic Avant-Gardes, p. 2.
24  White, Transatlantic Avant-Gardes, p. 2.
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before Pound’s letter to Creeley, another letter, this time from Pound’s 
contemporary William Carlos Williams, articulated the significance of 
the little magazine within the modernist tradition. The little magazine, 
Williams wrote, ‘is one of the rarest phenomena in the society of today, 
a completely free institution at anybody’s and everybody’s disposal like 
a flag in battle to be carried and planted forward whenever occasion 
demands. It carries the battle forward’.25 If the little magazine is a flag 
carried into battle by the independent publisher-poet, its manifesto or 
statement marks the spot that it claims as its own. 

Although the manifesto was a useful structuring mechanism for the 
little magazine, it was not universally employed. For a body of work 
as experimental as the little magazines of the Mimeograph Revolution, 
it is perhaps unsurprising that patterns do not hold. Eric Bulson 
cautions against generalisations, arguing that the little magazine ‘takes 
on different shapes and actively responds to the particular audience, 
literary tradition, and print culture out of which it emerges … one size 
does not fit all’.26 Remaining cognizant of the variations of form among 
little magazines, it remains possible, nevertheless, to map patterns of 
influence and inspiration for the little magazine in general and damn 
you in particular. Although it may be unlikely that Mehrotra, Alok Rai, 
and Amit Rai ever read Pound’s letter, they were certainly exposed to 
work that adopted the manifesto as a central feature, including Fuck You 
and little magazines such as El Corno Emplumado and Openings Press, 
which formed part of damn you’s networks of distribution. To begin an 
exploration of damn you’s manifestos, it may be useful to consider its 
contemporaries. 

El Corno Emplumado (The Plumed Horn) was founded in 1962 by an 
American expatriate living in Mexico City. The magazine sought to ‘heal 
the break between the Americas, North and South’ and approached 
this mission through translation. Its first editor’s note is emphatic, 

25  Williams quoted in Giles, ‘An Unpublished Letter’, p. 73.
26  Eric Bulson, ‘Little Magazine, World Form’ in The Oxford Handbook of 
Global Modernisms, eds. Matt Eatough and Mark A. Wollaegar (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2013), pp. 268–291 (p. 296).
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declaring that it is ‘a magazine of poetry, prose, letters, art from two 
hemispheres…a NEW MAGAZINE… a showcase (outside politics) 
for the fact that WE ARE ALL BROTHERS’.27 Openings Press, another 
magazine that exchanged with damn you, provides a literal illustration 
of its intention to be ‘a complete integration of graphics and text, i.e. not 
an illustrated poem or a captioned drawing, but a poem-picture [see 
figure 2]’.28 In the same vein, Ed Sanders’ Fuck You/ a magazine of the arts 
(1962-1965), was born out of his desire ‘to reach out to the “Best Minds” 
of my generation with a message of Gandhian pacifism, great sharing, 
social change…and the then-stirring messages of sexual liberation’.29 A 
brief statement on the first page of Fuck You, Number 1 reads:

DEDICATED TO PACIFISM, UNILATERAL 
DISARMAMENT, NATIONAL DEFENCE THRU 
NONVIOLENT RESISTANCE, MULTILATERAL 
INDISCRIMINATE APERTURAL CONJUGATION, 
ANARCHISM, WORLD FEDERALISM, CIVIL 
DISOBEDIENCE, OBSTRUCTERS AND SUBMARINE 
BOARDERS, AND ALL THOSE GROPED BY J. EDGAR 
HOOVER IN THE SILENT HALLS OF CONGRESS.30

While damn you occupied geographic, aesthetic, and political positions 
distinct from the little magazines we have just considered, this brief 
survey reveals that it shared certain structural elements that were 
historically significant for the independent little magazine. Unlike these 
three magazines, damn you’s manifestos are markedly opaque in their 
form, either rejecting the importance of a manifesto, or providing a 
manifesto in negatives – a list of things that damn you was not. In its very 

27  Margaret Randall and Wolin Harvey eds., El Corno Emplumado No. 1 (New 
Mexico, 1962) Open Door Archive <https://opendoor.northwestern.edu/archive/
items/show/35> [accessed 12/03/18], “editor’s note”. 
28  John Furnival and Dom Sylvester Houédard eds., Openings Press No. 1 
(Woodchester, 1964) Artists’ Books and Multiples <http://artistsbooksandmultiples.
blogspot.co.uk/2013/01/the-openings-press.html> [accessed 12/03/18]. 
29  Ed Sanders quoted in Clay and Phillips, A Secret Location, p. 167. 
30  Ed Sanders ed., Fuck You/a magazine of the arts No.1 (New York, 1962) Fuck 
You Press archive <http://realitystudio.org/bibliographic-bunker/fuck-you-press-
archive> [accessed 12/03/18].
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first ‘statement’ damn you moves rapidly between providing explanations 
and denying their significance. To the question of objectives, the editors 
respond ‘we wouldn’t know…the basic point is that all of us write – 
more or less’.31 This ambiguity extends to the little magazine’s name: ‘the 
name…we thought it was adequately shocking and uninhibited. but 
why all this explanation. we just liked it’.32 

Years later, Mehrotra would go on to comment on this choice: ‘who 
were we saying Damn You (or Fuck You) to? To the world at large, 
but perhaps more specifically, if unconsciously, to the Angrezi Hatao 
[‘remove English’] Hindi mob’.33 In its second issue, damn you’s purpose 
remains unclear, but the reader is assured that ‘we are not pamphleteers/
journalists/ hackwriters. not even poets/painters/seers’.34 We may locate 
damn you’s actions within a broader tendency of localist little magazines 
to participate in ‘a consistent process of rearticulation and refinement…
more confident describing what they were not than what they were’.35 
The manifesto of the magazine, caught between the local and the 
international, found itself in a position of constant mobility, bringing 
both flexibility and uncertainty. 

In damn you’s second issue, the editors would make a significant claim: 
‘what else should we state. difficulty in getting material … it doesn’t 
pose too much of a problem’.36 For the young magazine, this was untrue. 
Shortly after the first issue of damn you came out, in October 1965, Amit 
Rai wrote to his uncle, Vijay Chauhan, in New York:

We are now getting down to the second issue of  dy  and are 
trying to increase its scope. You once said that there were some 
magazines in the Village whose contributors would have no 
objection to contributing to us also… If you can, will you please 
send us the addresses of these people.37 

31  damn you 1, “statement”, Mehrotra papers.
32  damn you 1, “statement”, Mehrotra papers.
33  Mehrotra quoted in Zecchini, Arun Kolatkar, p. 200 (translation mine).
34  damn you 6, “statement”, Mehrotra papers.
35  White, Transatlantic Avant-Gardes, p. 9, p. 10.
36  damn you 2, “statement”, Mehrotra papers.
37  Mehrotra, ‘Partial Recall’.
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Expanding the scale of damn you was a central concern for its editors. 
Their attempts to reach out to poets in New York failed and the second 
issue of damn you ‘appeared that March, without the Greenwich Village 
poets…inside were contributions by the editors and their relatives and 
friends’.38 It becomes clear that the editors of damn you, despite their 
claims to the contrary, did in fact grapple with ‘difficulty in getting 
material’. On one level, this contradiction illustrates the structure of 
the magazine – an appearance of effortlessness obscuring a carefully 
cultivated and engineered body of work. On another, the ‘statement’ of 
damn you 2 inaugurates an important project for the little magazine – its 
commitment to transnational mobility. 

In its third issue, the editors of damn you included several new details 
that would begin to shape the ambitions of the magazine. Among these 
was damn you’s very first call for submissions: ‘…any poets, any sex, any 
country are welcome. translations into English from any language…’.39  
This call for submissions echoed the letter to Vijay Chauhan in its 
desire for contributions across a broad geographical zone, including 
translations. Like the letter, it contradicted the claim that a quest for 
contributors was not amongst damn you’s concerns. Included, also, on 
the same page was the following: ‘overseas sales: vijay chauhan’.40 damn 
you, it becomes clear, was working to expand both its pool of contributors 
and its audience, much like the publisher-poets of America who created 
‘their own communities and audiences (typically indistinguishable), with 
a small press or little magazine often serving as the nucleus of both’.41 If 
damn you exhibited a preoccupation with circulation, the nature of this 
circulation concerned its editors as well. The final page of its third issue 
carried the following sentence: ‘for reasons other than copyright this 
edition is not for sale in u.s.a. or canada. it may, however, be smuggled 
in’.42  As Emma Bird notes, damn you ‘positions its imagined community 
of readers as conspirators in [a] rebellious cultural project’, locating 
them, also, outside the flows of mainstream commerce.43

38  Mehrotra,  ‘Partial Recall’.
39  damn you 3, Mehrotra papers.
40  damn you 3, Mehrotra papers.
41  Clay and Phillips, A Secret Location, p. 13.
42  Clay and Phillips, A Secret Location, p. 13.
43   Emma Bird, ‘“It’s Missing”: damn you, Missing Person, and the Material 
History of the Postcolonial Poem’, Postcolonial Text 9.4 (2014): 1–18 (p. 7).
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With their third issue, Mehrotra, Alok Rai, and Amit Rai had set 
the course for damn you as a little magazine seeking a place in an 
international literary subculture. With damn you 4, these ambitions 
were realised when, for the first time, writers from America and Britain 
were included in its pages. damn you 4 was significant in a number of 
ways. For one, it opened with a page-long list of contributors, complete 
with their addresses and a list of prior published work. Previous issues 
of damn you had made brief mention of contributors, for instance 
damn you 1 carried the following on its front cover: ‘poems by amit rai, 
arvind krishna mehrotra, alok rai’ 44 and in damn you 3, a short note on 
the final page read ‘poems and prose by amit rai alok arvind krishna 
ashok srinivasan harish trivedi, and many others including sevak ram’.45 
Before its fourth issue, however, the little magazine had never chosen 
to focus so centrally on the poets it was featuring. Seen alongside damn 
you’s persistent campaign to expand its international reach, the list of 
contributors serves as a significant statement of the little magazine’s 
place in the world. damn you was finally an international little magazine, 
and it wished to make this fact known. 

If damn you 4 sought to highlight the range of poets who appeared 
in its pages, it also emphasised its relationship with them, attempting 
to position itself at the centre of a literary community of sorts. This 
included ‘harish trivedi; published a poem in DY 3’ and ‘phoebe coan; 
appearing for the first time in DY…previously published in ezra’.46  While 
previous editions had referred to the magazine as ‘a magazine of the 
arts’47 or simply ‘poems prose’,48 in issue 4, for the first time, Mehrotra, 
Alok Rai, and Amit Rai presented damn you as ‘india’s first small press 
little magazine’.49 From its fourth edition onwards, damn you began to 
focus on the project of establishing itself as a literary institution, both 

44  damn you 1, front cover, Mehrotra papers.
45  damn you 3, back cover, Mehrotra papers.
46  damn you 4,  “contributors”, Mehrotra papers.
47  damn you 1, front cover, Mehrotra papers.
48  damn you 3, front cover, Mehrotra papers.
49  damn you 4, back cover Mehrotra papers.
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possessing legitimacy by virtue of its geographic reach, and conferring 
legitimacy to those it featured. For Mehrotra, ‘when the University 
College London and a couple of libraries in the United States asked to 
take out subscriptions to damn you, he felt that the city of Allahabad had 
finally ‘made it’ on the global literary highway’.50 The editors of damn you, 
like many modernist writers in India, struggled to ‘invent a modernity 
that [was] both distinctly ‘theirs’ and foundationally connected to other 
modernities and avant-gardes across the world’51 – an idiom that was 
distinctly here but also recognisably global.

damn you 5 carried a list of contributors on its front cover, as well as a 
list at the end of the issue, this time with expanded biographical details. 
A sample – ‘george dowden lives at 40 hereford road, london w 2. writes: 
“i have two books out, am widely published in america and england. i 
am at present writing very revolutionary poems (see review of RENEW 
JERUSALEM in OLE #7) -  the other side of me is the inner one, which 
i express in poems such as the ones enclosed”’.52 damn you 6 featured a 
single long poem – ‘the boatride’ by Arun Kolatkar and, accordingly, 
dropped the list of contributors in favour of a front page bearing his name 
and the poem’s title in bold, lowercase letters. In what was to be the final 
issue of the little magazine, the editors devoted a considerable amount 
of time to damn you’s position and reception in the international space. 
Its ‘statement’ tells the reader that ‘the Directory of Little Magazines 
lists DY as “The first and only international avantgarde mag out from 
India”’,53 reflecting the editors’ own rebranding of the magazine in its 
fourth issue. Mehrotra, Amit Rai and Alok refuse to attach value to 
this: ‘with our rewards being spiritual’.54 They are similarly dismissive 
of foreign reviews, issue 6 being the only one in which critical reception 
is acknowledged: ‘ken geering, ed. of breakthru, thinks we are yankee 
oriented, a yankee, eric oatman, who edits the manhattan review, writes 

50  Zecchini, Arun Kolatkar, p. 20.
51  Zecchini, Arun Kolatkar, p. 20.
52  damn you 5, Mehrotra papers.
53  damn you 6, “statement”, Mehrotra papers.
54  damn you 6, “statement”, Mehrotra papers.
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“the name is too damn british”’.55 Despite this, damn you’s anxiety about 
its international position is reflected on the final page of its final edition, 
where it ‘reluctantly’ reminds the reader that ‘DY is, among over 500 
million people, the only mag given to the arts’.56

I submit that this exploration of damn you’s statements or manifestos 
reveals a fundamental tension between its desire to be truly free of 
any sort of canon, and its desire to be a significant participant in an 
international literary subculture, both as an influencer and as an inheritor 
of tradition. While damn you’s ‘statements’ were often inaccessible, they 
speak, nevertheless, of its efforts to take its place in the international 
mimeograph revolution, carrying its very own flag into battle. 

A country just fifty yards down the road

In ‘Principles for a Sociology of Cultural Works’, Pierre Bourdieu 
attempts to map the factors that influence the creation of a work of 
culture. He refers to this set of factors as a ‘space of possibles’, ‘a kind 
of system of common reference which causes contemporary directors, 
even when they do not consciously refer to each other, to be objectively 
situated in relation to the others… as a function of the same system 
of intellectual co-ordinates and points of reference’.57 In defining the 
‘space of possibles’ Bourdieu counsels a balance between a reliance on 
and a dismissal of historical externalities: ‘The field exerts an effect of 
refraction (much like a prism) and it is only when one knows its specific 
laws of operation (its ‘refraction coefficient’ i.e. its degree of autonomy) 
that one can understand what is happening’.58 A change in the outside 
world changes the literary microcosm, which in turn determines the 
relations between various actors. In the case of the little magazine, with 

55  damn you 6, back cover, Mehrotra papers.
56  damn you 6, back cover, Mehrotra papers.
57  Pierre Bourdieu, ‘Principles for a Sociology of Cultural Works’ in The Field 
of Cultural Production: Essays on Art and Literature, trans. Randall Johnson 
(Cambridge: Polity, 2004), pp. 176–91 (p. 176–77).
58  Bourdieu, ‘Principles’, p. 182.
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its desire to disrupt and re-structure, it is useful to consider the ‘space of 
possibles’ available to this form, in terms of what it sought out and that 
which it was influenced by, both materially and in a literary sense. 

The technological shift of the ‘mimeo revolution’ was significant because 
it allowed a re-aligning of positions within the literary establishment, 
placing power in the hands of poets ‘who… seized or often… invented 
their own means of production and of distribution’.59 As Loewinsohn 
argues, this meant that ‘many poets who didn’t stand a Christian’s chance 
against the lions of ‘proper’ publication in university quarterlies or ‘big-
time’ magazines could get exposure &, more importantly, encouragement 
&/or criticism’.60 Poets could now control the form taken by their work 
and attempt to choose a community and audience of their own. The 
‘space of possibles’ had shifted. For most little magazines, the ‘intellectual 
co-ordinates and points of reference’ that they now sought extended 
beyond the boundaries of the nation state; the ‘space of possibles’ they 
wished to access was a transnational one. Yet, in the creation of a literary 
subculture, they presented a number of distinct visions for its future. 

Eric Bulson identifies, in Pound’s writings, a vision for ‘a European high 
modernism made in the pages of The Egoist, The Little Review, and The 
Dial in the 1910s and into the 1920s’.61 Pound’s networks of exchange and 
influence were narrowly transatlantic, and while this certainly did not 
limit his audience to these boundaries, his world of cultural references 
was imagined within them. A similar cordoning off was achieved several 
decades later, not in Europe but in the postcolonial world, when little 
magazines were ‘appropriated for particular national histories … the 
transnational circuits of exchange … lost in the process’.62 Where the 
work of the little magazine in the early twentieth century was primarily 
to support the growth of cosmopolitan communities in America and 
Britain, towards the end of the century, ‘this same medium … was 
being adapted to create a modern literature whose cosmopolitanism 

59  Rothenberg, ‘Pre-Face’, p. 9.
60  Loewinsohn, ‘Revolution’.
61  Bulson, ‘Little Magazine’, p. 269.
62  Bulson, ‘Little Magazine’, p. 270.
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was expressed through its regional, national, and transregional, 
transnational attachments’.63 There is, then, a significant difference 
between the transatlantic and European pathways of the early little 
magazine, the considerably expanded mobility of mid and late-century 
little magazines, and the frequently nation-oriented little magazines of 
the postcolonial world. In other words, these magazines envisioned the 
‘space of possibles’ in radically different ways. 

Bulson identifies a problem with viewing the little magazine as ‘a 
medium that magically transcends national boundaries’.64 He suggests 
that the independent little mag did not so much enable an individual 
globality, as engender a kind of collective transnational expression: ‘It 
was not a particular magazine moving across international boundaries 
so much as it was the form of the magazine itself ’.65 In the second half 
of the twentieth century, the use of this mobility to support national, 
independent literatures, exhibited what E. B. White calls ‘the historical 
avant-garde’s contrapuntal focus on localism – the specificities of place, 
time, nationality, region, and milieu’.66 If this balance between the localist 
and the transnational was historically consistent, the developments 
of the late twentieth century brought with them a definite shift in its 
geographical coordinates. In creating independent publications that 
did not orient themselves toward the west, Bulson argues, ‘the little 
magazine provide[d] an alternative model of the global literary field, one 
that [was] not confined to the movement of minor literatures through 
Western-based capitals’.67 

As I have argued, from its second issue onward, damn you exhibited 
strong ambitions for an international literary network. When it came 
time to expand the scope of the little magazine, its editors made several 
significant choices. Their challenge was 

63  Bulson, ‘Little Magazine’, p. 274.
64  Bulson, ‘Little Magazine’, p. 271.
65  Bulson, ‘Little Magazine’, p. 272.
66  White, Transatlantic Avant-Gardes, p. 1.
67  Bulson, ‘Little Magazine’, p. 271.
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that sitting in Hastings Road, Allahabad, we didn’t know 
where to look ... The English poets we were familiar with 
were the sort who have their monuments in Westminster 
Abbey, and it did not occur to us that we could ask Indian 
poets to contribute. This left the United States, a country 
just fifty yards down the road, and at whose entrance stood 
not the famous statue but a bright red letter box.68

This decision to write to America is significant because of what it 
overlooks and because of what it seeks out. As students of literature at 
Allahabad University, Mehrotra and Amit Rai were faced with a British 
canon that felt alien and inaccessible.69 Mehrotra speaks of ‘the awful 
contradiction between the world I wanted to write about … and the 
language, English, I wanted to write in. How do you write about an uncle 
in a wheelchair in a language of skylarks and nightingales?’.70 In the work 
of the Americans, they discovered the ‘attractions of a free, immediate, 
colloquial English’.71 The editors of damn you dealt, in their negotiation 
with language, not only with a hyper-nationalistic aversion to English, 
but also with the politics and possibilities of the various English(es) they 
were exposed to. 

While damn you may have considered itself  ‘india’s first small press 
little magazine’,72 it was certainly not alone in creating an independent 
project of publishing in the post-colonial world. Bulson identifies more 
than a dozen little magazines that emerged outside the networks of the 
Western little magazine in the second half of the twentieth century, 
‘some of them becoming part of an emerging flood of Francophone 
and Anglophone magazines crossing and recrossing the Atlantic, others 
remaining stubbornly anchored in their town, province, or nation’.73 A 

68  Mehrotra, ‘Partial Recall’.
69  Mehrotra, ‘Partial Recall’.
70  Arvind Krishna Mehrotra, Collected Poems, 1969–2014 (New Delhi; Penguin, 
2014), p. xv.
71  Amit Chaudhuri, ‘Introduction’ in Mehrotra, Collected Poems, pp. xxxi–xxxvi 
(p. xxxv).
72  damn you 4, back cover, Mehrotra papers.
73  Bulson, ‘Little Magazine’, p.274.
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useful counterpoint to damn you’s history is that of Black Orpheus, a 
little magazine that emerged in Nigeria in the late 1950s. Black Orpheus 
was, in many ways, extremely unconventional. From its inception, it 
did not focus on experimental publishing or seek to position itself in 
opposition to mainstream publishing, relying, even, on government 
funding, something ‘that a Western little magazine would/could never 
do’.74 If we begin our comparison here, we find in damn you a magazine 
that more closely resembles the magazines of the Lower East Side poets: 
independently funded, fiercely experimental, and extremely selective 
about both its audience and its contributors. 

Black Orpheus’s format remained more or less consistent throughout 
its print run, ‘a matte cover with a woodcut image, the magazine title 
in block print on the masthead … an assortment of prose, poetry, and 
fiction in no particular order’.75 In its fourth issue, its editors introduced 
a change: ‘a distribution list appears with the addresses of bookstores that 
carry Black Orpheus: Nigeria, Ghana, Sierra Leone, Kenya, Germany, 
Switzerland, Italy, Holland, Denmark, and Sweden’.76 Two issues later, the 
distribution list disappeared.77 The sixth and final edition of damn you 
contained a similar list of little magazines: ‘BB Books, Trace, University 
of Tampa Poetry Review, Elizabeth, dustbooks, manhattan Review, open 
skull, El Corno Emplumado. Hyphid, Iconlatre, Openings Press, Hors 
Commerce Press, Camel’s Coming, Beloit Poetry Journal, Loveletter, 
South Florida Poetry Journal, Outcast, Klactoveedsedsteen, Broadside 
Press, Smyrna Press, Poetry Australia, Poetry X/Change, Tornado’.78

Commenting on the role of a distribution list, Bulson suggests that ‘[t]he 
presentation of this information is strange if you consider that it would 
already be available to the reader with a copy in hand’.79 What these lists 

74  Bulson, ‘Little Magazine’, p. 277.
75  Bulson, ‘Little Magazine’, p. 278.
76  Bulson, ‘Little Magazine’, p. 278.
77  Bulson, ‘Little Magazine’, p. 278.
78  damn you 6, back cover, Mehrotra papers.
79  Bulson, ‘Little Magazine’, p. 278.
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serve to do, then, is establish some sense of the little magazine’s reach, 
its position as both participant in and creator of a global network of 
independent publishers. But while a list of international partners creates 
a global vision of the little magazine, stating its geographical reach in 
absolute terms serves, also, to highlight the gaps in this reach – the zones 
within which the little magazine should, but fails to, circulate.80 By the 
sixth issue of damn you, the project of global distribution that began 
with its second issue had certainly succeeded, if in a limited sense. Yet 
the gaps that its list most draws attention to exist on the home front.

For Black Orpheus, its commitment to the ‘local’ took shape as a literary 
mission that placed Africa first. The little magazine aimed to establish ‘a 
shared postcolonial print culture, one in which the connections between 
regional literatures only reaffirmed their indigenous, local affiliations’.81 
Its editors sought to connect Anglophone and Francophone writers of 
the continent with each other and with readers in Europe and America, 
as well as those in East, West, and South Africa. When Black Orpheus 
dropped its distribution list, it ‘developed other formal strategies for 
signifying its affiliation with an international literary and critical scene’.82 
These included a book review section that considered African writers, 
both published in England and more locally. Bulson sees this effort as a 
‘symbolic strategy for national and regional reclamation’,83 emphasizing 
the function of the national little magazine ‘not so much to preserve as 
to link … the indigenous reading public and the artist’.84 Against Black 
Orpheus’ political project, damn you appears decidedly more outward-
looking, negotiating its value through engagement with Western cultural 
centres. I submit, however, that although Black Orpheus and damn you 
provide examples of two very different ways of developing a ‘national’ 
literary subculture, damn you does much to complicate the relationship 
between the ‘international’ and the ‘local’ in a postcolonial space. 

80  Bulson, ‘Little Magazine’, p. 278.
81  Bulson, ‘Little Magazine’, p. 279.
82  Bulson, ‘Little Magazine’, p. 279.
83  Bulson, ‘Little Magazine’, p. 279.
84  Bulson, ‘Little Magazine’, p. 279.
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While damn you’s claims to representative status in its ‘statements’ 
might suggest a solitary position in independent Indian publishing, it 
was, in fact, one of many little magazines emerging in the nation in the 
latter half of the twentieth century. Laetitia Zecchini identifies Arun 
Kolatkar’s Marathi little magazine Shabda (1954–1960) as a pioneer of 
the movement in India, a space it shared with, among others, Marathi 
magazine Aso (1963–v1965), and Vrischik (1969–1973) in English.85 A 
question that Bulson asks of Black Orpheus’s distribution list: ‘Where…
is Uganda, Zimbabwe, or South Africa?’86 can just as easily be asked 
of damn you – where were the Shabdas and Asos, the Kolatkars and  
Shahanes?87 To be certain, damn you’s most obvious engagements 
with the literary field – its distribution list and its response to reviews 
– exclusively acknowledge a little magazine scene outside India, an 
oversight that should not go unacknowledged. Yet, a closer analysis 
reveals a number of ways in which damn you engaged with the Indian 
modernist moment. 

Zecchini argues that damn you was created by a generation who ‘unlike 
the pre-independence generation of writers … seem to represent 
marginal figures … not mediators of a collective experience, a national 
doxa’.88 For these writers, engaging with English and the modernist 
tradition allowed escape on two fronts – from hegemonic nationalism 
on one hand and a colonial inheritance on the other. The Indian 
modernist moment allowed them to create an identity ‘both distinct 
from Euro-American modernism and, crucially, often liberatingly 
related to it’.89  If damn you developed in conversation with the poets 
of the Lower East Side, it spoke, also, to its contemporaries in India. 
In the fourth issue of damn you, its ‘statement’ offers an evaluation of 
progress: ‘damn you four issues old, and going full throttle. damn you 
resting in-between stations’.90 More significantly, it goes on to say: ‘damn 

85  Zecchini, Arun Kolatkar, p. 59.
86  Bulson, ‘Little Magazine’, p. 278.
87  Ashok Shahane was the founder of Aso and is described as ‘opening up new 
directions from a distinctly oppositional perspective’ (Zecchini, Arun Kolatkar, 
p. 49).
88  Zecchini, Arun Kolatkar, p. 20.
89  Zecchini, Arun Kolatkar, p. 16.
90  damn you 4, “statement”, Mehrotra papers.
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you telling malay roy choudhury ‘look here, ginsberg is a nice fellow, we 
are happy you are a friend of his. but don’t go on postering the world, 
our tiny invisible world’…’.91 Malay Roy Choudhury was the leading 
poet of the Hungryalist movement in Bengal, a group ‘waging war 
against the literary establishment, and the rules of control, distribution 
or prohibition that governed the territory of cultural representation’.92 
Choudhury himself shared a personal relationship with Ginsberg, and 
when his arrest93 became a subject of international attention, Mehrotra 
observed critically that Choudhury had ‘become a ‘must’ touring center 
for any foreign poet or artist’.94 While he recognised that the Hungryalists 
were, in some sense, part of the same movement as damn you and 
even published a poem by Choudhury in ezra 4, Mehrotra continued 
to associate the group with ‘fakery (political and literary)’.95 In a less 
combative sense, damn you worked to create a literary subculture, like 
Black Orpheus, by publishing translations from other Indian languages 
alongside the work of Anglophone Indian poets. damn you 3 contained 
two translations – ‘poem’ by baqar mehdi which was translated from 
Urdu and ‘valmiki’ by ‘jeevi’ Kulkarni, ‘remade from the kannad by the 
author and arvind krishna’.96 Kolatkar’s ‘the boatride’, to which damn 
you 6 was entirely devoted, might never have been published, according 
to Zecchini, had Mehrotra not asked the poet for a contribution to the 
little magazine.97 If damn you drew from the work of the modernists and 
the Beat Generation, it did much to situate its writing in an identifiably 
Indian context, enlisting the vocabulary of Ginsberg to speak of ‘the 
village reduced to a bone. generations evaporating and being replaced 
by the same, with a new name’98; looking both at the ‘guru-god of the 
lower east side’ and the ‘little gods of the rich gangetic attic’.99

91  damn you 4, “statement”, Mehrotra papers.
92  Zecchini, Arun Kolatkar, p. 50.
93  Choudhury was arrested in 1965 on charges of obscenity for his poem ‘Stark 
Electric Jesus’.
94  Mehrotra quoted in Zecchini, Arun Kolatkar, p. 50.
95  Mehrotra quoted in Zecchini, Arun Kolatkar, p. 50.
96  damn you 3, “valmiki”, Mehrotra papers.
97  Zecchini, Arun Kolatkar, p. 11.
98  damn you 4, “statement”, Mehrotra papers.
99  damn you 5, “statement “, Mehrotra papers.
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It’s tonight already in Tokyo

In 2004, Arun Kolatkar published ‘Breakfast Time at Khala Ghoda’, a 
poem that begins in south Bombay and travels through a string of places 
held together by a single moment in time: 

The clock displayed outside | the Lund & Blockley shop across 
the road | is the big daddy of all clocks, | and will correct me if 
I’m wrong; | but its tonight already | in Tokyo, | where they’re 
busy polishing off | sliced raw fish, | sushi balls and tofu with soy 
sauce…| Juliana quispe is cooking potatoes |over llama dung fire 
| in her stone fire in southern Peru. | Someone’s hanging freshly 
butchered | reindeer meat | in his smokehouse in Alaska.100

‘Breakfast Time at Khala Ghoda’ captures much of what damn you 
speaks of – a here that is not just here, a now that is not just now. Instead, 
the little magazine attempts to capture the simultaneity permitted by the 
mimeograph and its attendant revolution, suggesting an independent 
Indian press that may speak to and draw from the West, but also remains 
involved in a distinctly national ‘space of possibles’. To borrow Zecchini’s 
phrase, damn you occupies the position of the ‘cosmopolitan local’,101 
for whom a sense of place ‘is both indispensable and “exceedable”’.102 
While Black Orpheus sought to connect the postcolonial writer and the 
reading public, damn you practised a politics that freed the pioneer-
poet from the limitations of a national duty and the confines of a Euro-
centric imagination. Black Orpheus was working to create a ‘national’ 
literature, damn you to create a literature that was of the nation, but also 
of the individual and of the world. As Adil Jussawala argues, ‘[a] fairer 
way of judging a country’s literature is to see the way its writers use 
certain international forms, to try to appreciate the changes they make 
along or against their particular literary traditions, sometimes with the 

100  Aruna Kolatakara, Arun Kolatkar: Collected Poems in English, ed. Arvind 
Krishna Mehrotra (Tarset: Bloodaxe, 2010), p. 125.
101  Zecchini, Arun Kolatkar, p. 55.
102  Zecchini, Arun Kolatkar, p. 58.
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help of these forms, sometimes not’.103 damn you imagined itself both at 
home and abroad, not ‘writing “for” or “back” to anyone’ but ‘inventing 
[a] voice, [a] modernity and [a] language’.104  

In this essay, I have attempted to explore the relationship between 
damn you’s public face and its more private construction, mapping 
its interactions with the postcolonial little magazine and the forms 
of internationalism, influence, and mobility both inaugurated by and 
made available to it. While Black Orpheus makes the little magazine 
a truly international form by insisting on the emphatically national, 
damn you adopts an approach that imagines an Indian avant-garde that, 
despite its claims to the contrary, emerges in close conversation with 
both ‘the skyscraping capitals of the world’ and uncles in wheelchairs in 
Allahabad.105 It is breakfast time in Khala Ghoda and on the Lower East 
Side, they are reading damn you.

103  Adil Jussawala quoted in Zecchini, Arun Kolatkar, p. 15.
104  Zecchini, Arun Kolatkar, p. 17.
105  damn you 6, “statement”, Mehrotra papers.
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Reviews
Timothy Morton, Humankind: Solidarity with Nonhuman People 
(London: Verso, 2016) ISBN: 9781786631329; 224 pages; £16.99

Toxoplasma gondii is a parasite that reproduces inside a feline host. A 
number of scientific studies have suggested that its need to reach feline 
intestines allows it to take over the unconscious mind of its intermediary 
hosts – for example, attracting rats to cat urine by overriding their usual 
instinctive fear and thus making their death and consumption by feline 
predators more likely. These studies of T. gondii suggest the disturbing 
possibility that our own affection for domestic cats, or any nonhuman 
animal, is the work of a parasitic alveolate, radically destabilising our 
sense of ourselves as autonomous, Cartesian subjects.

T. gondii serves as an exemplar of the key themes of Timothy Morton’s 
Humankind, in which he stresses the strangeness and ‘spectrality’ of the 
experience of being human as a way to encourage solidarity, kindness, 
and communality with the nonhuman world. Resisting the view that 
solidarity can be imagined in terms of having nothing in common – an 
argument persuasively put forward in relation to queer community in 
Tim Dean’s Unlimited Intimacy1 – Morton seeks to rethink what it means 
‘“to have in common”’ (p. 13). Morton’s ostensible project is to show how 
the nonhuman can be productively incorporated into Marxist thought. 
Rather than arguing that Marxism has always been able to account for 
the nonhuman, or that Marx is fundamentally anthropocentric, he 
argues that the anthropocentrism of Marxist thought is ‘a bug, not a 
feature’, that can be productively tweaked to establish a multiplicity of 
communisms (p. 30). However, this debugging of Marxism never quite 
delivers the nuanced theorisation Morton promises. Not only do the 
pervasive persecutory delusions within his prose elude any coherent 
argument, but his evocation of a plethora of ways in which we might 
think differently about the world raises the question of why he needs to 
use Marxism at all.

1 Tim Dean, Unlimited Intimacy (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2009).
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Despite Morton’s background in literary studies, Humankind is not 
explicitly literary in focus. However, in his notion of nonhuman 
spectrality and conception of the whole as less than the sum of its parts, 
Morton provides an apt summary of the Frankensteinian nature of 
literary texts, mutating within the cultural imagination. Morton also 
unconsciously exemplifies the difficulties we have, as Amitav Ghosh 
suggests in The Great Derangement, in speaking about the nonhuman 
world.2 His default style is an incessant series of similes and metaphors: 
‘Correlationism is like a mixing desk in a music recording studio’ (p. 9), 
‘an algorithm is a snapshot of a past series of modes of humankind, like 
a musical score’ (p. 17).

Ghosh argues that the restrictive nature of conventional literary forms 
has played an important role in the gradual suppression of our awareness 
of the agency of the nonhuman. He suggests that, in the future, ‘new, 
hybrid forms will emerge and the act of reading itself will change once 
again’ (p. 84). Morton chooses instead to rethink the experience of the 
materiality of literary texts, and our position as readers. He emphasises 
that if mitochondria are providing the energy we require to physically 
read, then our ‘eyes are moving down this page because of a bacterial 
superpower’ (p. 77). This self-consciousness of unconscious reading 
experiences is intended to destabilise anthropocentrism and evoke the 
spectral presences that Morton suggests as key to solidarity. Literary 
study might here provide a way of thinking through the ambivalences of 
Humankind, in which our empathetic solidarity with literary characters 
meets with the difficulty of our relation to them as text.

In his introductory chapter, Morton suggests that ‘The byline [of this 
book] could be, “Yes, it’s possible to include nonhuman beings in 
Marxist theory – but you’re not going to like it!”’ (p. 3). This prediction 
of inevitable critique is emblematic of the aggressive arrogance that 
saturates the book. Whilst thinking about the catastrophic effects, and 
affects, of a global environmental crisis might necessarily produce 
anger, the object of Morton’s derision seems to be the fact that anyone 
has previously sought to complicate his ideas. As one paragraph reads:

2 Amitav Ghosh, The Great Derangement: Climate Change and the Unthinkable 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2017).
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And heaven forbid I call [animals] “we,” because of the state 
of polite scholarship. What am I doing speaking as if we all 
belong together without regard to cultural difference? What am 
I doing extending this belonging to nonhumans, like a hippie 
who never heard that doing so is appropriating the Other? As 
one respondent enjoyed sneering a few years ago, “Who is the 
‘we’ in Morton’s prose?” (p. 4)

His primary targets are ‘leftist Intellectuals’ (p. 162), positioning himself 
as the scorned, sacrificial ‘hippie.’ This hippie ‘isn’t the person you want 
to be if you’re trained in theory class’ (p. 11), ironic given the book’s 
fulfilment of the adage that when it comes to scholarship from the 
United States, nothing is worth writing unless it involves the coinage of 
new, and probably redundant, theoretical terms. On the first page alone 
he speaks of ‘the symbiotic real’, the ‘implosive whole’, and the need to 
define ‘implosive holism’ (p. 1).

The leftist, anti-Morton intellectuals Morton protests include ‘The anti-
theory philistine ecocritics and the pro-theory “cool kids”,’ united by 
their failure to deconstruct conceptions of Nature. Intellectuals are those 
who refuse to offer an escape route from the confines of neoliberalism 
because they ‘want to make everything seem difficult so they can keep 
themselves in a job by explaining it, or outdo each other in competition 
for whose picture of the world is more depressing’ (p. 102). Morton’s 
eclectic close readings of pop culture – from Game of Thrones to the 2014 
blockbuster Interstellar – cast him as an everyman figure and innocent 
victim of ‘political correctness gone mad.’ As he laments early on in the 
book: 

Right now, in my part of the academy, I’m not allowed to like 
‘We Are All Earthlings,’ that song by the Muppets, let alone sing 
it as if it were some kind of biospheric anthem. I’m supposed to 
condemn it as deeply white and Western, and so appropriative 
of indigenous cultures and blithely ignorant of racial and 
gender difference. I’m trying to make the academy a safe space 
in which to like ‘We Are All Earthlings’. (p. 5) 

reviews



68

The conscious pettiness of this argument is intended to emphasise 
Morton’s critique of the irony of an imperialist mode of thinking that 
posits solidarity as a form of essentialism or reactionary primitivism. 
However, all this is to say that the righteous indignation of Morton’s 
prose does little to prove that his work provides any resistance to the 
toxicity of white, male, imperialist thought.

The pictures of the world we have available to us, whether from 
intellectuals or the canon of science fiction from which Morton quotes, 
are depressing. And the ways in which we might change this world 
are difficult. This is not to say that intellectual pessimism will or must 
remain the dominant mode of thinking. As the emerging field of Critical 
Animal Studies makes clear, we require an intersectional critique of 
oppression that connects academic study to activism, and incorporates 
a multiplicity of voices. I object to Morton’s reduction of the ease at 
which we might subvert and overturn neoliberalism, summarising 
that ‘simply not appropriating nonhumans would be a quick and dirty 
(and therefore better) way of achieving what “animal rights” discourses 
machinate over’ (p. 27). In their reinforcement of boundaries and 
thresholds for moral consideration, animal rights discourses are 
problematic, as has been lucidly demonstrated by thinkers from Jacques 
Derrida to Cary Wolfe. However, if overturning everything from a 
global animal industrial complex to indigenous hunting practices is as 
simple as ‘not appropriating nonhumans’, then Morton needs to offer 
practical solutions beyond a re-investment in the project of personal 
self-transformation. This is particularly pertinent given the centrality of 
the latter to the intellectual environmental movement of Deep Ecology 
that Morton ostensibly stands against.

However, to give Morton credit, the academy needs to wake up to 
the reality of our enmeshment with a nonhuman world that is being 
destroyed by human actions. This is perhaps nowhere more true than 
in the humanities. If he is right that ‘Solidarity presses all the wrong 
buttons for us educated people’ (p. 19), then we need to think carefully 
about the need to forcefully critique the intellectual traditions in which 
we are implicated.
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Morton’s solution, however, seems to lie in the question of how we can 
be more like Icelandic pop icon Björk, whose music is positioned as the 
apotheosis of ecological thinking. His text offers nothing in the way of 
practical change whilst vehemently critiquing the impracticality of the 
academy in order to bolster himself, and Björk, as the saviour of theory. 
In the relentless force of his writing, Morton’s central thesis comes across 
less as an intervention into Marxist thought than a symptom of his own 
existential crisis in the face of the mounting challenge of confronting 
the Anthropocene: ‘Nagel and Wittgenstein claim we can’t identify at 
all with the worlds of bats and lions. But can we identify with human 
worlds? Can we even identify with our own worlds? What does identify 
mean, if identity isn’t all it’s cracked up to be in the first place?’ (p. 95). 

emelia quinn

Carolyne Larrington, Winter is Coming: The Medieval World of Game 
of Thrones (London: I.B. Tauris, 2016) ISBN: 9781784532567; 288 
pages; £12.99

While you would have to have been ‘lurking beyond the Wall’ with its 
‘giants and ghouls’ – to borrow the words of Tyrion Lannister – to have 
missed the popular cultural sensation that is HBO’s Game of Thrones, a 
question looming ever larger has been whether the television show and 
the book series A Song of Ice and Fire on which it is based will make 
their mark on the academy. Last year, TIME reported that both Harvard 
University and Boston College would be offering their undergraduates 
and postgraduates Game of Thrones-inspired courses in medieval studies, 
following the likes of University of California, Berkeley, and the ‘Martin 
Studies International Network’ which held its inaugural conference in 
September 2017 at the University of Hertfordshire.3 Furthermore, in 
light of the publication two years earlier of a special issue of Critical 

3 Olivia B. Waxman, ‘Game of Thrones Is Even Changing How Scholars Study 
the Real Middle Ages’, TIME (14 July 2017) <http://time.com/4837351/game-of-
thrones-real-medieval-history/> [accessed 31 January 2018].
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Quarterly dedicated to Game of Thrones and A Song of Ice and Fire,4 
Matthew Taunton quipped that ‘some academics are starting to take 
[Game of Thrones] almost as seriously as Bach or the pyramids’.5 

One such academic is the University of Oxford’s Carolyne Larrington, 
Professor of Medieval European Literature at St John’s College. In one of 
her several recent ‘trade-academic’ books, Winter is Coming: The Medieval 
World of Game of Thrones, Larrington brings to bear her expansive 
knowledge not just of medieval European literature and culture but also 
that of medieval Asia on both the television show and book series. It 
is important to note that Larrington does not make any argument for 
the actual sources behind Martin’s richly fleshed out world (for which 
one would need unfettered, and unbiased, access to the inner workings 
of Martin’s imagination), but instead presents some of the medieval 
cultural beliefs, historical events, and literary motifs to which the 
‘Known World’ of A Song of Ice and Fire and Game of Thrones is indebted, 
intentionally or otherwise. She suggests that through the imaginations 
of Martin on the one hand, and David Benioff and Daniel Weiss (the 
show’s creators) on the other, ‘the facts of history are transmuted into 
something richer, stranger, more archetypal’ (p. 2). Moreover, a point 
not lost on Larrington is the way in which this created world, with its 
supernatural inhabitants, ‘speaks equally to real-world concerns’; after 
all, this is a world in which Daenerys Targaryen’s dragons, for example, 
are ‘dangerously destabilising factors in the geopolitics of the Known 
World’ (pp. 4–5), as, it might be added, they so often are in the medieval 
tales in which they occur. 

The book’s five chapters fan outwards from ‘The Centre’, through ‘The 
North’, ‘The West’, ‘Across the Narrow Sea’ (the Near East, as it were, 
of the Known World), and finally onto ‘The East’ (beyond the shores 
of the Narrow Sea). Larrington expands, in the first chapter, on some 
of the core aspects of life in Westeros and how they reflect both the 
reality of the medieval period and the preoccupations of its literature. 
In each successive chapter, she builds on this foundation and explores 
the idiosyncrasies of each of the broad geographical regions of the Known 

4 Critical Quarterly, 57:1 (2015), 1–128.
5 Matthew Taunton, ‘More than Fantasy’, New Humanist, 130:2 (2015), 54–56 (p. 54).
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World and the various medieval inflections evident in them. Chapter One’s 
main concerns are the (overwhelmingly masculine) questions of heredity, 
House, honour, oral tradition, ‘and the broadly patriarchal view of love, 
gender and sexual politics’. It then deals with more general societal issues 
of hospitality, justice, vengeance, war, ‘and last of all, that powerful game-
changer, dragons and their lore’ (pp. 13–14), understandably a recurring 
subject in the book. 

Chapter Two, in its motion northwards, explores the lands of the grim folk 
of House Stark and the Night’s Watch, who are likened, not to the courtiers 
and knights of the high and late Middle Ages, but rather to early medieval 
warriors and poets: Ned Stark more closely resembles an Anglo-Saxon 
lord than a high medieval king (pp. 56–7), and Sam’s eulogy to Maester 
Aemon as his funeral pyre is lit mirrors that sung at Beowulf ’s own pyre (p. 
79). Moreover, the supernatural is never far away in the North, populated 
as it is by direwolves, ominous ravens, giants, the Old Gods, and, most 
dangerous of all, the White Walkers and their Army of the Dead to whom 
the Stark’s motto, ‘Winter is coming’, indirectly refers. Here, Larrington 
discusses this undead army in the context of Old Norse-Icelandic draugar, 
‘revenants’ (pp. 85–7), and the fast-approaching winter with regard to the 
Norse Fimbulvetr which heralds the onset of ragnarök, ‘the doom of the 
gods’, according to thirteenth-century Icelandic statesman and writer 
Snorri Sturluson in his Edda (p. 96).

Next, Chapter Three takes the reader to the ‘west’ of Westerosi, which 
is, to all intents and purposes, essentially the centre again. This apparent 
confusion of cardinal directions is less the fault of Larrington and rather an 
inevitability of the fact that Game of Thrones is overwhelmingly focalised 
through the characters involved in the power play and intrigue of the court 
at the western capital, King’s Landing. In fact, Larrington, commenting 
on the fact that governance of the Seven Kingdoms is highly centralised, 
points out that England itself was ruled centrally from London throughout 
the late medieval period (p. 102) – how times change! Another problem 
in common with regards to this system is the danger posed to the Seven 
Kingdoms by their petulant child king, Joffrey Baratheon; so too in the 
Middle Ages, as the adage (derived from Ecclesiastes 10:16) went, ‘Woe 
to the land where a child is king’ (pp. 101–1). Larrington also touches 
on the lands of the Reach, Dorne, and Dragonstone – other, albeit lesser, 
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seats of power in the west – though more significant than any of these 
is House Lannister’s home at Casterly Rock, whose wealth stems from 
its (increasingly dry) gold mines. Just as in the high and late Middle 
Ages, the throne, the court, the Queen (or Queen Regent), chivalry and 
warfare are all linked by the economics of Westeros – and beyond in 
Essos.6

It is unsurprising, then, that Chapter Four opens with an account of the 
city of Braavos where the all-powerful Iron Bank has its headquarters. 
The economic institutions of the Known World are modelled primarily 
on the northern Italian city states, where European banking first came 
into its own in the Middle Ages, and their representatives on the likes 
of Chaucer’s merchant in ‘The Merchant’s Tale’ (pp. 152–7). Unlike his 
literary predecessor, J. R. R. Tolkien, however, Martin himself is fully 
aware of the central role of economics in A Song of Ice and Fire: ‘As 
much as I admire Tolkien, I do quibble with him… What was Aragorn’s 
tax policy?’7 Money is certainly the prime mover in this part of the 
Known World, which is characterised by other so-called ‘Free Cities’, the 
prevalence of mercenary companies rather than standing armies, and the 
assassin’s guild of the House of Black and White. This latter institution 
is indebted more to the medieval Islamic world than to anything else 
so far encountered, which was reported (invariably erroneously) to 
Europeans in fictitious medieval travel accounts such as The Travels of 
Sir John Mandeville (pp. 158–60).

In the final chapter, the ties between money and power are emphasised 
further. With her army of ‘Unsullied’ behind her, Daenerys Targaryen 
sets about bringing down the old order of Slaver’s Bay, where a few 
wealthy families have grown rich on trading slaves. However, Daenerys 
is relentlessly opposed, and, as Larrington wryly notes, ‘To interfere 
with the forces of capitalism and globalisation, to intervene against the 

6 For a more detailed discussion of the economics of Game of Thrones, and es-
pecially Cersei Lannister’s economic ineptitudes, see Larrington’s article: ‘Game of 
Loans,’ 1843 Magazine (20 April 2016) <https://www.1843magazine.com/culture/
the-daily/game-of-loans> [accessed 31 January 2018].
7 Quoted in Larrington, ‘Game of Loans’.
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market, is a dangerous business’ (p. 202). Sometimes Game of Thrones is 
less a reflection of the medieval world and more a mirror for our own. It 
is with this in mind that Larrington engages with Edward Said’s concept 
of ‘orientalism’ and the othering of non-Western cultures, observing 
that there is no ‘native character’ through whom our experience of the 
city of Qarth is mediated, for example (p. 222). 

In drawing the book to a conclusion, Larrington offers fans a welcome 
prognostication of what she believes is yet in store (some of which has 
since come to pass in the rapidly developing, and divergent, narrative of 
the television series). On this note, one very useful feature throughout 
the book is the inclusion of differently coloured raven icons which signal 
the degree to which a particular passage might be a spoiler. If you watch 
the show but have not read the books, ignore these at your peril! But to 
return to the proposition in the introduction to this review, if Game of 
Thrones/A Song of Ice and Fire is to make inroads into academia, then 
Larrington’s book is the way it should be done. The book makes no 
pretence to be a ‘scholarly’ work (though it is certainly a learned one); in 
fact, this is precisely its strength. Through volumes such as this one, the 
doors of the ivory tower are opened to an enthusiastic public, wanting to 
delve deeper into the ‘transmuted’ medieval history behind, in this case, 
arguably the most popular cultural phenomenon at the present moment.

william brockbank

Sarah Brouillette, Literature and the Creative Economy (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 2014) ISBN: 9781503602809; 238 pages; 
£18.99

Literature and the Creative Economy is essentially the author’s attempt 
to extend her central argument in her first monograph, Postcolonial 
Writers in the Global Literary Marketplace (2007), towards a more 
general analysis of the dialectics between capital and art against the 
discursive background of neoliberal creative economy. Building upon 
the relevant theories of Pierre Bourdieu, Terry Eagleton, David Harvey, 
Stewart Martin, Brian Holmes and many other (post-)materialist 
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critics in postcolonial and postmodern studies, Brouillette’s insightful 
intervention is located in her observations on the many ways in which 
art and literature respond to the regulatory forces of government and 
the market, as well as to critique as practiced in academia. To achieve 
this, she takes a much-needed interdisciplinary approach of combining 
sociological theories and close readings, thus crossing ‘the disciplinary 
divide between social science and humanities inquiry, a divide itself 
often fathomed as an expression of the split between instrumentalism 
and its countermeasures’ (p. 19). 

Although she has tried very hard to emphasise the dialectical nature of 
this struggle, the picture Brouillette presents in this book nevertheless 
comes across as something quite dark: in an age when ‘a neoliberal 
unification of culture, governance, and capital’ seems inevitable and 
inescapable (p. 205), art and literature are given the affordances to keep 
their somehow conventional image of resistance and autonomy only to 
the extent that such resistance and autonomy are ‘imagined’ (p. 209). Very 
much similar to her analyses of now canonical postcolonial writers like 
J. M. Coetzee and Salman Rushdie in Postcolonial Writers in the Global 
Literary Marketplace, Brouillette’s selective close readings of Aravind 
Adiga, Monica Ali, Daljit Nagra, Ian McEwan, and Kazuo Ishiguro 
reveal contemporary Anglophone writers’ awareness of the mechanisms 
of the literary market and neoliberal regime and the necessity of twisting 
these mechanisms in their creative practices, which, ironically but not 
necessarily unexpectedly, has facilitated their incorporation into the 
literary field. More importantly, this literary field is conjectured as a 
neoliberal space capable of reconciling the seemingly contradictory 
demands of authenticity, autonomy, rebellion, and success. 

The book is neatly divided into seven content chapters, with the first 
three chapters focusing on the historical background and critical theories 
related to the concept of creative economy, and the four remaining 
chapters present different examples of literary or artistic practices 
dealing with the dialectics of autonomous resistance and the lure of 
(cultural) capital. Chapter One lays a theoretical foundation by reading 
Richard Florida’s The Rise of the Creative Class (2002) as exemplifying 
the so-called ‘creative economy turn’ in the West, the United States and 

reviews



75

the United Kingdom in particular (p. 20). For Brouillette, Florida can be 
seen as the representative intellectual force behind these governments’ 
push for ‘a creative elite’, whose ‘innovation becomes inseparable from 
marketability…proven by wide-scale dissemination’ (p. 23). She then 
provides a situated analysis of the cultural policies of the New Labour 
government in the UK and argues convincingly that, fully endorsing the 
belief that immaterial capitalism is the inevitable future, the New Labour 
government regarded as one of its central missions the harmonisation 
of economic, social, and cultural goals, for which personal development 
and the greater social good become increasingly compatible if not 
totally conflated. Chapter Two then extends this line of inquiry further 
by linking Florida’s arguments to the neo-Marxist school of thought, 
and quite poignantly points out their shared ahistorical assumption – 
‘creativity as the natural expression of an innate opposition to routine 
and to management’ (p. 6). Chasing the connections between Daniel 
Bell, César Graña, Charles Taylor, and others, Brouillette argues that 
since the heated discussions of and on the Bohemian culture in Europe, 
artistic activity has been increasingly affected by considerations and 
interventions of commerce and conformist social pressures, largely due 
to its own generalisation. Similarly, Chapter Three also focuses on the 
post-WWII moment, and in particular, the increasing focus on issues of 
creativity and subjectivity in psychological studies. It argues, combining 
with the rise of management theories in the US, that this inward-
looking turn in human psychology has encouraged a binary perception 
of the social as a form of constraint versus the individual as the effective 
working self. For Brouillette, such binaries formed the foundation of 
literary and art practitioners’, as well as their consumers’, internalisation 
of ideals of artistic autonomy and representational authenticity. 

The four example chapters, or chapters of close reading, offer thorough 
investigations of the use of reflectivity in the selected works. Chapter 
Four deals with Aravind Adiga’s critical self-reflection on his former 
career as a finance analyst in White Tiger (2008) and puts it in 
comparison with Monica Ali’s 2009 novel In the Kitchen, which presents 
an ambivalent narratological attitude against its own existence, verging 
on a meta-allegory about the complicity of ‘the creative’ followed by 
‘economy’. Chapter Five uses Daljit Nagra’s poetry to demonstrate the 
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necessarily limited agency that writers and artists may perform in the 
face of the creative power of capitalism itself, with the so-called ‘rude 
boy’ subculture and official cultural diversity policies as cases in point. 
Again, lurking behind the neutrality of Brouillette’s academic style is this 
dark suggestion that it is impossible to raise any objections outside of the 
capitalistic machine, which adapts to resistance almost spontaneously 
by co-opting it into an updated form of the current system, and, as 
the previous chapters show, the best writers and artists can do is to 
demonstrate their awareness about this co-optation in their creative 
works. Chapter Six confronts this dilemma by looking at writers who 
actively collaborate with capitalists and governments. It shows that these 
writers often try to off-set readers’ negative reactions against capital, as 
discussed in Chapters Two and Three, by expressing a desire for positive 
change through their participation, which is in turn performed as some 
kind of sanctioned opposition to the very process of their collaboration, 
or rather, co-optation. The final chapter, Chapter Seven, then offers a 
detailed reading of Ian McEwan’s Saturday (2005) in order to tease out 
an increasingly common phenomenon in art and literature – doubt 
about the creative class’s capability to be anti-instrumental, against the 
neoliberal agenda of social inclusion and capital mobilisation. 

Ultimately, Brouillette’s book is a very insightful examination of the 
interdiscursivity between market as reality and market as imaginary. It 
investigates how literature and art, as objects and commodities, exist 
and operate in a world market complicit with neoliberal government 
agendas and how writers and artists, as creative agents, incorporate 
their (self)-reflectivities in relation to this complicity and incorporate 
multiple forms of cultural awareness into such complicities, no matter 
how much change is incurred during this process. As a case study of a 
particular kind of work (the highly reflective, and the meta-allegorical), 
this study is undoubtedly very sophisticated. 

However, two potential shortcomings are also present in the sometimes 
all-encompassing tones of the study’s claims, especially in relation to this 
firm belief in neoliberalism’s dominance. Firstly, in her desire to point 
towards a more generalisable account of the global literary marketplace 

reviews



77

as extended from her last book, Brouillette may be risking a positivistic 
attitude towards the universality of the ‘creative economy’ vis-à-vis 
literature and art, as she is deliberately selecting writers that become 
super-aware of their own canonicity and marketability or those actively 
participating in the governance of neoliberal projects in order to prove 
the prevalence of such problematics of awareness versus co-optation. 
The questions one may raise in the face of such an approach are: are there 
any writers and art practitioners who can operate outside the neoliberal 
calling for reflection? Are there significant differences among their 
works from different periods and is the increase of self-reflectivity the 
only (and almost always linear) trajectory for their critical development? 
What about the rise of digital and self publishing as alternatives to this 
neoliberal agenda? 

Secondly, what Brouillette seems to have sacrificed in order to extend 
the arguments in her first book is the postcolonial, or more accurately, 
a vision of the global literary market located outside of the Anglo-
American publishing industries. Indeed, though her analyses of 
the creative economy and reflective writing and art are based on the 
economic and political ethos of the US and the UK of the post-WWII 
era, this tight correlation between culture, economy, and government can 
be complicated by a lack of balance between the three parties elsewhere. 
For example, do cultural productions in China, as a key player in the age 
of neoliberal global order, configure the same degree of self-reflectivity 
and co-optation when the neoliberal agenda is foundational but at the 
same time always interfered with by an illiberal state? In this regard, 
Literature and the Creative Economy can trigger some important cross-
linguistic and cross-cultural comparisons, and would do well to reflect 
on its own claims of universality in the process. 

flair donglai shi
施东来
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Peter Lake, How Shakespeare Put Politics on the Stage: Power and 
Succession in the History Plays (New Haven, Connecticut and London: 
Yale University Press, 2016) ISBN: 9780300222715 (Hardcover); 688 
pages; £22.50

At first glance Peter Lake’s recent monograph on the politics of 
Shakespeare’s history plays may seem to hold little more than tangential 
value to literary scholars: written by an historian, its purpose is ‘to use the 
plays to reconstruct the political scene, or […] the political imaginary, 
of the Elizabethan fin de siècle’ (p. xiii). The book succeeds, however, far 
more as literary criticism, uncovering how one writer sought to engage 
with contemporary political developments and anxieties, than as an 
historical study of a wider political culture. Whatever political content 
Lake finds in the plays, he remains dogged by the paucity of evidence 
to suggest how original audiences responded. Furthermore, he largely 
passes up the opportunity of placing the Bard in political conversation 
with his fellow dramatists. 

A key figure in the ‘New Political History’ of early modern England, 
Lake views the past not in terms of the longue durée, but rather focuses 
in, taking account of the contingent and particular. The result is a 
return of attention to the impact of ‘high’ politics – of specific ‘events 
and persons’ (p. 13). In distinction to New Historicism, Lake refuses 
to reduce Shakespeare’s plays to a uniformly compliant articulation of 
a monolithic Renaissance ‘episteme’. In Lake’s account, Shakespeare 
emerges as an individual, acutely attuned to the vicissitudes of politics 
in the 1590s, his plays showing rapid and sometimes drastic fluctuations 
of attitude in response to particular events.  

Lake’s chief contribution to Shakespeare studies lies in his excavation of 
a pervasive concern throughout the history plays with the unresolved 
question of who would succeed Elizabeth. He discerns in them a political 
trajectory, which, responding to the attendant uncertainty of this ‘crisis 
in potentia’, assesses, even proposes, possible resolutions (p. 33). The 
Henry VIs present a vision of the violence that might engulf England, 
should the succession remain unsettled at Elizabeth’s death. From the 
mid-1590s Shakespeare apparently suggests that the best safeguards 
against future disorder are the unimpeachable hereditary legitimacy of 
any successor and the prosecution of wars abroad to unite the nation 
against a common foe. 
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Lake initially establishes the validity of closely-focused political 
contextualisation of the plays by considering Shakespeare’s earliest 
histories in relation to various excoriating Catholic political tracts. These 
share not only the same historical subject matter and thematic concerns 
(disputed royal succession, civil strife and foreign invasion), but also 
a similar analysis of politics in their portrayal of nation and monarch 
under the thrall of a conspiracy of evil councillors. Following Mary 
Stuart’s execution in 1587, depiction of the dangers of non-hereditary 
succession was no longer subversive, as the Catholic polemicists’ 
had been in the 1570s and early 1580s.  Lake makes no claim that 
either these Catholic tracts or their pro-regime responses were direct 
sources for Shakespeare. However, drawing on recent research into the 
propagandistic origins of the history play in the 1580s, Lake makes a 
strong case that Shakespeare’s histories were interjections into a highly 
politicised discourse and, as such, demand acutely political readings. 

Identifying in King John and the Henry IVs a ‘politics of commodity’, in 
which ‘the monarch has been reduced […] to just another political player 
amongst many’, Lake views these plays as warnings of how an uncertain 
succession could also result in enduring instability (p. 303). However, 
even Henry V, despite his secure claim to the throne and instigation 
of a popular war abroad, has to resort to duplicity. Lake, consequently, 
attributes to Shakespeare a ‘tragic view of kingship’, according to which 
all monarchs sacrifice their hopes of personal salvation for the good 
of their kingdom (p. 383). It is a shame, though, that this compelling 
formulation is not treated to the same microscopic historicism that 
Lake champions in his introductory chapter: whilst the tragically flawed 
warrior is a common figure throughout Shakespeare’s oeuvre, the king 
who sins for the good of his realm features almost exclusively in his 
work from the 1590s. 

According to Lake, Shakespeare’s response to his fears about the 
succession was to support both James Stuart, the claimant with the 
strongest hereditary right to succeed Elizabeth, and the earl of Essex, 
who not only favoured James’ succession but was the loudest proponent 
at court of the continuation of war with Spain. Yet Shakespeare’s 
treatment of many of the preoccupations for which Essex was most 
noted served not simply as propaganda for James and the earl, but, also, 
as critique and counsel. In Henry V, Shakespeare apparently suggests 
that both men must learn from Henry, whom Lake sees adjusting his 

reviews



80

persona with protean ease to fit the demands of every specific occasion. 
Crucially, for the honour-obsessed Essex, the dictates of honour must 
sometimes be ignored. 

Yet, while Henry V ‘emphasises the capacity of human political agents 
to impose themselves on events and shape outcomes according to their 
will’, Julius Caesar reveals ‘the extreme limitations placed on the capacity 
even of men of the highest virtue and prowess’ (p. 437, p. 504). Lake 
concludes that the conspirators’ chief mistake was not necessarily having 
taken extreme action, but their assumption that the general populace 
also valued honour sufficiently to fear Caesar’s infringement of the 
necessary liberty for attaining it. 

Between 1599 and 1602, as Essex failed to shape outcomes to his will, 
Lake sees in Shakespeare a profound disillusionment – both with the 
professed values of the Essexian project and, more broadly, with politics 
in general.  However, despite a sound account of cynicism in Troilus and 
Cressida, Hamlet’s final body-count, if nothing else, makes it difficult to 
share Lake’s view of the play as ‘a mordant comment on how the earl [of 
Essex] might (or should) have acted’ (p. 594).  Yet, this is one of very few 
weak sections amidst the welter of astute, informed and lucid readings 
that Lake provides of more than a dozen plays. 

More exasperating is the absence of any account of the historical 
significance of certain key political notions and concepts beyond the 
plays. ‘Honour’ is the most notable example. The reader learns very 
little of the diverse and often competing applications of this term in 
the sixteenth century. The same is also true of ‘tyranny’, ‘liberty’ and 
‘legitimacy’. Thus, although Lake shows how Shakespeare’s deployment 
of these terms indicate certain attitudes towards specific figures, policies 
and events, he poorly equips his reader to consider how Shakespeare’s 
responses to daily politics may have informed the plays’ interaction 
with more abstract political ideas of his day. Without this, Lake fails 
not only to reconstruct a sense of the late sixteenth-century ‘political 
imaginary’, but to proffer a comprehensive understanding of the full 
extent of Shakespeare’s engagement with the politics of the Elizabethan 
fin-de-siècle. 

adam radford-diaper
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Review Essay

Is Darwin Unimpeachable?
A Response to the A.N. 
Wilson Controversy

anirudh sridhar

The central argument of A.N. Wilson’s controversial biography 
of Charles Darwin: Victorian Mythmaker is an epistemological 
one, on the nature of knowledge that is provided us by Darwin. 

Most reviewers of the book have either not understood this or chosen 
to focus on aspects of lesser note where they are able to identify minor 
factual inaccuracies – and these tend to be about relatively uninteresting 
aspects of Darwin’s life and personal beliefs. It is partially the fault of 
Wilson that his book should be open to such attacks: ideally, he should 
have separated the philosophical inquiry into Darwinian thought from 
the prosopographical aspects of the man Charles Darwin. Nevertheless, 
it would be a shame to allow the generally hostile response surrounding 
this book – one that demands nothing short of hagiography when it 
comes to Darwin – to have the final say when the book has made an 
important contribution to bringing into the mainstream the many 
critiques of Darwinian thought hitherto sequestered in the arcana of 
the philosophy of science. 

The central purport of the opening three chapters is of Darwin’s unpaid 
and subsequently cached debt to previous thinkers. We may summarise 
this argument as follows: ‘Darwin was incapable of sharing credit, of 
finding the shades and subtleties of intellectual debt that any creative 
person knows’.1 There must be a preliminary admission that seen 
individually, one man’s probity is of minor interest in the context of 

1 A. N. Wilson, Charles Darwin: Victorian Mythmaker (London: John Murray, 
2017), p. 53.
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the treacherous and unremitting race of discovery that is the history 
of modern science. The Princeton historian Webster Tarpley, for 
instance, has written on the involvement of the Venetian oligarchy in 
the bolstering of some scientists over others in the history of astronomy. 
The reason why we remember Galileo over Johannes Kepler, or Isaac 
Newton over Gottfried Leibniz for their theories, says Tarpley, is not 
because they were the first to chance upon them but because that is how 
the discreet operatives of the Venetian oligarchy arranged the course of 
events through propaganda and subterfuge.2 While this might colour 
our understanding of early modern history, it has very little bearing 
upon the theories of celestial mechanics that emerged from the era. 
The book at hand, however, states that ‘a biography of Darwin must, 
chiefly, be the biography of an idea’ (p. 137). Through the accusations of 
delinquent debt levied on Darwin, the book seeks to unseat the secure 
metaphysical foundations of Darwin’s theory, and any review of it must 
principally contend with how Darwin’s debt affects our understanding 
of his theory if it is to be relevant.

One of the chief aims of the book is to show the uniquely Victorian 
provenance of the theory of natural selection. The book states that 
Darwin’s theory emerges from a ruthless Victorian model of political 
economy in which capital alone determined fitness – we will recall 
the subtitle of On the Origin of Species: The Preservation of Favoured 
Races in the Struggle for Life. ‘Darwin was frank enough to say that his 
theory came to him, not as a result of his biological researches, but from 
reading an economist – Thomas Malthus’ (p. 6). The book also traces the 
reinforcement of the ‘Victorian ideology’ effected by Darwin’s potential 
naturalisation of its avarice:  ‘Darwin offered to the emergent Victorian 
middle classes a consolation myth. He told them that all their getting 
and spending, all their neglect of their poor huddled masses, all their 
greed and selfishness was in fact natural’ (p. 7). The book, therefore, is 
querying a prevalent belief in the temporally transcendent objectivity of 
science, which, ironically also inherited from the Victorians, seems to 
have congealed into an unimpeachable dogma surrounding the subject 
of evolution in modern public discourse. 

2 Webster Tarpley, The Venetian Conspiracy (Weisbaden: ICLC Conference, 1981). 
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This surface level consensus about science may be probed further. One 
thing we may ask is if the ‘contextualist critiques’ of biology and physics 
have had the same standing. No amount of post-modern tussling 
with the objectivity of science has managed to get away with limiting 
the purport of a physical theory to its context of emergence without a 
good lashing. Take, for instance, Alan Sokal’s devastating polemic on 
Luce Irigaray and her attempt to ‘gender’ the science of fluid dynamics 
– mockery of this kind has been very effective in stemming overreach 
among the Theorists of culture.3 I would like to post a warning here that 
we are merely discussing the contextualist critiques of physics, and not 
the debate around scientific realism, in which ‘irrealist’ philosophies, 
such as those of Nelson Goodman or Bastian van Fraasen, are still 
held in very high esteem – we cannot be side-tracked by these here, 
however. But biology, we can see, has clearly not remained as immune 
to the contextualist attack as the other sciences. A revered treatise in this 
enterprise, Michel Foucault’s The Order of Things: An Archaeology of the 
Human Sciences, states the following caveat in its preface:

In France at least, the history of science and thought gives 
pride of place to mathematics, cosmology, and physics – 
noble sciences, rigorous sciences [...]: one can observe in 
their history the almost uninterrupted emergence of truth 
and pure reason. The other disciplines, however – those, 
for example, that concern living beings [...] or economic 
facts – are considered too tinged with empirical thought, 
too exposed to the vagaries of chance or imagery, to age-
old traditions and external events, for it to be supposed 
that their history could be anything other than irregular. 
At most, they are expected to provide evidence of a state 
of mind, an intellectual fashion, a mixture of archaism and 
bold conjecture, of intuition and blindness.4

3 Alan Sokal and Jean Bricmont, Intellectual Impostures: Postmodern Philosophers’ 
Abuse of Science (London: Profile Books Ltd., 1998 [1997]), pp. 97–114.
4 Michel Foucault, The Order of Things: An Archeology of the Human Sciences 
(London: Tavistok Publications, 1970 [1966]), p. xvi.
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In like manner, Wilson’s book is, among other things, a metaphysical 
inquiry into the status of objectivity in Darwin’s theory of evolution vis-
à-vis the knowledge secured in the mathematical or ‘noble sciences’. And 
we must view it very much within this tradition rather than the abjectly 
banal context of the American debate between certain evangelicals and 
the evangelists of science with regards to creationism. Because the book 
resurrects the materialist-transcendentalist debates Darwin’s theory 
provoked in the nineteenth century, however, Wilson’s reviewers, from 
the biologist Jerry Coyne of The Washington Post to Stephen Poole of 
The Telegraph, have been ready to grasp at this readily available straw-
man.5 Here is Poole, predictably reaching for the lowest hanging fruit: 
‘It becomes very tempting to suspect, though, that Wilson’s objection 
to an evolutionary explanation for the appearance of human beings is 
motivated by his own Christianity, as is his overall hostility to Darwin.’6 
This is despite Wilson’s repeated assertions sprinkled across the book 
that ‘Evolution clearly takes place’ (p.140) or that ‘It would be impossible 
to say that you did not believe in some form of evolution’ (p. 60). 

Poole’s error, however, is more fundamental than banality. His review 
begins with, ‘Charles Darwin: Victorian Mythmaker is akin to a biography 
of Isaac Newton that aims to cut him down to size, not only by pointing 
out that the great genius could on occasion be disagreeable, but also by 
claiming that gravity itself is just a fairytale and that apples never fall 
from trees.’7 The attempt to stage upon same ground the law of universal 
gravitation and Darwin’s theory of natural selection, apart from evincing 
an almost laughable ignorance of science, or at least the philosophy 
of science, also indicates an unwillingness to read or comprehend the 
finer points of Wilson’s own prose, written in the simplest and clearest 
possible English, which pre-empts such comparisons. Here is, what I 
believe, the main defence in the book of the titular epithet, ‘mythmaker’.

5 Jerry Coyne, ‘An attack on evolution, disguised as a Darwin biography’, The 
Washington Post, 28 December, 2017.
6 Stephen Poole, ‘Is AN Wilson's biography the worst book about Darwin ever 
written?’, The Telegraph, 28 September, 2017.
7 Poole, ‘Is AN Wilson’s biography’.
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Boyle’s law, on the inverse proportionality of volume and 
pressure in gases, remains in place until another chemist 
comes along and refutes it by persuasive experiment. The 
same is true of all real scientific discoveries. Darwin’s 
theory of natural selection, and his claim that the process 
works as a result of an everlasting warfare in nature, are not 
laws like Boyle’s Law or Newton’s Law of Gravity. Although 
their extreme unlikelihood (especially of the ‘struggle for 
existence’ idea) can be demonstrated, they are not strictly 
speaking verifiable, or falsifiable, and in this sense they are 
not scientific statements at all. (pp. 16-17)

It is important, before classifying Darwin’s intellectual debt, to understand 
clearly what is meant by ‘falsifiable’ and ‘scientific statement’. The 
Austrian philosopher Karl Popper introduced the criterion ‘falsifiablity’ 
as a characteristic necessary of a statement in order to be considered 
scientific. Simply put, it is a synonym for ‘testable’.8 For instance, if I 
claim there are 25 colleges in the University of Oxford, then your job 
of falsifying my theory would be rather easy: you would merely take 
me on an enjoyable tour around the other 14 colleges to show there are 
in fact 39. But at the level of scientific techne, this distinction becomes 
crucial to separating science from what claims to be science. If I were 
a crude Freudian who claimed that all human motives are grounded 
in the phallic stage when enamoured by the parent, or a crass disciple 
of Marx who maintained the ‘economic motive’, engendered by ‘class 
struggle’, is in fact what drives human action, then you would have no 
means of testing, let alone disproving my thesis. You might then offer a 
counter explanation of human agency, equally un-testable, and thus our 
conversation would devolve into a powwow of competing narratives, 
despite the psychologist’s and Marxist’s claim to be scientific in some 
sense.

8 Karl Popper, Unended Quest: An Intellectual Biography, (London: Routledge, 
2002 [1974]), p. 9.
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Popper says ‘There are more abstract theories, like Newton’s or Einstein’s 
theories of gravitation. They are falsifiable – say, by not finding predicted 
perturbations, or perhaps by a negative outcome of radar tests replacing 
solar eclipse observations.’9 The theory of ‘everlasting warfare in nature’, 
Wilson implies, is closer in rank to Freud’s or Marx’s than Newton’s or 
Einstein’s. And that is fact enough to occasion the epithet ‘myth’, meant in 
Wilson’s text more in its original sense of ‘story told to comprehend the 
world’ than the current sense of being ‘false’. Popper himself, similarly a 
believer in evolution, had this to say about Darwin: ‘The question of the 
scientific status of Darwinian theory – in the widest sense, the theory of 
trial and error-elimination – becomes an interesting one. I have come to 
the conclusion that Darwinism is not a testable scientific theory, but a 
metaphysical research programme.’10 ‘Trial and error-elimination’ here 
refers to the doctrine that nature’s selection permits only the fittest to 
survive – taken so, it is a tautology: we know the fittest survive because 
they have survived (think of the crusader who argues God has willed his 
victory because he is victorious and the descriptor ‘metaphysical’ will 
cease to seem mere provocation).

But it seems the dogma surrounding Charles Darwin, carefully crafted 
by Thomas Huxley’s relentless propaganda, Wilson informs us, is not 
ready for such a view, as we can see from the universal scorn the book has 
provoked. So we shall explore this distinction further through the notion 
of ‘scientific debt’ and its relations to mathematical theory. Plainly stated, 
science would be impossible without debt. There is a Hegelian sense in 
which a new scientific theory arrives as a synthesis of the existing thesis 
and the antithetical evidence to it that surmounts over the ages. The 
arrival and acceptance of the new theory is described as a ‘revolution’ by 
Thomas Kuhn. For instance, Ptolemy’s geocentric model of the universe 
remained in place for almost 1500 years before it was unseated by the 
heliocentric model of Copernicus: and the latter, we may say, had 1500 
years of debt to previous astronomers who recorded their celestial 

9   Popper, Unended Quest, p. 45. 
10 Popper, Unended Quest, p. 195.
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observations with increasingly sophisticated technologies.11 We do not, 
however, condemn Johannes Kepler for his debt to Copernicus or the 
observations of Tycho Brahe, because we recognise the unattainability 
of the prized laws of planetary motion without either of these. Kepler, 
working under the Copernican paradigm, took the astronomical 
observations of Brahe, and gave them firm grounding in mathematical 
theory. His second law, for instance, remains demonstrably accurate 
but also falsifiable: in the same period of time, if we observe that areas 
covered by a planet vis-à-vis the sun differ, then we may say the law 
is vitiated.12 Thus, Kepler’s mathematical laws bolster the Copernican 
system and give meaning to Brahe’s random registry of astronomical 
observation. With historical vantage, therefore, Kepler seems to owe as 
much to Copernicus and Brahe as they do him: the debt becomes, in 
other words, mutual.

However, the theory of evolution is not of this order. It is, in other 
words, not a mathematical denouement of past work. But that is not to 
say it is not a testable theory in absolute terms. If I were an eighteenth-
century naturalist and rigid Aristotelian taxonomist who insisted on the 
fixity of species, that they have remained distinct from the beginning of 
time some 6000 years ago, then we may have a statement approaching 
testability. But the falsehood of these assumptions, Wilson argues, was 
shown much before Charles Darwin. It was the Scottish geologist James 
Hutton whose theory of geology first opened the public to the possibility 
that our planet is infinitely older than imagined. Wilson states ‘James 
Hutton, who had died in 1797, has a greater claim than Darwin to have 
changed the way in which the human race looks at the world’ (p.46). On 
the fixity of species, Wilson argues that it was the lesser-known Darwin, 
Erasmus, grandfather of Charles, who first contended ‘one species might 
evolve into another’ (p. 55): ‘As far as Western scientific thought was 
concerned, certainly from the late eighteenth century onward, Erasmus 
Darwin was its [the evolutionary theory’s] father’ (p. 54).

11 Thomas Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (Chicago: Chicago 
University Press, 1962), p. 75.
12 Popper, Unended Quest, p. 44.
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Here is Erasmus, stating in plain terms that ‘Nature was running itself, 
and one life-form was evolving into the next. Humanity derived from 
apes’ (p. 58):

Would it be too bold to imagine, that in the great length 
of time since the Earth began to exist, perhaps millions of 
ages before the commencement of the history of mankind, 
[...] that all warm-blooded animals have arisen from one 
living filament [...] with the power of acquiring new parts, 
attended with new propensities, directed by irritations, 
sensations, volitions, and associations; and thus possessing 
the faculty of continuing to improve by its own inherent 
activity, and of delivering down these improvements by 
generations to its prosperity, world without end.13

The old man, however, seems to have merited no mention in On 
the Origin of Species. Not only this, but the scion would write in his 
Autobiography the following about Erasmus:

He one day, when we were walking together, burst forth in 
high admiration of Lamarck and his views on evolution. 
I listened in silent astonishment and as far as I can judge, 
without any effect on my mind. I had previously read the 
Zoonomia of my grandfather, in which similar views are 
maintained, but without producing any effect on me.14

Wilson responds: ‘Darwin asks us to believe that reading Zoonomia, the 
work which expounded the idea that species evolved into one another, 
was an experience he underwent without it ‘producing any effect on me’. 
Any? Really?’ (p. 54)

13 Erasmus Darwin, Zoonomia, vol. 1 (London: Printed for J. Johnson in St. Paul’s 
Churchyard, 1794), p. 506.
14 Charles Darwin, The Autobiography of Charles Darwin, 1809–1882 with 
Original Omissions Restored (New York: W.W. Norton, 1969), p. 49.
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Let us now consider Darwin’s particular theory of evolution by natural 
selection: ‘I have called this principle, by which each slight variation, 
if useful, is preserved, by the term of Natural Selection’.15 In an 1835 
magazine we know Darwin to have read, the zoologist Edward Blythe 
seems to have first proposed natural selection:

It is a general law of nature for all creatures to propagate 
the like of themselves: and this extends even to the most 
trivial minutiae […]; and thus, […] we see a family likeness 
transmitted from generation to generation. When two 
animals are matched together, each remarkable for a 
certain peculiarity, […] there is also a decided tendency 
in nature for that peculiarity to increase; and if […] only 
those in which the same peculiarity is most apparent be 
selected to breed from, the next generation will possess it 
in a still more remarkable degree; and so on. [...] May not, 
then, a large proportion of what are considered species 
have descended from a common parentage? (p. 136)

Here, Wilson is prefigured by the American anthropologist Loren 
Eiseley in accusing Darwin of plagiarism (p. 150). The never credited 
Blythe – forgettable owner of a small chemist’s shop in Tooting – 
doesn’t even seem to have played upon the conscience of Charles, as it 
appears his grandfather’s looming shadow had. But these obfuscated 
debts, of which there are many more discussed in detail by Wilson, do 
not themselves bear upon the theory of evolution. It is that Darwin’s 
theory is discursively reworded explication and not mathematical law 
synthesised from past observation that allows us to say his debt flows 
one-way – unlike in physics – and is hence unpaid.

The dilemma then faced by the cult of Darwin is two-fold. First, if 
there is a scientific revolution approaching the kind Kuhn attributes to 
Copernicus or Newton in evolutionary biology, then its commanders 

15 Charles Darwin, On the Origin of Species by Means of Natural Selection or 
The Preservation of Favoured Races in the Struggle for Life (London: John Murray, 
1859), p. 65.
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are Hutton and Erasmus, not Charles Darwin. And even if it is maintained 
that it was natural selection and not evolution itself which constitutes a 
‘revolution’ – a less tenable position –then Blythe got there first. 

The issue of debt in evolutionary biology, however, has an even greater 
significance. Darwin’s idea that nature is simply an arena of warfare, in 
which life is an eternal ‘struggle for existence’ allowing only the fittest 
to survive,16 is merely an expository narrative about how things are and 
not a mathematical theory which can be tested – and hence, its debt 
can be extended to other contexts like Malthusianism. Wilson states 
‘The how of evolution might indeed be unknowable (as opposed to the 
how of genetics)’ (p. 60). It remains difficult to extricate the theory – 
especially seen as distinct from genetics – from this quandary: ‘universal 
warfare’ is too vague and ‘fitness’ too relative to be made to submit to 
a univocal mathematical theory. At best, equations such as the Wright-
Fischer model can describe circumscribed phenomena within genetic 
inheritance, thereby excluding important elements of the evolutionary 
theory, like ‘mutation’ and ‘selection’:17 a declaration of universal warfare 
in nature would certainly be beyond their remit. 

Darwinism seeks a total explanation of the infinitely complex array of 
interactions we term ‘nature’, and a final purpose – competition – to 
what is possibly the most enduring mystery to have riddled mankind: 
life. These complications compound to justify Wilson’s classing of a 
complete faith in Darwinian evolution as emerging from a religious 
more than scientific impulse. And they also help explain the peculiar 
sensitivity of the Darwin cult today – a defensiveness which Wilson 
traces to the emergence of neo-Darwinism. 

It [neo-Darwinism] is the melding of Darwinism with 
Mendelian genetics. The weirdly Victorian battle between 
creationists and neo-Darwinians needed a patron, and the 

16 Darwin, Origin, p. 60–62.
17 Tat Dat Tran, Julian Hofrichter, and Jürgen Jost, ‘An Introduction to the 
Mathematical Structure of the Wright–Fisher Model of Population Genetics’, Theory 
in Biosciences vol. 132 (2013), p. 73–82. 
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neo-Darwinians could scarcely, without absurdity, have 
enlisted for this purpose the genial Bohemian friar [Mendel] 
who had pioneered the science of genetics. Since Darwin and 
his champion Huxley were among the relatively few scientists 
in history who entered the sphere of religious controversy, 
Darwin was the obvious such figurehead. (p. 10)

It is curious that we should remember the less original thinker of the 
age, perhaps its most overreaching mythmaker, as the greatest name in 
biology. To this erected icon and the glimpse of last and final things his 
doctrine portends, we may signal the warning of William Empson in 
‘Doctrinal Point’: “The god approached dissolves into the air”.18 

18 William Empson, Collected Poems (London: Chatto and Windus, 1969 [1935]), 
p. 39.
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Special Feature

Collaborations: Idea 
Liberations or Debt Traps?

katja waschneck

A t some point in their careers, many authors receive offers to 
collaborate on a project. In many cases, this means that an 
author can produce their own work and add it to a collection. 

By not sharing authorship, they remain in charge of all aspects tied to 
their piece. In other cases, authors might decide to collaborate in the 
creation process of one new piece. This means that the contributors 
share all the aspects of creating the work: they exchange ideas, and they 
share responsibility for the success or failure of the piece. When two or 
more authors decide to join forces, the following question arises: are 
collaborations idea liberations or debt traps? 

To support my points with a concrete example, I will refer to a work 
titled February Moon, which emerged from a collaboration between my 
colleague Steph Driver and me in February 2016. Under joint authorship, 
we both contributed to the creative process. Before beginning the 
writing process, we wrote down some rules. We agreed to write one 
diary entry every day, beginning on the 1st of February and taking turns 
for the rest of the month. Furthermore, we agreed on the relationships 
between the characters, and we set a rough word limit for each day. We 
created two parallel stories. The first narrative is about the relationship 
of two brothers, one of whom is a werewolf. The second narrative tells 
the story of a teacher who works on a project alongside a student who 
has a mental illness. We chose these characters to address similarities 
between descriptions of mentally ill individuals and descriptions of 
supernatural creatures. Driver and I each represented two characters in 
the writing process. We oriented the writing process along the phases of 
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the moon, creating a cycle going from sanity to insanity and back. The 
intention behind our collaboration is clear, as the entries are a reaction 
to what was written on the previous day. Once the piece was finished, 
we noticed that many of our initial ideas had changed completely, as we 
had to work with the decisions that the other author had made on the 
previous day. We agreed that neither of us could have written this piece 
alone. This realisation led us to consider if and how we might be in debt 
to each other. 
  
As a starting point in the search for answers, I decided to meet the question 
with a different question. What do authors in creative collaborations 
provide to each other, and what do they receive from each other? I 
assumed that by looking at the contributions and gains of an author, I 
might find an answer for possible areas where debts could arise. Based 
on our experience of collaborating, Driver and I identified four areas 
where the authors’ contributions and any gains associated with these 
are of importance. These include: contributions of financial resources, 
division of labour, moral support and contributions of intellectual and 
creative property. I will expand on each one of the four areas separately, 
before drawing some conclusions on how they are related to each other. 

Contribution of Finances

The first association that comes to mind when hearing the word debt 
is usually related to money. A project can create financial gain or loss; 
therefore, the collaborators need to be aware of this responsibility. In 
case of outstanding payments for materials, printing or copying, both 
contributors might be held responsible, unless agreed otherwise. As the 
financial aspect revolves around a means of payment, it is quantifiable and 
can be controlled. The contributors can sign an agreement beforehand, 
to settle any monetary debt or gain. Referring to my example of February 
Moon, my co-author and I did not set out any terms regarding finances, 
as we were not expecting any losses or gains.    
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Division of Labour

The second area that could be perceived as a potential source of debt can 
be labelled as the division of labour. This area addresses the question of 
how much time a contributor spends on the project and how much work 
they produce in this time. Both these factors are measurable. Therefore, 
this can be dealt with similarly to the financial aspect. Contributors can 
agree on a specific number of working hours and a number of words or 
pages that should be submitted by each contributor. If the contributors 
discuss the work and write whilst being together, an agreement about 
working hours might be sufficient. However, if they write their parts 
separately, agreeing over a number of words or pages may also help the 
writers to avoid potential debt. For February Moon Driver and I used 
a combination of set word count and working hours, but we left the 
details vague. Each entry had to be finished within one day, but there 
was no minimum or maximum time spent writing. As we worked along 
a calendar month of 29 days, Driver covered 15 days, and I worked on 
14 days. Furthermore, each entry had to be a maximum of one page. We 
created a template at the start of the month and allocated the maximum 
space of one page for each day. 

Moral Support

A third area of possible debt between contributors is the idea of 
emotional support. Individuals in collaborations might provide each 
other with support such as encouragement and practical help in 
overcoming difficulties. For example, writers in creative collaborations 
might experience writer’s block or experience difficulties in finding the 
right tone of voice. These are situations where a writer might benefit 
from positive social interactions, support of their intentions or help 
overcoming negativity towards their work and skills. The potential debt 
in this area is not measurable; it cannot be quantified and the actions 
taken in this area might not even be directly related to the project. In 
this regard, I would go as far as to say that it is questionable if a debt 
exists at all.
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Contribution of Intellectual and Creative Property

The last area of possible debt is the issue of intellectual or creative 
contributions and their quality. Exchanging ideas is a core principle of 
collaborations, and the contributors might develop their share of words 
or pages out of discussions with each other. This poses a problem when 
trying to determine the percentage of intellectual ownership within 
collaborations. It might not always be possible to declare one of the 
authors as the sole source of an idea. It can be argued that once a project 
is finished, though it may be possible to trace the origin of an idea to 
one of the authors, the long developmental trail of the idea is not easily 
visible in the piece. The idea will have developed throughout the process, 
and spurred further significant connections. The possibility of assigning 
one contributor all the credit for an idea in a co-authored piece then 
remains questionable.

I did not come across a solution on how to measure or quantify the 
creative contributions to the forming of an idea or an argument within 
a collaboration, apart from identifying everyone involved as a vital 
participant in the dialogue of creation. All content is interwoven, and 
the development of material is often dependent on previous material; 
therefore, it seems impossible to set up a method of how to exactly 
calculate debt between contributors. Furthermore, it is difficult to assign 
values to the thoughts of the contributors, which in turn makes it difficult 
to find a way of measuring their influence on an idea. Not being able to 
identify or quantify a possible debt obstructs claims that there can be a 
debt in the sector of intellectual and creative contributions.   

It is interesting to determine the relationship between these four areas. 
The first two aspects, contribution of finances and the division of labour, 
rely on means that are quantifiable. Debt is possible in these aspects of a 
collaboration; however, this is only the case without a prior agreement. 
The collaborators can choose to create a customised agreement and 
avoid such debt. In comparison, it was established earlier that general 
support and intellectual contributions are not quantifiable. It would be 
far more complicated to create an agreement on how to handle these 
factors prior to the start of a project. 
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Over the process of writing February Moon, I contributed 92 words less 
than Driver and worked one day less. This means that if all areas of debt 
are weighed the same, I would be in debt to Driver. However, I would like 
to challenge the statement that the four established areas of debt are all 
equal by asking if Driver could have written the same story without my 
contribution. As the answer to this question is ‘no’, it can be concluded 
that some areas of possible debt carry higher importance than others. 
Out of the established four areas, the two that seem of higher importance 
are creative and intellectual contributions and general support, as these 
are dependent on the exchange of ideas. Tasks in the first two areas can 
be carried out alone, however, interaction and exchange of ideas always 
requires a second individual. This thought leads to my assumption that 
authors in collaborations are equally dependent on each other, and 
therefore, they are equally in debt to each other. Eliminating quantifiable 
debts leaves collaborators with debt that is not quantifiable, which means 
that it is not possible to declare a balance or imbalance. I conclude that 
given equal terms for both contributors, there exists not a state of debt, 
but a state of equal cooperation. To answer the question raised in my title, 
collaborations between authors are not debt traps. They are platforms to 
foster the exchange of thoughts, and hence they are idea liberations. 
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