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On Accumulation and Empire
Jonathan Saha

University of Durham, Durham, UK

ABSTRACT
In recent decades, accumulation has become a curiously
neglected concept in imperial history. Despite this, it
remains a powerful heuristic for understanding the drives,
dynamics, and effects of modern imperialism. Juxtaposing
early Marxist conceptualizations of accumulation with some
formative historiographic debates about colonial
knowledge in Africa and Asia, I argue that accumulation
can provide a better account of the ‘lumpy’ spatiality of
empire than the currently predominant model of the
network. Its advantages stem from it being a concept
inherently concerned with the relationship between
appropriation and accrual. Using accumulation to frame the
study of empire foregrounds the relationships between
spaces of extraction and dispossession, and sites of
aggregation and accretion. The lens of imperial networks
struggles to attend to places of disconnection and
asymmetries of power. In contrast, the concept of
accumulation was developed precisely to better
understand uneven distributions and the production of
inequalities.

KEYWORDS
Imperialism; colonial
knowledge; Asia; Africa;
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***

Over the course of the twentieth century, ‘accumulation’ has gone from being
recognised as a (if not the) crucial process for understanding modern imperi-
alism to becoming an ancillary concept, one that is rarely explicitly interrogated
or explored. This decline in the term’s analytical purchase was the consequence
of shifts in the approaches and questions that have animated historical research
in the fractious field of imperial history – or, at least, in the Anglophone litera-
ture on the British Empire with which this article is predominantly engaged. To
gloss a contested and complex story, the concept is likely a casualty of the turn
away from political economy and toward cultural critique.1 However, it
remains a powerful concept, the precise meaning of which is often masked
by the word’s superficial synonymity with related terms like ‘aggregation’,
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‘collection’, or ‘gathering’ that connote the simple amassing of things. In early
theorizations, accumulation encapsulated much more than the build-up of
stuff. It was a concept with considerable explanatory power. It was used to
dissect processes of accrual as relational, dynamic, and contradictory. It entailed
an excavation of the pre-conditions for these processes, as well as an assessment
of their effects. Of course, these theorizations were tightly tethered to analysing
the accumulation of capital. But in reviving the concept, it can be unmoored
from this principal empirical anchor to explicate imperial accumulations in a
range of forms. This is illustrated below with reference to the accumulation
of colonial knowledge.

Having returned to early Marxist writings on accumulation, I am persuaded
that when freed from economistic tendencies within this tradition and resituat-
ing within current historiographic debates, the concept is particularly helpful
for better understanding the historical geography of imperial formations.2 In
making this claim, I am not advocating a resurrection of older, unreconstructed
methods of historical materialism.3 Nor am I proposing to reawaken the mostly
dormant historiographic controversies over any causative relationship between
capitalism and empire. My contention that accumulation deserves greater
attention from imperial historians is instead offered as a tentative suggestion;
it is an invitation to nuance the spatial frameworks through which we study
imperial pasts. I am not calling for another ‘turn’, and certainly not for a
‘turn back’, but I am pushing at the established geographic models that risk
becoming banal and staid.4 Put more precisely, my concern is with the predo-
minant spatial framing of empires as connective networks. While the notion of
imperial networks has not been the sole concern of historians of the British
Empire, far from it, it has proven to be a generative geographic framework
for many. But, despite its evident strengths, it is a framework that risks reifying
its own analytical exclusions.

Over the last three decades, the framing of empire as an entity made up of
webs, networks, and circuits that reached across the globe has replaced the
rigid model of a planet sharply divided between competing imperial metropoles
and a vast colonial periphery as the default geographic framework for histor-
ians. While strongly associated with the New Imperial History, this move has
been furthered by a range of historians working on disparate locales and
across varied time periods.5 Consequently, it is by no means a unified approach.
Yet, in spite of its varied roots, as the novelty of the framework has worn off, the
notion that empires were constituted by networks has become an unconceptua-
lised starting point for historical inquiry. This ubiquity is suggestive of its
general analytical utility. Network approaches have done important work.
Empires are now frequently conceived of as multidirectional in terms of the cir-
culation of people, goods, and knowledge. Rather than a single imperial centre,
multiple nodes have been acknowledged, as have the routes and flows between
colonies that bypassed “home” nations entirely. The tracing of these networks
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has encouraged a focus on the material arrangements underpinning circula-
tions, figuring them as inseparable from the travelling and transformation of
ideas. In the hands of scholars with postcolonial training, the uneven power
relations of imperial networks have been uncovered and kept front and
centre in the analysis.6

I am not opposing this geographic conception of empire per se, but its reifi-
cation. While the network conceptualisation of the spatiality and geography of
modern imperialism remains demonstrably useful, it is, however, only one lens
to help study and explain empires. This point, that the network is a heuristic
device and a descriptor, has been lost on some—especially when the approach
has been folded into a study of globalisation, itself taken to be a dense network
of worldwide interconnection.7 Empires have been written about as if they were
networks. Places and peoples disconnected from them are consigned to histori-
cal irrelevance. This reification obscures how a focus on networks and nodes,
circuits and circulation, make some aspects of imperialism, and some historical
actors, more visible than others.8 It is here that accumulation can provide a
useful counterbalance.

Some of the limits of network frameworks can be discerned in the metaphors
deployed by two notable historians who in ambitious monographs draw atten-
tion to the ‘lumpiness’ of imperial geographies. Frederick Cooper writes of the
world being structured by space “filled with lumps”, noting that networks might
penetrate some places, but that their effects can diminish rapidly at just short
distance from these points of intervention.9 Similarly, Lauren Benton’s study
of the legal seascapes of imperialism describes how overlapping jurisdictions
and conventions produced lumpy space.10 This use of a haptic metaphor to
capture the viscosity of empire indicates the need for a concept that can help
historians analyse the uneven density of imperial formations, and not merely
its interconnectivity. A spatial framework of networks and nodes is of limited
use for understanding the thinning and thickening of imperial formations
since these were not just matters of circulation, movement, and mobility, but
of accretion, viscidity, and absence. How and why do imperial structures
amass in some places? And what forces wrought the density and sparsity of
empires? In other words, the acknowledgement of lumps, as well as thinness,
might move us towards theorising imperial accumulations. To do so, it is
necessary to briefly (and rather cursorily) revisit the place of capital accumu-
lation in imperial historiography.

While accumulation was acknowledged as an economic driver for European
imperialism in the canon of early imperial historiography, it has not always
been subjected to theoretical exposition as a concept in its own right. For Vla-
dimir Lenin, building on John Hobson before him and addressing the geopo-
litical exigencies of his time, capitalist accumulation in overdeveloped
imperial nations drove their transformation into competing rentier states
holding colonies in dependency through violence and debt.11 For Eric
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Williams, the capital accumulated from the transatlantic slave trade provided
considerable stimulus for the industrial revolution in Britain. In addition,
although it is less frequently noted, Williams also argued that the accumulated
capital from exporting white indentured servants supported seventeenth-
century Bristol’s transformation into the preeminent city for slave trading;
and that the capital from slavery that accumulated in eighteenth-century Liver-
pool sustained the growth of Lancashire—an acknowledgement of different
scales of accumulation, beneath that of the nation-state.12 These arguments
have not merely had their fair share of criticism, they have launched historio-
graphic fields of debate that have engendered monograph upon monograph.13 I
am not concerned here with assessing the career of their arguments regarding
accumulation as they have been revised by subsequent historians, but only in
noting that in both Lenin and Williams’ formative books accumulation is
taken to be a self-evident concept. The reader should have already read their
Marx.

Karl Marx presents capitalist accumulation as a puzzle to be solved: how does
the totality of capital not only reproduce itself, but do so in an expanded form?
In addressing this problem in volume one of Capital, Marx offers a conceptu-
alisation of accumulation that can be abstracted from his concern with elucidat-
ing the self-perpetuation of capitalism. For Marx, to put it crudely, capitalist
accumulation refers to the dynamic through which surplus value, derived
from the exploitation of human labour power, is speculated by capitalists,
usually in form of money, to generate expanded value, or greater profit.14

There are two aspects of his conceptualisation of accumulation that are valuable
for abstracting a more generic concept. It is the active and expanded nature of
accumulation that distinguished it from what we might call simple aggregation
or collection (what he called “simple reproduction”). Marx himself explicitly
draws this out through a contrast with hoarding, a comparison that takes
him into a discussion of the psychology of capitalism. The hoarder keeps all
they extract and guards it jealously. The capitalist not only saves and consumes
their wealth, they risk a part of their capital in the hope of increasing its value.
Taken more generally, the distinction is pivotal. Accumulation is not passively
getting more and more stuff; it is an active form of acquisition orientated
towards increasing the magnitude of acquisition itself. Under capitalism, at
least as Marx observed it, accumulation had its own dynamism, driven by the
pressures of competition as well as crises of profitability and underconsump-
tion. This insight too might be abstracted. Accumulation can become an end
in itself, with its own logic and momentum, all the while generating its own
obstacles.

While Marx’s formulation contains a conceptualisation of accumulation that
can be applied to entities other than capital in the form of money—as I show
below through a discussion of the acquisition of knowledge and its material
forms—it is in the writings of Rosa Luxemburg that we can glean
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methodological insights into how accumulation might be studied. Set in con-
trast to Lenin’s Imperialism that sought to outline the effects of capitalist
accumulation, Luxemburg’s The Accumulation of Capital might be thought
of as uncovering the necessary pre-conditions for capitalist accumulation.
The problem that she is primarily addressing is that of the general trend of
capitalism’s expansion in spite of periodic crises. She was interested in under-
standing why capitalism seemed to consistently meet and overcome its limits,
even at the brink of apparent collapse.15 The answer she proposed entailed
reworking the place of Marx’s idea of “so-called primitive accumulation”. At
the end of the first volume of Capital, Marx subverted earlier economists’
mythic conceit of the capitalist’s original capital that was earned (rather than
extracted from the labour of others) to trace how common lands and produ-
cer-owned means of production were violently alienated to become capitalist
property.16 Luxemburg repositions this insight in the schema of capitalist
accumulation to make it a necessary precondition for accumulation to occur.
Put more simply, accumulation required new sites for exploitation, production,
and consumption. This need manifested itself in the violence of imperialism.17

More recently, David Harvey has taken Luxemburg’s argument further by
arguing that these prerequisite externalities were not finite and limited, as Lux-
emburg believed, but instead perpetually moved geographically. In Harvey’s
conception capitalist accumulation entailed the constant reproduction of new
sites to exploit through what he termed “accumulation by dispossession”.18

The insight that can be abstracted from these crucial debates over the accumu-
lation of capital is that accumulation is premised on seeking out new terrain and
forcibly incorporating it.

Out of this Marxist tradition of analysing capitalist accumulation I am pro-
posing a rudimentary, generic conceptualisation of accumulation that I think a
valuable addition to the imperial historian’s theoretical toolkit. To reiterate:
accumulation can be defined as an active form of acquisition orientated
towards increasing the magnitude of acquisition itself, a process with its own
internal dynamism; and, it is a mode of expanded acquisition that relies on
seeking out and forcibly incorporating new terrain. To illustrate why this
generic concept might be useful, in what follows I trace this broader notion
of accumulation in debates in the literature on colonial knowledge in Africa
and Asia. I argue that accumulation sharpens an understanding of the uneven-
ness of imperial space because it reveals how knowledge—materialized in the
assemblage of state apparatus and accrual of archival records—coalesced in
certain places. Or, phrased in an active voice, my focus on accumulation fore-
grounds an examination of how empires accrued knowledge in particular places
having extracted it from elsewhere. As I will show, the historiography already
hints at this process of accumulation. Debates over the construction of colonial
knowledge and its archive have been centred on the nature of information gath-
ering, as well as on the relationship between this acquisition with the
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culminative generation of essentializing tropes. These studies are closely tied to
the history of uneven state formation in colonies and, in turn, the generation of
official imperial archives. Thinking of imperialism as being animated by accu-
mulatory processes does not entail upending these areas of research. It may,
however, help to explicitly address the lumpy asymmetries of imperial space.

Before moving to this discussion it is worth noting that in abstracting a
generic concept of accumulation from these foundational theorisations of capi-
talist accumulation I am not eschewing the history of capitalism, which is
undergoing something of a renaissance.19 Importantly, knowledge could take
the form of capital—or perhaps, more accurately, go through a process of capi-
talisation.20 Even more frequently, it took the form of a commodity. But in the
histories that I recap below it was not always, or even primarily, accumulated
through capitalist speculation.21 In other words, it was not acquired because
of the prospect of its acquisition increasing the value of the capital expended
on it. The ends for the acquisition of knowledge might be multiple—scientific,
governmental, or, no doubt, driven by other more esoteric imperatives—but
nonetheless it can still be usefully conceived of as being subject to accumulatory
dynamics. The history of capitalism may prove to be a complimentary
approach, particularly as the field expands its geographic ambit to the Majority
World.22 It provides essential context for imperial accumulations writ large. I
would, however, resist making these imperial accumulations ancillary or subor-
dinate to the accumulation of capital. They have their own logics and dynamics
that need to be understood on their own terms.

In the field of political economy, this move to resist reducing accumu-
lation to being conceived in purely economic terms is well developed.
Since the late 1990s Jonathan Nitzan and Shimshon Bichler have argued, per-
suasively, that capital should not be understood narrowly as an economic
unit of analysis, but as a symbolic quantification of power. On this basis,
they collapse a division between the political and the economic. For them,
accumulation is better understood as operating through a differential
dynamic; that is, understanding it to be a process that is driven by the
desire to have more power than others, rather than an absolute motivation
to ever-expand economic activity.23 Within feminist scholarship that criti-
cally engages with Marx’s wider commentary on social reproduction and
how this is sustained through accumulation, Nancy Fraser and
J. K. Gibson-Graham have exploded his famous focus on the “hidden
abode” of the labour process to reveal a wider world of relations and prac-
tices that are necessary for social reproduction and accumulation. These not
only include reproductive labour and the patriarchal formations that struc-
ture it, but the racial and ecological forms of exploitation foundational to
accumulation.24 Taking inspiration from these works, returning to accumu-
lation may provide imperial historians with nuanced political economic
approaches with which to analyse colonisation, both the drivers for
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expansionist practices (viz., Nitzan and Bichler) and the actors entangled in
its reproduction (viz., Fraser and Gibson-Graham).

Knowledge makes for a powerful case study to explore these methodological
issues. The acquisition of knowledge has long been conceived of as a central
pillar of imperial power, and its absence as a driver of expansion. Historians
studying these processes and dynamics frequently work with an underlying
conception of accumulation, but one that has not be theorised, explicated, or
brought to the centre of the analysis. Through a whistle-stop tour of some pro-
minent interventions in these debates, I show how a more elaborated and expli-
cit framing of colonial knowledge production as a mode of accumulation might
bring together approaches frequently conceived of as at odds with one another.
In addition, it suggests a way to bring together the study of colonial epistem-
ologies with material histories of state formation.25 I then conclude by
arguing that accumulation provides a lens with which to keep processes of
exploitation and marginalisation central to the analytics of imperial history.

***

Historians of modern colonialism in Africa and Asia have long been working
with an intuitive, undefined concept of accumulation. This is particularly
apparent at the point of intersection between knowledge production and
state formation. In this section I tease out the implicit accumulatory dynamics
shown to be in operation in the literature. I argue that foregrounding the
accumulation of knowledge, particularly the material arrangements for its
acquisition and the material forms that it took, provides one avenue for explor-
ing the lumpy spatiality of imperialism.

The production of colonial knowledge has been an area of significant histor-
iographic debate, one that has been identified as an engine of the New Imperial
approach, as well as an inspiration for the maximalist argument for the impact
of empire on British culture put forward by John Mackenzie.26 Taken broadly,
these studies have shown how culture and identities “at home” were mutually
constituted with perceptions of colonised “others”. Mrinalini Sinha’s Colonial
Masculinity, published in Mackenzie’s Studies in Imperialism series, is
perhaps one of the most sophisticated and most cited examples of this
approach. She traces the interplay between notions of the “manly Englishmen”
and the “effeminate Bengali”, showing how both were artefacts of colonial
encounters and class politics that became animating figures for national iden-
tities in Britain and South Asia.27 Feminist historians of Britain in particular
have delved into deep engagements with the historiographies of particular colo-
nies in order to make similar arguments about the construction of imperial sub-
jectivities.28 Nevertheless, historiographic essays on the state of the field—of
which there are many—have not always meaningfully acknowledged the devel-
opments within colonial historiography, other than to note its influence in
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precipitating the ‘imperial turn’ in a cultural history mode.29 In an influential
essay, Richard Price even makes the erroneous claim that the state and state-
formation have fallen out of favour as topics of study because of the
influence of postcolonial theorisations, dismissing a whole swathe of scholar-
ship on nationalism in a footnote and conflating the study of the state and
the nation-state.30 As a closer study of the historiography on colonial knowl-
edge in Africa and Asia reveals, research into imperial perceptions of colonised
populations were routinely tied to the study of governance and state for-
mation.31 As this field has turned towards tracing the production of the
archive, the connection with state formation has only been strengthened.32

Within Edward Said’s Orientalism, often taken to be the fountainhead or
original sin of the study of colonial knowledge (depending on the historians’
theoretical persuasion),33 the notion that knowledge accumulated under
imperialism was put forward, albeit passingly. He noted that modern Oriental-
ist research was not simply an additive form of study, with findings incremen-
tally contributing to scholarly understandings. It was instead a form of
systematic and selective accumulation through which a research consensus
was produced that could be used to operationalise imperialism.34 Although
he outlined a concept of knowledge accumulation that was both active and
expanding, with its own internal dynamism, this systematised view of knowl-
edge accumulation does not fully accord with the conceptualisation developed
in the pages of this article. It presents too steady and too rationalising a
dynamic. Accumulatory dynamics, building on Marx and Luxemburg’s ana-
lyses of capitalist accumulation, are better framed as speculative, uneven, and
faltering. For both, realising an ever-greater magnitude of capital across
society in its totality was beset with frequent crises. At the level of the individual
capitalist, speculation was not assured to bring a return. Of course, Said’s wider
arguments have come in for similar critiques from a variety of quarters, includ-
ing Lauren Benton’s discussion of cartographic knowledge in which she
acknowledges the lumpy spatiality of colonial understandings. Knowledge
also did not inexorably expand. Its acquisition involved unstable practices,
assumptions, and approximations.35

In direct opposition to Said’s knowledge accumulation, the framework of
information gathering has been posited. This is perhaps most explicitly elabo-
rated in Christopher Bayly’s Empire and Information, which countered the
social constructionism of post-Saidian historians with a network model.36 In
his framework, networks of intelligence gathering that preceded the advent
of British colonialism in South Asia provided the foundation for imperial
understandings of the subcontinent. Thus, colonial knowledge was not the
product of the systematic, selective accumulatory dynamics of a pre-defined
imperial discursive field but had empirical roots in pre-colonial structures.
For Bayly, this gathering was imperfect, leading to “information panics”, but,
flawed though it was, the intelligence acquired was not merely a colonial
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construct.37 His approach treated information as having an inherent stability
that allowed it to move between South Asian and British imperial systems of
governance without fundamentally changing in nature. It assumed that infor-
mation gathered through these networks would be continuous in its meaning
with the knowledge produced from it. This continuity is presented as holding
true even while that information moved from an older set of productive and
circulatory logics, into a new set orientated towards imperial ends.38 Bayly’s
concept of information gathering was more simple acquisition than it was
‘accumulation’, at least as I conceive of it here.

In Bayly’s work, colonial knowledge production rested upon an uneven dia-
logue with largely intact South Asian systems. The concept of accumulation I
proffer in the opening section above, building on Luxemburg, would instead
encourage a focus on the continual incorporation, re-production, and appro-
priation of indigenous sources of information for the purpose of expanding
colonial knowledge. Following Nitzan and Bichler, we might note that this
expansion was driven, as Bayly suggested, by the need to know more than com-
petitors, both other European empires and South Asian antagonists. Just as
artefacts and matter are conceived of as being transformed in meaning and
value when drawn into capitalist relations,39 knowledge too changed in
meaning and value within new systems of acquisition—often becoming instru-
mentalised and syncretised; a process well illustrated by subsequent studies that
transcend the parameters of these earlier debates.40

It is worth dwelling on Bayly’s conceptualisation briefly to show the early
importation of late-twentieth century social theories of networks and infor-
mation into the imperial historian’s repertoire. Bayly’s understanding of infor-
mation was drawn directly from the work of economic geographer Manuel
Castells.41 Castells argued that access to information, and its flow through net-
works, were increasingly the most important factors governing the formation of
social structures.42 It is this insight that Bayly is building upon. However, Cas-
tells was primarily interested in the impact of new information technology;
technology that allowed information to move almost instantaneously across
long distances without changing. Combined with Bayly’s earlier interests in
the role of pre-colonial trading networks in facilitating the emergence of imper-
ial structures,43 an Anglo-Indian network emerges as his model for understand-
ing the generation of what he terms “state intelligence”. Andrew Liu has
recently astutely observed that as circulation and logistics have become ever
more important to global capitalism, historians have tended to trace long-dis-
tance networks of exchange backwards in time as evidence of a world economy.
This has been at the expense of studies that favoured a focus on the accumu-
lation of capital, studies that dominated literature in the mid-twentieth
century, particularly in the early work of Dependency Theorists.44 Bayly’s
work suggests that there is perhaps a parallel to be drawn here with the
history of colonial knowledge.
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This issue aside, a more circumscribed and precise conception of accumu-
lation can incorporate aspects of both Said and Bayly’s understandings. Colo-
nial knowledge did have its own dynamic, creating fields of inquiry that
evolved according to their own disciplinary logics and exclusions, as Said
argued. However, at the same time, colonial knowledge incorporated (or
attempted to co-opt) pre-existing systems of information, and in ways that
made impossible any smooth, orderly acquisition, processes that form the
focus of Bayly’s study.45 Rather than contrary understandings of the generation
of colonial knowledge, they might be better thought of as dialectically related to
one another as intrinsic aspects of accumulation. Imperial actors sought to
extract and incorporate indigenous knowledges into their own governing struc-
tures, structures that were conditioned by the attempts (not always successful)
to extract and incorporate indigenous knowledges. Neither were processes that
can be easily abstracted from either the larger cultural project of imperialism,
that Said focuses upon, or the nitty-gritty of negotiations on the ground, that
Bayly wished to emphasise.

It may seem abstruse to trace the potential utility of a generic concept of
accumulation through an area of historiographic debate within South Asian
history that has been largely resolved by an understanding of colonial knowl-
edge as the ambivalent and sometimes unanticipated product of uneven entan-
glements between colonisers and the colonised.46 But this debate appeared
concurrently in other areas of colonial historical research, and the resolutions
have similarly led to an intuitive conception of accumulation that has not
often been extracted or named. Perhaps the closest analogue in the history of
colonial sub-Saharan Africa was over the “invention of tradition”. Particularly
animating in this debate was the intervention of Terence Ranger in his essay on
the importation and transformation of elite British traditions and the concur-
rent fabrication of African traditions; although the notion that African tra-
ditions were ‘invented’ was a position that he himself came to revise and
critique.47 The most common point of critique, as with Bayly’s critique of
Said’s South Asianist interlocuters, was the absence of indigenous actors and
systems in shaping colonial knowledge and its associated governmental insti-
tutions. In scholarship on South Asia this was a debate that mostly centred
on caste.48 In Africa the focus was frequently on chieftainship.

Taken in broad terms, the consensus that has emerged through this debate
has been to consider colonial knowledge and institutions as syncretic, hybrid
constructs produced through uneven encounters with Africans and African
systems over which white imperialists had limited control.49 Pushing these
insights further, Justin Willis has shown how some of the concepts of govern-
ance produced in these encounters were beyond the realm of either colonial or
pre-colonial structures, irreducible to either.50 Collectively, these studies point
to the mutual constitution of knowledge and governance; although authors
differ in the emphasis they place on colonial and colonised actors. Expressed

426 J. SAHA



abstractly: knowledge accrued through arrangements of power that were them-
selves recursively refined by that very accrual of knowledge. And, some of the
knowledge produced was itself the product of those newly refined arrangements
of power. This recursive, reiterative process of reification has been unpacked in
Andrew Apter’s analysis of the incorporation of the imperial Durbar into
Nigerian state pageantry. Apter identified in this process (after Pierre Bourdieu)
the accumulation of cultural capital.51 Pushing this insight further, a generic
concept of accumulation neatly captures the reiterative, internal dynamism of
the expanding nature of colonial knowledge production.

Apparent in these colonial histories is the insight that knowledge and gov-
ernmental imperial structures coalesced in certain geographic areas and phys-
ical spaces, concurrently with the marginalisation of other spaces.
Acknowledging the role of knowledge accumulation in state formation provides
a framework for studying the empire as constituted in clusters and clumps, as
well as in networked nodes. As John Comaroff has argued, the ‘colonial state’
was in no sense a unitary entity. It took myriad forms across the empire. It
was shaped by topography and resistance. The unevenness and asymmetries
of where its bureaucratic assemblages developed, and how it was encountered,
can be traced through everyday material engagements with it. It was thickly
layered and dense in some parts; sparsely dispersed and thin in others.52

Routine bureaucratised mechanisms of knowledge acquisition frequently
built on points of relative density—such as semi-urban hubs in which coercive
institutions and administrative offices clustered—the information itself having
been periodically gathered by intermediaries from places at a greater remove
from these clumps of colonial authority, places often more resistant to imperial
penetration. Regardless of the historiographic division between direct and
indirect rule, this lumpy spatiality in state processes of knowledge production
is discernible in studies of policing, census-taking, surveying, sundry clerical
work, and other everyday performances of state power.53 From this low-level
acquisition, knowledge was sorted, weeded, and circulated upwards to higher
tiers of government located at denser clumps of bureaucratic structures. Fol-
lowing Stephen Legg, these circulations can be thought of as constituting vari-
able (and competing and contested) governmental scales.54 They might be
imagined as ‘layered networks’.55

As the structure and location of archives shows, knowledge moved and accu-
mulated at different nodes in these overlaid scalar networks. As an illustration,
the enormous collection of records produced in British India remains dispersed
across divisional collections and provincial collections across the successor
states, in the National Archives of India in Delhi (excluding those ‘not trans-
ferred’ from the previous capital of Calcutta), and in the India Office Records
in London. The clustered, scalar organisation of record-keeping and the
uneven density of state formation were both forms of imperial spatiality
informed and conditioned by the accumulation of knowledge.56 On the other
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side of the coin, in places at a remove from these sites, such as in the mountai-
nous ranges of the Southeast Asian Massif where authority of the Raj was more
superficial and weak, information was extracted and co-opted but often did not
remain in institutionalised, official repositories located at those places them-
selves.57 Embedded imperial actors engaged indigenous knowledges through,
at best, unequal exchanges, but their formal collecting habits and modes of
knowledge production (as frustrated, restricted and piecemeal as they were)
were often unidirectional, gravitating towards clusters of colonial authority.58

Studies of official colonial archives, however, show this to be only a partial
picture.59 Even these formalised archival collections were rarely (if ever) as
orderly and systematic as the bureaucratic structure they were constituted
with would have it appear; perhaps, in part, because colonial bureaucracies
themselves were rarely orderly and systematic in practice.60 The content of
colonial archives is uneven, structured as much by absence as by abundance.61

The factors conditioning their content could be many. Notoriously, the British
government has deliberately acted to suppress and destroy records pertaining to
colonial violence.62 During decolonisation, as imperial regimes confronted
their accumulated paperwork, local officials on the ground were motivated by
conflicting desires to protect collaborators, hide atrocities, and to preserve
the historical record.63 Chance and circumstance were also factors; documents
might surreptitiously survive. Myopic imperial concerns and the aloof hubris of
colonial rulers produced archival silences.64 Imperial hostility towards seg-
ments of the colonised population encoded the record.65 But most interesting
for an understanding of accumulation are the drives behind acquisition.

Instructive in this is Ann Laura Stoler’s call to read along the archival grain to
uncover the colonial “common sense” underpinning collection and the
anxieties about the stability of the colonial order that drove the production
of records.66 She argues that the drive to learn more about transgressions of
colonial categories stimulated the correspondence of officials, filling the files
and filing cabinets of offices.67 As this suggests, the ‘archival turn’, that
Stoler’s work was a prominent proponent of, requires a simultaneous attentive-
ness to both the psychological and the material nature of archives.68 This meth-
odological approach resonates with Marx’s own approach to understanding the
dynamics of capital accumulation. It also lends itself to Nitzan and Bichler’s
conception of differential accumulation, but here conceived of as the need to
know enough to exercise power and overcome opposition. The physical
arrangements for collating and keeping all the leather-bound, papery matter
produced by colonialism made up some of the clumpy, nodal stuff of
empires.69 Understanding its accumulation necessitates understanding its shift-
ing sites of production; studying the places where knowledge was extracted by
colonial states that were perpetually in the making.

Drawing these strands together, historians of colonialism in Asia and Africa
have shown how colonial state formation was predicated upon, and perpetuated
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by, attempts to incorporate indigenous systems of knowledge production and
circulation. This was a generative process, which produced syncretic and
novel cultural forms. While this was often driven by instrumental and system-
atising ends, it was far from orderly or smooth. Engagements with colonised
actors, both in their collaborative acts and modes of resistance, shaped and
limited the acquisition and formation of colonial knowledge. The material
apparatus for acquiring, recording, and preserving knowledge were thus
uneven, coalescing in particular sites in clusters and clumps ostensibly
ordered into the scalar layered networks of imperial bureaucracies. There was
an internal dynamism to this knowledge production that is revealed through
a close reading of the archive itself. The tensions and insecurities of imperial
formations drove the production and accrual of more knowledge of specific,
troubling subjects.70 At times, figments produced through colonial knowledge
became themselves a source of anxiety and spurred the generation of more
records.71 In sum, we have in the existing historiography the sketch of an accu-
mulatory process: an active form of acquisition orientated towards increasing
the magnitude of acquisition itself, with its own internal dynamism that
relied upon seeking out and incorporating external sources.

This brief overview is not meant as a prescriptive model for imperial histor-
ians to adopt, or as a comprehensive survey of what are vast, complex fields of
study. Admittedly, this article just scratches the surface of these historiographic
debates. Moreover, colonial knowledge is not such a self-evident or unitary
subject as this discussion might read to imply.72 Nevertheless, the review pre-
sented here is as an illustration that in the historiography of modern colonial-
ism in Africa and Asia, an imperial accumulation of knowledge is discernible,
even while it is often unstated. This history is entangled with that of the material
production and aggregation of state apparatus and of official archives. Teasing
out these processes of accumulation serves to foreground the clumpy, lumpy,
uneven spatiality of imperialism. Through this, it keeps the connected nodes
of empire in the same frame as marginalised sites of knowledge production
and appropriation. As such, it suggests the heuristic utility of a generic
concept of accumulation for other aspects of imperialism.73

***

Framing imperial geographies as having been shaped by accumulations pro-
vides a renewed emphasis on subalternity and marginality in writing imperial
histories. Network approaches can leave some colonised peoples and margina-
lised regions of the world out of the picture, particularly where historians
implicitly take their disconnection to read as inertia or irrelevance. This impli-
cation is perpetually a risk because the work of bringing in the foundations and
hinterlands of imperial networks beyond the nodal points of connectivity is not
intrinsic to a network model. Antionette Burton and Tony Ballantyne have
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identified this problem in relation to the focus on mobility. Their insistence on
the importance of intimate, ‘translocal’ arrangements reproduced at imperial
nodes across the world, and their argument that these arrangements were a
pre-condition for imperial mobility, broadens the network framework. It
creates the analytical space to bring in marginalised historical actors whose
lives and labours sustained mobility.74 There is in this expanded framework
the scope to not just assert the uneven and asymmetrical distribution of
power under imperial rule, but to analyse these relations. However, like the
lumps identified by Cooper and Benton, their approach is also testament to
the limitations of the spatial framework of the network. The focus on imperial
networks does not necessitate an analysis of inequalities, even though the best
examples of it do bring this into their studies. By contrast, the concept of
accumulation is inherently concerned with uneven distributions, asymmetries
of power, and the reproduction of inequity.

Relatedly, accumulation may also provide new ways of bringing oppressed
and marginalised historical actors into the centre of analysis. In the last
decade, network models have been used effectively to excavate the histories
of subaltern actors. Clare Anderson’s Subaltern Lives does this through pains-
takingly reconstructed and powerfully rendered biographies of men and
women of a range of ethnicities and cultural backgrounds who were prisoners,
performers, and other liminal figures across the Indian Ocean World.75 James
Beatie, Edward Melillo, and Emily O’Gorman have further expanded the ambit
of imperial networks to bring in nonhuman actors. They name the relational
connections between environmental and animal actants that both shaped and
were shaped by imperialism “eco-cultural networks”.76 This tendency
towards writing networked histories of a greater range of actors can be
strengthened by an accumulation approach. Indeed, since the 1980s there
have been creative re-workings of the concept within African studies. Building
directly on the Marxist tradition, Mahmood Mamdani put forward the notion
of “accumulation from below” to understand post-colonial land politics in
Uganda.77 The term is now more widely deployed to connote the strategies
adopted by peasants to acquire capital at a small scale;78 but it could be
deployed for other forms of imperial accumulation. The co-option of colonial
knowledge for anti-colonial purposes, for instance, could be conceived as a
mode of accumulation from below.79

However, and more importantly, the framework of accumulation necessarily
entails an understanding of the actors exploited or dispossessed in the process.
Looking again to the study of capitalist accumulation, in recent scholarship this
has meant elucidating the racialisation of dispossession and appropriation.80

This work touches on two central themes in the historiography on colonial
knowledge, but not addressed at length above: that of tracking the erasure of
colonised informants and researchers; and that of the generation of racial differ-
entiations between rulers and the ruled.81 Theories of racial capitalism refuse to
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reduce racism and racialisation to being the mere epiphenomena of capitalism.
Instead, racism and racialisation are considered to be intrinsic and foundational
to accumulation. Exploitation, expropriation, and extraction all operated
through racial divisions, in this analysis. And, crucially, race itself emerged
through accumulation, as a range of modes of human differentiation came to
be ossified into racial divisions and hierarchies in tandem with the expansion
of capitalist relations.82 The taxonomization of the humans into racial groups
to both extract information and to govern might be considered fundamental
to the accumulation of colonial knowledge; although such a grand claim
requires further research. Nevertheless, these innovations suffice to illustrate
that, unlike in a network model, it is not on account of their mobility
(whether voluntary or forced) that subaltern actors are drawn into imperial
history through the framing of accumulation, but on account of their subjuga-
tion itself.83

An attentiveness to imperial accumulations need not overturn an under-
standing of empires as constituted through webs and networks; I believe it to
be complimentary to this framework. Nor does accumulation provide the key
to comprehending imperialism in its totality. This is not a conceptualisation
of accumulation that conceives of it as an inexorable, teleological, causative
process, but as one beset with barriers and riddled with contradictions. Like
the network, it is only a useful heuristic. Treated as such, the explicit framing
of accumulation serves as a reminder that imperialism not only entailed move-
ment, but extraction, appropriation, and aggregation. Foregrounding accre-
tions and accruals, and displacements and dispossessions, provides a method
for analysing the historical geography of empire’s lumpy viscosity and
clumpy viscidity.
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1. Price, “One Big Thing”; Kennedy, “The Imperial History Wars”.
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