Check for
Updates

Oceanic

MARK CELESTE
Hampden-Sydney College, Virginia, United States

S Kelly Bushnell highlights in her 2018 VLC keyword entry on

“oceans,” the rise of the blue humanities prompted a sea change
in Victorian studies. When we attend to the “poetic history of the
ocean,” we widen the horizons of Victorianist ecocriticism, formalism,
and historicism.! As we study waterborne circulations, exchanges, and
contact zones, we remap our understanding of the nineteenth-century
world. In place of traditional, terrestrial boundaries (e.g., the borders
of the nation-state, or the infamous “red on the map” of the British
Empire), we see a world connected by water—a world of human and
nonhuman entanglements.

Such “blue” remapping—shifting from geography to hydrography—
follows key interventions that reframe bodies of water as bridges rather
than barriers. Studies of the Black and circum-Atlantic; of the Indian
Ocean; of the Caribbean, Arctic, and South Seas; and of a broad blue
southern hemisphere all work to surface new networks of culture, history,
politics, economics, and ecology. Some studies highlight specific mari-
time contact zones variously humanmade (the dockside, the port, the
canal, the passenger ship) and natural (the reef, the atoll, the deep,
the littoral).” Other studies imagine new expanses, such as Charne
Lavery’s argument for the “southern Indian Ocean” as a distinct zone,
one that resists the hegemony of the terrestrial Global North and of
anthropocentrism.”

In sum, as Sarah Comyn and Porscha Fermanis explain, oceanic
studies “cut[s] across regions and even oceans themselves”; what results
is a view of “nineteenth-century literary culture [as] multi-centred.”*
Elizabeth DeLoughrey, for instance, in her study of Caribbean and
Pacific islands, looks to Kamau Brathwaite’s methodology of “tidalectics”
(i.e., “tidal dialectics,” an ever-turning cycle of land-sea entanglement) to
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recenter transoceanic spaces of migration and disrupt imperial ideolo-
gies of center/ periphery.5 In a similar displacement, Carl Schmitt
describes Victorian Britain as a fish or a ship: in the nineteenth century,
he argues, Britain comes to view itself no longer as part of the Continent
but rather as part of the sea. Schmitt terms this a “spatial revolution,” a
“new perception of space” via global relations in politics, economics,
and culture that remaps the world.® Thinking in terms not of terrestrial
enclosure and immobility but rather oceanic networks and mobility,
nineteenth-century Britain textually and politically (re)positioned itself
as part of the Caribbean, part of the Indian Ocean, part of the South
Seas, part of the Suez Canal, etc.—a maritime-centered remapping con-
sistent with British imperial, naval, and commercial hegemony.

Crucially, this oceanic remapping took place through language:
the island of Britain never moved, but a whole new set of worldviews
and discourses emerged from an imperial, capitalist Britain’s waterborne
conquests and ventures. The oceanic, then, isn’t just a descriptor of
space (hence my revision of Bushnell’s original keyword); it’s also
a heuristicc a meaning-making strategy that creates spaces and
discourses we recognize as oceanic. This understanding aligns with
Sanjay Krishnan’s definition of the “global”: not a neutral perspective
but rather an ideologically charged mode of representation.7 This is
where we come in as literary and cultural critics. With respect to
Bushnell, we don’t study oceans; we study representations of oceans—
i.e., the oceanic. More specifically, we engage in what I call reading the oce-
anic: parsing the overlapping systems of meaning (variously cultural, his-
torical, political, socioeconomic, and ecological) that take shape around
bodies of / on / in water.

Consider, for example, how oceanic texts often challenge us to reg-
ister both literal maritime detail and figurative significance at the same
time. Cannon Schmitt, for instance, analyzes the ebb and flow of the
Thames in Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness: the literal turn of the
tides and the physical rotation of the ship, Schmitt argues, figuratively
turns the novella’s focus from the Congo to London, from Belgian col-
ony to British imperial metropole.® If we attend only to the literal,
then we slip into the dryasdust antiquarianism critiqued by the V21 man-
ifesto.” And if we offer only uncritical, all-too-easy metaphors of “flow”
and “fluidity” when describing literary depictions of maritime life, we
slip into what Margaret Cohen calls “hydrophasia,” an inability to con-
ceive of the sea as (quite literally) the sea.'’ (Lest we forget Hester
Blum’s proclamation, “THE SEA IS NOT A METAPHOR.”)11
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Reading the literal and figurative dimensions of the oceanic
together expands our very definition of maritime fiction. Even “terres-
trial” narratives (i.e., stories set wholly on terra firma) can invoke mari-
time history and culture just as readily as those set at sea. As John Peck
explains, a text “does not need to include a sea voyage in order to
have something interesting to say about a country’s maritime economy
and culture.”'® Maritime fiction encompasses more than just tales of
white whales and ancient mariners; it is likewise the purview of more
than just male authors and characters. We need to recognize the diverse
ways in which “terrestrial” authors and women authors engage with wider
networks of oceanic history and culture.'? What results is an oceanic con-
trapuntal reading (a la Edward Said’s analysis of Jane Austen’s Mansfield
Park), tracing the historically specific maritime discourses of migration,
mobility, exchange, circulation, and ecology that underwrite the everyday
life of nineteenth-century British narratives.

This approach would also widen our Victorian(ist) horizons to
include a whole archive of oceanic fiction written, read, and set beyond
the geographical bounds of Britain. The challenge for us here—espe-
cially when engaging with Indigenous texts and culture—is to be respon-
sible guests to those forms of oceanic knowledge, not reproducing
imperial ideologies of extraction and exploitation.
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