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Dorice Williams Elliott. Transported to Botany Bay: Class, National 
Identity, and the Literary Figure of the Australian Convict. Ohio UP, 
2019. Pp. xii + 291. $80.00. ISBN 9780821423622 (hb).

Elahe Haschemi Yekani. Familial Feeling: Entangled Tonalities in 
Early Black Atlantic Writing and the Rise of the British Novel. Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2021. Pp. viii + 298. Open access via springer.com. ISBN 
9783030586409 (hb/pdf ).

Josephine McDonagh. Literature in a Time of Migration: British Fiction 
and the Movement of People, 1815–1876. Oxford UP, 2021. Pp. ix + 341. 
£70.00. ISBN 9780192895752 (hb).

Philip Steer. Settler Colonialism in Victorian Literature: Economics and 
Political Identity in the Networks of Empire. Cambridge UP, 2020. Pp. 
xii + 227. £78.99. ISBN 9781108484428 (hb).

Each of these recent books touches on international relations, empire, 
and race in the nineteenth century. Each contains a single chapter 
that focuses specifically on Dickens. Each might have been written 

slightly differently, perhaps, if the authors had all had the chance fully to 
digest one another’s work. As it is, they collectively provide a significant 
unfolding of the map of Dickens studies.

Dorice Williams Elliott’s Transported to Botany Bay is centrally concerned 
with nineteenth-century representations in print of convicts transported 
from England to Australia. Elliott argues that these representations were 
the main way in which readers in England, at least until the middle of the 
nineteenth century, heard about and understood Australia, and that they 
contributed strongly to changing understandings of Englishness, especially 
in relation to class and race. Great Expectations is obviously a key text, but 
the great strength of Elliott’s project is to contextualize Dickens’s work 
and draw our attention to many other texts with which it is in dialogue, 
knowingly or not.
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The texts that Elliott discusses include ephemeral “transportation 
broadsides” (of which more than 140 are extant, dated c. 1790–1860 [65–
66]); autobiographical works by “gentleman-convicts” (93–95), including 
The Memoirs of James Hardy Vaux (1819); novels by best-selling British 
novelists of the time, including G. P. R. James’s The Convict (1847) and 
Charles Reade’s It Is Never Too Late to Mend (1856); representations of female 
convicts, mainly by women authors, ranging from Mary Theresa Vidal’s 
“The Convict Laundress,” in Tales for the Bush (1852), to George Eliot’s 
Hetty Sorrel in Adam Bede (1859); and three novels that deal in different 
ways with the official end of transportation in 1868 and with the ensuing 
fraught and protracted renegotiation of Australianness – as understood both 
in Australia and in England: Marcus Clarke’s His Natural Life (1870–72), 
Rosa Praed’s Policy and Passion (1881), and Anthony Trollope’s Harry 
Heathcote of Gangoil (1874).

Although “none of Dickens’s novels or journalistic portrayals of the 
transported convict are the first chronologically, they are arguably the most 
influential” (39). Elliott is thinking here of Great Expectations, but also of 
many articles conceived and published with varying degrees of Dickensian 
input, such as “A Bundle of Emigrants’ Letters,” in the first number of 
Household Words, where the letters themselves were submitted by Caroline 
Chisholm, of the Family Colonisation Loan Society, but where Dickens 
provided the surrounding text. The “emigrants” in these letters are in fact 
convicts who have prospered after transportation, turning disgrace and 
banishment into kinds of freedom and prosperity that they would never 
have found at home, and who hope to persuade their families to join them. 
In Great Expectations, Dickens sends a different but perhaps complementary 
message: 

By 1859, readers would have known that convicts could and did 
prosper [in Australia], which assuaged the national conscience, 
but those banished could not be permitted to return to disturb 
England’s own class system, however rich they might have become. 
Pip himself has already done enough of that. (57) 

Many other critics have discussed the parallels and interdependencies 
between Pip and Magwitch’s miraculous ascents from transportation and 
the smithy, respectively – and how they work together to complicate the 
notion of the Victorian gentleman and the relations between outward and 
inward worth – but Elliott adds great contextual amplitude to the discussion, 
making a very good case for the centrality of the convict narrative in both 
Australian and British cultural history, far beyond the vicissitudes of the 
convicts themselves.
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In Settler Colonialism in Victorian Literature, Philip Steer considers the 
relationship between the transportation of convicts and the “voluntary settler 
migration” (36) that began to develop in the early Victorian period and 
eventually became dominant. Steer’s first chapter, on “The Transportable 
Pip,” explains that those who have been baffled by Dickens’s engagement 
with an almost-obsolete form of punishment and social control in Great 
Expectations are missing the wider point. The dynamics of interchange 
between Britain and the antipodean colonies in the nineteenth century are 
about much more than managing criminality. They concern nationhood, 
civility, and acceptable forms of life. The key word here is “settlement.” The 
idea of being a settler (whether involuntary or voluntary) in the colonies 
exists in relation to a Lockean ideal of “civilization as a settled state” (38) 
– with having, as an individual citizen, “a settled disposition,” a habit of 
self-government which produces a “reliably portable form of character” 
(71), which stays the same whether in the metropolis or the outer reaches 
of the empire. “The ultimate effect of this,” as far as Great Expectations is 
concerned, is “to look beyond Magwitch to Pip, and find his characterization 
and experience of bildung to … be structured in terms derived from the 
settler colonies” (41). And this in turn feeds into the wider ambition of Steer’s 
book, which is to show how the relations between the imperial center and the 
colonies (at least in the case of Australasia) were already, in the nineteenth 
century, bidirectional: with narratives of antipodean life setting models and 
patterns for people who might never leave England. Furthermore, there 
are points in Victorian culture, in Steer’s anti-Saidian analysis, where the 
distinction between the metropole and the colonies begins to fade. Already 
in David Copperfield, for example, Dickens shows “a new ability to imagine 
British identity at the furthest reaches of the Empire”; the novel “is in 
complete agreement” with Mrs. Micawber when “she asserts to her husband, 
‘You are going out, Micawber, to this distant clime, to strengthen, not to 
weaken, the connexion between yourself and Albion’” (61).

Steer’s book is deeply researched and densely argued, but very readable. 
The analyses of David Copperfield and Great Expectations are elaborate, 
and closely connected with an account of Dickens’s own involvement in 
settlement projects and direct use of ideas that originated in the colonies, at 
Urania House: “essentially … a microcosm of Norfolk Island on the outskirts 
of London” (68). Steer’s account of Dickens comes to be situated, as the 
book goes on, in relation to a wide range of sources in nineteenth-century 
British and antipodean political economy, as well as literary texts ranging 
from Thomas McCombie’s Scott-inspired Arabin; or, The Adventures of a 
Settler in New South Wales (1845) to Samuel Butler’s Erewhon (1872; based 
on Butler’s own experiences in New Zealand). The last chapter describes 
British and Australasian “invasion novels” of the later nineteenth century, 
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in which national identities, especially in relation to forms of masculinity, 
are examined across borders, and where geopolitical strategies develop, 
through literary narrative, from the paradoxes, tensions and opportunities 
of the two-way colonist/settler experience.

Both Elliott and Steer are conscious of the limits of Dickens’s 
understanding, and perhaps of their own projects, when it comes to race. 
“What Dickens does not represent in his gothic/sensation novel,” writes 
Elliott, “is the return of what is still deeply repressed in English and even 
much Australian literature today – guilt for brutality toward and even 
eradication of the indigenous Australians” (42), while, according to Steer, 
“one of the deepest critical challenges of returning to the literature of the 
settler empire […] has been finding means to avoid simply reinforcing the 
silences, obfuscations, and sheer ethnocentrism that structured and enabled 
those colonial visions” (28).

For both Elahe Haschemi Yekani and Josephine McDonagh, the key 
Dickens text is Bleak House – the novel about which so many critics, in the 
last few decades, have had their say (quite disproportionately more than 
in the case of Pickwick, for example, or Little Dorrit), so that it rolls on, 
gathering bulk, like a sooty snowball – or perhaps like the paperwork in 
Jarndyce v. Jarndyce. But there is always scope for arresting new approaches 
to this extraordinary text, as Lydia Craig demonstrates in the present issue of 
this journal. The principal novelty as far as Haschemi Yekani and McDonagh 
are concerned consists in placing Bleak House together with much less 
familiar texts, in the service of quite grand visions of the development of 
nineteenth-century culture and geopolitics.

Haschemi Yekani’s central idea is that our understanding of eighteenth- 
and nineteenth-century literature needs to be reconfigured by looking at 
the white British canon alongside, or “entangled” with, writers of “the 
Black Atlantic.” To this end she pairs Daniel Defoe with Olaudah Equiano, 
Laurence Sterne with Ignatius Sancho, Jane Austen with Robert Wedderburn 
(author of the 1824 pamphlet, The Horrors of Slavery), and Dickens with 
Mary Seacole (1805–81), the British–Jamaican nurse who arguably achieved 
as much in the Crimea as Florence Nightingale, wrote Wonderful Adventures 
of Mrs. Seacole in Many Lands (1857), and, in 2004, was voted “greatest Black 
Briton.” By looking across the colonial world in this way, taking account of 
a multiplicity of subject positions and forms of literary affect, especially in 
relation to slavery and abolitionism, Haschemi Yekani evolves a theory of 
national belonging based upon “familial feeling.”

As well as Bleak House, Haschemi Yekani looks at Dickens’s American 
Notes, drawing the two texts together to present Dickens’s intermittent 
awareness and evasion of slavery. Her readings of these works are not in 
themselves particularly new, being based more on an extensive digest of 
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existing criticism than close engagement with Dickens’s words. But the 
comparison with Seacole is highly effective. “Dickens, probably like no 
other writer before him, made a success of creating … simultaneously 
broad and relatable figures that bolster the concept of familial feeling” 
(223), but he “increasingly understands British familial feeling,” according 
to Haschemi Yekani, “as tied to whiteness” (225), and indeed to patriarchy, 
where “maternal incompetence can often be compensated by benevolent 
older male characters like Mr Jarndyce” (239). Mary Seacole plays the game 
of orthodox British familial values to some extent, adopting a “motherly” 
relation to British soldiers who were “full of fun, and tried hard to persuade 
the Russians that I was Queen Victoria” (Seacole 162; qtd. in Haschemi 
Yekani 251). And yet, “underneath her heroic motherly persona lurks a 
more dangerous mobile mixed-race femininity” (240). Teasing out the 
full complexities of gender, race and nation in Dickens and Seacole would 
perhaps have required a whole book, rather than a chapter. As it is, Haschemi 
Yekani’s approach is rather schematic, and underestimates the polyvocality 
of Dickens’s texts, which have dangerous mobilities of their own. “[W]hile 
Dickens consolidates a version of reform that is limited to the closeness of 
the home/nation, Seacole imagines a Britishness as at once welcoming of 
Otherness and expansive in global reach” (258). There is clearly scope for 
comparing and contrasting this view with, for example, Steer’s understanding 
of “transportable” British identity in Great Expectations.

For Josephine McDonagh, Bleak House “focuses on questions of national 
significance – and does so, moreover, with an apparently Little-Englandish 
perspective” exemplified by the mockery of Mrs. Jellyby and her concern for 
the inhabitants of Borrioboola-Gha; and yet (and here McDonagh diverges 
from Haschemi Yekani), the novel “always operates with an awareness of the 
claims of the wider world impinging on it” (222). This is another book that 
places Dickens in refreshing new (or rediscovered) contexts, with chapters 
on Walter Scott; John Galt; Edward Gibbon Wakefield and Charlotte 
Brontë; Mary Russell Mitford and James T. Fields; Thomas Martin Wheeler; 
Dickens; and George Eliot; before finally making its way into the twentieth 
century (just) with some concluding reflections on Joseph Conrad’s story 
about Jewish immigrants, “Amy Foster.”

The central concern of McDonagh’s book as a whole is with “British 
narrative fiction in the nineteenth century and its engagement with a 
world that was changing under the pressure of human mobility.” This 
engagement is not merely thematic, but also formal, in ways that are “directly 
related to migration.” The texts in question are “both responses to, and 
active technologies of, moving” (36). In the case of Bleak House, there is 
movement, but also unhealthy stasis, and the movement is often experienced 
unwillingly, as a result of poverty, misfortune or distress. The “central 
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thematic” of Dickens’s novel is “the idea and practice of unsettlement, as 
both a demographic phenomenon and a psychological disorder” (222). 
This is reminiscent of Steer’s reading of Pip and Magwitch in relation to 
displacement, disorientation, and the ultimate formation, through hard 
experience, of a “normative British subject with sufficient character strength 
to move with freedom between the metropole and the imperial periphery” 
(76). Indeed, McDonagh references Steer, and both have been inspired 
by some of the same sources in “global Dickens” studies, including the 
work of Jonathan Grossman. But McDonagh has a special focus on the 
connections between literary form, architecture, and urban topography, 
including the doorstep (taking off from an 1849 Chartist short story, “The 
London Doorstep” [219]) as both literally and metaphorically a scene of 
personal and societal destitution, exclusion, and potential transformation, 
and the pavement “as a site of accretion, its dirt-encrusted surface a metaphor 
for the dehumanizing effects of the legal system and its overproduction of 
legal documents that have the power to make people homeless, turn streets 
into slums, and people into vagrants” (244). Drawing persuasively on 
parliamentary and legal debates of the time concerning the laws of settlement 
– and in particular an 1851 report on the rural implementation of the Poor 
Law, by a barrister, George Coode – McDonagh here bridges some of the 
concerns of Elliott and Steer, with the exportation of problematic citizens, 
and the work of Luke Lewin Davies and Alistair Robinson, who have very 
recently written about Dickens specifically in relation to vagrancy.

McDonagh’s theme of “Literature in a time of migration” fits the complex 
nineteenth-century world that she (like the other authors discussed in this 
review) describes, but it is obviously also an allusion to our own time. The 
radical shock-politics of the “hostile environment,” of severing ties with 
Europe, and of transporting refugees who have reached England from 
Afghanistan, for example, to Rwanda springs to mind. Perhaps Dickens 
would have called it “telescopic misanthropy.”

Elahe Haschemi Yekani quotes Caddy Jellyby rebelling against being 
a “slave” to her mother’s obsession with Borioboola-Gha: “Talk of Africa! 
I couldn’t be worse off if I was a what’s-his-name – man and a brother” 
(Bleak House, ch. 14; qtd. in Haschemi Yekani 235). Caddy escapes through 
marriage, and so, “in the novel’s logic,” according to Haschemi Yekani, 
“a woman’s freedom can be found only in matrimony and not in her 
engagement in public service” – a further failure on Dickens’s part to imagine 
the reality of “enslavement” at home and abroad (235). McDonagh, on the 
other hand, chooses to end her chapter on Bleak House with the vignette of 
Caddy caring for her baby, who is unable to hear or speak. “Perhaps we are 
to imagine Caddy as the mother of the new nation, nurturing the poor and 
disadvantaged.” Far from being  consistently parochial, Dickens has at least 
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partly inverted the caricature of Borioboola-Gha, in McDonagh’s view, and 
“imagined the nation as something like a colony, peopled by subjects who, 
although impaired and disadvantaged, nevertheless could be schooled in the 
sounds of maternal love” (245). But “maternal” takes us back to Haschemi 
Yekani’s “familial feeling,” and thus exemplifies how these two monographs 
– indeed, all four discussed in this review – can profitably be read with and 
through one another.

Elliott’s and Steer’s books have been reissued in paperback, by Ohio UP 
and Cambridge UP respectively, at reasonable prices. Haschemi Yekani’s 
book is available online via SpringerLink as an “open access” publication 
(i.e. gratis, although hard copies are also available for purchase). Perhaps 
Oxford UP will in due course reissue McDonagh’s book as a paperback, but 
meanwhile many scholars will be able to access it through their libraries’ 
subscriptions to Oxford’s e-publishing packages. Much as one might be fond 
of hard-bound monographs, and while the environmental merits of e-books 
remain unclear, this mitigation of the economic and geographic barriers to 
Dickensian and other scholarship is clearly to be welcomed.

Aarhus University         Dominic Rainsford
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