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David Cannadine might be surprised to learn that he has written a curiously post-modern 

book. This is not really as odd as it sounds. Of course, Ornamentalism is so readable and easily 

digestible that it might be mistaken for post-prandial rather than post-modern. And, of course, 

Cannadine contends that rank and status were more important to the British Empire than 

race, a category given undue prominence, he believes, by "post-modern" literary scholars. 

Cannadine aims to correct the excesses of "American" scholars who see the production of 

derogatory racial stereotypes as constituting a "hegemonic imperial project." Cannadine 

confesses that he does not know what an imperial project is, and doubts that one ever existed. 

(pp. 197-8) Yet, almost in spite of himself, Cannadine argues that the British Empire existed to 

promote what must surely be called a hegemonic imperial project: to order into a unified 

hierarchy all the subjects of the British Empire across the globe - imperialism as

ornamentalism.1

Ornamentalism surveys the efforts to export and represent this hierarchy through public 

pageants, the honours system, and elaborate ceremonials. Cannadine asks what the Empire 

"actually looked like" from the 1850s to the 1950s and replies that "the British" saw the 

Empire as a vast, interconnected hierarchy with the monarchy at its apex, radiating authority 

downwards and outwards from the metropolis to the periphery. When George VI surveyed 
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