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 This study examines Elizabeth Gaskell’s Sylvia’s Lovers 

(1863) through the critical lens of postcolonial theory, with 

particular focus on how British imperial ideology 

permeates the personal and social lives of ordinary 

characters. Drawing on the frameworks of Homi K. 

Bhabha, Ania Loomba, and Edward Said, this paper argues 

that the novel encodes colonial discourse not through direct 

depictions of colonial territories but through the domestic 

consequences of empire: press-gang violence, militarised 

masculinity, and the moral displacement of individuals 

caught in the machinery of British imperialism. The 

analysis centres on Philip Hepburn as a figure whose 

psychological trajectory — from self-deception to 

redemptive sacrifice — mirrors the contradictions inherent 

in the colonial project itself. Through the close reading of 

selected passages from the novel against the backdrop of 

the Napoleonic Wars (1793–1815), the paper demonstrates 

that Gaskell uses her fictional Monkshaven to critique the 

human costs of empire while simultaneously registering its 

seductive ideological power over working-class subjects. 
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1 .Introduction 

Elizabeth Gaskell’s Sylvia’s Lovers (1863) occupies a distinctive position in the 

Victorian literary canon: it is simultaneously a domestic novel of sentiment and a 

historically grounded critique of British imperial culture. Set in the fictional coastal 

town of Monkshaven — modelled on Whitby, Yorkshire — during the turbulent years 

of the Napoleonic Wars (1793–1815), the novel traces the intertwined fates of Sylvia 

Robson, Philip Hepburn, and Charley Kinraid against the backdrop of naval 

impressment, colonial commerce, and wartime patriotism. Gaskell herself described the 
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work as “the saddest story I ever wrote” (Uglow, 1993, p. 430), and indeed the novel’s 

affective weight derives largely from its unflinching exploration of how large-scale 

historical and imperial forces crush individual lives. 

The present study approaches the novel through postcolonial theory, arguing that 

despite its domestic English setting, Sylvia’s Lovers is saturated with colonial ideology. 

The British Empire does not appear in the novel as a distant backdrop; rather, it 

manifests directly in the bodies and choices of working-class characters — in Daniel 

Robson’s violent death at the hands of a judicial system that serves imperial interests, 

in Philip Hepburn’s suppression of individual conscience in favour of duty, and in the 

press-gang’s systematic reduction of men to instruments of imperial warfare. Reading 

the novel in this way reveals Gaskell’s profound ambivalence about the British imperial 

project: she neither endorses it uncritically nor condemns it wholesale, but instead 

traces its insidious penetration of the private sphere. 

The central research question guiding this study is: How does Gaskell’s Sylvia’s Lovers 

represent the relationship between British colonial ideology and individual moral fate, 

specifically through the character of Philip Hepburn? This question is pursued through 

close textual analysis of the novel, supplemented by engagement with postcolonial 

criticism, particularly the work of Homi K. Bhabha (1994) on colonial mimicry and 

ambivalence, Ania Loomba (1998) on the structures of colonial power, and Edward 

Said (1993) on the cultural dimensions of imperialism. 

 This broader research question, is examined through the study two secondary 

questions. First, How is colonial ideology embedded in the social and domestic fabric 

of Monkshaven in Sylvia’s Lovers? This question focus on how imperial values shape 

everyday social relations, domestic life, and community structures, providing the 

ideological framework within which the characters act, as explored by Patsy Stoneman 

(1987). Second, How does Philip Hepburn’s transformation from self-deception to self-

sacrifice function as a critique of imperial values? By analyzing Philip’s moral and 

psychological development, the study investigates how Gaskell exposes the ethical 

consequences of imperial ideology and challenges the values of ambition, authority, 

and loyalty correlated with the British imperial order as drawing in the work of Jenny 

Uglow (1993). Together, these questions demonstrate that Philip’s personal tragedy 

embodies the broader moral oppositions of nineteenth-century British imperialism. 

 

 

2 .Theoretical Framework: Postcolonial Readings of Victorian Fiction 

Postcolonial theory has increasingly been applied to Victorian domestic fiction to reveal 

how the rhetoric and ideology of empire shaped not only Britain’s colonial periphery 

but its metropolitan centre as well. As Edward Said (1993) famously argued in Culture 

and Imperialism, the novel as a form is “part of the structure of an expanding imperialist 

culture” (p. xii). Even novels that do not explicitly represent colonial territories can 

embed imperial assumptions about race, gender, duty, and civilisation within their 

narrative logic. 

Ania Loomba’s account of colonialism in Colonialism/Postcolonialism (1998) is 

equally relevant here. Loomba draws attention to the ideological function of colonial 
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discourse: it does not merely describe but actively produces categories of inclusion and 

exclusion, virtue and degeneracy, civilised loyalty and barbaric self-interest. In Sylvia’s 

Lovers, these categories are deeply embedded in the social fabric of Monkshaven, 

where naval service is constructed as patriotic virtue and resistance to impressment as 

sedition. 

Homi K. Bhabha’s (1994) concept of colonial mimicry and ambivalence is particularly 

productive for reading Philip Hepburn. Bhabha theorises that the colonised subject who 

attempts to mimic the coloniser’s values is always “almost the same but not quite” (p. 

122), producing an unstable, ambivalent identity. Philip, a lower-middle-class 

shopkeeper who internalises the dominant ideology of duty, honour, and self-sacrifice, 

occupies precisely this ambivalent position: he is loyal to imperial values yet destroyed 

by them. 

3 .Historical Context: The Napoleonic Wars and British Imperial Culture 

The Napoleonic Wars (1793–1815) provide the specific historical framework for 

Gaskell’s narrative. As Martin Pugh (2001) has observed, the conflict was “a struggle 

for territory, trade, colonies, a struggle between maritime and continental powers” (p. 

20). Britain’s naval supremacy was therefore not merely a military necessity but an 

ideological cornerstone of its imperial self-image: the Royal Navy embodied national 

identity, masculine virtue, and the defence of a commercial empire that stretched from 

the West Indies to the Indian subcontinent. 

A key historical episode embedded in the novel’s background is Napoleon’s siege of 

Acre in 1799, part of the Egyptian campaign (1799–1801). The French failure to take 

Acre, in which British naval support for the Ottoman defenders proved decisive, was 

celebrated in Britain as a triumph of imperial power. Gaskell alludes to this event to 

ground her fictional narrative within the actual geopolitical stakes of the period, 

reminding her readers that the personal sacrifices made in Monkshaven — men dragged 

into naval service, families broken apart — serve an imperial machinery with global 

ambitions. 

The institution of impressment — the forcible militray service of men into the Royal 

Navy — is the most direct point at which imperial power intrudes on the domestic lives 

of Gaskell’s characters. The press-gang that operates in Monkshaven is not a marginal 

or accidental force; it is the imperial state reaching into the homes and bodies of 

working people. As Sylvia’s father Daniel Robson reflects bitterly upon his own 

impressment years earlier, the system is experienced as a form of slavery: men are 

taken, used, and discarded by a state that demands loyalty while offering none in return. 

4 .Colonial Ideology and Character Fate in Sylvia’s Lovers 

4.1 Philip Hepburn: The Colonial Subject and Moral Self-Destruction 

Philip Hepburn is the novel’s most psychologically complex figure and the character 

through whom Gaskell most powerfully explores the corrosive effects of colonial 

ideology on individual conscience. Philip is a man who has thoroughly internalised the 

dominant moral grammar of his society: duty, respectability, self-restraint, and deferred 

gratification. These values, which align him with the bourgeois ideology underwriting 

British imperial expansion, are exactly what lead him to commit the novel’s central act 

of moral betrayal. 
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When Philip witnesses Charley Kinraid’s impressment and chooses not to deliver 

Kinraid’s message to Sylvia, he tells himself that he is acting in her best interests. 

Gaskell’s narration makes clear that Philip’s self-deception is a form of moral 

colonialism: he appropriates Sylvia’s autonomy, deciding for her what she needs and 

deserves, in exactly the way that imperial discourse appropriates the agency of 

colonised peoples by claiming to act in their interests. As Gaskell writes, “he tried to 

reason himself into the belief that he was doing right” — a formulation that registers 

the gap between self-justifying ideology and ethical reality. 

Philip’s subsequent trajectory — his deception of Sylvia, their hollow marriage, his 

psychological deterioration, his enlistment under a false name, and his disfiguring 

wound — enacts a form of colonial punishment. Having used the system of imperial 

duty to serve his private desire, he is ultimately possessed by that same system. His 

unidentified return and self-effacing death in saving Sylvia’s child constitute what 

Uglow (1993) describes as “a painful and costly redemption” (p. 443): a recognition 

that the dominant ideology’s promise of honour through self-sacrifice is a fiction, but 

one that Philip can only escape by dying. 

4.2 Daniel Robson: Working-Class Resistance and Imperial Discipline 

Daniel Robson represents outright resistance to imperial ideology. His violent history 

with the press-gang — he himself was once impressed — gives him a visceral, 

embodied understanding of the system’s violence that Philip, for all his moral 

scrupulousness, lacks. When Daniel leads the crowd that rescues captured sailors and 

burns the Randyvowse, he acts from a sense of natural justice rooted in the direct 

experience of exploitation. 

The state’s response is swift and exemplary: Daniel is tried, convicted of riot, and 

hanged. His execution is not merely a personal tragedy; it is a demonstration of imperial 

discipline — the state’s assertion of its monopoly on legitimate violence. As Loomba 

(1998) observes, colonial power maintains itself not only through direct compulsion 

but through the megnificent punishment of those who resist its authority. Daniel’s death 

thus functions ideologically within the novel as a lesson in the limits of working-class 

resistance to imperial power. 

4.3 Charley Kinraid: The Empire’s Adventurer 

Charley Kinraid presents a third mode of relationship to imperial culture: opportunistic 

engagement. The sailor-specksioneer is seductive precisely because he embodies the 

romance of maritime adventure — the promise of freedom, wealth, and self-fashioning 

that empire offers to those willing to take its risks. His stories of whaling voyages and 

distant shores give him an exotic glamour that the domesticated Philip cannot match. 

Yet Gaskell’s treatment of Kinraid is ultimately critical. His impressment, which 

triggers the novel’s central moral crisis, exposes the violence beneath the romance of 

seafaring life. His later career as a naval officer and his ultimately self-serving 

emotional conduct towards Sylvia reveal him as a man who flourishes within the 

imperial system precisely because he is willing to subordinate genuine human 

relationships to personal advancement. The empire makes men like Kinraid; it does not 

ask them to be good. 

4.4 Sylvia Robson: Gender, Empire, and the Private Sphere 
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While the novel’s male characters engage with imperial ideology through action, 

service, and resistance, Sylvia experiences it primarily through its domestic 

consequences. She loses her father to imperial justice, her lover to the press-gang, and 

her marriage to Philip’s colonial-style deception. Her agency is consistently constrained 

by the structures — legal, social, and economic — that imperial patriarchy maintains. 

Nevertheless, Sylvia is not simply a passive victim. Her vow never to forgive Philip 

represents a form of moral resistance to the dominant ideology of wifely submission. 

As Shaw (2007) notes, Sylvia’s predicament dramatises “the age-old fight for self-

definition and satisfaction within the confines of cultural standards and expectations” 

(p. 14). Her partial relenting at Philip’s deathbed — too late for any genuine 

reconciliation — suggests that even this resistance is ultimately absorbed and 

neutralised by the novel’s elegiac close. 

5 .Colonial Discourse in the Narrative Structure 

Beyond individual characterisation, Sylvia’s Lovers encodes colonial ideology at the 

level of its narrative structure and imagery. The town of Monkshaven is represented as 

a community whose economic lifeblood — the whale fishery — depends on a form of 

colonial extraction: men go to remote, dangerous waters to harvest resources that fuel 

metropolitan commerce. The community’s prosperity is inseparable from the imperial 

economy, even as the community’s members suffer under imperial coercion. 

The novel’s chronological structure also mirrors the logic of colonial time. The 

Napoleonic Wars provide the inexorable background rhythm against which personal 

choices are made and fates determined. Individual characters have no power to alter or 

exit this temporality; they can only navigate within it. This narrative structure 

reproduces what Bhabha (1994) calls the “split” of colonial time: a modernity that 

promises progress and freedom while delivering constraint and violence. 

The novel’s careful attention to the materiality of colonial commerce — the whale oil 

trade, the goods moving through Monkshaven’s shops, the financial calculations that 

underpin Philip’s respectability — grounds its colonial critique in the everyday textures 

of working life. Gaskell shows that imperialism is not an abstraction experienced only 

at the level of politics and military strategy; it is the fabric of daily economic existence 

for ordinary people in an English seaside town. 

6 .Discussion: Gaskell’s Ambivalence and the Limits of Critique 

Gaskell’s relationship to the colonial ideology she represents is characterised by what 

Said (1993) might describe as “contrapuntal” consciousness: an awareness of the 

violence of empire that coexists with an inability to fully imagine an alternative to its 

structures. The novel does not offer a radical critique of imperialism; it does not give 

voice to the colonial subjects in the distant territories whose labour and suffering 

underwrite Monkshaven’s prosperity. In this respect, Sylvia’s Lovers is limited by the 

ideological horizon of its moment. 

Nevertheless, Gaskell’s achievement is considerable. By locating the costs of empire 

within the inner textures of English domestic life — within a failed marriage, a father’s 

execution, a man’s slow self-destruction — she makes visible what imperial ideology 

typically conceals: the human price paid by the metropolis’s own working people for 

the maintenance of empire. Philip Hepburn’s fate is not merely a personal tragedy; it is 
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an indictment of an ideological system that demands self-abnegation from those who 

serve it while rewarding only those, like Kinraid, who use it for personal gain. 

The novel’s refusal of consoling resolution — Philip dies anonymously, Sylvia is left 

grieving and alone, Daniel’s execution changes nothing about the press-gang’s 

practices — is itself a form of critique. Gaskell denies her readers the satisfactions of 

providential narrative, insisting instead on the stubborn persistence of suffering in the 

wake of imperial violence. 

7 .Conclusion 

This study has argued that Elizabeth Gaskell’s Sylvia’s Lovers is, at its deepest level, a 

novel about the relationship between British colonial ideology and individual moral 

fate. Reading the novel through postcolonial theory — particularly the frameworks of 

Said, Loomba, and Bhabha — reveals how imperial discourse penetrates the domestic 

lives of Monkshaven’s inhabitants, shaping their choices, distorting their relationships, 

and determining their fates in ways they themselves only partially understand. 

Philip Hepburn’s trajectory from self-serving deception to redemptive sacrifice is not 

only a moral drama but a colonial allegory: he is a subject who internalises the dominant 

ideology’s values, is used by its institutions, and is ultimately destroyed by the 

contradiction between the ideology’s promises and its realities. Daniel Robson’s 

execution demonstrates the state’s disciplinary violence. Charley Kinraid’s survival 

illustrates that the system rewards opportunistic adventurism while punishing moral 

scruples. Sylvia’s suffering, moreover, represents the gendered cost of a social order 

whose colonial expansionism depends on the subordination of women to the domestic 

consequences of men’s imperial service. 

Gaskell’s novel does not offer a systematic postcolonial critique in the contemporary 

theoretical sense. But it does something perhaps more powerful: it makes empire’s 

human costs felt, at the level of the body and the heart, in ways that abstract political 

analysis rarely achieves. In doing so, Sylvia’s Lovers remains a deeply relevant text for 

understanding the relationship between imperial ideology and individual lives, not only 

in the Victorian period but in any era shaped by the logic of colonial power. 
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Abstract in Arabic 

الفردي: الاستعمار والتضحية الأخلاقية في رواية "عشاق سيلفيا" لإليزابيث ظلال الإمبراطورية والمصير 

 جاسكل

 الملخص 

( من منظور نقدي لنظرية ما بعد الاستعمار، 1863تتناول هذه الدراسة رواية "عشاق سيلفيا" لإليزابيث جاسكل )

في الحياة الشخصية والاجتماعية  مع التركيز بشكل خاص على كيفية تغلغل الأيديولوجية الإمبريالية البريطانية

للشخصيات العادية. وبالاستناد إلى أطر هومي ك. بهابها، وآنا لومبا، وإدوارد سعيد، تجادل هذه الورقة البحثية 

بأن الرواية تجُسد الخطاب الاستعماري ليس من خلال تصوير مباشر للأراضي المستعمرة، بل من خلال 

عنف التجنيد الإجباري، والذكورة العسكرية، والتهميش الأخلاقي للأفراد  التداعيات المحلية للإمبراطورية:

العالقين في براثن الإمبريالية البريطانية. ويتمحور التحليل حول شخصية فيليب هيبورن، الذي يعكس مساره 

. من خلال التناقضات الكامنة في المشروع الاستعماري نفسه -من خداع الذات إلى التضحية الفدائية  -النفسي 

(، توضح الورقة أن 1815-1793القراءة المتأنية لمقاطع مختارة من الرواية على خلفية الحروب النابليونية )

غاسكل تستخدم روايتها الخيالية مونكشافن لانتقاد التكاليف البشرية للإمبراطورية مع تسجيل قوتها الأيديولوجية 

 نفسه.المغرية على رعايا الطبقة العاملة في الوقت 

إليزابيث جاسكل، نظرية ما بعد الاستعمار، عشاق سيلفيا، الإمبريالية البريطانية، الحروب العبارت المهمة: 

 .النابليونية، عصابة الصحافة، التضحية الأخلاقية، الأيديولوجية الاستعمارية

 
 

https://books.google.ca/books?id=Pe6jQgAACAAJ&source=gbs_book_other_versions_r&cad=2
chrome-extension://efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https:/monoskop.org/images/f/f9/Said_Edward_Culture_and_Imperialism.pdf
https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/abs/cambridge-companion-to-elizabeth-gaskell/sylvias-lovers-and-other-historical-fiction/ADEA3F00FDABA8F07E23B6FB8F034EEB
https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/abs/cambridge-companion-to-elizabeth-gaskell/sylvias-lovers-and-other-historical-fiction/ADEA3F00FDABA8F07E23B6FB8F034EEB
https://archive.org/details/trent_30121003505268

