
PMLA invites members of the asso-
ciation to submit letters, printed and
double-spaced, that comment on arti-
cles in previous issues or on matters of
general scholarly or critical interest. The
editor reserves the right to reject or
edit Forum contributions and offers the
PMLA authors discussed in published
letters an opportunity to reply. The jour-
nal omits titles before persons’ names,
discourages footnotes, and does not
consider any letter of more than one
thousand words. Letters should be ad-
dressed to PMLA Forum, Modern Lan-
guage Association, 26 Broadway, 3rd
floor, New York, NY 10004-1789.

Forum

Capitalization in “the British Empire”

To the Editor:

I enjoyed Alice Brittan’s article on David Malouf’s Remembering Baby-
lon in the October issue of PMLA (117 [2002]: 1158–71). I think it imprecise,
however, to refer to “the British Empire” (1161) when the events discussed—
here, the explorations of Captain James Cook—take place before 1 January
1877, when Queen Victoria was officially proclaimed empress of India. Prior
to that, no British monarch had ever held any official imperial title. This does
not mean the discourses and deeds of imperialism were not then prevalent
(they have been so even in many republics, alas). But it does suggest that, out
of respect for the historical record, the term empire not be capitalized in refer-
ences to Britain’s domain in 1770. This is particularly salient since Brittan
refers to Cook’s claiming “the fabled southern continent for the British Em-
pire” (1161; italics mine).

Nicholas Birns
New School University
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