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Towards a counterfactual criticism: alternate history 
and the study of English Literature
Will Tattersdill *

Department of English Literature, University of Birmingham, Birmingham, UK

ABSTRACT
This essay asks what the study of alternate history can do for broader literary 
criticism, arguing that reflecting on historical contingency benefits our 
readings of canonical literature as well as it does our readings of twenty-first 
century popular fiction. I treat counterfacticity as a critical tool, useful at the 
level of both volume and sentence. My discussion begins with Elizabeth 
Gaskell’s unfinished novel Wives and Daughters (1864–66), arguing that the 
opportunities raised by its openendedness can also be applied to completed 
novels like Wilkie Collins’s Armadale (1864–66), with which it shared pages in 
the Cornhill. Noting the role played by the periodical form in this discussion, I 
then turn to Susanna Clarke’s Jonathan Strange and Mr Norrell (2004), exploring 
the deliberate instabilities that novel confers on its alternate, magical 
nineteenth century. In a final, shorter section, I comment on the applications 
of counterfactual criticism in the classroom, pointing out that the discipline of 
English Literature has much to gain from a conscious effort to imagine the 
past having gone differently. The article counters outmoded assumptions 
regarding the value of popular fiction by arguing that such writings can 
provide us with new methodological awarenesses in everything that we read.
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I sometimes wonder what would have happened if you had been my real 
daughter, and Cynthia dear papa’s, and Mr. Kirkpatrick and your own dear 
mother had all lived. People talk a good deal about natural affinities. It 
would have been a question for

- Elizabeth Gaskell, Wives and Daughters (1864–66) ch. LX1

Towards the close of Gaskell’s final novel, the redoubtable Mrs Gibson lapses, 
as we have all occasionally lapsed, into considering how her life might have 

© 2023 The Author(s). Published by Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group 
This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDer-
ivatives License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/), which permits non-commercial re-use, distri-
bution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited, and is not altered, 
transformed, or built upon in any way. The terms on which this article has been published allow the posting of the 
Accepted Manuscript in a repository by the author(s) or with their consent. 

CONTACT  Will Tattersdill will.tattersdill@glasgow.ac.uk
*Present address: University of Glasgow, Glasgow, UK.

TEXTUAL PRACTICE 
https://doi.org/10.1080/0950236X.2023.2243905

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/0950236X.2023.2243905&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2023-08-06
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-7100-3132
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
mailto:will.tattersdill@glasgow.ac.uk
http://www.tandfonline.com


turned out differently. Even in this chapter, it is not her only counterfactual 
impulse. During a later conversation with her husband, she tells him how she 
regrets being born when she was (‘I should so have liked to belong to this gen-
eration’) and how she wishes he had chosen a different career (‘I always think 
if you had gone to the bar you might have succeeded better’).2 These reflec-
tions add a tone of contingency to the book’s close as well as a deep sense of 
reflection back over its earlier plot – an effect massively heightened by the 
glyph on the next page which marks Gaskell’s unexpected death and the 
transfer of the novel’s conclusion to her editor at the Cornhill, Frederick 
Greenwood. Greenwood’s ‘mainly conjectural’ afterword begins by matching 
Mrs Gibson’s counterfactual language: ‘Had the writer lived, she would have 
sent her hero back to Africa forthwith … ’.3

Had she but lived. Mrs Gibson and Mr Greenwood are striking examples, 
one inside and one (almost) outside the text, of the assurance and persistency 
with which people reflect on what would have happened. Mrs Gaskell, 
though, who always writes Mrs Gibson with an affectionate irony, under-
stood that it is easier to comment on such matters than it is to make sure 
of them. Mrs Gibson’s counterfactuals are perhaps best read as part of the 
suite of hypotheses, projections, and schemes, often based on misapprehen-
sions, through which she runs her household and in the midst of which she 
provides us with Gaskell’s actual last published words (‘let me go to sleep, 
and dream about my dear Cynthia and my new shawl!’).4 Whilst we 
readers do not approve of Mrs Gibson’s inability to be content with her 
lot, we are not, I think, meant to find her entirely unrelatable either. Cer-
tainly, it is difficult to glimpse the alternate possibilities raised by this final 
chapter without reflecting, Mrs-Gibson-like, upon them. What if Mrs 
Gibson and her stepdaughter were biologically related? What if Mr Gibson 
had become a lawyer? What if Gaskell had survived to finish the novel in 
which neither of these things happen? What sort of book would that be?

These questions are, of course, unanswerable, but that is not to say that we 
gain nothing by asking them. In part, that is because they are woven into the 
fabric of the novel’s ending as it really is – woven into it precisely by the cir-
cumstances of Gaskell’s death, which necessarily make the whole end read 
differently, that is, differently to how it would have read, could it have 
been written. They are circumstances which, placing the last words of the 
novel in Mrs Gibson’s hands – would Gaskell have made this decision, 
had she lived? – push her ruminations about alternative pasts to centre 
stage. The novel’s failure to end foregrounds its internal questioning of con-
tingency. But it is a foregrounding only, for Mrs Gibson’s mindset is by no 
means unprecedented in nineteenth-century fiction. Andrew H. Miller, 
writing after Stuart Hampshire, calls it the ‘optative mood’, brilliantly 
tracing it as a narrative technique across Victorian and Modern literature 
– his particular focus is on Great Expectations.5 But despite yielding for a 
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moment to the temptation of mentioning his own optative circumstances,6 

Miller is largely focussed on counterfacticity as a function interior to texts, 
reserving fleeting discussion of the multiple endings of Pip and Estella, a 
famous exterior example, for his concluding paragraph.7

In this article, I want to argue for the potential of a counterfactual criticism – 
a criticism which attends to the forms and words which we do not have. This 
involves more than simply thinking about literature in terms of its absences – 
the letters lost, the novels left unfinished, the manuscripts burned – although 
that loss is certainly part of the picture. It also involves more than the indus-
trial processes of what Mark Turner has called ‘compression’, which serve to 
make so much of what is written invisible to modern critical eyes.8 Definite 
absences such as these, provocative enough in themselves, can also be a way 
in to thinking about the indefinite absences which inhere in all literary pro-
duction – roads not taken, words not chosen, plot points cast aside. Some-
times, these absences have a textual history. We know, for example, that 
Gaskell contemplated extending Wives and Daughters into a sequel, but had 
decided against it by the time of her death.9 We do not know, so far as I am 
aware, how many words she considered before choosing ‘philosopher’ for 
the end of the passage I began by quoting. We have only to try a few in its 
place, though – ‘theologian’, ‘parson’, ‘scientist’, ‘maiden aunt’ – to watch 
Mrs Gibson change, the novel itself change. What is the difference between 
this new, very slightly altered Wives and Daughters and the one we have? 
Asking this question allows us to see the work done by the text as it stands.

In short, there is value in heeding possibilities as well as absences. My sug-
gestion is that space should exist within literary criticism for conjectural ver-
sions of works. ‘We all know the revolutions which happened’, the historian 
Hugh Trevor-Roper said. ‘But how can we “explain” them unless we can 
compare them with the revolutions which have not happened […]?’10 I 
propose that this formulation applies as well to texts as to revolutions.

In what follows, I work through some of the views of literature which are 
possible when we start thinking about – dare I even say imagining? – what is 
not there. At first glance, such an exercise may appear inimical to the classic 
view of criticism as the study of the ‘words on the page’.11 In fact, it is pre-
cisely in practical criticism that counterfactual techniques have some of their 
most obvious benefits: the use of this word can teach us more about a text 
when we conceive of it as a choice, as being opposed to that one. Textual 
editing, too, despite the insistence on material evidence, gains something 
from a deliberately wielded counterfactual criticism. I say ‘deliberately’: it 
is not my presumption that I am coming up with anything new here, but 
rather that I am drawing attention to something which most of us already 
do, and which might benefit from being done on purpose. Whenever we 
say of any literary device that it ‘makes a difference’, we are imagining, 
however indistinctly, the alternate text from which the difference is made. 
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There is ground to be gained if we follow through on this thinking and talk 
about the alternate texts explicitly.

What does it mean to read Mrs Gibson’s counterfactual mood, if not as 
alternate history, then with alternate history – with here meaning both 
‘using’ and ‘alongside’? Underlying this entire essay is the supposition that 
we can use previously denigrated popular genres – science fiction, fantasy, 
and so on – not only to expand literary criticism’s sample size, increasing 
the number of texts of which we ask fundamentally similar questions, but 
also to develop tools, changing the questions we ask even of canonical 
texts. Gaskell doesn’t read the same, not quite, after an extensive course of 
alternate history. This essay is my attempt to turn that fact to advantage.

From here, the discussion proceeds in three parts. I first attend to the 
periodical context of Wives and Daughters, arguing that the circumstances 
of its (interrupted) first publication highlight things about the serial 
format which invite readerly participation in counterfactual thinking. I 
then discuss the genre of alternate history, focussing on a work putatively 
written in a very different nineteenth century from Gaskell’s, Susanna 
Clarke’s Jonathan Strange and Mr Norrell (2004). In a concluding section, 
I reflect on the pedagogical implications of my argument, based on the 
experience of teaching an undergraduate alternate history module for 
three years. This essay therefore focusses in turn on material context, 
genre, and teaching, things which are bound together in alternate history 
and in the daily practice of literary critics more than we are sometimes 
inclined to acknowledge. Though my specific route between them doubtless 
represents a combination of interests peculiar to me, I hope the result is a 
discussion with far wider applicability.12 My purpose here is not more 
than to provoke further thinking about counterfacticity as a reading practice.

I. Periodicals and provisionality

The ending of Wives and Daughters is unknowable. With only a short 
amount missing, of course, we flatter ourselves that we have a fairly good 
idea of what would have happened; the novel is, in Margaret Lane’s words, 
‘in every important respect artistically complete’.13 For A. W. Ward, introdu-
cing the authoritative Knutsford edition, the work is ‘all but finished’.14 The 
‘story would almost certainly have concluded in January 1866’ had Gaskell 
lived, Angus Easson assures us (but note his almost); on these terms, not 
many more than two chapters are missing.15 It is easy to see why the 
broken-off narrative has prompted so much less speculation than, say, 
Edwin Drood (1870), an acknowledged mystery which Dickens died only 
halfway through writing.

Wives and Daughters had neither so sensational a plot nor so much of it 
missing as to precipitate the century and a half of intrigue inadvertently 
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launched by Dickens.16 Instead, the vast majority of Gaskell’s readers seem to 
have taken it as a given that the missing ending would have seen Roger and 
Molly finally engaged. It is not my intention to dispute this assumption – one 
which, given the genre norms of Victorian literature, we can cheerfully 
regard as inevitable from the moment of their first meeting several 
hundred pages earlier. The question is not only what Gaskell would have 
done, though, but how she would have done it – if we consider ourselves 
interested in form as well as in plot, the scale of our loss becomes far 
more obvious. None knew this better than Gaskell’s editor Frederick Green-
wood: ‘How charmingly that scene would have been drawn, had Mrs. Gaskell 
lived to depict it, we can only imagine: that it would have been charming – 
especially in what Molly did, and looked, and said – we know’.17

Greenwood speaks here not only with the personal authority of an editor 
but with a consumer confidence typical to the reader of the mid-Victorian 
periodical press. In their landmark study of nineteenth-century seriality, 
Linda K. Hughes and Michael Lund point out that the promise of a satisfying 
ending, as well as its long deferral, is what yokes the novel-in-instalments to 
the period’s economic status quo: 

The assumption of continuing growth and the confidence that an investment 
(whether of time or money) in the present would reap greater rewards in the 
future were shared features of middle-class capitalism and of serial reading.18

Our tendency to read Victorian novels outside their serial context, as well as 
our privilege in reading them, if not with foreknowledge of their conclusions, 
then at least foreknowledge of whether they conclude, profoundly separates 
us from the text’s original readers. Many of these readers would have been 
investing time and money in Gaskell’s text for eighteen months when the 
abbreviated final instalment came out – seen a certain way, this is actually 
a graver disappointment than Edwin Drood, whose readers had only six 
months’ commitment to the novel when it abruptly ceased. ‘All but 
finished’, Ward’s phrase, fails to do justice to the complexity of what it 
means when a temporally-embedded textual product which has been a 
regular part of life for a year and a half comes to an end so suddenly, even 
and perhaps especially when it was on the verge of a natural conclusion.

Keeping sight of seriality allows us to recapture something from the orig-
inal readers’ experience of Wives and Daughters, an experience which 
depended upon speculating about how future instalments might develop – 
and how past ones might otherwise have developed. The first step in this 
argument is provided by Margaret Beetham, who writes of the periodical 
as ‘the form which refuses the closed ending and allows for the possibility 
of alternative meanings’.19 While all serials and magazines eventually end, 
the idea of the magazine is rhetorically infinite – an inducement to tem-
porally-oriented speculation. Beetham is clear that this is only half the 
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picture – the periodical, as a tool of the status quo, is ‘both open-ended and 
end-stopped’ – but she affirms that ‘the essential quality of the periodical, its 
serial form and the other ways in which it seems to resist closure, can be read 
as a sign of its strength as a potentially creative form for its readers’.20

The most obvious feature bestowed upon fiction by serialisation is, as 
Hughes and Lund note, ‘suspense and anticipation’ – but this quality, they 
go on to say, is bound up with a number of far more complex reactions to 
literature, frequently overlooked. One of them is that ‘[r]eaders and reviewers 
engaged in provisional assumptions and interpretations about the literary 
world [in the gaps between instalments], which then shaped the evolving 
understanding of works as they continued to unfold part by part’.21 In 
other words, a continuous and temporally-oriented re-evaluation of a devel-
oping story was an intrinsic part of reading the Victorian novel when it first 
appeared.22 None of these critics explicitly discuss counterfactual speculation, 
but their emphases on provisionality and openness to readerly interpretation, 
as well as the intrinsically temporal nature of the periodical form, mean that 
the step can be taken without imposing upon their other arguments. Period-
ical suspense is the idea that a gap between instalments encourages specu-
lation about possible futures for the text: to this, Greenwood’s comment 
that some things about the unwritten ending (Gaskell’s writing) are hazier 
than others (its quality) passively attests. Adding that periodicals can encou-
rage similar speculation about possible pasts is no huge departure, if only 
because the fixed, immovable past of one instalment was, a few months 
earlier, a tenuous possible future of another. With weeks to wait between 
each part, readers are induced towards this kind of speculation both by the 
form of the text and, not infrequently, its content.

A lateral example might help to clarify this point. In the same Cornhill as 
the final instalment of Wives and Daughters, we find three chapters of Wilkie 
Collins’s Armadale (1864–66), a novel more or less entirely dissimilar to Gas-
kell’s in tone, scale, and sense of propriety, yet one which had shared every 
one of its serial appearances with Wives and Daughters.23 The juxtaposition 
of these two novels in the same print space – and the surprising correspon-
dences between them – can, as Deborah Wynne has written, teach us much 
about how the 1860s periodical press entangled the locutions of class, propri-
ety, and literary worth which attended the rise of the sensation novel.24 But 
besides their common material context and, consequently, their at least 
partly common readership, these novels share another trait: Collins routinely 
gives us characters who, like Mrs Gibson, are inclined to think over the past 
and imagine it altered.

Armadale can reasonably be described as a meditation on inevitability. 
Wynne does a good job of summarising how its temporalities are bound 
together with its plenitude of written forms when she describes it as ‘based 
on timeshifts, flashbacks, dreams, letters, and diaries’.25 These constant 
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movements in space and time, which contrast with the relatively stable flow 
and voice of Wives and Daughters, bounce the reader between geographies, 
textual media – and possibilities. One character, Midwinter, obsessively 
oscillates over the question of whether destiny is inescapable, whether 
dreams can predict the future. The novel deliberately refuses to settle on 
an answer to this dilemma, even as it sends readers backwards into previous 
instalments and forwards into the possibilities of the serial future.26

It’s not surprising, then, to find that Armadale also offers us plenty of indi-
vidual optative moments. In the particular issue where Wives and Daughters 
ends, one such moment stands out: it is chapter thirteen of book four, and 
Bashwood, a relatively peripheral character, is about to have a realisation 
that will shape the entire last act of the plot. The scene begins with him in 
a state of despair, but he is prompted to his key realisation by an innocent 
question from his landlady: ‘If your good lady had only been alive now, 
sir, what a comfort you would have found her, wouldn’t you?’27 This refer-
ence to Bashwood’s wife, who was anything but a comfort to him whilst 
living, sets in motion a train of thought in the character – and in the 
reader of the serial, who will have to think back to the May 1865 issue, 
eight months earlier, to recall the entire sad story.28 Bashwood’s wife being 
‘alive now’ would certainly alter the plot drastically, since at this point it is 
being driven, unbeknownst to the landlady, by his attraction to somebody 
else. But this optative question also has a profound ripple-effect on the 
novel as it actually exists. If the landlady’s counterfactual reckoning were 
absent – and here begins our own chain of speculation – the plot would 
stall. There would be no discussion of the estranged son, no remembering 
of his profession, no letter to London, no reunion between Bashwood and 
Gwilt, nobody to intercept Allan and Midwinter at the train station … the 
details of Collins’s byzantine narrative are less important than the point 
that counterfactual thinking plays a fundamental role in how they are 
advanced, how they are expressed, and how the periodical reader interacts 
with them. The landlady’s optative question is itself the tiny moment that 
makes the difference, the crushed butterfly which sets in motion the remain-
ing chain of events.29

Other examples are possible even from the January 1866 Cornhill, but 
hopefully I have made the point that the periodical form, at least when car-
rying serialised fiction, encourages speculation about the past as it might 
otherwise be. Its characters and writers respond to such thinking, and its 
readers, attenuated to the code-switching demanded by the gaps and tran-
sitions between issues, and between different kinds of material in the same 
issue, do as well. Echoes of this aspect of periodicity still survive in our 
book versions – especially in the case of Wives and Daughters, which 
Gaskell never had a chance to revise and which cannot be reprinted 
without the coda from a magazine editor.30 On the whole, though, we 
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tend to read and discuss Victorian literature without attending either to the 
context of their periodical publication or the optative thinking which such 
publication can encourage. If counterfactual thinking is laid up in the 
fabric of Victorian fiction as it originally appeared, though, is it not neglectful 
for critics to avoid it?

It is not my position that criticism would be immeasurably improved by 
scholar after scholar producing hundreds of new endings of Wives and 
Daughters. But what if it was? (This is not the last time you will see me try 
that rhetorical trick). A scene where Roger proposed to Molly outside – 
amongst nature; recalling their first meeting; the sphere of his scientific 
expertise – would certainly create a different mood to one with, say, a pro-
posal in Molly’s house – her realm, but also that of Mrs Gibson. Roger’s 
phrasing at the moment of proposal might recall, or refuse to recall, his 
earlier attachment to Cynthia, and that might change our readings of the 
(surviving) scene in the last instalment where he discusses the subject with 
Mr Gibson. There are numerous other tiny ways in which the precise man-
agement of the crucial scene could alter the entire book. Inventing versions 
of our own cannot lead us to a ‘correct’ answer, the final text as Gaskell would 
have written it – but it can draw attention to what is at stake in an ending, 
refine our understanding of the pressure points of the rest of the novel, 
and lead us to new conclusions about the openness of the text as it actually 
exists. And if this process is illuminating for a text without an ending, why 
shouldn’t it be so for a text which does conclude? I understand the value 
of the counterfactual text, the imagined alternative, in terms of the light 
that it sheds on the text as we have it.

II. Alternative facts

A doubtful reader might reasonably be wondering, at this point, where the 
actual genre of alternate history figures in this discussion. Though my 
emphasis here is less on the genre specifically than it is on turning its ques-
tions outward to the rest of the literary canon, it perhaps behoves my argu-
ment to bring in a text which is explicitly counterfactual. Jonathan Strange 
and Mr Norrell, a novel set between 1806 and 1817, is a useful example, 
placing many of the expected trappings of that period – society drama, 
long carriage rides, the battle of Waterloo, Lord Byron – alongside its fabu-
lously economical descriptions of fairies, enchantments, and the restoration 
of English magic.

Although the genre has ballooned since the 1990s, in the wake of texts like 
Robert Harris’s Fatherland (1992), Kingsley Amis’s The Alteration (1976), 
and Philip K. Dick’s The Man in the High Castle (1962), alternate history 
as a form of fiction is generally acknowledged as having nineteenth- 
century roots. Louis Geoffroy’s Napoléon et la Conquête du Monde, 1812– 
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1832 (Napoleon and the Conquest of the World; 1836), for example, is often 
identified as the progenitor – one of Clarke’s wryest accomplishments in 
Strange and Norrell is to present an alternate history in which the British 
win the Battle of Waterloo.31 Geoffroy’s depiction of a Napoleonic victory, 
with consequent global benefits in peace, science, and the arts, was written 
at roughly the time Wives and Daughters is set – a small but crucial 
element of Gaskell’s plot turns around Squire Hamley’s Waterloo-era dis-
trust of the French, not shared by the younger generation. Conveniently, 
then, the period over which Gaskell looks back when writing her 1860s 
novel in an 1830s setting is a period which, alongside much else, includes 
the onset of the alternate history novel.

I am not suggesting a line of influence between Geoffroy and Gaskell here. 
Geoffroy was not translated into English until the twentieth century, and it is 
important to stress that my argument has no reliance on ‘claiming’ Gaskell as 
an author of alternate history. The evocation of the 1830s, however, reminds 
us that Gaskell was writing historical fiction – a slightly older genre whose 
boundaries with alternate history are often fuzzy – and that the depiction 
of Molly Gibson’s community is one shaped profoundly by Gaskell’s hind-
sight.32 When Mrs. Gibson says (optatively) that she ‘should so have liked 
to belong to this generation’, the generation in question is both young 
Molly’s and the declining author’s.33 Gaskell stops short of altering estab-
lished historical facts, but her portrait of backwards-glancing Mrs. Gibson 
is itself part of a meticulously detailed backward glance. The same is true 
of Strange and Norrell, which, despite being written far later and set slightly 
earlier, nevertheless relies not only on a curated, historical distance but on 
the rhetorically-assumed near-distance of personal recollection.

With its Romantic setting and intricate understanding of social comedy, 
Clarke’s writing is frequently compared in reviews to that of Jane 
Austen.34 Such comparisons certainly have weight, but they miss the fact 
that Clarke’s unnamed narrating persona – despite writing about Austen’s 
period – is implicitly situated at a later historical moment. At one point, 
the narrator says that they are supplying a brief description of the places 
where street magicians do business ‘[i]n case there are any readers who do 
not remember the magicians’ booths of our childhood’, implying a writer 
(and reader) for whom the events of the novel are (just) within living 
memory.35 In the very last footnote in the text, a switch to the present 
tense implies that John Childermass, a character who is of middle age 
when the text ends, is still living at the moment of supposed composition.36 

Such hints, few and far between, are easy to miss in a text of over a thousand 
pages which remains deliberately coy about what happens after its action 
ceases. For all that, the device of narratorial near-distance is one deployed 
by a large quantity of Victorian historical fiction – including Wives and 
Daughters.
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If Strange and Norrell is, as I suggest, positioned as a mid-Victorian text, 
‘written’ at the very dawn of alternate history and set at a period predating 
that dawn, then what does its status as an alternate history in our own era 
allow us to say about counterfacticity in literature more broadly?37 In the 
first place, we must note that Clarke’s characters indulge hardly at all in 
the optative mood which so captivates Mrs. Gibson and which Miller finds 
so pervasive in the work of Dickens and others. Mr Norrell regrets his 
time in London – ‘what seemed remarkable to him now were the long 
years […] away from his library, at the beck and call of the Ministers’ – 
but his regret doesn’t take the form of specific conjecture about how very 
differently things would have gone had he stayed in Yorkshire (his move 
to London precipitates virtually the entire plot of the book).38 In the 
novel’s final scene, depicting the brief reunion between Strange and his 
wife, an alternate ending is placed not in the mouths of the characters but, 
deftly, in the back of the reader’s imagination: ‘…in that moment all was 
as it used to be – it was as if they had never parted; but she did not offer 
to go into the Darkness with him and he did not ask her’.39 There are actually 
three counterfactuals here, so gentle as barely to be visible: as if they had 
never parted; as if she offered to go into the Darkness; and as if he asked 
her. Between them, these counterfactuals powerfully show what is possible 
and not possible in the relationship between Jonathan and Arabella. But 
there is no articulation of the relationship they might have had, even 
though Jonathan in particular has plenty of cause to wonder about it.

What would Strange and Norrell be like if it had more optative moments 
for its characters? It seems to me that the novel so imagined would inevitably 
lay less emphasis on the other kind of historical contingency that Clarke 
deploys, the contingency created by scholarly debate. The text’s famous foot-
notes are easy to read as a simple means of conveying background infor-
mation about Clarke’s world – in truth, though, they serve a much more 
complex function, often destabilising precisely the kind of narrative trust 
which footnotes or endnotes normally, in a work of fantasy, presume 
upon. Take, for example, the story of the Master of Nottingham’s daughter 
(ch.25 fn.4), a twelfth-century folk tale which runs in a footnote over six 
pages beneath a main plot to which it is apparently entirely incidental. 
The note arises because Mr Norrell, in his position as Strange’s teacher, is 
launching into a speech about magical history – but he breaks off because 
of renewed awkwardness between the two, who are quarrelling and will even-
tually part ways. As is often the way in this novel, the footnote picks up the 
story Mr Norrell cannot tell. After more than 2,000 words describing a 
struggle for a magic ring between the Master of Nottingham’s daughter 
and the wicked Jocelyn Trent, Clarke’s narrator appears to grow dissatisfied 
(‘The rest of the story has all the usual devices’) and ends by sketching an 
alternate tale: 
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There is another version of this story which contains no magic ring, no eter-
nally-burning wood, no phoenix – no miracles at all, in fact. According to this 
version Margaret Ford and the Master of Nottingham’s daughter (whose name 
was Donata Torel) were not enemies at all, but the leaders of a fellowship of 
female magicians that flourished in Nottinghamshire in the twelfth century. 
[…] This less colourful version of the story has never been as popular as the 
other but it is this version which Jonathan Strange said was the true one 
and which he included in The History and Practice of English Magic.40

This note is part of the apparatus through which the novel makes its point 
that, as Daniel Baker has put it, ‘history can be written and re-written, mar-
ginalised or idealised, becoming a political tool and/or a portal to socio-pol-
itical investigation’.41 It is not only that two contradictory versions of a 
history are offered, nor even that they are positioned so that the second, a 
scholarly work with the proper names of historical actors, deflates the first, 
a folk tale with ‘all the usual devices’: the whole is offered as a footnote, 
both versions implicitly sidelined from the main text by the incipient 
quarrel between Strange and Norrell. Implicitly, but far from explicitly: the 
story takes up all but four lines each of pages 305–308, visually dominating 
the space taken up by the eponymous magicians and utterly impossible for 
the reader to ignore. Which history is important to the elusive frame narrator 
on these pages: the conversation between Strange and Norrell (main text, but 
almost absent), the twelfth-century fable of the Master of Nottingham’s 
Daughter (an all-consuming footnote), or Strange’s revised version of the 
twelfth-century past (the footnote’s afterthought)?

Clarke’s novel is animated by the tensions between academic history, folk 
tale, myth, and personal remembrance – it is these alternative ways of finding 
the past that the novel spreads out in place of the optative thoughts of its 
characters. If you know the novel, consider the different views of English 
history represented in the wider text by Strange, Norrell, and the gentleman 
with the thistle-down hair. Clarke is also intensely interested in the limit-
ations of these mechanisms: consider the events surrounding Stephen 
Black’s true name, erased from history by the forces of British imperialism 
and recoverable only with dark and equally acquisitive acts of magic. Con-
sider, too, the different attitudes taken in the text towards its plethora of 
(invented) history books: Norrell hoards them devotedly but is unable to 
write one of his own; Strange writes texts as fluently as he improvises 
magic in their absence.42 If no one character in Strange and Norrell has a par-
ticularly optative mood, it is because the text as a whole functions to meditate 
upon the different valencies of hindsight and historical imagination which 
they collectively embody.

Capitalising upon its simultaneous position as nineteenth-century history 
and twenty-first century alternate history, Strange and Norrell calls its 
readers to reflect on the forms through which we come to understand the 
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past. The novel is just as dependant on the reader’s forward and backward 
theorising as the serials I discussed in the previous section. Produced in 
the very different print culture of the 2000s, it was, of course, never itself seri-
alised (except on television, an alternate form of the story which I lack space 
to explore here). Nevertheless, it is suffused with periodical culture, unsur-
prisingly given Clarke’s deep knowledge of the historical period. Strange’s 
break with Norrell, for instance, is precipitated by an article he writes for 
the Edinburgh Review, which is reproduced entirely in the text as chapter 
38.43 After their break, Strange laments that his future conversations with 
Norrell must be conducted at periodical intervals.44 Much of the revival of 
English magic in the rest of the novel is conducted by setting up and disband-
ing specialist journals, and it is through word in the periodical press that 
news of Norrell’s achievements is first broadcast to society. But periodicals 
are more than plot equipment in Strange and Norrell: the incitement for 
the reader to speculate about episodes past – and episodes to come – 
remains. The reference to The History and Practice of English Magic in the 
above-quoted passage about the Master of Nottingham’s Daughter is prolep-
tic: Strange will not, at this point in the novel, write the book for another 
seven years. In this footnote, then, as in many others throughout the book, 
the reader is engaged not only in wondering which version of the twelfth- 
century past is accurate but in speculating about what can be inferred 
about the novel’s future from the small detail Clarke gives them. Crucially, 
this is a gesture that separates the novel’s actual readers from its implied 
(ie. in-world) readers: the people addressed by the narrator already know 
what will happen to Strange’s book, but the people addressed by Susanna 
Clarke have no idea. Like the reader of Armadale, they are prompted to 
parse and re-parse the possible events of both past and future which the 
story continues both to raise and to frustrate.

III. The counterfactual classroom

In the assessment of Karen Hellekson, alternate history ‘speculates about 
such topics as the nature of time and linearity, the past’s link to the 
present, the present’s link to the future, and the role of individuals in the 
history-making process’.45 I suggest that though it may also do other 
things, the same is true of a responsibly-conducted literary criticism.

When I started teaching alternate history to undergraduates – that is, 
running a module about the ways in which the genre intersects with 
broader questions of time, memory, and agency interesting to all literary cri-
ticism – I found myself beginning to treat counterfacticity as a classroom 
tool, not merely as a subject. Clarke mentions King Arthur’s Merlin only 
in the most fleeting way, for example: what if she’d made more of him? Stu-
dents can generally get a considerable discussion out of this question, 
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perhaps because it engages our creative faculties without requiring us to pin 
our colours to any definite knowledge. In the case of my alternate history 
module, I found the discussion was better the more specifically they articu-
lated what the ‘Merlin-Plus’ Strange and Norrell (say) would actually look 
like. It could hardly be better or clearer than the original (or, we might 
say, the eventual) text, but perhaps the original became better and clearer 
for being seen from the newly-constructed vantage point.

Before long, I was encouraging students to use counterfactual strategies at 
the level of close reading. What difference does it make that Clarke uses so 
much italic at the decisive moment when the trees talk to Stephen Black 
(pp. 981–2)? Imagine the passage without the italic and the question 
becomes both more interesting and easier to answer. The technique swiftly 
proved useful in other classes, classes in which alternate history was never 
the subject of discussion. After emerging in the classroom, it has now 
become a fairly standard piece of my research toolkit regardless of what 
I’m writing about. Perhaps ironically, substituting a comma for an ellipsis 
or an adjective for its near-synonym actually concretises any discussion 
about the function or effect of the original formulation. What has most 
impressed me about counterfacticity in the classroom, since I started 
doing it deliberately, is how quickly students catch on: most need comforta-
bly less than twenty seconds’ explanation before beginning to use it carefully 
and confidently.

In the main, this is because students are resourceful and imaginative – it 
might also be the case that, as I said above, counterfactual criticism is latent 
in other methodological approaches in ways that makes its manifest adoption 
easier to countenance. It’s also the case, though, that there is an ever-wider 
popular-cultural familiarity with the basic idea of alternate history. Many 
long-running TV shows – and not just science fiction – include an alternate 
history episode of some kind (the best is Community’s ‘Remedial Chaos 
Theory’, 2011).46 Alternate history underpins the cult romantic comedy 
Sliding Doors (1998), which follows the lives of two different Gwyneth Pal-
trows – the one who caught a particular train, and the one who didn’t. It 
also provides the heuristic for acknowledged works of literary fiction such 
as Kate Atkinson’s deservedly Costa-winning Life After Life (2013). There is 
a conversation to be had about the renewed popularity of choose-your- 
own-adventure gamebooks, to say nothing of video games. Far from being, 
as it is sometimes visualised, an enclave within military science fiction, alter-
nate history is all around us – and that is before considering the optative mood 
of nonfictional public discourse. What if Hillary Clinton had won the 2016 
election? What if the UK had locked down a week earlier into the coronavirus 
pandemic? These are not just questions for writers of science fiction, but for 
writers in mainstream journalistic outlets.47 For Megan Garber, and many 
others, the reality of life after Trump and during the pandemic is itself an 
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alternate history; the real world has become counterfactual.48 The title of my 
previous section (and undergraduate module), ‘Alternative Facts’, is not taken 
from a counterfactual text but from US Counselor to the President Kellyanne 
Conway’s notorious suggestion that the number of attendees at Trump’s inau-
guration was a matter of opinion.49

I have not the space to more than hint this here, but the ubiquity of alter-
nate history in our present timeline offers political as well as pedagogical 
opportunities to a discipline which is increasingly struggling to capture the 
attention of young people.50 Priyamvada Gopal’s clarion call to decolonise 
the university is built around a counterfactual question, arguably the coun-
terfactual question: ‘what cultural and social potential might have come to 
fruition had the European empires not so decisively and brutally changed 
the shape of the world into what it is today?’51 For Ariella Aïsha Azoulay, 
too, decoupling history from its colonial past requires acts of ‘unlearning’: 
‘Unlearning means not engaging with those relegated to the ‘past’ as 
‘primary sources’ but rather as potential companions’.52 These arguments, 
and the methodological realignments they invite us to make, converge on 
mine from very different starting points. I mention them in closing not to 
claim direct equivalence, but to observe that ‘alternateness’ is an emergent 
force in academia just as much as in popular culture. Feeding it explicitly 
into a literary-critical methodology makes criticism responsive to the 
world, makes critics responsible for their imaginations, binds the genres to 
critical practice, and potentially invites whole new demographics into the 
discipline of English Literature.

IV. Envoi

Accomplished literature is all very well in its way, no doubt, but much more 
fascinating to the contemplative man are the books that have not been written.

- H. G. Wells, ‘The Man of the Year Million’ (1893)53

Admit even to all the most outdated objections to studying popular fiction. 
Say that a work is simplistic, or crudely drawn, or crowd-pleasing. Say that it 
is trivialising or trivial. Say that it is impossible for the critic to use for a sober 
illumination of art, society, or the human condition. Say that it is bad writing. 
Say all these things, and then say: what if it wasn’t? Alternate history teaches 
us that when this question is asked and answered in good faith, new ways 
emerge of seeing both the work and the world.
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