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‘A Might Have Been on the Other Side”: Laurence Oliphant’s Missions to China
and Japan in Margaret Oliphant's Memoir (1891)

Laurence Oliphant was a prominent and problematic Victorian celebrity, being a traveller, a
diplomat, a Member of Parliament, a spiritualist, and a Zionist. Margaret Oliphant published
Memoir of the Life of Laurence Oliphant and of Alice Oliphant, His Wife in 1891. Her privileged
access to his personal correspondence, her friendship with Alice, and her literary capability
distinguished her as a highly competent biographer. However, some critics were unsatisfied with
her intentional omissions and method of editing. With particular attention to Chapter Six, "The
Mission to China," which also includes Laurence's experiences in Japan, this presentation
investigates how Margaret established his image as an intrepid achiever by integrating

representations of the two Asian "empires." It is also argued that Margaret's obsession with



Laurence comes from her own unfulfilled longings for freedom, as he embodied her idea of "a
might have been." This presentation endeavours to tackle layers of complex issues concerning
life writing, travelogues, postcolonial discourse, and gender, aiming to contribute to a wider

discussion of Victorian globalisation.
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