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Notes 

The editorial group are sorry to learn that 
Open Letters has already ceased publi
cation. 

1 It provoked negative reactions 
amongst some (white) reviewers who 
felt alienated by this new, black, use of 
'we', while others went so far as to 
argue that black feminism as a whole 
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These three books all represent 
efforts to take on and develop Ed
ward Said's argument as to the dis
course of 'Orientalism'. Said argued 
in his seminal work, Orientalism 
(1985), that the Orient was almost a 
European invention and that Orien
talism, a way of thinking about the 
Orient, provided ways in which the 
West was able to dominate, restruc
ture and have authority over the 
Orient. As many feminists have 
pointed out in the last fifteen years, 
Said did not see gender as relevant to 
his analysis. The flowering of work 
inspired and stimulated by his re
thinking of the relation between the 
West and the Orient, however, has 
included a certain amount of new 
scholarship from feminists. Oddly, 

must be divisive because it made them 
feel left out. 
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Mary Louise Pratt never cites Said 
but it is hard to imagine that her 
analysis of travel writing could have 
existed without him. Sara Mills and 
Billie Melman are both quite clear 
about their debt to Said, and their 
challenge to his gender-neutral 
analysis. The three books share an 
interest in travel writing and the 
ways in which it has 'produced' other 
countries and cultures for domestic 
consumption. Travel writing is 
analyzed as a form of cultural im
perialism from the different perspec
tives of two literary scholars and an 
historian heavily influenced by the 
'literary turn', the turn to textual 
analysis. While the emphases vary, 
for Mills and Melman focus on 
women writers, Pratt on both men 
and women, all three are concerned 
to see gender as an important vari
able in the construction of colonial 
and imperial discourses. 

Sara Mills was fascinated to find 
'hundreds' of women travel writers 
writing from the mid nineteenth cen
tury onwards and has focused her 
work mainly on the British. Having 
moved from an earlier position in 
which she maintained that women 
travel writers were outside of the 
colonial relation, she argues in this 
book that they 'were unable to adopt 
the imperial voice with the ease with 
which male writers did', they were 
more tentative and less able to assert 
the 'truths' of British rule without 
qualification (p. 3). She suggests that 
there is textual unease around the 
contradictions between imperialism 
and femininity and that women's 
texts constitute counter-hegemonic 
voices within colonial discourse. The 



book is divided between a critique of 
the prevalent responses to women's 
travel writing and an argument for 
the importance of gender to the 
study of colonial discourse, a section 
on the production and reception of 
these texts, which mainly draws on 
Foucault, and three case studies of 
women travellers. The balance be
tween the three is, to my mind, not 
quite right as the theoretical appar
atus is rather too heavy for the short 
case studies. I would have preferred 
more analysis ofthe texts to demon
strate more fully the tensions that 
are claimed between imperialism 
and femininity. While it is of course 
true that some women have been 
involved in anti-imperialist and 
antiracist activities, there is never a 
guarantee that the more personal 
voice of the white woman, or her 
emphasis on individuals rather than 
'races', or her own experience of sub
jection at the hands of men, produces 
a critique of colonialism. 

Billie Melman's central focus is 
on the ways in which British 
women's gender and class positions 
affected their perceptions and rep
resentations of the 'others' of the 
Middle East between the early eight
eenth and twentieth centuries. Was 
there a specifically feminine experi
ence of and relation to those 'others'? 
Said, she suggests, has written both 
gender and class out of the Orient 
which became, in his imagination, a 
man's place. Like Mills, she argues 
that women developed distinctive 
counter-discourses, and she em
phasizes the plurality of those dis
courses, the lack of homogeneity. 
There was no single Orient, rather a 
variety of Orients. In her analysis, 
writing about the Middle East was in 
itself an emancipatory activity for 
women since it involved forms of 
travel which disrupted bourgeois no
tions of separate spheres. Further
more, in their encounter with these 
other cultures some English women 
writers became critical of their own 
culture and were able to identify 
with difference. Melman traces the 
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shifts in travel writing from the cel
ebrated Lady Mary Wortley Monta
gue through the embourgeoisement 
and evangelicalization which took 
place in the nineteenth century to 
the more secular writings of the 
early twentieth century. She sug
gests that 'the most serious chal
lenge to Orientalist and patriarchal 
authority' (p. 16) was articulated in 
the genre which she describes as 
'harem writing' which depended on a 
sympathy and familiarity with the 
'other' which subverted the power 
relations of colonial discourse. 

Melman has been influenced by 
Raymond Williams and Bakhtin and 
she is interested in linking the struc
tural interests of the historian with 
complex readings of particular texts. 
Her quantitative analysis of 'the 
woman author' across the period re
veals that the typical writer was 
middle class and married, travelling 
with her husband and writing from 
home. The detailed analysis of texts, 
however, demonstrates how differ
ent the attitudes of these authors 
were at different times. In the mid 
eighteenth century Lady Mary Wort
ley Montague, with a tolerant voice 
accepting of difference, represented 
the harem, hitherto thought of as the 
locus of exotic sex, as a humanized 
haven associated with sexual liberty. 
Such ideas were banished by the 
Victorians who re-made the harem 
in the image of the middle-class 
home, a private feminine place 
where women's morality could be 
exercised. A favourite harem image 
for Victorian writers was that of the 
slippers left by the door signifying a 
woman's desire to be left alone, a 
powerful image for women who were 
preoccupied with women's sexual 
subjection in marriage. The develop
ment of evangelical fascination with 
the Middle East and the revival of 
the concept of the pilgrimage 
brought a new focus, a conviction of 
the importance of the conversion of 
the Jews and the vital part which 
women could play in this. But evan
gelical Christianity was in part a 
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response to growing secularization 
and Harriet Martineau's Eastern 
Life (1848) was crucial in Melman's 
view as an 'anti-pilgrimage' nar
rative which opened the way for 
other more secular forms of writing. 

One of the reasons for Western 
fascination with Middle Eastern cul
ture, Melman argues, was that it 
offered women a kind of freedom 
impossible in their own country. 'I 
wish to convey an idea of the life 
which an English woman can make 
for herself in the East' wrote Isabel 
Burton (p. 306). That life was far 
removed from the lives of nine
teenth-century middle-class women, 
structured as they were through the 
relations of gender and class. Like 
Mills, Melman suggests that the par
ticular ways in which women writers 
were able to respond to the women 
they encountered and observed in 
the Middle East made possible the 
emergence of counter-discourses 
which challenged the dominant male 
version of Orientalism. The distinc
tive voices of these women were 
rooted in a capacity to compare cul
tures in ways which did not necess
arily privilege the West, to em
pathize and feel solidarity with 
others. As Anna Bowman-Dodd re
marked in 1903, at the end of a 
passage in which she was comment
ing on the relationship between free 
women and slaves in the high-class 
harem: 'This love and attachment 
[between women] is sometimes as 
touching as it is sublime. For women 
must everywhere cling to women at 
certain moments, whether they be 
within or without harem walls. In 
the long life struggle there are times 
and crises when only a woman can be 
turned to for full and complete sym
pathy.' (p. 310) Interestingly, Mel
man notes that the liberal feminists 
such as Martineau were often the 
least sympathetic, convinced as they 
were of the superiority of Western 
civilization and Western notions of 
progress. 

Melman's core concerns are to 
insist on the importance of gender in 

the construction of the discourses of 
Orientalism, to demonstrate the 
ways in which the identities of 
women writers were constructed 
through the contemporary English 
languages of gender and class and to 
challenge the notion that the English 
all shared one view of the Middle 
East. These are important issues. In 
my view the book would have been 
strengthened by more comparison 
between male and female writers 
(there is only a short section on 
couples who wrote at the end) and by 
more focus on the ways in which 
English women were drawing on 
their understanding of ethnicity, of 
the singularity of Anglo-Saxon 
whiteness, as well as gender and 
class. But Women's Orients is an 
important contribution to our under
standing of Orientalism. 

If Melman's work is character
ized by a fruitful bringing together of 
the skills of the historian with a 
sensitive reading of British women 
writers on the Middle East, Mary 
Louise Pratt's Imperial Eyes is very 
much the work of a textual critic, 
trained in comparative work. Politi
cally she situates herself in the long
term struggle to decolonize know
ledge with its commitment to a de
centring of the Western eye and a 
rethinking of the relation between 
centre and periphery. Her central 
questions concern the ways in which 
travel writing has produced 'the rest 
of the world' for European reader
ships at particular points in Europe's 
expansionist trajectory, how travel 
books by Europeans about non
European parts of the world went 
about creating what she calls, follow
ing Gayatri Spivak, the 'domestic 
subject' of European imperialism. To 
develop her analysis she has mobil
ized several concepts - the 'contact 
zone', which is the social space in 
which disparate cultures meet and 
clash in relations of domination and 
subordination; 'transculturation' 
which concerns the ways in which 
European constructions of subordi
nated others have been shaped by 



those others; 'anti-conquest' which 
she defines as the strategies whereby 
European bourgeois subjects seek to 
secure innocence at the same time as 
asserting hegemony; and 'auto
ethnography', when colonized sub
jects undertake to represent them
selves in ways that engage with the 
colonizers' own terms. 

Imperial Eyes is an exciting and 
ambitious book. The starting point 
for the account of new ways of pro
ducing the new worlds which were 
being colonized is the mid eighteenth 
century, the moment of a shift in 
European consciousness when bour
geois forms of subjectivity and power 
were consolidated and a new terri
torial phase of capitalist expansion 
began. One of Europe's proudest in
struments of expansion, argues 
Pratt, was the international scien
tific expedition which utilized new 
forms of natural history to bring the 
'new world' into European patterns 
of global unity and order without 
needing to focus on the competition, 
exploitation and violence which were 
taking place. Her account of the 
place ofLinnaeus in the construction 
of a new natural history is fascinat
ing and in general I found her very 
illuminating on the ways in which 
travel writing intersects at different 
moments with other forms of writing 
and knowledge- whether the texts of 
landscape, of the sentimental mode 
or the discovery genre. 

While Melman and Mills both 
put their main emphasis on women, 
Pratt's main emphasis is on the ways 
in which the colonizers represent the 
colonized and the differences associ
ated with gender are a part of this. 
Like Mills, for example, she dis
cusses Mary Kingsley and argues 
that she rejected the fantasy of domi
nance and possession which charac
terized so much male writing about 
Africa. Isobel Burton's husband, the 
explorer Richard Burton, is cited as 
providing a classic example of the 
'monarch-of-ali-I-survey' trope. In 
his descriptions of his 'great dis
coveries', Pratt argues: 'the esthetic 
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qualities of the landscape constitute 
the social and material value of the 
discovery to the explorer's home cul
ture, at the same time as its esthetic 
deficiencies suggest a need for social 
and moral intervention by the home 
culture.' (p. 205) Burton could stand 
alone (at least in his imagination), 
reviewing the land and what he 
judged it needed, the monarch, in
deed, of all he surveyed. Kingsley, on 
the contrary, with her irony, wit and 
multi-purpose umbrella, con
structed 'a monarchic female voice 
that asserts its own kind of mastery 
even as it denies domination and 
parodies power.' (p. 213) Thus, de
spite her distance from the voice of 
male colonial authority, Kingsley 
was able to continue to locate herself 
within the project of empire. 

The strength of Imperial Eyes 
lies in its scope (from Africa to South 
America, from Humboldt to Didion's 
recent Salvador), its intellectual 
clarity, its insistence on relations 
between 'discoverers' and 'dis
covered' and on the resistance and 
refusals of the latter, its attempts to 
look at, for example, Creole self
fashioning as well as the ways in 
which creole culture was shaped by 
Europe. Its weaknesses lie in its 
failure to demonstrate whether 
transculturation actually worked, 
how European thought was shaped 
in the contact zones, its tendency to 
take texts out of context and not 
think of the meanings they might 
have had for contemporaries, its un
differentiated notion of 'Europe'. 
Still, it's certainly a book that made 
me think and one that I shall return 
to many times. 

I welcome these three books -
together they demonstrate the ex
tent to which critical thinking about 
the relation between 'the West' and 
'the Rest' has moved towards taking 
gender as a crucial category of analy
sis in this debate, as in every other. 

Catherine Hall 
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This is both an ambitious and a 
modest book: its theme is huge, while 
its approach is necessarily selective, 
and its conclusions for a future 
feminist antiracist politics are tenta
tive and provisional. As Ware em
phasizes, the book represents some
thing of a path-clearing exercise, 
helpfully exposing blindspots of 
existing feminist history and poli
tics, suggesting directions that 
future historical research could take. 
Ware's book is divided into five sec
tions. The first discusses a range of 
contemporary British images of 
white womanhood, exploring the ra
cialized basis and ideological func
tion of white femininity. The next 
three sections discuss aspects of 
white women and their relations to 
racism within history. The first of 
these examines the activities of 
white British women abolitionists in 
the early nineteenth century, and 
moves on to consider the shifting 
ideological relations between nine
teenth-century feminists and the in
stitution of slavery. This is followed 
by a reflection on the relationship 
between feminism and imperialism 
during the (late nineteenth-century) 
Age of Empire. The fourth section 
centres on the 1890s involvement of 
white British women in campaigns 
against the US practice of lynching, 
and the book's final section returns 
to contemporary Britain with a con
sideration of the historical impli
cations of many feminists in colonial
ism and the ways in which a future 
antiracist feminism could develop. 

The result is an important, if 

uneven, series of case studies. One of 
Ware's most valuable, if ambiguous, 
contributions is her argument for the 
political necessity of analyzing 
whiteness as an ethnicity; as she 
points out, 'white feminists have 
managed to avoid dissecting these 
cultural and racial components of 
white femininity, although they 
have become eager to hear what 
black women have to say about their 
racialized and gendered identities'. 
Another, ambiguous, contribution is 
her emphasis on history, and histori
cal research, as a political resource 
for the understanding and trans
formation of contemporary ideologi
cal configurations. 

There is something of a concep
tual split between the way history is 
used here. On the one hand, history's 
usefulness stems from the ways it 
continues to inform present-day 
ideologies; on the other, it is valuable 
precisely because it illuminates for 
us the fact of the variability of the 
meanings of white femininity and 
the different ways in which white 
women situated themselves in re
lation to race and racism. We are led 
through the former strand to an 
expectation that direct connexions 
can be made between the past and 
the present, and that there are some 
immediate direct conclusions to be 
drawn from the historical material. 
But at the same time this is in 
tension with the 'history as the prin
ciple of difference/variability' line of 
argument, in which the series of case 
studies stand simply as ends in 
themselves, intrinsically interesting 
but arbitrary in selection, lacking 
any explanatory force and serving as 
images rather than arguments or 
analyses. 

Insofar as one can draw con
clusions from the historical dis
cussion, it would seem that relations, 
ideological and political, between 
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