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It is a selective return to roots and to 
a set of values which women feel the 
need to re-emphasize, and it serves 
to resolve women's inner conflict. 
Women who take to the veil, there
fore, do not attempt to challenge 
their previous roles as mothers and 
wives, and work does not form a 
disruption from their main duties or 
an infringement of their values. 
Rather, the veil emboldens them, 
and emphasizes their austerity, 
functioning as a 'bridge, an alle
viation, a kind of balance for these 
women, compensating for their 
otherwise inappropriate behaviour', 
whether this 'inappropriateness' is 
education or work. Women, there
fore, have made a statement about 
their ability to work, and still feel 
proper Muslim women: they 'feel 
more at peace with society, their 
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In 1824 Elizabeth Heyrick - a 
Leicester-born Quaker and 'the fore
most female anti-slavery pamph
leteer' of her generation - argued 
that 'slavery is not an abstract ques
tion, to be settled between the 
Government and the Planters - it is 
a question in which we are all impli
cated'. Heyrick's words signal her 
keen awareness that white British 
women were not exempt from the 
moral consequences of colonial 

reputation becomes more secure, 
and their freedom of movement re
mains assured'. 

There is one major problem 
which Macleod points out: these 
women, in their attempts to accom
modate, are selective in their return 
to roots and in their approach to 
cultural values. But this return will 
be taken up by others without such 
selection, eventually subduing the 
protest, while emphasizing accom
modation only. Such resistance then 
is accompanied by acquiescence. 
It is an acquiescence that may 
eventually run amok by 'inadver
tently strengthening the inequali
ties they would like to escape'. 

Marlyn Tadros 

slavery. It was precisely this sense of 
personal moral obligation which she 
believed legitimated those claims to 
action in the public sphere made by 
mostly middle-class anti-slavery 
women on behalf of slaves. Her bi
ography, together with those of Mary 
Prince and other Black women en
slaved in the name of'civilization', is 
crucial for understanding the uses to 
which white women put both the 
metaphor of bondage and the ma
terial realities of black slavery in 
order to forge a national political 
identity for themselves in pre- and 
early Victorian Britain. As both of 
these studies make clear, without 
Black women's own persistent quest 
for liberty, white women's phil
anthropy and indeed their early 
identification with Britain's 'civiliz
ing mission' would have had an 
almost unimaginably different jus
tification. What Midgley and Fergu
son together require, then, is that we 
not simply re-materialize women's 
historical contributions to anti
slavery, but also critically examine 
what Ann Curthoys calls our pre
sumption of women's 'historical 



innocence' (Curthoys, 1993: 174). 
In the broadest sense these 

books address the mainstream his
torical establishment, which has 
either neglected or marginalized 
women's role - black and white - in 
the abolition of slavery. To borrow 
bell hooks's term, they also 'talk 
back' (hooks, 1990: 207-11) to estab
lished historians of women and of 
feminism who have been insuf
ficiently attentive to the historical 
intersections of race and gender poli
tics in the West and, until recently, 
particularly in Britain. Vulnerable 
to appeals about the un-Christian 
nature of slavery because ofthe ways 
in which evangelical discourse pos
itioned them, bourgeois white 
women throughout Georgian Britain 
took up the cause of men and particu
larly of women slaves with tremen
dous fervour. They set up their own 
anti-slavery societies through which 
they carried on a wide range of ac
tivities related to the anti-slavery 
project, including boycotting sugar; 
petitioning Parliament over slavery 
and the apprenticeship system; pro
ducing 'physical propaganda' like 
workbags to sell for the cause; and 
writing, writing, writing - pamph
lets, plays, poetry, speeches, cheap 
repository tracts. Slavery was un
doubtedly one of the chief idioms 
through which white women's politi
cal, cultural and national identities 
were articulated in this period, with 
Black men and women serving as the 
'subjects' through whom they 
claimed their own socio-political sub
jectivities. That white women in 
Britain saw this as natural, un
problematic and foundational to 
their own quest for legitimating 
work in the public sphere is borne 
out in all of their ideological produc
tions. One of the constitutive effects 
of white women's preoccupation with 
anti-slavery is that while they 
pressed for immediate abolition, 
they gave an unmistakably racist 
cast to attendant discourses about 
[white] female emancipation. Anti
slavery rhetoric moreover imagined 
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emancipation inside the framework 
of the bourgeois English family - a 
formulation which shaped the tra
dition of female emancipation in 
Britain as much around maternalist 
imperatives as ethnocentrist ones. 

White women's often senti
mentalized convictions of racial and 
cultural superiority did not go un
challenged by Black women and 
men, who resisted both while slaves 
and- also through their writings
once 'in freedom'. Grace Jones, Mary 
Prince and Ellen and William Craft 
figure in such narratives not only as 
self-reflexive agents in the move
ment for abolition, but as self
conscious disrupters of the dis
courses which white women worked 
to create about them. The ways in 
which Midgley and Ferguson juxta
pose the public discourses of white 
and black women from the same 
historical moment suggests that 
these women's histories are not sep
arate and distinct, but were (and are) 
simultaneously constitutive. Such 
an approach will be instructive to 
historians of women and feminism
for whom the struggle to understand 
their own implications in historically 
racist cultures remains a painful one 
on all sides, and to whom histories 
which put at risk triumphalist ac
counts of Western women's move
ments are presumably welcome. 

Midgley is more tentative than 
Ferguson about the relationships of 
British women who opposed slavery 
on the one hand, and Victorian 
feminists on the other, and rightly 
so. Her leap from the decline in 
anti-slavery activity in the 1840s to 
the women of the Ladies' National 
Association in the 1880s is the weak
est link in an otherwise admirably 
rigorous and analytically rich book. 
This is not because later feminist 
women did not appropriate people of 
colour as their special imperial bur
den, but because there are distinc
tions to be made between early Vic
torian slavery and late Victorian 
imperialism- distinctions which are 
elided in both studies. Ferguson, for 
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her part, insists on linkages between 
'anti-slavery protest in prose and 
poetry by Anglo-Saxon female 
authors' and modern feminism from 
the start. Without much attempt to 
define feminism's historical specifici
ties over a considerable time period, 
such a claim ends up being im
pressionistic rather than thoroughly 
substantiated. This, together with 
very problematic notions of 'voice' 
and 'speaking subjects', weakens the 
critique which Ferguson wishes to 
make of the impact of slavery on 
feminist discourses. Bringing his
torical subjects 'to voice' is a worri
some project, reproducing as it were 
the ventriloquism which white 
women historically deployed in order 
to 'liberate' Black women and, not 
incidentally, themselves. The ramifi
cations of that particular emanci
patory impulse- with its embedded-
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In Titus Andronicus, the queen has a 
mixed-race child who is described by 
the nurse as a 'joyless, dismal, black 
and sorrowful issue'. The black 
father of the child retorts thus: 'Coal 
black is better than another hue in 
that it scorns to bear another hue.' In 
1772, Edward Long, a plantation 
and slave owner was appalled at the 
fact that English blood was being 
'contaminated' by black men who 
were producing children with 'lower 
class women in England'. The para
digms for discussing the issue of 
mixed race were thus laid out cen
turies back by racist societies on both 
sides of the Atlantic. Through the 
years, researchers, journalists, poli
ticians, carers and society in general 
have continued to be bound by these 
paradigms. Mixed-race people are a 
problem, have insurmountable prob
lems or, extraordinarily, are ex-

ness in imperialist assumptions 
about who is properly a historical 
'subject' and why - are still with us. 
Those who wish to scrutinize white 
women's complicity in the histories 
of slavery, imperialism and racism 
more generally must, I think, admit 
that speaking, like the act of writing 
history itself, is always already in
capable of being innocent ofthe ma
terial conditions which make it not 
simply possible, but audible as well. 

Antoinette Burton 
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pected to provide a nice coffee
coloured solution to all our problems 
in time. 

This book, which is a collection 
of writings by diverse contributors -
'innovative nonconformists', accord
ing to the editor, Maria P. P. Root
has taken on the huge task of dis
mantling these constructs not by 
providing alternative realities which 
only help to maintain the frame
work, but by exposing the foun
dations on which the debate has 
hitherto been built. As Root puts it: 
'The authors repeatedly and in
dependently break with the charac
terization of a racially mixed person 
relegated to a marginal, anomie 
existence as they offer multidimen
sional theories as contexts within 
which to examine multiracial 
phenomenology.' For this reason 
alone, the book well deserves to be 
read, especially now, as around the 
world nationalistic fervour, ethnic 
cleansing, and a re-emergence of the 
violent quest for racial and ethnic 
purity gathers momentum. 

It is also an extremely import
ant book because of the demographic 
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