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To what extent did white European women contribute to the imperial cultures of the second half of the nineteenth century?

In contrast to most cultural histories of imperialism, which analyse Orientalist images of rather than by women, Gendering Orientalism focuses on how women themselves contributed. Drawing on the little-known work of Henriette Browne, other ‘lost’ women Orientalist artists and the literary works of George Eliot, the author challenges masculinist assumptions relating to the stability and homogeneity of the Orientalist gaze.

Gendering Orientalism argues that women did not have straightforward access to an implicitly male position of Western superiority. Their relationship to the shifting terms of race, nation and gender produced positions from which women writers and artists could articulate alternative representations of racial difference. In order to draw out how the meanings attributed to their words and images, as well as to the writers and artists themselves, were specifically gendered, classed and racialized, the author examines women's visual and literary Orientalism through their contemporary reception in the press.

By revealing the extent of women's involvement in the popular field of visual Orientalism and highlighting the presence of Orientalist themes and structures in the work of Browne, Eliot and Charlotte Brontë, Gendering Orientalism argues for a more complex understanding of women's role in imperial culture and discourse. The book should appeal to all students and lecturers in cultural studies, literature, art history, women's studies and visual anthropology.
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This is a book about a problem: a problem that crosses centuries, yet is historically specific; a problem that crosses continents, yet tells us more about one than the others; a problem that is embedded in the seemingly distant ‘high’ culture of the nineteenth century, yet whose dynamics are active in everyday life in the late twentieth century. This problem is the relationship between imperialism, women and culture.

Part of my reason for writing this book was to provide a historically informed and cultural perspective on specific contemporary struggles. In particular, I was concerned to help challenge the historically inscribed inequalities and patterns of discrimination that are today organized around the categories gender, race and ethnicity. Attempts by feminists and others to theorize these terms are still uneven, preliminary and tend to be ahistorical. They often lead to precisely the sort of binary oppositions — especially in debates about good feminists versus bad imperialists — that feminism has consistently disputed. One of the things that motivated me to write this book, therefore, was a nagging sense that things were more complicated than they appeared. Rather than reduce difficult situations to simple oppositions, it is one of the pressing needs of our time to understand the contradictions inherent in the relationship between these differentiating terms and our experiences of them. So, in this book I use historically informed, detailed examinations to demonstrate the inappropriateness of such totalizing explanations. Without the recognition that gender, race and subjectivity are complex, plural and contingent, it is difficult to find strategies with which to contest the present naturalization of past power relations. Thus, in order to unpick the complexities and ambiguities of women's imperial positionings in the second half of the nineteenth century, I shall explore how they were positioned simultaneously within differences of imperialism, gender, class and, in this case, in relation to discourses of creativity. Accordingly, this book explores how the three terms of its title — race, femininity, representation — are variously and variably constitutive of each other in processes of both affirmation and negation: they are words whose function is active and classificatory rather than simply descriptive.1 Race, for example, will be presented as a term that signifies a historically variable process of racialization — the processes by which groups or individuals come to be ascribed a racial identity — and not as a word that simply denotes a given, innate, static, neutral classification. Thus, in instances where nineteenth-century sources use words such as ‘Negro’ unproblematically, I shall be deconstructing them to demonstrate the term's relational and contingent nature.

A number of recent historical studies have explored Western (mainly middle-class) women's experience of, and involvement in, imperialism.2 This was for white scholars a painful but necessary journey, allowing us to begin to grapple with the multiple contradictions of a female imperial subjectivity. For Black and other scholars of colour, it marked the entry, or re-entry, of the colonial and postcolonial repressed — speaking to the iniquities of the colonial past and the continued epistemo-logical violences of ideologies of racial and sexual difference. My focus here is on the role of white European women as cultural agents, within an analysis of the constitutive role of culture in the formation of imperial relations.3 To do this, I use two case studies: the first examines women's contribution to the extraordinarily popular field of visual Orientalism, the other re-situates George Eliot criticism in relation to imperial discourse.

It is illustrative of traditional attitudes to women, culture and imperialism that when I started to do the research which informs this book, I did not know of any women Orientalist artists. But I was convinced that they had to exist. Everything I knew about women artists and feminist art history told me that they must exist, or if they did not, that the reasons for their exclusion would in themselves be revealing of the interaction between definitions of gender and nation in the second half of the nineteenth century. One of the aims of this book, therefore, is to increase our understanding of the conditions of possibility for, and reception of, women's involvement in imperial cultural production. In specific terms this allows us to see that, as I had hoped, women were involved in Orientalist cultural production and that, as I had feared, the dynamics of imperial discourse could not but enter and structure their work — even if their relationship to some racialized ideologies was self-consciously oppositional.

One of my arguments is that imperialism played a role in the very construction of professional creative opportunities for European women. The ways in which European women imagined and propelled themselves into the potentially transgressive position of cultural producer, and the ways in which their output and demeanour as creative professionals were assessed, relied on the differentiating terms of race, class and nation, as well as gender. This series of relational categories activated and was maintained by a set of hierarchical differences and value judgements that could only be imperial. It is precisely this contradiction between the opportunities to enunciate an ‘against the grain’ vision of imperialism thrown up by the gendered ambiguities of women's positioning within imperial discourse and the ability of dominant ideological formations to (partially but never totally) recoup their transgressive representations that forms the focus of this book.

I also want to intervene in debates about the specificity of the female gaze as part of a critical movement that has undercut the potentially unified, and paradigmatically male, colonial subject outlined in Said's Orientalism in 1978.4 Thus, in contrast to many cultural histories of imperialism that analyse Orientalist images of women rather than representations by women, I will argue, first, that women did produce imperialist images and, second, that an analysis of the production and reception of representations by women will develop an understanding of the interdependence of ideologies of race and gender in the colonial discourse of the period. To this end, women's representations are read largely through their reception in the British and French critical press (specialist and general) in order to tease out the ways in which the gender-specific and author-centred criticism of the period produced a range of (often contradictory) meanings for the texts and identities for the authors.

It will be clear in what follows that I am as much interested in how things came to be talked about, written about, recorded — or even neglected and ignored — as I am in the images and representations themselves. I take the approach that representations do not have intrinsic meanings in themselves. Rather, meaning is constructed in the interaction between the reader/viewer and the text (simultaneously constructing meanings and identities for both the viewer and the text). Therefore, the role of art and literary criticism is central to this investigation. That is, I am concerned not simply with how different forms of culture propagated imperial ideas or supported (or opposed) colonial policy, but in what culture and the discussions about it can tell us about the heterogeneity of the imperial moment. In this I am in agreement with Lisa Lowe's analysis that Orientalism, like any discourse, must be regarded as multivocal and heterogeneous, a formation made up of dissimilar and non-equivalent instances. She redefines Orientalism as an ‘uneven matrix of orientalist [sic] situations across different cultural and historical sites’ in which each Orientalism is ‘internally complex and unstable’.5 This approach allows us to look for evidence of counterhegemonic or subaltern (embryonically counter hegemonic) voices that may contest and to varying extents transform the power relations of hegemonic discourse.6

In the pages that follow I argue that women's differential, gendered access to the positionalities of imperial discourse produced a gaze on the Orient and the Orientalized ‘other’ that registered difference less pejoratively and less absolutely than was implied by Said's original formulation. That is, the positionings within Orientalism open to women cultural producers were always contingent on the other shifting relational terms that structured the presumed superiority of the Western Orientalist. I show how women's work was read through a grid of differences that, though it often foregrounded gender, was equally reliant on domestic differentiations of class, religion and nation. It was, therefore, in relation to all these differentials that the conditions of possibility for the emergence of women's (Orientalist) cultural production depended. Thus, we can use women's alternative ‘take’ on difference to throw light on the internal schisms within the fantasized unity of the sovereign imperial subject, as it was constituted by contemporary cultural discourse. It is my intention to highlight the multiplicity, diversity and incommensurability of possible positionings within Orientalist discourse in order to contribute to our understanding of how people, in this case women, came to understand themselves as part of an imperial nation: how they understood themselves as beneficiaries of a structure of systemic differences that, whilst it placed them as superior in the West/East divide of colonialism (the relative privilege of the European woman traveller in the Orient), also placed them as other and inferior in the gendered divides of European art and society (women's limited opportunities for a professional art education).

The book is organized around a detailed analysis of the production, reception and circulation of two very different instances of women's involvement in Orientalist cultural production: firstly, the overtly Orientalist paintings of the French artist Henriette Browne (active 1855–78), and secondly, the implicitly Orientalist depiction of Jews as the Orientalized Other in George Eliot's novel Daniel Deronda (1876). Although there are areas of overlap and comparability between these two Orientalist moments, they are not equivalent. Indeed, it is their very nonequivalence that offers, as Lowe puts it, an opportunity to understand the profound heterogeneity of Orientalist discourse and imperial positionings.

French and British figurations of an oriental Other are not unified or necessarily related in meaning; they denote a plurality of referents, do not necessarily have a common style in the production of statements about their Orients, and are engendered differently by social and literary circumstances at particular moments … Yet, despite their essential nonequivalences, discursive means of representation overlap and are mutually implicated in one another at different moments.7

National differences within Europe are just one set of differences in the case of Henriette Browne and George Eliot. It is immediately obvious that these two authorial identities (neither were their ‘real ’ names) highlight a series of other differences: different twentieth-century critical standings (who has not heard of George Eliot, who has heard of Henriette Browne?); different nineteenth-century critical statuses; different social and personal identifications; different fields of endeavour. Hidden under these contrasts, but fundamental to the pattern of this study, is the different state of the available archives.

In contrast to the wealth of readily available secondary material on George Eliot, finding out about Browne is much harder. Although she was successful and famous in her day, and was included in all the major directories of artists compiled in the early twentieth century,8 she is little researched now and the whereabouts of much of her work is unknown. Of those that are extant, some are in private collections and unavailable for view, others are in poor repair in gallery basements.9 Therefore, my work on Browne has required far more detective work and primary research than that on George Eliot, the fruits of which must necessarily be expressed more fully. For a study that is concerned with the production and circulation of meanings, it is, in a perverse way, salutary that I have scarcely had the opportunity to read too much into the images themselves: with Browne I have never even seen the ‘real thing ’ in some cases and, indeed, have often been in the position of analysing responses to her work before I had managed to track down even a black and white reproduction of the painting. Whilst not an ideal condition for study, I have used the absence of an archive on Browne as an opportunity, not only to research her, but to introduce new material on other (previously unknown) nineteenth-century women painters of Orientalist subjects. The subsequent revelation of the range and amount of women's visual Orientalism challenges the tendency to see Orientalist art as an exclusively male field. In following this trail it has been made abundantly clear to me just how much critical readings of women's work did indeed attach imperial and Orientalist concerns, enthusiasms, or fears, to any painting that could remotely be linked with the subject of the Orient.10 With both Browne and George Eliot, reviews inevitably centre on their gender. Thus, where Browne offers an opportunity to study an obviously gendered reception of Orientalist images, I hope that my re-reading of George Eliot will animate Eliot scholarship by re-inserting the overt imperialism of nineteenth-century responses to Daniel Deronda. This will allow us to examine more closely the implicit role of Orientalist discourse in the construction of the professional creative female self and its tautological relationship to the female subject's representation of racialized differences.

As will now be evident, this book looks at both visual and literary culture.11 But the implications of interdisciplinarity go further than this: in an entirely reciprocal process of intertextuality these high cultural forms (as well as the ‘lower’ forms of popular imperialism) contain endless traces of second-order discourses such as ethnography and sociology. Situated within the text, these traces link George Eliot's novels or Browne's paintings to a wider representational field. At the point of consumption, these different cultural activities were all components of subjective experience and therefore of identification(s) for their readers and viewers in terms of class, gender, race and nationality. Of course, reading novels and attending exhibitions are selected activities, only, and differently, available to some sections of the population.12 The addressee or audience of the high art areas with which I am dealing was largely middle-class although, as we shall see, even different elements within the oeuvre of a single artist or writer had at different times in different parts of Europe a more diverse audience in terms of class, ethnicity and nationality.

The book aims not to linger on material that is already familiar to readers. But, since I cannot expect every reader to mirror my own particular pattern of disciplinary hybridity, I must of necessity dwell on some material that, though familiar to some readers, will be new to others. It is impossible to be expert in every area and in going for a broad scope I will no doubt have missed some nuances and offended some specialists. I hope that I will have contributed sufficient insights to the various related fields of this study to be forgiven by more singularly focused scholars, from whose research I have repeatedly benefited.

Chronologically, this study begins with Henriette Browne's first major success in France and England with the Sisters of Charity (Plate 1) in 1859 and ends with George Eliot's final and seriously unpopular novel Daniel Deronda in 1876. For a project that aims to unpick the totalizing fantasies of Western imperialism and the homogenizing tendencies of twentieth-century critiques of Orientalism, there can be no tidy boundaries, only fortuitous or gratuitous ones: not only because it is still unusual to combine the literary with the visual, but because periodization, like disciplinary boundaries, is a constructed and contested device. Different fields of enquiry set up different periodizations which frequently do not match, even where their objects of study overlap: the advent of modernism in art history (in traditional or revisionist accounts) rarely correlates with modernism in literature; French history is divided into epochs that do not match English history; postcolonial history challenges the colonialist demarcations of imperial history; women's history challenges the masculinist exclusions of his-story.13 This project, then, can only be localized in so far as the thirty years it covers demarcate a particular series of events in the lives and work of Henriette Browne and George Eliot. It is an era, in both France and Britain, that was unmistakably (but not unchangingly) imperial, and in which Orientalism in Britain and France was becoming established as a mainstream, rather than partisan and avant-garde, area of representation. The period thus defined is, therefore, one in which we can expect to find increasing numbers of women participating in the production of imperial culture. The book does not adhere to any neat historical or thematic division and its scope is deliberately allusive and indicative rather than exhaustive or exclusive. Because of the underdeveloped state of its fields, the twin foci of the book are intended to be indicative of methodological procedures that could be used elsewhere, to reference other women's involvement in imperial culture (and to gesture forwards, for example, to women's increased involvement in visual Orientalism in the 1880s and 1890s). Thus, readers who hope to find the final word on George Eliot or the complete dossier on Henriette Browne will be disappointed. What I have tried to do is, through a detailed and attentive reading of selected works, to use them as a double focus for a series of investigations into women's participation in imperial culture.

Accordingly, Chapter 1 sets out my critical and methodological framework, covering Said's original thesis and the critical and feminist developments that ensued. The approach indicated in the chapter is demonstrated by a reading of the Orientalist gaze that Charlotte Bronte's Lucy Snowe directs at a picture of Cleopatra in Valette (1852). Chapter 2 is also introductory in form, attending to the possibilities of, and constraints on, women's professional cultural production. This includes an evaluation of the possible positions from which women could assume, or be ascribed, a public identity as cultural producers.

Chapters 3 and 4 focus on Henriette Browne. Chapter 3 introduces Browne's early oeuvre of portraiture, domestic narrative and religious genre pictures and analyses the critical construction of her authorial identity. The critical reception of her early images of the French religious is linked to British and French debates about female orders and, more widely, to the iconography of sequestered women. It is argued that the nexus of concerns about sexuality, power and discipline that circulates in discussions of her convent scenes, adumbrates the cluster of discourses in which her subsequent harem paintings were to signify. The second half of this chapter introduces the main themes and players of Orientalist art in Britain and France and assesses developments in the field, including new information on other women Orientalist artists. Chapter 4 analyses French and British responses to Browne's Oriental subjects. The focus is on how the tendency to regard them as the accurate representation of a female visual privilege is alternately upheld and contested by reference to other women's accounts (written and visual) of the Orient. The relationship between Browne's work and this alternative articulation of the harem as a domestic space analogous to the European domestic is explored, including a reconsideration of twentieth-century critical theories of the female gaze.

In Chapter 5 I move into a consideration of how my conclusions about the female Orientalist gaze can re-frame the analysis of George Eliot's representation of racial difference in Daniel Deronda. Using Freud's concept of the uncanny I argue that the reading position produced for Gentile readers was so uncomfortable that it militated against Eliot's avowed project of challenging anti-Semitism. I also address contemporary Jewish responses to the novel in order to assess the book's role in debates over diasporic identities in an era of emerging political Zionism.

The conclusion returns to current theories of alterity and representation. It argues that an awareness of women's varied involvement in the cultures of imperialism repositions Orientalism as a diverse field of activity and representation: a flexible and heterogeneous discourse that functioned through contradiction rather than despite it, in which women's cultural activities were coded as one among a number of competing discourses.

A NOTE ON SOURCES

I have drawn extensively on art and literary criticism in the periodical press for responses to Browne's and George Eliot's work. My selection of journals is obviously partial and often, in the case of those other than the main art journals, determined largely by the availability of secondary research. I have used the main art journals in Britain and France systematically, looking at reviews for the years when Browne exhibited at the Salon, the International Exhibitions or, in Britain, at Gambart's, as well as keeping an eye on the gossip columns that offered regular updates on commissions, acquisitions and new developments. In Britain this function has been served by the Athenaeum and the Art Journal, both of which ran continuously throughout the period. In France I have concentrated on L'Artiste, Gazette des beaux-arts, and Le Moniteur universel, which last, though a newspaper and not a specialist art periodical, had a high profile review section and the services of Théophile Gautier who, as well as being enormously influential, was also a keen proponent of Browne. In addition to the art press I have looked at the Catholic press in France to see what they made of Browne's religious subjects (and her Orientalism) and at a women's fashion magazine, Journal des desmoiselles, in which Browne is featured, to see how it registers gender and art. Where a particular critic is little known but has been of significance to this book I have followed their trail to other journals to get a sense of the attitudes and allegiances they brought to their interpretation of Browne (the critic Noémi de Cadiot/Claude Vignon in the Journal des desmoiselles is a case in point here). In the case of more famous and more researched critics I have relied on secondary sources. As well as the periodical press I have drawn on separately published volumes of critics' work as well as making odd forays into otherwise ignored journals if they feature Browne prominently in one issue. Although most of the British and French art journals did include some literary reviews, they are not, by and large, the source for the lengthy reviews of George Eliot's work that I draw on in Chapter 5; these reviews, many of them available in secondary compilations, will be discussed fully in the chapter on George Eliot.

NOTES

1 See Cora Kaplan, ‘Pandora's Box: Subjectivity, Class and Sexuality in Socialist Feminist Criticism’, in Kaplan, Sea Changes: Essays in Culture and Feminism, London, Verso, 1986. See also Diane Roberts, The Myth of Aunt Jemima: Representations of Race and Region, London, Routledge, 1994.

2 See for example: Helen Callaway, Gender, Culture and Empire: European Women in Colonial Nigeria, Basingstoke, Macmillan, 1987; Dea Birkett, Spinsters Abroad: Victorian Lady Explorers, Oxford, Blackwell, 1989; Billie Melman, Women's Orients: English Women and the Middle East, 1718–1918. Sexuality, Religion and Work, Basingstoke, Macmillan, 1992; Vron Ware, Beyond the Pale: White Women, Racism and History, London, Verso, 1992; Nupur Chaudhuri and Margaret Strobel, Western Women and Imperialism: Complicity and Resistance, Bloomington, Indiana University Press, 1992.

3 See Chapter 1.

4 Edward W. Said, Orientalism, Harmondsworth, Penguin, 1978. See also Sara Mills, Discourses of Difference: An Analysis of Women's Travel Writing and Colonialism, London, Routledge, 1991; Jane Miller, Seductions: Studies in Reading and Culture, London, Virago, 1990; Rani Kabbani, Europe's Myths of Orient, London, Macmillan, 1986; Melman, Women's Orients.

For a full discussion of Said's work and responses to it see Chapter 1.

5 Lisa Lowe, Critical Terrains. French and British Orientalisms, Ithaca, Cornell University Press, 1991, p. 5.

6 For a detailed discussion of Gramsci's definition of subaltern classes in relation to the analysis of Orientalism and the project of writing subaltern histories see Lowe, Critical Terrains, ch. 1 and conclusion.

7 Lowe, Critical Terrains, pp. ix–4.

8 See for example entries on Browne in: Ellen Clayton, English Female Artists, London, Tinsley, 1876; Clara Erskine Clement, Women in the Fine Arts. From the Seventh Century BC to the Twelfth Century AD, New York, Houghton Mifflin, 1904; Bryan's Dictionary of Painters and Engravers, London, George Bell and Sons, 1903; Algernon Graves, A Century of Loan Exhibitions, London, Algernon Graves, 1913–15; Larousse, Grand dictionnaire universel du XIXe siècle, Paris, 1864–76.

See also Ulrich Thieme and Felix Becker, Allegemeines Lexikon der Bildenden Künstler von der Antike bis zur Gegenwart, Leipzig, Verlog von E.A. Seemann, 1907; E. Bénézit, Dictionnaire critique et documentaire des peintres, sculpteurs, dessinateurs et graveurs de tous les temps et de tous les pays par un group d'écrivains spécialistes français et étrangers, (1911–23) Paris, Librairie Gründ, 1976.

9 Harem Interior: A Visit (1861), for example, is owned by a private collector who declines to let me see the painting or have a colour reproduction; the whereabouts of its sister piece, Flute Player, are unknown; the Greek Captive (n.d.) is in the basement of the Tate Gallery, London.

10 For a good example of this see the Athenaeum's review of Browne's Rhodian Girl that I discuss in Chapter 4.

11 For the argument that the very construction of disciplinary boundaries is itself indicative of an imperial process of classification and separation see Anita Levy, Other Women: The Writing of Class, Race, and Gender, 1832–1898, Princeton, Princeton University Press, 1991, p. 12.

See also Michel de Certeau, Heterologies: Discourses on the Other, Minneapolis, University of Minnesota Press, 1986.

12 Although developments in popular imperialism are signalled, as is the dissemination of its main texts into a wider cultural domain (via prints and the potentially extended readership of the serialized novel), this study is primarily concerned with the domain of high culture.

13 See Chaudhuri and Strobel ‘Introduction’, in Chaudhuri and Strobel, Western Women and Imperialism; Judith Newton, ‘History as Usual?: Feminism and the “New Historicism”’, in Cultural Critique, no. 9, Spring 1988.


Chapter 1



Race — femininity — representation

 

 



 

This book examines the work of Henriette Browne and George Eliot in order to trace how their gendered agency as cultural producers contributed to and drew on the imperial project. I am particularly concerned with the ways in which their images and texts created or reconceptualized the spaces in which a series of imperial identities for both artists and writers and their readers could be articulated. I shall argue not only that discourses of gender (by which were produced identities as masculine or feminine) were racialized and that discourses of race (by which were produced racialized and national identities) were gendered, but that the very premise on which culture was produced and interpreted in nineteenth-century France and Britain was based on the construction and exclusion of a racialized and, in this instance, Orientalized other.

The second half of the nineteenth century was a period of unprecedented colonial expansion (involving the direct conquest and domination of other countries) and increasingly imperialist foreign policy (dedicated to the extension of European influence over the globe, but without necessarily direct administrative or military intervention), in which Britain and France were established world leaders. Although the age of high imperialism is usually associated with the ‘scramble for Africa’ of the 1870s and 1880s, Britain and France were already by the early nineteenth century expanding their influence in those parts of the globe that were to become the imperial theatre of the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries.1 This means that unlike the late nineteenth-century view of imperialism, which tended to paint imperial ideology as a phenomenon arising late in the century (notably in the 1860s and 1870s when it became clear that trade interests would necessitate political control of colonized lands), we can see pervasive structures of imperial ideology from the early part of and throughout the nineteenth century.2 The mid-nineteenth century saw a change in the nature of imperial relations as the style of the earlier mercantile period, in which a degree of acculturation by European officials and traders was encouraged, gave way to the increased political and social intervention alongside an emphasis on European separation from ‘native’ populations, whose Eurocentric legacy we see today. This book does not attempt a study of imperialism per se. I am concerned to explore how, in certain and distinct moments, the interaction between culture and imperialism was played out in connection to gender. This investigation is organized by a recognition of culture's central role in the processes by which European values and interests were represented to Europe and extended to the colonized world.3 As Edward Said explains, culture was ‘the vital, informing, and invigorating counterpart to the economic and political machinery that … stands at the centre of imperialism’.4

It is not so much that ‘imperial culture’ developed to promote imperialism, but that, as a pervasive economic, social, political and cultural formation, the imperial project could not but influence how people thought, behaved and created. As Benedict Anderson has persuasively argued in his analysis of the development of vernacular print culture, visual and literary culture played a crucial role in the construction of the ‘imagined’ national communities in Europe that underpinned the imperial ideologies and administrations of the eighteenth, nineteenth and twentieth centuries.5 Said is clear that, whilst not attaching blame to the particular author or artist, culture in the age marked by imperialism and postcolonialism generally served to normalize imperial power relations.6 Although colonialism and imperialism had their opponents (for reasons ranging from the moral to the economic), the question of empire had an impact on all levels of British and French domestic life, with imperialist values frequently structuring even the terms of those who opposed it.7 Just as the world-wide recession of the 1990s permeates discussions about everything from education to fashion without any of those discussions necessarily being ‘about’ economics, imperialism in the nineteenth century was discussed, debated and contested as an issue of the day, present in everyday activities and diverse forms of cultural production — not just those that were ‘obviously’ imperialist. As Daniel Bivona argues, breaking down modal boundaries (between the political and the literary) can reveal a wider domain which has the structure of both a ‘culture-wide “debate” on the value and cause of imperial expansion and a cultural meta-narrative or mythology which subsumes even many of the critics of empire’.8 Given the enormous impact of imperialism on Victorian life it is — or as Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak advocates, should be — impossible to consider any text (by man or woman) without taking imperialism into account.

It should not be possible to read nineteenth-century British literature without remembering that imperialism, understood as England's social mission, was a crucial part of the cultural representation of England to the English. The role of literature in the production of cultural representation should not be ignored. These two obvious ‘facts’ continue to be disregarded in the reading of nineteenth-century British literature. This itself attests to the continuing success of the imperialist project, displaced and dispersed into more modern forms.9

These approaches mean, in relation to women's cultural activity, that rather than simply find the few arch-imperialist texts by women, we can analyse imperialism's role in structuring all their creative output. I am going to look at visual and literary representations of the Orient and the Orientalized other; a popular area of imagery that encapsulates the attitudes of Europe not just to its colonies but to the whole question of racial difference and which has, accordingly, been the focus of many twentieth-century critiques of imperialism. By attending to one set of representations that is obviously Orientalist (Browne's harem scenes) and another that, whilst clearly of an imperial moment, is rarely discussed as Orientalist (the representation of Jews and the division of Palestine in Daniel Deronda),10 I will show the pervasiveness of women's take-up of colonial ideology and their various mediations of it.

By focusing on women as cultural producers in a field of representation generally seen as male I shall demonstrate the pervasive effects of imperial ideologies on female subjects and their particular, gendered, interpellation into imperial discourse. This does not mean that white European women were either bad racists or good revolutionaries (driven by proto-feminism to empathize with their ‘sisters under the skin’).11 Instead, it allows an examination of how, as individuals growing up in an age of unprecedented imperial expansion, they were affected by and involved in colonial ideology and imperial relations. If we take the categories of race, class and gender as neither opposing oppressions nor as metaphors for each other but, as Cora Kaplan puts it, as ‘reciprocally constituting each other through a kind of narrative invocation, a set of associative terms in a chain of meaning’,12 we can transform our understanding of each term by analysing its articulation with and through the other. In other words, we never only experience ourselves as female/male but also and already as Black/white -even if the whiteness of a white subject is so normative that it is often experienced as a non-event unless activated by comparison with a Black subject.13 Thus, we can explore how discourses of femininity constrained women's access to positions of power and participation in colonialism and culture even whilst that very limitation, couched and understood in terms of gender, was also animated by imperial ideology — the gender specificities that accrued to women qua women were always built on their difference as white women.

Applying a perspective of race, class and gender to historical inquiry should effectively transform interpretations based on race and class or class and gender.14

I shall argue that, in a period marked by heightened imperial activity and increasing female participation in the cultural sphere, the interaction of the identificatory relational terms of race and gender could produce positions from which to enunciate alternative representations of racial difference. Exploring the gender-specific discursive pressures on the production and reception of women's representation of the Orient will allow us to undercut the mastery that usually accrued to the Western viewer's position and use the tensions in women's colonial utterances to highlight the tensions in imperial subjectivity as a whole, thereby allowing a reconceptualization of the workings of power and knowledge in the domain of gender.

SAID'S ORIENTALISM AND HIS CRITICS

In 1978 Edward Said's influential book Orientalism offered a new way to conceptualize the history of relations between what we might commonsensically call the West and the East, or the Occident and the Orient. Rather than accept the term as one that designates an area of neutral scholarly expertise (be it Oriental languages, literature or customs), Said argues that Orientalism was and is a discourse in which the West's knowledges about the Orient are inextricably bound up with its domination over it. Using Michel Foucault's proposition that all forms of knowledge are productive of power (constituting someone/thing as an object of knowledge is to assume power over it), Said assesses the implications of the Western construction of the Orient as an object of knowledge during the period of colonial expansion. Because he refuses to accept the innocence of knowledges about, and representations of, the Orient Said is able to consider how Orientalism's classification of the East as different and inferior legitimized Western intervention and rule.

For Said, therefore, representations of the Orient produced by Orientalism are never simple reflections of a true anterior reality, but composite images which came to define the nature of the Orient and the Oriental as irredeemably different and always inferior to the West. Orientalism establishes a set of polarities in which the Orient is characterized as irrational, exotic, erotic, despotic and heathen, thereby securing the West in contrast as rational, familiar, moral, just and Christian. Not only do these Orientalist stereotypes ‘misrepresent’ the Orient, they also misrepresent the Occident — obscuring in their flattering vision of European superiority the tensions along the lines of gender, class and ethnicity that ruptured the domestic scene.15

Eventually, Orientalism as a body of knowledge about the East produced by and for the West came to bypass Oriental sources altogether in a self-referential process of legitimation that endlessly asserted the power of the West to know, speak for and regulate the Orient better than the Orient itself.

As a discipline representing institutionalized Western knowledge of the Orient, Orientalism thus comes to exert a three-way force, on the Orient, on the Orientalist and on the Western ‘consumer’ of Orientalism … the Orient (‘out there’ to the East) is corrected, even penalized, for lying outside the boundaries of European society, ‘our’ world; the Orient is thus ‘Orientalized’; a process that not only marks the Orient as the province of the Orientalist but also forces the uninitiated Western reader to accept Orientalist codification … as the true Orient. Truth, in short, becomes a function of learned judgement, not of the material itself, which in time seems to owe even its existence to the Orientalist.16

One of the problems that critics identified in Orientalism was the troubling status that Said accords to the ‘real’ Orient: the Orient figures as both a construction, the written statement is a presence to the reader by virtue of its having excluded, displaced … any such real thing as ‘the Orient’ 17 and a real thing that can simultaneously be misrepresented by Orientalism and directly conquered by the West.18 As we shall see (notably in Chapter 4) the possibility of the discursive inscription of a ‘real’ Orient, or innocent experience of it, continues to haunt some scholars in this field, although, to be fair, Said's recent work has engaged more productively with this issue. Leaving aside for now the question of the ‘real’ Orient, Orientalism emerges as a discourse whose representation of the Orient is determined by its own agenda (largely conceptualized in terms of the dynamics and exigencies of colonial expansion) but whose success for the West depended not simply on domination but on the exercise of hegemony and the development of consent — that is, that the Orientalized Other be brought to recognize the validity of Orientalist knowledges and abide by their implementation (be it ‘better’ medical training, ‘proper’ clothes, etc.).19 That hegemony, which relies on the willingness of the governed to be governed, is conducive to a relational mode of power that can respond flexibly, not just repressively, to unrest or resistance, is of great significance for my analysis of Orientalism as a discourse within which a variety of different (and differently gendered) positionalities could be produced.

In a quite constant way, Orientalism depends for its strategy on the flexible positional superiority, which puts the Westerner in a whole series of possible relationships with the Orient without ever losing him the relative upper hand.20

The ‘him’ of this statement is telling: for Said, in Orientalism at least, Orientalism is a homogeneous discourse enunciated by a colonial subject that is unified, intentional and irredeemably male. Although his subsequent work, particularly Culture and Imperialism, refers more clearly to the impact of discourses of gender and references feminist scholarship, in Orientalism gender occurs only as a metaphor for the negative characterization of the Orientalized Other as ‘feminine’ or in a single reference to a woman writer (Gertrude Bell, in which he pays no attention to the possible effects of her gendered position on her texts). Said never questions women's apparent absence as producers of Orientalist discourse or as agents within colonial power. This mirrors the traditional view that women were not involved in colonial expansion (itself a subplot of a masculinist view of history in which women, if they appear at all, are strictly marginal). In contrast, I intend to argue that women did play a part in the textual production that constituted Orientalism and, moreover, that gender, as a differentiating term, was integral to the structure of that discourse and individuals' experience of it.

To this end I am expanding, to relate to gender, Said's three-way relationship in which Orientalism exercises a force over the Orient, the Orientalist and the Western consumer of Orientalism: just as the Orient is constructed into a series of signs whose significance lies more in their relationship to the Occident's self-image than in any truth about the Orient, so has it been argued that the European paradigm of sexual difference constructs women as objects of knowledge (the ‘other-within’) which secure definitions of a superior masculinity rather than revealing any truth about women.21 The question which then arises is, how can a Western woman, who is feminized as the symbolic inferior other at home (a placement that is also class-specific), exercise the classificatory gaze over the Orient that Said describes? What access does a white European woman have to the enunciative position of a white superiority that is implicitly male?

Whereas Said has tended to represent Orientalism as a discourse that is intentional and monolithic (there is, in Orientalism, no sense of the Orient's resistance or of internal splits — although this also is more fully explored in Culture and Imperialism), attention to women's role in imperial social and cultural relations, combined with an awareness of external challenges to imperial power, can resituate Western imperialism as always only one half of a power relation — contested from without and undercut from within. In addition, we are helped by the Foucauldian concept of power/knowledge that Said uses. In this, power is never willed, owned (by individuals, groups or states), unitary or monolithic, but discursive: discourse, as an ordering of knowledge, produces positionalities (enunciative modalities) into which individuals are interpellated and from which they may speak or act (as policemen, lawyers, mothers) but which are never the truth of themselves.22 Thus, power can be seen as always productive and never simply repressive: it does not just descend from above with a string of prohibitions but, rather, through the productive force of its apparatuses, actively inscribes human agents into particular (and contradictory) subject positions. The workings and effects of power in this sense can be seen in a web (cluster) of discursive apparatuses that no one owns or ultimately controls.23

Since, in the Foucauldian scenario, power is a dynamic that is always bounded by resistance, a strategy of resistance could be based on an ‘analytics of power’ that, by asking how we come to understand ourselves in the terms of the relevant discourse, can deconstruct the operation of the forces of power and allow new forms of resistance to emerge. These new forms, rather than, for example, simply pitting women against men as the ‘owners’ of patriarchal power, would deconstruct the ways in which our sense of ourselves as gendered beings contributes to our oppression and could generate new alliances and resistances that were not themselves predicated on any essentialist notions of women's (or men's) nature. Although concern has been expressed that Foucault's theory of the micropolitics of power makes it almost inevitable that resistance will, despite itself, contribute to the hegemony that it seeks to undermine,24 I still think that a discursive model is useful and politically enabling if we insist on what Lowe, after Foucault, calls the ‘heterotopicality’ of the discursive terrain.

[Discourses are heterogeneously and irregularly composed of statements and restatements, contestations and accommodation, generated by a plurality of writing positions at any given moment … In other words, the use of the notion of a dominant discourse is incomplete if not accompanied by a critique which explains why some positions are easily co-opted and integrated into apparently-dominant discourses, and why others are less likely to be appropriated.25

Thus, an analysis of the conflicts inherent in a discursive formation marked by the terms of gender and race would allow for a glimpse of points of resistance within the fantasized unity of Orientalist discourse. The relational and fragmented nature of discourse does not mean that it cannot appear to be unified: indeed, it is the hegemonic ability of Orientalist discourse to retain the upper hand, even whilst it accepts and incorporates challenges, that accounts for its longevity.26 The inherent contradictions of the enunciative positionalities (both gendered and racialized) occupied by women within Orientalism can, therefore, reveal some of the fictions of the discourse and of imperial power. Women's gender specific representations do not have counter-hegemonic potential because they were all automatically anti-racists opposed to colonialism. Rather, it is the very contradictions thrown up by the assumption (then and now) that women made no contribution to, or had no active role in, imperial expansion that allowed women the positionality from which a counter-hegemonic discourse could be enunciated.

Attention to women writers and artists, therefore, does not just add to but actively reforms Said's original version: it disallows a conceptualization of discourse as intentionalist and unified by highlighting the structural role of sexual as well as racial difference in the formation of colonial subject positions; it destabilizes the fiction of authorial intent and control by highlighting the discursively produced and unresolvable contradictions in women's accounts; it insists on the impact of imperialism on the lives of women and men (colonizers and colonized); and, by so doing, disrupts the masculinism found in accounts and critiques of imperialism. On the last count, Jane Miller locates Said, like Fanon before him, as part of a trajectory of criticism that ignores women as participants in imperial power relations and as readers of Orientalist representations.

Said [in Orientalism] sets out with care and delicacy the parallels and analogies developed in this field between colonial relations and sexual relations, and he shows how illuminating of the reality of the imperial adventure those parallels have been for both West and East. What he does not confront are the sexual meanings on which those illuminations depend. It is possible to feel that within his analysis it is with the distortions of male sexuality [identity and sovereignty] produced by the language of Orientalism that he is chiefly concerned … [something] [t]hat has often involved the theft of their women … The question remains: why does such an analysis not entail a concern for women's loss of political and economic status, in itself? [Women's history] does not become part of the history which is being rewritten.

In accepting the power and usefulness of an analysis like Said's there is an essential proviso … to be made. If women are ambiguously present within the discourses of Orientalism, they are just as ambiguously present within the discourses developed to expose and oppose Orientalism. Their presence in both is as forms of coinage, exchange value offered or stolen or forbidden, tokens of men's power and wealth or lack of them. The sexual use and productiveness of women are allowed to seem equivalent to their actual presence and their consciousness. They are, finally, ‘Orientalized’ with Said's terms into the perceptions and the language which express, but also elaborate on, the uses men have for women within exploitative societies.27

In order to avoid an account that marginalizes women as agents and readers (does ‘Said assume women are amongst the readers of [his] work?’)28 we must include women as agents in Orientalism without losing the complexities of their relationship to domestic discourses on both sides of the Orientalist divide. Rani Kabbani, for example, highlights the many and subtle ways with which the sexually dominated Oriental woman could resist her Western oppressor, but fails to see Western women as subjects similarly produced through the energies of imperialism. Arguing that colonialism is a discourse structured by patriarchal power relations, she points to the existence of ‘notable’ Victorian women travel writers only to claim that they were ‘token travellers only, who were forced by various pressures to articulate the values of patriarchy’.29 Kabbani's desire to produce women as pure agents in the face of colonial power relations leads to the problematic supposition that if women were unwilling colonialists, men must be not only self-conscious oppressors but intentionalist authors choosing (where women were ‘forced’) to misrepresent the other.30 In a book with more than one version of power and authorship (intentional and discursive) some men are similarly exculpated from blame: unlike other artists who exploited the Orient, Fromentin, Matisse and Renoir, for example, were simply ‘exhilarated by the Orient and were therefore considerably enriched as artists by it’.31 That this enrichment might itself be an imperial spoil is ignored in an attempt to preserve the favoured few (and a strange few too, surely, given Renoir's arguably pornographic representations of Orientalized women?) as pure and intentional artists.

Sara Mills, in an exemplary analysis of women's travel writing, suggests that one of the reasons why their work is ignored by critics is that the fluctuating and partial allegiance to colonialism produced by women's problematic access to the superiority of a colonial position makes their work difficult to classify.
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