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IMPERIAL LEATHER 



EMPIRE OF THE HOME 

I 

THE LAY OF THE LAND 

GENEALOGIES OF IMPERIALISM 

I am not the wheatfield. 
Nor the virgin land. 

PORNO-TROPICS 

-Adrienne Ri'cb 

Consider, to begin with, a colonial scene. 
In 1492, Christopher Columbus, blundering about the Caribbean in 

search of India, wrote l~ome to say that the ancient mariners had erred in 
thinking the earth was round. Rather, he said, it '\vas shaped like a \Voman's 
breast, ,vith a protuberance upon its summit in the unmistakable s.hape of 
a nipple- to,vard ,vhich he '\Vas slo,vly sailing. 
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Columbus' i1nage feminizes the earth as a cosmic breast, in relation to 
\vhich the epic n1ale hero is a tiny, lost infant, yearning for the Edenic 
nipple. The i1nage of the earth-breast here is redolent not \vith the male 
bravu1·a of the explorer, invested \vith his conquering 1nission, but \vith an 
uneasy sense of male anxiet)•, infantilization and longing for the fen1ale body. 
At the same time, the female body is figured as marking the boundai:y of the 
casinos and the limits of the kno,vn \Vorld, enclosing the ragged men, with 
their drea1ns of pepper and pearls, in her indefinite, oceanic body. 

Colu1nbus' breast fantasy, like Haggard's map of Sheba's Breasts, 
dra\vs on a long tradition of male travel as an erotics of ravishment. 
For centuries, the uncertain continents-Africa, the Americas, Asia--..vere 
figured in European lore as libidinously eroticized. Travelers' tales abounded 
-..vi th visions of the monsh·ous sexuality of far-01-T lands, -..vhere, as legend had 
it, n1en sported gigantic penises and -..von1en consorted -..vith apes, fen1inized 
men's breasts flo\ved \vith n1ilk and militarized -..vo1nen lopped theirs off. 
Renaissance travelers found an eager and lascivious audience for theil' spicy 
tales, so that, long before the era of high Victorian imperialisn1, Afi:ica and the 
1\mericas had becon1e -..vhai can be called a porno-tropics for the European 
imagination-a fantastic n1agic lantern of the mind onto -..vhich Europe 
projected its forbidden sexual desires and fears. 

The European porno-tropics had a long tradition. As early as the 
second centu1y A.O., Ptolemy -..vrote confidently of Africa that "the 
constellation of Scorpion, -..vhich pertains to the pudenda, don1inates that 
continent."1 Leo Africanus agreed that there -..vas "no nation under heaven 
more prone to venerie" than "the Negros."2 Francis Bacon's Hermit \Vas 
visited by the Spirit of Fornication, who turned out to be a "little foule, ugly 
Aethiope.''3 John Ogilby, adapting the -..vritings of Olfert Dapper, rathe1· 
more tactfully infonned his readers that -..vest Africans \vere distinguished by 
"large propagators,"~ -..vhile the planter Ed\vard Long sa-..v Africa as "the 
parent of eve1ything that is 1nonstrous in nature. "5

• By the _nineteenth 
century, popular lore had fir1nly established 1\frica as the quintessential zone 
of sexual aberration and anon1aly-"the ve1y picture," as \V. D. Jordan put 
it, "of perverse negation."6The Uni11erJal Ht'Jtory -..vas citing a -..veil-established 
and augu,st h·adition -..vhen it declared Africans to be "proud, lazy, 
treacherous, thievish, hot and addicted to all kinds of lusts."' It -..vas as 
in1possible, it insisted, "to be an 11/rican and not lascivious, as it is to be born 
in 1Jfrica and not be an African."8 

Within this porno-tropic tradition, -..vomen figured as the epitome of 
sexual aberration and excess. Folklore sa-..v them, even more than the men, as 
given to a lascivious venery so promiscuous as to border on the bestial. Sir 
Thomas Herbert observed of Africans "the resemblance they bear -..vith 
Baboons, '\vhich I could observ~ k~pt frequent company 'vith the "\Vomen."9 

I 

f 
I 

Long sa-..v a lesson closer to home in the African spectacle of female sexual 
excess, for he identified British \vorking-class -..vomen as inhabiting more 
naturalW than men the dangerous borders of racial and sexual transgression: 
"The lo\ver class of -..von1en in England," he -..vrote ominously, "are re1narkably 
fond of the blacks.''10 The traveler William Smith likewise \Varned his readers 
of the perils of traveling as a -..vhite man in Africa, for, on that disorderly 
continent, -..vo1nen "if they 1neet -..vith a Man they im1nediately strip his lo\ver 
Parts and thro\V themselves upon him."11 

During the Renaissance, as the "fabulous geography" of ancient travel 
gave \vay to the "militant geography" of mercantile imperialis1n and the tri­
angular trade, so the bold merchant ships of Portugal, Spain, Britain and 
France began to draw the -..vorld into a single skein of trade routes. 12 

Mercantile imperialism began to be emboldened by dreams of dominating 
not only a boundless imperium of con1merce but also a boundless imperiun1 
of kno\vledge. Francis Bacon (1561~1626) gave exempla1y voice to the 
immodesty of intellectual Renaissance expansionism. "!Vly only earthly -..vish," 
he -..vrote, "is ... to stretch the deplorably narro-..v limits of man's dominion 
over the universe to their pron1ised bounds.''13 But Bacon's vision Of a -..vorld­
kno,vledge do1ninated by Europe '\Vas ani1nated not only by an imperial 
geography of power but also by a gendered erotics ofkno-..vledge: "I come in 
very truth," he proclaimed, "leading to you Nature -..vi th all her children to 
bind her to your sCrvice and 1nake her your slave."H 

All too often, Enlightenment 1netaphysics presented kno\vledge as a 
relation of po-..ver bet-..veen hvo gendered spaces, articulated by a journey 
and a technology of conversion: the n1ale penetration and exposure of a 
veiled, female interiori and the aggressive conversion of its "secrets" into a 
visible, n1ale science of the surface. Bacon deplored the fact that "~hile the 
regions of the material globe ... have been in our ti1nes laid -..videly open 
and revealed, the intellectual globe should remain shut up within the 
narro-..v li1nits of old discoveries.''15 Voyaging into the enigma of infinity, 
there to unlock "Nature's secrets," Faust likc-..vise cried out: 

Ne-..v roads lie open to 1ne. I 
Shall pierce the veiJ that hides -..vhat \Ve desire, 
Break through to realn1s of abstract energy. 16 

I<no,vledge of the unkno\vn world -..vas 1napped as a 1netaphysics of gender 
violence-nOt as the expanded recognition of cultural difference-and '\Vas 
validated by the ne-..v Enlightenment logic of private property and possessive 
individualism. In these fantasies, the -..vorld is feminized and spatially spread 
for male exploration, then reassembled and deployed in the interests of 
massive imperial po-..ver. 'I'hus, for Rene Descartes, the expansion of male 
.kno-..vledge a1nounted to a violent property arrangement that made men 
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"masters and possessors of nature. "17 In the minds of these nlen, the in1periaf 
conquest of the globe found both its shaping figure and its political sanction 
in the prior subordination of wo1nen as a catego1y of nature. 

WOMEN AS THE BOUNDARY MARKERS OF EMPIRE 

\Vhat is the meaning of this persistent gendering of the llnperial unkno\vn? As 
European men crossed the dangerous thresholds of their kno\vn \vodds, they 
ritualistically feminized borders and boundaries. Female figw·es \Vere planted 
like fetishes at the ambiguous points of contact, at the borders and orifices of 
the contest zone. Sailors bound \Vooden fe1nale figures to their ships' pro\vs 
and baptized their ships-as exemplary threshold objects-\vith female 
names. Cartographers filled the blank seas of their maps \vith mermaids and 
sirens. Explorers called unkno\vn lands "virgin" territo1y. Philosophers veiled 
"Truth" as fe1nale, then fantasized about drawing back the veil. In myriad 
\vays, \vomen served as mediating and threshold figures by means of \vhich 
men oriented themselves in space, as agents of po\ver and agents of kno,vledge. 

The follo,ving chapters explore, in part, the historically different but 
persistent ways in \vhich \vomen served as the boundary markers of 
imperialis1n, the ambiguous mediators of what appeared to be-at least 
superficially-the predon1inantly male agon of en1pire. The first poll1t I \Vant 
to make, ho\vever, is that the feminizing of terra incognita \Vas, from the 
outset, a strategy of violent containment-belonging in the realm of both 
psychoanalysis and political economy. Jf, at first glance, the feminizing of the 
land appears to be no more than a familiar sympto1n of male megalomania, 
it also betrays acute paranoia and a profound, if not pathological, sense of 
n1ale anxiety and boundary loss. 

As Colun1bus1 and Haggard's images suggest, the erotics of imperial 
conquest \Vere also an erotics of engulfu1ent. At one level, the representation 
of the land as female is a traumatic trope, occurring almost invariably, ] sug­
gest, in the aftermath of male bounda1y confusion, but as a historical, not 
archetypal, strategy of containment. 1\s the visible trace of pai'anoia, femi­
nizing the land is a con1pensatory gesture, disavo\ving male loss of boundary 
by reinscribing a ritual excess of boundary, accompanied, all too often, by an 
excess of ntilitary violence. The fen1inizing of the land represents a ritualistic 
mon1ent in imperial discourse, as male intruders \vard off fears of narcissistic 
disorder by reinscribing, as natural, an excess of gender hierarchy. 

Mary Douglas points out that margins are dangerous. 18 Societies are 
ntost vulnerable at their edges, along the tattered fringes of the kno\vn ,vorld. 
Having sailed beyond the limits of their cha1ied seas, explorers enter what 
\'ictor Turner calls a liminal condition.19 For Turner, a liminal condition is 
ambiguous, eluding "the net\vork of classifications that nonnally locate states 
and positions in cultural space."10 There on the tnargins bet\veen kno\vn and 

unkt10\vn1 the 1nale conquistadors, explorers and sailors becan1e creatures of 
transition and threshold. As such, they \Vere dangerous, for, as Douglas 
\vrites: "Danger lies in transitional states .. , .The person \vho must pass from 
one to another is hlliiself in danger and en1anates danger to others. "21 As fig­
ures of danger, the men of margins '\Vere "licensed to \vaylay, steal, rape. This 
behaviour is even enjoined on them, To behave anti-socially is the proper 
expression of their n1arginal condition."22 At the same time, the dangers rep­
resented by lirninal people are managed by rituals that separate the marginal 
ones from their old status, segregating them for a time and then publicly 
declaring their enhy into thell· ne\v status. Colonial discourse repeatedly 
rehearses this pattern -dangerous marginality, segregation, reintegration. 

IMPERIAL "DISCOVERY" AND GENDER AMBIVALENCE 

Consider, in this respect, another colonial scene. In a fa1nous drawing 
(ca. 1575), Jan van der Straet portrays the "discovery" of America as an 
eroticized encounter between a 1nan and a \Voman [Fig.l.l).23 1\ fully 
armored Vespucci stands erect and masterful before a naked and erotically 

FIGURE l.l PORNO-TROPICS: \VOMEN AS IMPERIAL BOUNDARY 1\.lARKERS. 25 
America, ca. 1600 engraving by Theodore Calle after a drawing 
by Jan van der Straet (ca. 1676). 
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inviting wo1nan, who inclines to\vard him fro1n a hammock. At first glance, 
the imperial lessons of the dra,ving seem clear. Roused from her sensual lan­
guor by the epic ne\vco1ne1~ the indigenous \Voman extends an inviting hand, 
insinuating sex and submission. Her nakedness and her gesture suggest a 
visual echo of Ivlichelangelo's "Creation." Vespucci, the godlike arrival, is des­

"" tined to inseminate h~r \vith the male seeds of civilization, fructifY the 
~ ,vilderness and quell the riotous scenes of cannibalism in the background. As 
....., Peter Hulme puts it in a fine essay: "Land is na1ned as fen1ale as a passive I' 
t; counterpart to the massive thrust of male technology."1~ Arnerica allegorically 

represents nature's invitation to conquest, \vhile Vespucci, gripping the fetish 
instruments of imperial masteiy-astrolabe, flag and S\vord-confronts the 
virgin land \vi.th the patrimony of scientific n1aste1y and imperial might, 
Invested \vi.th the male prerogative of na1ning, Vespucci renders America's 
identity a dependent extension of his and stakes male Europe's territorial 
rights to her body and, by extension, the fruits of her land. 

On closer exa1nination 1 ho\vever, van der Straet's dra,ving, like 
Haggard's map and Columbus' breast fantasy, tells a double story of 
_discover.>'· The inaugural scene of discove1y is redolent not only of male 

/ megalo1nania and imperial aggression but also of male anxiet:y and 
V paranoia. In the central distance of the picture, behveen An1erigo and 

America, a cannibal scene is in progress. The cannibals appear to be fen1ale 
and are spit-roasting a human leg. A pillar of flame and s1noke issues into 
the sky, conjoining earth, fire, \Yater and air in an elemental scene, struc­
tured as a visual asse1nbly of opposites: earth-sky; sea-land; malc-fe1nale; 
clothed-unclothed; active-passive; vertical-horizontal; ra\v-cooked. Situated 
on the shore, the threshold behveen land and sea, the dra\ving is, in almost 
eve1y sense, a li1ninal scene. 

lVlost notably, the boundary figures are fe1nale. Here, \Vomen 1nark, 
quite literally, the 1nargins of the ne\v \vorld but they do so in such a \vay as 
to suggest a profound ambivalence in the European male. In the 
foreground, the explorer is of a piece-fully arn1ored, erect and magisterial, 
the incarnation of n1ale imperial po,ver, Caught in his gaze, the woman is 
naked, subservient and vulnerable to his advance. In the background, 
however, the male body is quite literally in pieces, 'ovhile the \Vomen are 
activeh' and po,ve1fully engaged. The disme1nbered leg 1:oasting on the spit 
evokes a disordering of the body so catastrophic as to be fatal. 

1f This anxious vision 1narks one aspect, I suggest, of a recurrent doubling 
in male irnperial discourse. This may be seen as the sirnultaneous dread of 
catastrophic boundary /0.1.J (implosion), associated \vi th fears of impotence 

\ and infantilization and attended by an e.\·ce.J.J ofbounda1y order and fantasies 
1 

of unlimited power. In this \Vay, the augural scene of discove1y becomes a 
scene of a1nbivalence, suspended behveen an imperial 1negalomania, ,vith its 

fantasy of unstoppable rapine~and a contradicto1y fear of engulfment, \vith 
its fantasy of dismember1nent and e1nasculation. The scene, like 1nany 
i1nperial scenes, is a document both of paranoia and of megalomania. 

As such, the scene is less about the soon-to-be-colonized "Other," than 
it is about a crisis in male imperial identity. Both Arnerigo and America, 
I suggest, are split aspects of the European intruder, representing disavo\ved 
aspects of male identity, displaced onto a "feminized" space and managed by 
recourse to the prior ordering of gender. 

Suspended behveen a fantasy of conquest and a dread of engulfment, 
between rape and emasculation, the scene, so neatly gendered, represents 
a splitting Etnd displacement of a crisis that is, properly speaking, male. The 
gendering of Am~rica as simultaneously naked and passive 1u1d riotously 
violent- and cannibalistic represents a doubling \Vithin the conqueror, 
disavo\ved and displaced onto a fe1ninized scene. 

As in many imperial scenes, the fear of engulfment expresses itself most 
acutely in the cannibal h·ope. In this familiar trope, the fear of being engulfed 
by the unlu10\vn is projected onto colonized peoples as theti· determination to 
devour the inh·uder ,vhole. Haggard's map and van der Straet's discove1y 
scene are no exceptions, for they both implicitly represent female sexuality as 
cannibalistic: the cannibal scene, the "1nouth of h"Casure cave." 

In 1733, Jonathan S,vift observed: 

So geographers in Afric 1naps 
With savage pictures fill their gaps 
and o'er uninhabitable do\vns 
Place elephants instead ofto\vns.25 

Late1; Grahan1 Greene noted ho\V geographers traced the \vord "cannibals" 
over the blank spaces on colonial 1naps. With the "\vord cannibal, cartog­
raphers attempted to 'vard off the threat of the unknown by naming it, 
,vhile at the same time confessing a dread that the unkno'vn might literally 
rise up and devour the intruder \vhole. Colonial docun1ents are replete \Yith 
reminders of the fetish fascination that the blank spaces of maps cast over 
the lives of explorers and \VTiters. I-lo\Yever, the implosive anxieties 
suggested by the cannibal trope \Vere just as often \Yarded off by fantastical 
rites of imperial violence. 

The colonial map vividly embodies the contradictions of colonial 
discourse. Map-1naking became the servant of colonial plunde1~ for the 
kno\vledge constituted by the map both preceded and legitimized the 
conquest of territo1y. The map is a technology of kno,vledge that professes 
to capture the h·uth about a place in pure, scientific fo·rm, operating under 
the guise of scientific exactitude and promising to retrieve and reproduce 
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nature exactly as it is. As such, it is also a technology of possession, 
pro1nising that those \Vith the capacity to make such perfect repfesentations 
must also have the right of territorial control. 

Yet the edges and blank spaces of colonial maps are typically 1narked 
with vivid renllnders of the failw·e of kno\vledge and hence the tenuousness 
of possession. The failure of European knowledge appears in the margins 
and gaps of these maps in the forms of cannibals, mer1naids and monsters, 
threshold figures eloquent of the resurgent relations behveen gende1; race 
and imperialism. The map is a liminal thing, associated \Vith thresholds and 
marginal zones, burdened \Vith dangerous po,vers. As an exemplary icon of 
i1nf>erial "truth," the map, like the compass and the mirro1; is ,vhat Hulme 
aptly calls a "n1agic technology/' a potent fetish helping colonials negotiate 
the perils of 1nargins and thresholds in a world of terri.£jring ambiguities.26 

It seems cl'ucial, therefore, to stress from the outset that the femi­
nizing of the land is both a poeticJ of ambivalence and a po!itic..1 of violence. 
The "discoverers" -filthy, ravenous, unhealthy and evil-sn1elling as they 
most likely \Vere, scavenging along the edges of their kno\vn world and 
beaching on the fatal shores of their "ne\v" worlds, their limbs pocked 'vith 
abscess and ulcers, their minds infested by fantasies of the unkno\vn-had 
stepped far beyond any sanctioned guarantees. Their unsavo1y rages, their 
massacres and rapes, their atrocious rituals of militarized n1asculinity 
sprang hot only from the economic lust for spices, silver and gold, but also 
fron1 the implacable rage of paranoia. 

MAPPING THE "VIRGIN" LAND 
AND THE CRISIS OF ORIGINS 

"Discove1y" is always late. The inaugural scene is never in fact inaugural or 
originary: something has always gone before. Van der Straet's dra\ving 
confesses as 1nuch in its subtitle: "1\inericus ~discovers America." Louis 
Montrose suggests that the scene \Vas probably understood at the tllne as 
referring to a nasty incident that reputedly occurred during one of Vespucci's 
earlier voyages. A young Spaniard, \vho \Vas being inspected by a curious 
group of \Vomen, '\Vas suddenly felled \vith a terri6c blo\v fron1 behind by a 
\Voman, sumn1arily slain, cut into pieces and roasted, in full vie\v of his feUo\v 
counhymen.27 This tale, \vith its unsee1nly burden of fen1ale menace and 
resistance to intrusion contradicts the myth of \Vomen's invitation to con­
quest. At the same ti.inc, it contradicts Vespucci's claim to be first. 

Vespucci is, in fact, late. Nonetheless, he disavo\VS his belatedness 
and claims a privileged relation to the moment of "discovery" and the 
scene of origins by resorting to a familiar strategy: he 11a1ne~ "America," 
after hin1self. The desire to nan1e expresses a desire for a single origin 
alongside a desit'e to control the issue of that origin. But the strategy of 

nan1ing is a1nbivalent, for it expresses both an anxiety about generative 
po'\ver and a disavowal. 

Luce lrigaray suggests that the male insistence on marking "the prod­
. uct of copulation \vith hi! own 11a111e" stems from the uncertainty of the 1nale's 
relation to origins.28 "The fact of being depl'ived of a \Vo1nb," she suggests, is 
"the 1nost intolerable deprivation of man, since his contribution to gesta­
tion-his function \vith regard to the origin of reproduction-is hence 
asserted as less than evident,· as open to doubt. "29 The father has no visible 
proof that the child is his; his gestative status is not guaranteed. The name, 
the patrimony, is a substitute for the missing guarantee of fatherhood; it is 
only the father's name that marks the child as his. 

Historicaizy, the 1nale desire for a guaranteed relation to origin-secur­
ing, as it does, male property and po,ver~is contradicted by the sexual 
doubling of origins, by \Vomen's visibly active role in producing a child and 
men's uncertain and fleeting conh·ibution. To compensate for this, men 
diminish \Vo1nen's contribution (which, as Irigaray notes, can hardly be ques­
tioned) by reducing. them to vessels and machines-mere bearers-\vithout 
creative agency or the po\ver to name. The insistence on the patrimony 
marks a denial: that something different (a woman) is needed to guarantee 
the reproduction of the same-the son \vith the san1e name as the father.JI.) 

The sexual scene of origins, I suggest, 6.nds an analogy in the imperial 
scene of discovety. By flamboyantly naming "ne\v" lands, male i1nperials 
mark the1n as their o\vn, guarant~eing thereby, or so they believe, a priv­
ileged relation to origins-in the embarrassing absence of other guarantees. 
Hence the i1nperial fixation on naming, on acts of"discovery," baptismal 
scenes and 1nale birthing rituals. 

The imperial act of discovery can be compared \vith the male act of 
baptism. In both rituals, \Vestern men publicly disavo\v the creative agency 
of others (the colonizedf,vomen) and arrogate to themselves the power of 
origins. The 1nale ritual of baptism ~\vi.th its bo,vls of holy \vate1; its \vash­
ing, its 1nale mid,vives-is a surrogate bil'thing ritual, during \vhich men 
collectively compensate the1nselves for their invisible role in the birth of the 
child and diminish won1en's agency. In Christianity, at least, baptis1n reen­
acts childbirth as a 1nale ritual. During baptism, moreover, the child is 
named-after the fathe1; not the 1nother. The mother's labors and creative 
po\vers (hidden in her "confinement" and denied social recognition) are 
diminished, and \Vomcn are publicly declared unfit to inaugurate the human 
soul into the body of Christ. In the eyes of Christianity, \vomen are incom­
plete birthcrs: the child must be born again and named, by 1nen. 

Like baptism, the imperial act of discOveiy is a surrogate birthing ritual: 
the.lands are already peopled, as the child is already born. Discovery, for this 
reason, is a retro.1pecti11e act. As l'vla1y Louise Pratt points out, the discovery 
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has no existence on its O\vn: "It only gets 'n1ade' for real after the traveler (or 
other survivor) returns home and brings it into being through texts: a name 
on a map, a report to the Royal Geographical Society, the Foreign Office, the 
London Mission ·society, a diary, a lecture, a travel book. "31 Discovery, as 
Pratt ren1arks, usually involves a journey to a far-flung region, asking the 
local inhabitants if they kno\V of a nearby river, lake or \Vaterfall, paying 
them to take one there, then "discovering" the site, usually by the passive act 
of seeing it. During these e.xtravagant acts of discovery, imperial men rein­
vent a moment of pure (1nale) origin·and mark it visibly \vith one of Europe's 
felishes: a flag, a na1ne on a rnap, a stone, or later perhaps, a 1nontunent. I ,vill 
return, in due course, to the question of the fetish and its relation to the crisis 
of origins. 

THE MYTH OF THE EMPTY LANDS 

Guiana is a countrey that hath yet her maydenhead, 
never sackt, turned, nor \Vrought 

~Walter Raleigh 

The myth of the virgin land is also the myth of the en1pty land, involving 
both a gender and a racial dispossession. \Vithin patriarchal narratives, to 
be virgin is to be empty of desire and void of sexual agency, passively 
a\\•aiting the thrusting, male insemination of history, language and reason.32 

\Vithin colonial narratives, the eroticizing of "virgin" space also effects a 
territorial appropriation, for if the land is virgin, colonized peoples cannot 
claim aboriginal territorial rights, and ,vhite male patrimo·ny is violently 
assured as the sexual and 1nilitai:y insemination of an interior void. This 
doubled the1ne-the disavo\ved agency of \Vo1nen and the colonized­
recurs throughout the following chapters. 

The colonial journey into the virgin interior reveals a contradiction, 
for the journey is figured as proceeding for\vard in ge~graphical space but 
back,vard in historical tirne, to \vhat is figured as a prehistoric zone of racial 
and gender difference. One ,vitnesses here a recurrent feature of colonial 
discourse. Since indigenous peoples are not su-pposed to be spatially 
there-for the lands are "e1npty" -they are syn1bolically displaced onto 
\vhat I call a111u·hrt11U:1tic ,1pace, a trope that gathered (as I explore in more 
detail belo,v) full administrative authority as a technology of surveillance 
in the late Victorian era. According to this trope, colonized people~like 
\Vomen and the \vorking class in the n1etropolis-do not inhabit history 
proper but exist in a permanently anterior time \vithin the geographic space 
of the modern empire as anachronistic humans, atavistic, irrational, bereft 
of human agency-the· living e1nbodiment of the archaic "priinitive." 

A presiding dilenuna faced colonials, ho,vever, for the "e1npty" lands 
\vere visibly peopled, \vhile traces of the peoples' antiquity lay obviously to 
hand in the form of ruins, ancient settlements, skulls and fossils. Here lies 
at least one reason for the Victorian obsession \vith survivals and traces, 
ruins and skeletons-allegorical reminders of the failure of a single 
narrative of origins. In Chapters 4, 5 and 10, I explore the ra1nifications of 
these colonial dilemmas in more detail. 

For \Vo1nen, the myth of the virgin land presents specific dilemmas, 
with important differences for colonial or colonized '~omen, as I argue in 
Chapters 9 and 10. Women are the earth that is to be discovered, entered, 
nan1ed, inseminated and, above all, owned. Symbolically reduced, in male 
eyes, to the space on \vhich 1nale contests are \Vaged, \Vomen experience 
particular difficulties laying claim to alternative genealogies and alternative 
narratives of origin and naming. Linked symbolically to the land, women 
are relegated to a realm beyond history and thus bear a particularly vexed 
relation to narratives Of historical change and political effect. Even more 
importantly, \Vomen are figured as property belonging to men and hence as 
lying, by definition, outside the male contests over land, 1noney and 
political po\ver. 

It iS important to stress from the outset, however, that the gendering 
of i1nperialism took ve1y different forms in different parts of the \Vorld. 
India, for one, \Vas seldom imaged as a virgin land, while the iconography 
of the harem \Vas not part of Southern African colonial erotics. North 
African, Middle Eastern and Asian \VOtnen \Vere, all too often, tramn1eled 
by the iconography of the veil, \vhile African \Vomen \Vere subjected to the 
civilizing mission of cotton and soap. In other \vords, Arab \Vomen \Vere to 
be "civilized" by being undressed (unveiled), ,vhile sub~Saharan \V01nen 
\vere to be civilized by being dressed (in clean, white, British cotton). 
These su1nptua1y.distinctions \Vere symptomatic of critical differences in 
the legisla.tive, economic and political \vays in \vhich imperial commodity 
racisrn \Vas imposed on different parts of the \vodd. 

DOMESTICITY AND COMMODITY RACISM 

do111eJ/\'c, a. & n. I. Of the home, household, or 
family affairs. 
do111e.1lic\1le, v.t. Naturalize 
{colonists, ani1nals) ... 
civilize 
(savages) 

-The Conci.Je O.eford Di'cti'onary of Current En,9/iJh 
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In 1899, the year that the Anglo-Boer War broke out in South Africa, an 
advertisement for Pears' Soap inL11cC!ure':JL1fagaz1i1e [Fig. 1.2] announce~: 

The first step to\vards lightening TI-IE WHITE lvlAN'S 
BURDEN is through teaching the virtues of cleanliness. PEARS' 
SOAP is a potent factor in brightening the dark corners of the 
earth as civilization advances, \vhile a1nongst the cultured of all 
nations it holds the highest place~it is the ideal toilet soap.'" 

The advertisement sho\vs an ad1niral decked in pure imperial white, 
'\Vashing his hands in his cabin as his steamship crosses the oceanic 
threshold into the realm of empire. In this in1age, private do1nesticity and 
the i1nperial market-the hvo spheres vaunted by middle-class Victorians 
as entirely and naturally distinct-converge in a single co1nmodity 
spectacle. The do1nestic sanctu1n of the '\vhite man's bathroom gives 
privileged vantage onto the global realm of con1merce, so that imperial 
progress is consumed at a glance-as panoptical ttine. 

The porthole is both '\vindo'\v and 1nirror. The '\vindo,v, icon of 
imperial surveillance and the Enlighten1nent idea of kno,vledge as pen­
etration, opens onto public scenes of economic conversion. One scene 
depicts a kneeling African gratefully receiving the Pears' soap as he 1night 
genuflect before a religious fetish. The mirro1~ emblen1 of Enlightenment 
selfconsciousness, reflects the sanitized image of white, 1nale, imperial 
hygiene. Do1nestic h,ygiene, the ad i1nplies, purifies and preserves the '\vhite 
n1ale body fro1n contamination in the threshold zone of C1npire. At the same 
tirne, the domestic co1nmodity guarantees '\vhite male po'\ver, the gen­
uflection of Africans and rule of the \vorld. On the \vall, an elech·ic light 
bulb signifies scientific rationality and spiritual advance. In this '\vay, the 
household commodity spells the lesson of i1nperial progress and capitalist 
civilization: civilization, for the \Vhite 1nan, advances and brightens through 
his four beloved fetishes-soap, the mirro1~ light and ,vhite clotbing. As I 
explore in n1ore detail belo\v, these do1nestic fetishes recur throughout late 
Victorian conunodity kitsch and the popular culture of the tin1e. 

The first point about the Pears' advertisen1ent is that it figures 
imperialism as con1ing into being through donuJt~'city. At the san1e tin1e, 
imperial domesticity is a domesticity \vithout \Vomen. The con1modity 
fetish, as the central forn1 of the industrial Enlightenment, reveals \vhat 
llberalism '\vould like to forget: the do1nestic is political, the political is 
ge11dered. \Vhat could not be admitted into male rationalist discourse (the 
econon1ic value of '\Vomen's domestic labor) is disavo'\ved and projected 
onto the realm of the "primitive" and the zone of empire. At the same time, 
the economic value of colonized cultures is do1nesticated and projected 
onto the realtn of the "prehistoric." 

1\ characteristic feature of the Victorian middle class '\vas its 
peculiarly intense preoccupation 'vith rigid boundaries. In imperial fiction 
and comn1odity kitsch, boundary objects and liminal scenes recur ritualis­
tically. As colonials traveled back and forth acros·s the thresholds of their 
kno'\vn \vorld, crisis and boundary confusion '\Vere \Yarded off and 
contained by fetishes, absolution rituals and liminal scenes. Soap and 
cleaning rituals became central to the de1narcation of body boundaries and 
the policing of social -hierarchies. Cleansing and boundary rituals are 
integral to most cultures; ,vhat characterized Victorian cleaning rituals, 
ho,vever, '\Vas their peculiarly inte_nse relation to money. 

I am doubly interested in the Pears' Soap ad because it registers an 
epochal shift that I sec as having taken place in the culture of i1nperialis1n in 
the last decades of the nineteenth century. This '\Vas the shift from. Jcientific 
ractd11l-en1bodied in anthropological, scientific and medical journals, travel 
,vriting and ethnographies- to '\Vhat I call conunodity raciJ11l. Commodity 
racism-in the specifical\y Vietorian forms of advertising and photography, 
the in1perial Expositions and the museum movement-converted the 
narrative of imperial Progress into mass-produced co11.1u11zerJpectac/eJ. 

1'hc '''hitc l\-'Ian's Burden 

Pears' Soap 
i• a p>ttnl h«or ;,. t.r;~l>leni"g 11>~ J><\ ""'1l<JJ of '""~~<th u 
<i.-iliiatiM •d<>n<d . .,hi!e ~mo~;:•t the rul<"«d of '11 n>tk-n• 
it OO!d• the l<i~h<•I ph...,-i! i• \!,., IJul 1,.,;kt "''fl-

F1GURE 1.2 IMPERIAL DOMESTICITY. JJ 
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During the eighteenth century, \vhat Pratt calls "planeta1y con­
sciousness" emerged.34 Planeta1y consciousness imagined dra\ving the 
,vhole \Vorld into a single "science of order," in Foucault's phrase. Carl 
Linne provided the impetus for this immodest idea \vith the publication in 
1735 of Sy,fte111a Natura, \.vhich pron1ised to organize all plant forms into a 
single genesis narrative,35 For Linne, moreove1; .1e.-wud reproduction beca1ne 
the paradigm for natural form in general. 

Inspired by Linne, hosts of explorers, botanists, natural historians 
and geographers set out ,vith the vocation of ordering the \vorld's forms 
into a global science of the surface and an cptics of truth. In this \vay, the 
Enlightenment project coincided \vith the imperial project. As Pratt puts it: 
"For ,vhat \vere the slave trade and the plantation systen1 if not 1nassive 
experin1ents in social engineering and discipline, serial production, the 
systematization of human life, the standardizing of persons?"35 The global 
science of the surface \vas a co1111e1v1l111 project, dedicated to transforming the 
earth into a single economic currency, a single pedigree of histo1y and a 
universal standard of cultural value-set and 1nanaged by Europe. 

\\'hat concerns 1ne here, ho,veve1~ is that, if the i1nperial science of the 
surface promised to unroll over the earth a single "Great Map of 
l\1.ankind," and cast a single, European, male authority over the ,vhole of 
the planet, atnbition far outran effect for quite so1ne time. '!'he_ project \Vas 
fissured with intellectual paradox, incompletion and ignorance. The 
technological capacity to 1nap and catalog the earth's surface ren1ained, for 
soine time, haphazard, shoddy and do,vnrigbt inept. The pro1noters of the 
global project sorely lacked the technical capacity to for1nally reproduce the 
optical "truth" of nature as 'veil as the economic capacity to distribute this 
h·uth for global consun1ption. In order for this to happen, the global project 
had to \vait until the second half of the nineteenth centu1y, ,vith the 
emergence, I suggest, of con1n1odity spectacle-in particular photography. 

The follo,ving chapters are concerned with this shift fro1n scientific 
racisn1 to commodity racisn1, by \vhich evolutionaty racism and in1perial 
po,ver \Vere n1arketed on a hitherto unimaginable scale. In the process, the 
Victorian middle~class home became a space for the display of i1nperial 
spectacle and the reinvention of race, ,vhilc the colonies-in particular 
1\frica-became a theater for exhibiting the Victorian cult of domesticity 
and the reinvention of gender. 

Domesticity denotes both a .1paL·e (a geographic and architectural 
alignment) and a .1ocial relation to power. The cult of don1esticity-far from 
being a universal fact of"nature" -has an historical genealogy. The idea of 
"the domestic" cannot be applied willy-nilly to any house or d,velling as a 
universal or natural fact. 37 So often vaunted as involving a naturally 
occurring, universal space-ensconced ,vithin the innern1ost interiors of 

society, yet lying theoretically beyond the domain of political anal,ysis-the 
cult of domesticity involves processes of social metamorphosis and political 
subjection of ,vhich gender is the abiding but not the only dimension. 

Etymologically, the verb to don1esticate is akin to dominate, which 
derives from Jo111i11uJ, lord of the Jo1nu1n1 the hoine.33 Until 19641 ho,vever, 
the verb to domesticate also carried as one of its meanings the action "to 
civilize,"39 In the colonies (as I explore in more detail in Chapter 6)1 the 
n1ission station became a threshold institution for transforming domesticity 
rooted in European gender and class roles into domesticity as controlling a 
colonized people. Through the rituals of do1nesticity, increasingly global l 
and mofe often than not violent, animals, \vomen and colonized peoples I 
were -..vrested fi:om their putatively "natufal" yet, ironically, "unreasonable" 
state of "savage1y" and inducted through the don1estic progress narrative 
into a hierarchical relci.tion to \vhite inen. 

'fhe historical idea of domesticity thus bears an ambivalent relation to 
the idea of imperial nature, for" don1estication" bears energetically upon na­
ture in order to produce a social sphere that is considered to be natural and 
universal in the first place. In the colonies, in other \vords, European culture 

FIGURE 1.3 DOMESTICATING THE EMPIRE. FIGURE 1.4 BRITAIN'S NATION1\l. IDENTIIT 
TAKf;S IMPERIAL FORM. 
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(the civilizing mission) became ironically necessa1y to reproduce nature (the 
"natural" divisions of domestic labor), an ano1naly that took much social 
energy-and much domestic \York-to conceal. The idea of progress-"na~ 
ture" in1proving itself through tin1e.- was crucial to managing this anomaly. 

The cult of domesticity, I argue, became central to British in1perial 
identity, contradictory and conflictual as that '\Vas, and an intricate dialectic 
e1nerged. Imperialism suffused the Victorian cult of domesticity and the 
historic separation of the private and the public, \vhich took shape around 
colonialism and the idea of race. At the san1e time, colonialism took shape 
around the Victorian inVention of domesticity and the idea of the home.~0 

[Fig. 1.3, Fig. 1.4.] 
This, then, is a central theme of this bo~k: as domestic space became 

racialized, colonial space became do1nesticated. Certainly, com1nodity 
spectacle '\Vas not the only cultural form for the mediation of domestic 
colonialism. Travel '\Vriting, novels, postcards, photographs, pornography 
and other cultural for1ns can, I believe, be as fruitfully investigated for this 
crucial relation bet\veen domesticity and empire. Comn1odity spectacle, 
ho..,vever, spread '\veil beyond the literate and propertied elite and gave 
domestic colonialis1n particularly farMreaching clout. 

PANOPTICAL TIME 

\Ve need no longer go to I-Iistory to trace (human 
Nature) in all its stages and periods ... no'v the Great 
Map of l'vlankind is unrolld at once; a!ld there is no 
state or Gradation of barbarism and no mode of 
refinement ,vbich \Ve have not at the same instant 
under ou1· Vie\v, 

-Eihntu1d Burke 

The imperial science of the surface dre\v on t\vo centralizing tropes: the 
invention of ..,vhat I call panopti'cal ti1ue and anachroni.Jtic .!pace. With the 
publication of On the Origin of Specie.!, Charles Darwin besto\ved on the 
global project a decisive dimension-secular time as the agent of a unified 
world history. Just as Linne attempted to classify the fragmentary 
botanical record into a single afchive of natural form, so social evolutionists 
after 1859 undertook the n1assive atte1npt of reading fro1n the 
disc6ntinuous natural record (\vhich Dar\vin called "a history of the \V"orld 
imperfectly kept") a single pedigree of evolving '\vorld history. No\v not 
only natural space but also historical tin1e could be collected, assembled 
and mapped onto a global science of the surface. 

Johannes Fabian's important meditation on time and anthropology, 
Ttiue a11d the Other: How Anthropology 1Jfakec1 ltc1 Object, sho,vs ho\v the social 
evolutionists broke the hold of Biblical chronology-that is, chronicle time­
by secularizing time and p1acing it at the disposal of the e1npirical project­
that is, chronological tirne."'1 In order to do this, he points out, "they Jpati'a/Ued 
Time." "The paradigm of evolution rested on a conception of Time that \Vas 
not only secularized ·and naturalized but also thoroughly spatialized." The 
axis of tin1e '\Vas projected onto the axis of space and history becan1e global. 
With social Da1"\vinism, the taxonomic project, first applied to nature, \Vas 
no\v applied to cultural histo1y. Time became a geography of social po\ver, a 
map from which to read a global ~llego1y of"natural" social difference. Most 
importantly, history took on the character of a spectacle. 

In the last decades of the nineteenth century, panoptical time came 
into its own. By panoptical tin1e, I mean the image of global history 
consumed-at a glance-in a single Spectacle fro1n a point of privileged 
invisibility. In the seventeenth century, Bossuet, in Di'Jco1u<1 Jttr l'h1Jtoire 
uni11erc1elle, argued that any attempt to produce a universal history depended 
on being able to figure "the order of times" ("t·o1n111e d'un coup d'oeil") at a 
glance.~2 To meet the "scientific" standards set by the natural historians and 
e1npiricists of the eighteenth centu1y, a visual paradigm \Vas needed to 
display evolutiona1y progress as a measurable spectacle. The exemplary 
figure that e1nerged '\Vas the evolutiona1y family Tree of Man. 

Renaissance nature-divine natu1·e-,vas understood as cosmological, 
organized according to God's \Vill into an irrevocable chain of being. By con­
trast, the social evolutionist Herbert Spencer envisioned evolution not as a 
chain of being but as a tree. As Fabian puts it: "The tree has ahvays been one 
of the simplest forms of consh·ucting classificato1y schemes based on subM 
sumption and hierarchy.''43 The h·ee offered an ancient image of a natural 
genealogy of po\Ver. rfhe social evolutionists, ho\Vever, took the divine, cos­
mological tree and secularized it, turning it into a s\vitchboard image 
mediating between nature and culture as a natural image of evolutiona1y 
hu1nan progress. 

l'vlantegazza's "l'vlorphological Tree of the Human Races," for example, 
sho\vs vividly ho\v the image of the tree \Vas put at the disposal of the racial 
scientists [Fig. 1.5]. In Mantegazza's image of global history, three 
principles emerge. First, 1napped against the tree, the \Vorld's discontinuous 
cultures appear to be marshaled '\vi.thin a single, European Ur-narrative. 
Second, human history can be imaged ·as naturally teleological, an organic 
process of up'\vard gro\vth, with the European as the apogee of progress. 
Third, disobliging historical discontinuities can be ranked, subdued and 
subordinated into a hierarchical structure of branching time-the difM 
ferential progress of the races n1apped against the tree's self-evident boughs. 
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MORPHOLOGICAL 1 RE;: o;· 'flU: llU~IAN RACE. £STllF..TIC TREE OF THE HUMAN RAC 

FIGURE 1.5 INVENTING PROGRESS: TllE RACIAL FAMILY TREE. 

In the tree of time, racial hierarchy and historical progress becarne the.,(~ 
acco1nplis of nature. . 

rrhe tree in1agc, ho\veve1; \.VaS attended by a second, decisive imag' 
the Family of l\'1an. The "Family Group of the l{atarrhinen" offers a go·: 

exa1nple [Fig. i.6]. In this fa1nily group, evolutionary progress is ~e 
resented by a series of distinct anato1nical types, organized as a linear im _-· 
of progress. In this image, the eye follo,vs the evolutionary types up _t_. 

page, from the archaic to the n1odern, so that progress seems to unfi. 
naturally before the eye as a series Of evolving n1arks on the body. Prog 

takes on the Character of a spectacle, under the fonn of the fa1nily. T. 

entii·e chronological history of hu1nan development is captured .a 
consun1ed at a glance, so that anatomy becomes an allego1y of progfe 
and histo1y is reproduced as a technology of the visible [Fig. 1.7);H 

Social evolutionism and anthropology thus gave to politics ~. 
economics a concept of natural time as /anlilial. Ti1ne \.Vas not on< 

:-~Jl_~~rized, it \Vas donu.1tictZted, a point Fabian, for one, does not address. 
:_~/;~erging of tree and family into the family Tree of Man provided 
~~~f~~c racism \vith a gendered image for popularizing and disseminating 
':fi~.e~·of rtzcial progress. There is a problem here, ho,vever, for the fa1nily 

;(epresents evolutionary time as a ltine without wo111en. The family image 

'1i,~-~'ge of disavo\val, for it contains only men, arranged as a linear 
·:::·or solo males ascending to\vard the apogee of the individual Ho1110 

~~~:-,:_Each epoch is represented by a single male type, ,vho is char­
'i'~-~d in turn by visible anatomical stigmata. From the outset, the idea 

~~iaLprogress \Vas gendered but in such a \vay as to render \vomen 
-.~ble as historical agents. -

}D. .this "'\vay, the figure of the Family of Man reveals a persistent 
-:&ctiOn. Historical progress is naturalized as an evolving family, while 

.~:ri<as,-historical actors are disavo,ved and relegated to the realm of 

. is thus figured as fiunilial, \.vhile the family as an institution 

beyond history. The chapters that fa:llo\.V (in particular Chapter 

.centrally concerned \vith the historical irnplications of this paradox. 

"THI:: FAMILY GROUP OF THE 

KATARRHINEN": INVENTING 

THE FAMILY OF fiiAN, 

.~., 

FIGURE l.7 PANOPTICAL TIME: 

PROGRESS CoNSUMED 

AT A CLANCE. 
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' . ANACHRONISTIC SPACE 

\Valter Benja1nin notes that a central feature of nineteenth century 

industrial capitalis1n 'vas "the use of archaic images to identify ,vhat is 

historically ne"v about the 'nature' of com1nodities."~5 In the mapping of 

progress, i1nages of "archaic" ti1ne-that is, non-European time-\vere 

systematically evoked to identil)r ,vhat '\Vas historically ne'\v about industrial 

modernity. The n1iddle class Victorian fixation \Vith origins, ,vith genesis 

narratives, \vith archaeology, skulls, skeletons and fossils-the i1nperial 

bric-a-brac of the archaic-\vas replete 'vith the fetishistic compulsion to 

collect and- exhibit that shaped the 11111Jle tinaginaire of middle class 

e1npiricism. The museum-as the modern fetish-house of the archaic­

became the exe1nplaiy institution for einbodying the Victorian narrative of 

progress. In the museum of the archaic, the anaton1y of the middle-class 

took visible shape [Fig. 1.8]. 
Yet in the coinpulsion to collect and reproduce history \vhole, ti1nec 

just \vhen it appears most historical-stops in its tracks. In images of 

panoptical time, histo1y appears static, fixed, covered in dust. Para­

doxically, then, in the act of turning time into a co1n1nodity1 historical 

change-especially the labor of changing histot)•-tends to disappear. 

At this point, another trope 1nakes its appearance. It can be called the 

invention of anachronistic space, and it reached full authority as an admin­

istrative a1l.d regulatory technology in the late Victorian era. Within this 

trope, the agency of wo1nen, _the colonized and the industrial \Vorking class 

are disavo\ved and projected onto anachronistic space: prehistoric, atavistic 

and irrational, inherently out of place in the historical time of 1nodernity. 

According to the colonial version of this trope, imperial progress 

across the space of en1pire is figured as a journey back\vard in time to an 

anachronistic n101nent of prehistory. By extension, the return journey to 

Europe is seen as rehearsing the evolutionary logic of historical progress, 

fon.vard and up,vard to the apogee of the Enlightenment in the European 

metropolis. Geographical difference across Jpafe is figured as a historical 

diITerence across ltiue. The ideologue J.-M. Degerando captured this notion 

concisely: "The philosophical travelle1~ sailing to the ends of the earth, is in 

fact travelling in time; he is exploring the past."45 The stubborn and 

threatening heterogeneity of the colonies \Vas contained and disciplined not 

as socially or geographically different from Europe and thus equally valid, 

but as te111poraf!y different and thus as irrevocably superannuated by histo1y. 

Hegel, for example, perhaps the most influential philosophical 

proponent of this notion, 6gw·ed Africa as inhabiting not simply a different_ 

geographical space but a different te1nporal zone, surviving anaclu·onis­

tically \Vi_thin the tin1e ofhisto1y. Africa, announces Hegel, "is no 11istorical 

par~ of the \Vorld ... it has no movement or development to exhibit. "41 

Africa came to be seen as the colonial paradigm of anachronistic space, a 

land perpetuall;Y out of time in modernity, marooned and historically 

a~andoned. Africa \vas a fetish-land, inhabited by cannibals, dervishes and 

\Vttch doctors, abandoned in prehisto1y at the precise mon1ent before the 

lf/eftget'Jt (as .the cu~ning agefit of Reason) manifested itself in history. 

In the industrial metropolis, like,vise, the evocation of anachronistic 

space (the invention of the archaic) became central to the discourse of 

raci~I scie.nce .and the urban surveillance of \Vomen and the \Vorking class. 

Rac~al. sc1.e~hsts a~d, later, eugenicists sa\v \VOmen as the inherently 
atavistic, hvmg arcluve of the primitive archaic. 

In order to meet the en1pirical standards of fhe natural scientists, it \Vas 

necessa1y .to i~vent visible stig1nata to represent-as a commodity specta­

cle-the lustoncal anachronism of the degenerate classes. As Sander Gilman 

has pointed out, one ans\ver was found in the bodj of the African woman, 

~vho b~~a.rne the prototype of the Victorian invention of primitive atavism. 

('I~ the nineteenth centu1y," Gilrnan notes, "the black fe 1nale \Vas \videly 

TI!IE'S WA.'\'.ll'ORKS. 
(JHI /!""$r J_l)f1UJ N Tall «lllECTIO.Y.J 

lh. P. •1111 "ro~·u ru.n tt> rci: fllll !:<TO mi c~u or l!~ll~!· 

fJGURE 1.8 ANACHRONISTIC SPACE: INVENTING THE ARCllAIC. 41 



pefceived as possessing not only a 'primitive' sexual appetite but also th,e 
'external signs of this temperament~pri1nitive genitalia."48 In 1810, the exhi­
bition of the African \voman Saartjie Baarllnan beca1ne the paradigm for the 
invention of the female body as an anachronism. The supposedly excessive 
genitalia of this \Voman (represented as they \vere as an excess of clitoral vis­
ibility in the figure of the "Hottentot apron") \vere overexposed and 
pathologized before the disciplina1y gaze of male medical science and a 
voyeuristic public.~9 Cuvier, in his notorious medicalizing of her skeleton, 
con

1
pared the female of the "lowest" hun1an species ,vith the "highest ape" 

(the orangutan), seeing an atavistic affinity in the "ano1nolous" appearance 
(Of the black \von1an's "o~gan of ge~eration." As '~th Linne, se'xual reproduc-
ltion served as the paradigm of social order and disorder. 

In the overexposure of African genitalia and the medical patholo­
gizing of feinale sexual pleasure (especially clitoral pleasure, which stood 
outside the reproductive teleology of male heterosexuality), Victorian n1en 
of science found a fetish for embodying, measuring and e111balming the idea 
of the female body as anachronistic space. 'l'hus, a contradiction ,vithin the 
111 iddle class formation (behveen clitoral sexuality-sex for female plea­
sure-and l'eproductive sexuality-sex for male pleasure and childbearing) 
\vas projected onto the realn1 of empire and the zone of the prin1itive. As an 
inherently inadequate organ, says Freud, "the female genitalia are more 
primitive than those of the male" and the cli~oris "is the norrna!,.prototyp~ 
of inferior organs."60 As a historical anachron1sn1, n1oreove1; the immature 
clitoris 1nust be disciplined and subordinated \vithin a linear narrative of 
heterosexual, reproductive progress~the vaginal task of bearing a child 
\vith the sa1ne nan1e as the father, 

As I argue in Chapters 2, 3 and 4, Victorian domestic space \vas also 
brought under the disciplinary figure of anachr~nistic space. \\101nen \vho 
transgressed the Victorian boundary behveen private and public, labor and 
leisure, paid ,vork and unpaid \vork became increasingly stigmatized as 
specimens of racidl regression. Such \VOtnen, it \vas conte~d~d, did not 
inhabit history proper but \vere the prototypes of anachronistic humans: 
childlike, irrational, regressive and atavistic, existing in a permanently ante­
rior time ,vithin modernity. Fe1nale domestic servants \vere frequently 
depicted in the iconography of degeneration-as "plagues," "black races," 
"slaves" and "primitives." 

INVENTING RACE AND THE FAMILY OF M.AN 
In 1842, Friedrich Engels, maverick son of a German 1nanufacturer, 
crossed the North Sea to investigate the "true condition" of the \vorking 
people ,vho po\vered his father's mills.51 A few years later, he announced 

that an1idst the calamities of that first great industrial crisis, he had found 
"more than mere Englishmen, members of a single, isolated nation." He had 
found "MEN, members of the great and universal fan1ily of Mankind. "52 

Yet Engels' remarks belie a paradox. Venturing through the labyrinth of 
urban \VOe into the verminous hovels and alleys, past the belching dye­
\vorks and bone-mills of an industrializing Britain, Engels 6nds the "family 
of Mankind" to be evety\vhere in disarray. Rather than the "Fan1ily of'One 
and Indivisible' Nlankind" to ,vhich he appeals in his preface, Engels 
discovers "the universal decadence of family life among the \Vorkers."53 

Indeed, the distinctive tragedy of the universal, \vorking class "Family of 
Man" \Vas that "family life . , . is almost impossible."54 Moreove1~ as Engels 
sees it, there is one cause of the confusion: "It is inevitable that if a married 
\Voman \Vorks in a facto1y, family life is inevitably destroyed. "55 

\Vhat interests n1e here is that Engels, in delivering_ his revolutionary 
"bill of indictment" to the English, figures the familial crises besetting the 
urban poor through the iconography of race and degeneration. Living in 
slun1s that \vere little more than "unplanned ,vildernesses," the \Vorking 
class, he feels, has become utterly degraded and degenerate: "A physically 
degenerate race, robbed of all humanity, degraded, reduced 1norally- and 
intellectually to bestiality. "56 The \Vorking class is a "race ,vholly apart," so 
that it and the bourgeoisie are no\v "n.vo radically dissimilar nations, as 
unlike as difference of race could 1nake the1n. "57 

Engels figures the first great crises of industrialism through the hvo 
tropes of racial degeneration and the Family of Man-one trope dra\Vn 
from the reahn of domesticity, the other from the realtn of empire. One 
\Vitnesses here the figure of a double displacement: global history is imaged 
as a universal fa1nily (a figure of private, do11u.1t1'c space), ,vhile don1estic 
crises are imaged in racial terms (the public figure of e1npire). After the 
1850s, I suggest, presiding contradictions \vithin industrial modernity­
behveen private and public, .domesticity and industry, labor and leisur·e, 
paid \vork and unpaid \vork, metropolis and empire-,vere syste1natically 
mediated by these hvo dominant discourses: the trope of degeneration 
(reversible as the progress trope) and the trope of the Family of Man. 

By the latter half of the nineteenth century, the analogy behveen race 
and gender degeneration came to serve a specifically modern form of social 
domination, as an intricate dialectic emerged-behveen the domestication of 
the colonies and the racializing of the metropolis. In the meh·opolis, the idea 
of racial deviance \Vas evoked to police the "degenerate" classes-the militant 
\Vorking class, the Irish, Je,vs, fen1inists, gays and lesbians, prostitutes, 
criminals, alcoholics and the insane-\vho \Vere collectively figured as racial 
deviants, atavistic thro\vbacks to a prin1itive mo1nent in huma'n_prehistory, 
surviving ominously in the heart of the modern, imperial 1netropolis. 
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In the colonies, black people \vere figured, among other things, as 
gender deviants, the embodiments of prehistoric promiscuity and excess, 
their evolutionaiy belatedness evidenced by their "fen1inine" lack of history, 
reason and proper domestic arrangements. The dialectic behveen domes­
ticity and empire, h.o,veve1j \Vas beset by contradiction, anomaly and para­
dox. This book inhabits the crossroads of these contradictions. 

After mid centuiy, I suggest, a b·iangulated analogy among racial, class 
and gende1· degeneration emerged. The "natural" male control of reproduc­

tion in heterosexual 1narriage and the "natural" bourgeois conh·ol of capital 
in the comn1odity market \Vere legitimized by reference to a third term: the 
"abnormal" zone of racial degeneration. Illicit money and illicit sexuality \Vere 
seen to relate to each other by negative analogy to race. In the symbolic h·i­
angle of deviant money~the order of clasSi deviant sexuality~the order of 
gender; and deviant race~the order of e1npire, the degenerate classes '\Vere 
metaphorically bound by a regime ~f surveillance and were collectively .6gured 
as h·ansgressing the proper distributions of money, sexuality and property. 
Seen as fatally threatening the fiscal and libidinal economy of the imperial 
state, they became subject to increasingly vigilant and violent policing. 

THE .PARADOX OF THE FAMILY 

After 1859 and the advent of social OaP.vinism, the \velter of distinctions of 
race, class and gender \Vere gathered into a single narrative by the image of 
the Fa1nily of l\'lan. The evolutionary "fa1nily" offered an indispensable 
metaphoric figure by \vhich often contradicto1y hierarchical distinctions 
could be shaped into a global genesis narrative. J\ curious p.lradox thus 
en1erges. 1'he fa,mily as a 1netaphor offered a single genesis narrative for 
global histo1y, .. vhile the family as an in.Jtitution becan1e void of history. As 
the nineteenth centu1y dre'v on, the fa1nily as an institution 'vas figured as 
existing, naturally, beyond the commodity market, beyond politics and 
beyond history proper. 'fhe fan1ily thus became both the antithesis of 
history and history's organizing figure. 

1\t the same tin1e1 technologies of kno,vledge had to be found to give 
the famibr figure an institutional shape. The central technologies that 
ernerged for the cornmodity display of progress and the universal fa1nily 
were, I suggest, those quintessentially Victorian institutions of the n1useun1, 
the exhibition, photography and imperial advertising. 

In an important observation, Ed .. vard Said has pointed to the transition 
in Victorian upper-middle-class culture from "filiation" (familial relations) 
to "affiliation" (non-familial relations): sho,ving ho,v failure to producei 
children took on the aspect of a pervasive cultural affiiction.M For Said, the\ 
decay of filiation is typically attended by a second 1noment~the turn to a 

compensatory order of affiliation, .. vhich might be an institution, a vision, a 
credo or a vocation. While retaining the po,verful distinction behveen 
filiation and alfiliation, I '\vish to con1plicate the linear thrust ofSaid's stoiy. 
As the authority and social function of the great service families (invested in 
6.liative rituals of patrilineal rank and subordination) were displaced onto the 
bureaucracy, the anachronistic, filiative image of the family ,vas projected 
onto emerging affiliative institutions as their shado,vy, naturalized form. 

The filiative (familial) order, in other ,vords, did not disappear. 
Rather, it flourished as a metaphoric a&erirnage, reinvented ,vithin the 
ne'v orders of the industrial bun;aucracy, nationalism and colonialism. 
Moreover, filiation \vould take an increasingly imperial shape .as the image 
of the evolutionaiy family 'vas projected onto the imperial nation arid 
colonial bureaucracies as their natural, legitimizing shape. 

The po,ver and importance of the family trope 'vas hvofold. First, the 
fanllly offered an indispensable figure for sa.ncti.oning social hierarchy within 
a putative organic unity of interests. Because the subordination of ,voman to 
1nan and child to adult were deemed natural facts, other fonns of social 
hierarchy could be depicted in familial ter1ns to guarantee social diffire1u·e as 
a category of nature. The family in1age carne to 6gure hi'erarchy wif/}{i1 unity 
as an organic element of historical progress, and thus became indispensable 
for legitllnizing exclusion and hierarchy within nonfamilial social forn1s such 
as nationalism, liberal individualism and imperialis1n. The metaphoric 
depiction of social hierarchy as natural and familial thus depended on the 
prior naturalizing of the social subordination of ,vomen and children. 

Second, the family offered an invaluable trope for figuring hi.Jlorit·al 
ltine. \Vithin the family metapho1~ both social hierarchy (synchronic hierar­
chy) and historical change (diachronic hierarchy) could be portrayed as 
natural and inevitable, rather than as historically constructed and therefore 
subject to change. Projecting the family image onto national and imperial 
progress enabled 'vhat 'vas often murderously violent change to be legit­
imized as the progressive unfolding of natural decree. Imperial intervention 
could thus be figured as a linea1j nonrevolutionary progression that naturally 
contained hierarchy within unity: paternal fathers ruling benignly over imma­
ture children. The trope of the organic family became invaluable in its 
capacity to give state and imperial intervention the alibi of nature. 

After the 1850s, the image of the natural, pah·iarchal family, in alliance 
\Vith pseudoscientific social Da1winism, came to constitute the organizing 
trope for marshaling a be,vildering array of cultures into a single, global 
narrative ordered and managed by Europeans. In the process, the idea of 
divine nature \Vas superceded by the idea of i1nperial nature, guaranteeing 
henceforth that the "universal" quintessence of Enlightenrnent individualisrn 
belongs only to propertied men of European descent. 
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DEGENERATION 

A TRIANGULATED DISCOURSE 

From the outset, the idea of progress that illuminated the nineteenth 
centu1y ,vas shado\ved by its somber side. Imagining the degeneration into 
\vhich humanity could fall .. vas a necessary part of imagining the exaltation 
o which it could aspire. The degenerate classes, de6ned as departures frotn 

the riormal human type, -..vere as necessary to the self-definition of the · 
middle class as the idea of degeneration \Vas to the idea of progress, for the 
distance along the path of progress traveled by some portions of hun1anity 
could be measured only by the distance others lagged behind.59 Normality 
thus emerged as a product of deviance, and the baroque invention of 
clusters of degenerate types highlighted the boundaries of the nor1nal. 

The poetics of degeneration -..vas a poetics of social crisis. In the last 
decades of the century, Victorian social planners drew deeply on social 
Darwinis1n and the idea of degeneration to figure the social crises erupting 
relentlessly in the cities and colonies. By the end of the 1870s; Britain -..vas 
foundering in severe depression, and throughout the 1880s class insurgency, 
feminist upheavals, the socialist revival. swelling poverty and the dearth of 
housing and jobs fed deepening middle class fears. The crises in the cities 
-..vere compounded by crises in the colonies as Britain began to feel the pinch 
of the imperial rivahy of Germany and the United States. The atmosphere 
of impending catash·ophe gave rise to 1najor changes in social theo1y, -..vhich 
dre-..v on the poetics of degeneration for legiti1nation. Suffused as it was -..vith 
Lamarckian thinking, the eugenic discourse of degeneration -..vas deployed 
both as a regi1ne of discipline i1nposed on a' deeply distressed populace, as 
-..veil as a reactive response to ve1y real popular resistance. 

Biological images of disease and contagion served what Sander 
Gilman has called "the institutionalization of fear," reaching into almost 
every nook and crann.}' of Victorian social life, and providing the Victorian 
elite -..vith the justification· it needed to discipline and contain the "danger­
ous classes. "60 As the century dre-..v to a close, biological images of disease 
and pestilence fonned a complex hierarchy of social metaphors that carried 
considerable social autl;ority. In Outca.iTLondon Gareth Stedman Jones 
sho-..vs ho\v London became the focus of \vealthy Victorians' gro-..ving anx­
ieties about the unregenerate poor, variously described as the "dangerous" 
or "ragged" classes, the "casual poor," or the "residuu1n."61 The slu1ns and 
rookeries \vere figured as the hotbeds and breeding haunts of" cholera, 
crime and chartism."61 "Festering" in dark and filthy dens, the scavenging 
and vagrant poor -..vere described by images of putrefaction and organ.ic · 
debility. Tho1nas Plint described the "criminal class" as a "moral poisoll" 
and "pestiferous canker," a "non-indigenous" and pl'edato1y body preying 
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on the healthy.63 Carlyle sa-..v the whole of London as an infected -..ven, a 
malignant ulcer on the national body politic. 

The image of bad blood was dra-..vn frorn biol'ogy but degeneration 
-..vas less a biological fact than it \Vas a social figure. Central to the idea of 
degeneration \Vas the idea of contagion (the communication of disease, by 
touching, fron1 body to body), and central to the.idea of contagion \Vas the 
peculiarly Victorian paranoia about bounda1y order. Panic about blood 
contiguity, ambiguity and 111et1J.Jage expressed intense anxieties about the 
fallibility of white n1ale and imperial potency. The p~~tiCs of contagion 
justified a politics of exclusion an9 gave social sanction to the middle class 
fixation with b?unda1y sanitation, in particular the sanitation of sexual 
boundaries. Body boundaries \Vere felt to be dangerously permeable and 
den1anding continual puri.6catio11, so that sexuality, in particUlaf wome.n 's ·~ 
sexuality, \Vas cordoned off as the central trans1nitter of racial and hence 
cultural contagion. Increasingly vigilant efforts to control -..vomen's bodies, 
especially in the face of feminist resistanc~, \Vere suffused ~vith acute 
anxiety about the desecration of sexual boundaries and the consequences 
that racial contamination had for -..vhite male control of progeny, property 
and po\ver. Certainly the sanitation syndromes -..vere in part genuine 
~reinpts to combat the "diseases of poverty," but they also served n1ore 
deeply to rationalize and ritualize the policing of boundaries behveen the 
Victorian ruling elite and the "contagious" classes, both in the in1perial 
1netropoles and in the colonies. 

Controlling \Vomen's sexuality, exalting maternity and breeding a 
virile race of empire-builders \vere \videly perceived as the paramount · 
means for controlling the health and -..vealth o_Uh_~ _J_l~al_e imp~ial __ b_QdX---.-. 
~itic, so that, by the turn of the centu1y, §ual_p;:i:~-itf_ ~fil:_~cl_a~a __ 
c~:1~_!:olling metaphor for racial.~?nomic and p':_>litical po\ver.~ In the 
metropolis, as Anna Davin sho,vs, population was power and societies for 
the promotion of public hygiene burgeoned, -..vhile childrearing and 
improving the racial stock became a· national ·and i1nperial duty. State 
~ntervenhon in domestic lile increased apace. Fears for the milita1Y pro\vess 
of the imperial anny \Vere exacerbated by the Anglo-Boer -..var, with the 
attendant discovery of the puny physiques, bad teeth and general ill health 
of the \Vorking class recruits. l\'lotherhood became rationalized by the 
v1eighing and measuring of babies, the regimentation of domestic schedules 
and the bureaucratic administration of domestic education. Special 

U~.•~;;,!!f,;;~;: fell on "n_onproductivi:_'~~ \V~~~B-~(ps,o_stihi.te_~, unmarried 
I spim.teJrs) a;d-on "nonproductive men" (gays, the unemployed, 

tbe impoverished). In the eyes of policy1nakers and adn1inistrators, the 
bounds of en1pire could· be secured and upheld only by proper doinestic 
discipline and <lecoru1n, sexual probity and moral sanitation. 
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If, in the metropolis, as Ann Stoler \.vrites, "racial deteriol'ation \Vas 

conceived to be a result of the moral turpitude and the ignorance of "\Vork­

ing class 01others, in the colonies the dangers '\Vere more pervasive, the 

possibilities of contamination "\Vorse."65 To\vards the end of th~ centuiy, 

increasingly vigilant administrative measures \Vere taken against open 

or ambiguous domestic relations, against concubinage, against mestizo 

customs. "AfeliJJage (interracial unions) generally and concubinage in par­

ticular, rep~esented the paramount dangef to racial purity and cultural 

identity in all its forms. Through sexual contact with "\Vomen o.f color 

European men 'contracted' not only disease but debased sentiments, 

inin1oral proclivities and extre1ne susceptibility to decivil_ized states. 
1166 

In 

the chapters that follo .. v, I explore ho .. v 'i.V~~ho -~~e ambiguously 

placed on the imperial divide (nurses, nannies, governesses, p~~ and 

·~Cl'v;;rt;j ~~,1-=;~d~boundary markers and 1nediators. Tasked .. vith the 

purification and maintenance of boundaries, they 'i.Vere especially fetishized 

~s dangerously a~biguous and contam_inating. 

The social po .. ver of the image of degeneration 'i.Vas hvofold. First, 

sOcial classes or groups .. vere described 'i.vith telling frequency as "~~" 

"foreign groups.'' or "nonindigenous bodies," and could thus be cOrd.oned 

off as biological and "contagious.'' rather than as social groups. The 

"residuum" 'i.vere seen as irredee1nable outcasts .. vho had turned their backs 

on progress, not through any social failure to cope .. vith the upheavals of 

industrial capitalisn1, but because of an ?rganic degeneration of mind and 

body. Poverty and social distress _ .. vere figured as biological fla-..vs, an 

organic pathology in the body politic that posed a chronic threat to the 

riches, health and pov-1er of the "imperial race." 

Second, the i1nag'e fostel'ed a sense of the legitimacy and urgency of. 

state intervention, not only in public life but also in the most inti1nate 

domestic arrangements of metropolis and colony. 1\fter the 1860s, there 

-..vas a faltering of faith in the concepts of individual progress and per­

fectibillty.67 If Enlightenment philosophy attempted to re .. vrite histo1y in 

terms of the individual subject, the nineteenth century posed a number of 

serious challenges to history as the heroics of individual progress. Laissez­

faire policies alone could not be trusted to deal .. vith the probl~ms of 

poverty or to allay fears of .. vorking class insurgence. "In such circum­

stances, the proble1n of degeneration and its concomitant, chronic poverty, 

'i.vould ultimately have to be resolved by the state."68 'fhe usefulness of the 

quasi-biological metaphors of"type," "species," "genus" and "race" 'i.vas that 

they gave full expression to anxieties about class and gender insurgence 

'i.vithout betraying the social and political nature of these distinctions. As) 

Condorcet put it, such metaphors 1nade "nature herself an ·acco1nplice in·' 

the crime of political inequality."69 

DEGENERATION AND THE FAMILY TREE 

The day when, misunderstanding the inferior occu­

pations 'i.vhich nature has given her, 'i.vomen leave the 

home and take part in our battles; on this day a social 

revolution will begin and everything that maintains the 

sacred ties of the family 'i.vill disappear. 

-Le Bon 

In the poetics of degeneracy 'i.Ve find hvo anxious figures of historical time, 

both elaborated -..vithin the metapho~· of the family. One narrative tells the 

story of the familial progress of humanity from degenerate native child to 

adult ;vhite ~an. The oth~r narrative presents the converse: the possibility 

~f racial de~hne fro1n \vh1te fatherhood to a primordial black degeneracy 

incarnated tn. the black mother. The scientists, medical men and biologists 

of. th~ d~.; hr~1lessly ponde1:ed the evidence for· both, marshaling the 

sc1enttfic facts and elaborattng the multifarious taxonomies of racial and 

sexual difference, baroque in_ their intricacy and flourish of detail. 

Before the 1850s hvo narratives of the origins of the races 'i.vere in 

play. The first and n1ore popular account, monogenesis, described the 

gen~si~ of all 1~aces from the single creative source in Adam. Dra .. ving on the 

Pl~hn.1an noho~ of corrup~on as distance fron1 the origina1y s~e, 
sc1en?sts. sa":' dJre'rent ~·aces as haVIng fiillen unevenly f.fom tkperfect 

E<len1c fonn mcarnated in Adam. Simply by d .. velling in different cliinates, 

race~ had deg~nerated unequally, creating an intricateo/...sha.ded hierarchy of 

-~ By m1dcentuiy, ho;vever, a second, competing narrative had begun 

to gain ground---polygenes1s, according to -..vhich theory dilferent races had 

sprung up in different places, in different "centers of creation.''rn In this vie'i.v, 

~ert~in races in certain places 'i.vere seen to be originally, naturally and 

1neVItably degenerate.71 Freedom itself can1e to be defined as an unnatural 

zone for Africans. Woe betide the race that migrated fron1 its place. 

After 1859, ho .. vever, evolutionary theory s'i.vept a'i.vay the creationist rug 

that had supported the intense debate bet-..veen monogenists and polygenists, 

but it satis6ed both sides by presenting an even better rationale for thei1· shared 

racism·. The n1onogenists continued to construct linear hierarchies of races 

according to mental and moral 'i.vo11h; the polygenists no\V adn1itted a common 

anceshy in the prehistoric nllsts but affirmed that the races had been separate 

long enough to evolve 1najor inherited dilferences in talent and intelligence.n 

At this time, evolutiona1y theo1y entered an "unholy alliance" with the 

allure of numbers, the an1assing of measurements and the science of statis­

tics.73 This alliance gave birth to "scientific" racism, the most authoritative 

attempt to place social ranking and social disability on a biological and "sci­

entific" footing. Scientists became enthralled by the magic of 1neasureinent. 
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Anatomical criteria \Vere sought for determining the relative position of races 

in the hu1nan series.74 Francis Calton (1822-1911), pioneer statistician and 
founder of the eugenics movement, and Paul Broca, clinical surgeon and 

founder of the Anthropological Society of Paris (1859) inspired other scien­
tists \vho follo\ved them in the vocation of measuring racial \vorth off the 

geo1nehy of the hu1nan body. To the eadier criterion of cranial capacity as 

the prima1y measure of racial and sexual ranking \Vas no\v added a '\velter of 

ne\v "scientific" criteria: the length and shape of the head, protrusion of the 

ja\v, the distance behveen the peak of the head and bro\v, flatheadedness, a 

"snouty" profile, a long foreann (the characteristic of apes), underdeveloped 

calves (also apelike), a simplified and lobeless ear (considered a stigma of 

sexual excess notable in prostitutes), the placing of the hole at the base of the 

skull, the straightness of the hair, the length of the nasal cartilage, the flatness 

of the nose, prehensile feet, low foreheads, excessive \vrinkles and facial hair. 

The features of the face spelled out the characte1· of the race. 

Increasingly, these stigmata \vere dra\vn on to identify and discipline 

atavistic "races" \vithin the European race: prostitutes, the Irish, Je\vs, the 

unemployed, cri1ninals and the insane. In the \vork of 1nen such as Calton, 

Broca and the Italian physician, Cesare Lombroso, the geom~.try_of the 

body 1napped the psyche of the race. 

What is of inunediate in1portance here is that the \velter of invented 

,/ ·.criteria for distinguishing degeneracy \Vas finally gathered up into a 

dyna1nic, historical narrative by one dominant metaphor::;'~l·1~e:,:;'.~F,:~~ 
Nlan. \Vhat had been a disorganized and inconsistent invento1y 

~att'1~;b~tes \Vas no\v dra\vn together into a genesis narrative that offered, 

above all, a figure of historical change. 

Ernst Haeckel, the Ger1nan zoologist, provided the nlost influential 

idea for the development of this metaphor.75 His famous catchphrase, 

"ontogeny recapitulates phylogeny," captured the idea that the ancestral 

lineage of the human species could be read off the stages of a child's gro\vth. 

Eve1y child rehearses in organic nliniature the ancestral progress of the race. 

The theo1y of recapitulation thus depicted the child as a type of social bonsai, 

a miniature family tree. As Gould put it, eve1y individual as it gro\vs to 

1naturity "cli1nbs its o\vn fa1nily tree. "16 The irresistible value of the idea of 

recapitulation \Vas that it offered an apparently absolute biological criterion 

not only for racial but also for sexual and class ranking. If the \vhite male 

child \Vas an atavistic thro\vback to a more prllnitive adult ancestor, he could 

be scientifically compared \vith other living races and groups to rank their 

level of evolutionary inferiority. A vital analogy had thus appeared: 

The adults of inferior groups must be like the children of- superior 
groups, for the child represents a pritnitive adult ancestor. If adult 
blacks and \Vomen are like \vhite n1ale children, then they are living 

representatives of an ancestral stage in the evolution of \vhite males. 
An anatomical theo1y for ranking races-based on entire bodies­
had been found.11 

,- Haggard sununed up the analogy: "In all essentials the savage and the child 

of civilization are identical." Mayhe\v, likewise, described the London 

street-seller as an atavistic regression, a racial "child," \vho \vould "without 

training, go back to its parent stock-the vagabond savage."18 G. A. 1-lenty, 

like I-laggard a popular and influential author of' boy's stories, argued sim­

ilarly: "The intelligence of an average negro is about equal to that of a 

European child of ten years old."n: Thus the family metaphor and the idea 

of recapitulation entered popular culture, children's literature, travel 

'vriting and racial "science" \vith pervasive force. 

The scope of the discourse \vas enormous. A host of "inferior" groups 

could no\v be mapped, nleasured and ranked against the "universal standard" 

of the \vhite 1nale child-,vithin the organic embrci.ce of the. family n1etaphor 

and the Enlightenment regllne of "rational" measurement as an optics of truth. 

In su1n1 a three-din1ensional map of social difference had e1nerged, in \vhich 

minute shadings of racial, class and gender hierarchy could be putatively mea­

sured across space: the measurable space of the e1npirical body [Fig. 1.9]. 

FIGURE l.9 RACIAL fl'\EASUREMENT AS AN OPTICS OF TRUTH. 

Nast's cartoon in H111p(r'.J IP'uk(v (9 December 1876) 
stages an analogy between the racial and political 
weight of a freed slave and an lrislunan. 
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"WHITE NEGROES" AND "CELTIC CALI BANS". 

ANTINOMIES OF RACE 

He 'vas a young Irishman ... he had the silent enduring 

beauty of a carved ivory mask ... that momenta1y but 

revealed llninobility . , , a tllnelessness , , . \vhich negroes 

express sometimes \Vithout ever aiming at it; something 

old, old, old and acquiescent in the race! 

-D. H. Lawrence 

In the last decades of the nineteenth centu13•1 the term "race" '\Vas used in 

shifting and unstable \vays, sometimes as synonymous with "species," 

sometimes \vi.th "culture," sometimes_ with "nation," so1netitnes to· denote 

biological ethnicity or sub-groups 'vithin national groupings: the English 

"race" compared, say, \vi.th the "Irish'' race. A small but dedicated group of 

doctors, antiquarians, clergymen, historians and geologists set out to 

uncover the minute shadings of difference that distinguished the "races" of 

Britain. Dr John Beddoe, founding 1ne1nber of the Ethnological Society, 

devoted thirty years of his life to measuring \Vhat he called the "Index of 

Nigrescence" (the amount of residual melanin in the skin, hair and eyes) in 

the peoples of Britain and Ireland and concluded that the index rose 

sharply from east to \vest and south to north.w 

In 1880, Gustave de Molinari (1819-1912) wrote that England's 
largest newspapers "allo\v no occasion to escape the1n of treating the Irish 

as an inferior race____.as a kind of,vhite negroes [sic]."81 Molinari's phrase 

'\vhite negroes" appeared in translation in a leader in The TtineJ and \Vas 

consistent "\vith the popular assumption after the 1860s that certain physical 

and cultural features of the Irish marked them as a race of "Celtic Calibans" 

quite distinct from the Anglo-Saxons. As a visitor to Ireland con11nented: 

"Shoes and stockings are seldo1n \Yorn by these beings \vho seem to form a 

different race from the rest of mankind."82 

But lreland presented a telling dilemma for pseudo-Danvinian imper­

ial discourse. As Britain's first and oldest colony, Ireland's geographic 

proxi1nity to Britain, as David Lloyd points out, resulted in its "undergoing 

the transition to hegemonic colonialism far earlier than any other colony."8.J 

But, as Claire Wills notes, the difficulty of pl<l:cing th_e_p<ile-skinned Irish in 

the hierarchy of empire "\vas "compouftd~t;l by th~ abs~n~~ -~·f J:J:if? visual 

- marker of skin_ colo_ur differ_enc_e \vhi_cl.1 __ ,yas use_d to _l_egitin1ate dolllination in 

:of!ie"r_col9Jii_~~d soci~~ies."Af-The-English ste~eot~e of the Iri~h a~·~ simian­

ized and degenerate race also con1plicates postcolonial theories that skin 

co~or (\vl{at cra:Ya"t;·i-S~-i~ak usefully calls "chro1natis1n") is the ~'llcial s~riof 
.- Othe·;::;.ess. Chromatism, \Vills notes, is a difference '\vhich nattu~iill,Y "dO~s not 

apply to the relationship behveen the Irish and their English colonizers."& 

Certainly, gre"at efforts \Vere made to liken the Irish physiogno1ny to those of 

apes but, Wills argues, English racism concentrated pri1narily on the "bar­
barism" of the Irish accent.85 

I suggest, ho\vever, that English racism also di·e\V deeply on the notion 

of the do111e.J!t'c barbaris1n of the Irish as a marker of racial difference. In an 

exe1npla1y image, an Irishrnan is depicted lazing in front of his hovel-the 

ve1y picture of do1nestic disarray [Fig. 1.10]. The house is out of kilter, the 

shutter is askew. He lounges cheerily on an upturned \Vash-basin, visible 

proof of a slovenly lack of dedication to don1estic order. What appears to be 

a cooking pot perches on his hea~. In the doot"\vay, the boundaiy between 

private and public, his \Vife displays an equally cheerful slothfulness. In both 

husband and \vife, the absence of skin color as a marker of degeneration is 

compensated for by the simianizing of their physiognon1ies: exaggerated 

lips, receding foreheads, unkempt hair and so dn. In- the chapters that fol-

low, I suggest that the iconography of do111e.Jlt'c degeneracy \Vas ,videly used to "­

mediate the manifold contradictions in i1nperial hierarchy-not only ,vith _.../ 

respect to the Irish but also to the other '\-vhite negroes": Je,vs, prostitutes, 

the \Vorking-class, domestic \Yorkers, and so on, \Vhere skin color as a 

n1arker of po\ver \Vas in1precise and inadequate. 

FIGURE 1.10 "CELTICC\LIBANS." 
Pud.:, Vol. 10, #258, 15 Feb 1882, 
p. 378. The title of Frederick D. Opper's 
cartoon "The King of A Sl1antee" suggests 
an analogy between the Irish and Africans. 

53 



54 

FIGURE 1.11 FEMINIZING AFRICAN J\lEN. 

H.acial stigmata \Vere syste1natically, if often contradictorily, drawn on 
to elaborate n1inute shadings of difference in -..vhich social hierarchies 
of race, class and gender overlapped each other in a three-dimensional 
gfaph of co1nparison. The rhetoric of race \Vas used to invent distinctions 
behvecn ,vhat \Ve \.vould no\v call c/aJJe.r.87 T. H. Huxle.}' compared the East 
L-Ondon poor \vith the Polynesian savage, Williarn Booth chose the African 
pygin,y, and Willian1 Bany thought that the slums resembled nothing so 
1nuch as a slave ship.88 

\Vhitc \Vomen \vere seen as an inherently degenerate "race," akin in 
physiognomy to black people and apes. Gustave le Bon, author of the 
influential study of cro\vd behavior La PJychologi'e de.J Fou!e.J, con1pared 
fe1nale brain size \vith that of the gorilla and evoked this comparison as 
signaling a lapse in development: 

All psychologists \Vho have studied the intelligence of \Von1en, as 
\veil as poets and novelists, recognize today that they represent the 
n1ost inferior forn1s of human evolution and that they are closer to 
children and savages than to an adult, civilized n1an,89 

At the sa1ne time, the rhetoric of gender \Vas used to make increasingly refined 
distinctions among the different raceJ. The -..vhite race \Vas figured as the male 
of the species and the black race as the female.90 Similarly, the rhetoric of claJ,1 
\vas used to inscribe minute and subtle distinctions bet-..vecn other raceJ. 
The Zulu male \vas regarded as the "gentlcn1an'' of the--black race, but \Vas 
seen to display features typical of females of the white race [Fig. 1.11). Carl 
Vogt, for exa1nple, the pree1ninent German analyst of race in the midcentuiy, 
sa\v similarities bet-...veen the skulls of white male infants and those of the -..vhite 
female working class, ,vhile noticing that a mature black male shared his 
"pendulous belly" -..vith a -..vhite .woman \vho had had many children.91 

On occasion, Australian aborigines, or alternatively Etl~iopians, \Vere 
regarded as the most debased "lo,ver class" of the African races, but more 
often than not the fe1nale l<hoisan (derogatoril.Y k~o-..vn as "Hottentots" 
or "Bush1nen") were located at the veiy nadir of human degeneration, just 
before the species left off its human fonn and turned bestial [Fig. 1.12).91 

In cameo, t~1en, the English middle-class male -..vas placed at the pinna­
cle of evolutionaly hierarchy (generally, the middle- or upper-middle-class 
male was regarded as racially superior to the degenerate aristocrat \vho had 

FIGURE 1.12 MILITANT \VOMAN 

AS DEGEN~RATE. 
FIGURE 1.13 \VORKING \VOM.J\N 

AS OE.GENERATE. 
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lapsed from supremacy). White English iniddle-class \Vomen follo,ved. Irish 

or Je,vish men \Vere represented as the most inherently degenerate "fen1ale 

races" ,vithin the \vhite male gende1~ approaching the state of apes.93 Irish 

\vorking-class '\Von1en \Vere depicted as lagging even farther behind in the 

lo\ver depths of the \vhite race. . 

Don1estic ,vorkers, fe1nale miners and \vorking-class prostitutes ( .. vo1nen 

\vho \Vorked publicly and visibly for money) '\Vere stationed on the threshold 

behveen the \vhite and black races, figured as having fallen farthest fron1 the 

perfect type of the -..vhite male and sharing 1nany atavistic features with 

"advanced" blacl{_ men [Fig. 1.13]. Prostitutes~as the 1netropolitan analogue 

of African pro1niscuity-,vere marked as especially atavistic and regressive. 

Inhabiting, as they did, the threshold of n1arr~~~-~-i:t.?_.~ket, private and 

public, prostitutes flagrant\Yd;-~;:~aean;~ for services nllddle-class men 

expected for free.~ Prostitutes ~sibl,r._!~·~~~~~1~~ the 1i:i_i:J~!~~class bounda1y 

behv~en.priy~!~"!l-JJJ:J..p~_!Jlic, .P~~-~~!.~~z:k _ _;1_nc!.~~P!~~~::'.?~~' and in consequence 
~~-re figured as '\vhite Neg·r,;es" inhabiting anachronistic space, their 'racial' 

atavism anatomically ma;-k~dby regressive signs: "DaP.vin's ear," exaggerated 

posteriors, unruly hair and other sundry "primitive" stigmata. 95 

At this time, the idea of the Family of Man \Vas itself confinued 

through ubiquitous metaphoric analogies \vith. science and biology. Bol­

stered by pseudo-scientific racis1n after the 1850s and commodity racism 

after the 1880s, the monoga1nous patriarchal fan1ily, headed by a single, 

,vhite father, ,vas vaunted as a biological fact, natural, inevitable and right, 

its lineage Unprinted i1nme1norially in the blood of the species-duri_ng the 

same era, one might add, \vhen the social functions of the fan1ily household 

\Vere being replaced by the bureaucratic state. 

A triangulated, S\Vitchboard analogy thus emerged behveen racial, 

class and gender deviance as a critical element in the formation of the 

modern, imperial imagination. In the sy1nbolic triangle of deviant money, 

deviant sexuality and deviant race, the so-called degenerate classes \Vere 

metaphorically bound in a regime of surveillance, collectively figured by 

linages of sexual pathology and racial aberration as atavistic thro,vbacks to 

a primitive 1noment in human prehisto1;y1 surviving 01ninously in the heart 

of the modern, imperial n1etropolis. Depicted as transgressing the natural 

distributions of money, sexual po,ver and property and as thereby fatally 

threatening the fiscal and Jibidinal economy of the imperial state, these 

groups became subject to increasingly vigilant and violent state conh·ol. 

IMPERIALISM AS COMMODITY SPECTACLE 

In 1851, the topoi of progress and the Family of Man, panoptical time and 

anachronistic space found their architectural e1nbodiment in the World 

Exhibition at the Crystal Palace in London's Hyde Park. At the Exhibition, 

the progress narrative began to be consumed as mass spectacle. The 

Exhibition gathered under one vaulting glass roof a monumental display of 

"the Industry of All Nations." Covering fourteen acres of park, it featured 

exhibitions and artifacts from thll·ty-hvo invited me1nbers of the "family of 

Nations." Cram1ned \vi.th industrial commodities, decorative merchandise, 

orna1nental gardens, machinery, musical instruments and industrial ore and 

thronged by thousands of marveling spectators, the Great Exhibition 

became a 1nonument not only to a ne\v form of n1ass consumption but also 

to a new form of commodity spectacle. 

The C1ystal Palace housed th.e first consumer dreams of a uni6ed "\Vorld 

time. As a monu1nent to industrial progress, the Great Exhibition embodied 

the hope that all the \vorld's cultures could be gathered under one roof-the 

global progress of histo1y represented as the co1nmodity progress of the 

Family of Man. At the san1e time, the Exhibition heralded a new mode of 

marketing history: the mass consuinption of time as a commodity spectacle. 

\Valking about th~ Exhibition, the spectator (admitted into the museu1n of 

modernity through the payment of cash) consumed histo1y as a co1nmodity. 

The dioramas and panoramas (popular, n~iisti~~plicas ~~; fr~n1 

FIGURE 1.14 GLOBAL PROGRESS CoNSUMED AT A GL/\NCE. 
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empire and natural histo1y) offered the illusion of 1narshaling all the globe's 

cultures into a single, visual pedigree of \vorld time. In an exemplary linage, 

the Great Exhibition literally drew the \vorld's people toward the 

1nonu1nental display of the cotrunodity: global progress consumed visually in 

a single image [Fig 1.14). Time becatne global, a progressive accumulation of 

panoramas and scenes arranged, ordered and catalogued according to the 

logic of imperial capital. At the same time, it \Vas clearly implicit, only the 

\Vest had the technical skill and innovative spirit to render the historical 

pedigree of the Family of Man in such perfect, technical fonn. 

The Exhibition had its political equivalent in the Panopticon, or 

Inspection I-louse. In 1787, Jeremy Bentham proposed the Panopticon as the 

n1odel for an architectural solution to social discipline. The organizing princi­

ple of the Panopticon \Vas sin1ple. Factories,· prisOns, \vorkhouses and schools 

\vould be constructed with an observation tower as the center. Unable to see 

inside the inspection to\ver, the inhabitants \Vould presume they \vere under_ 

perpetual surveillance. Daily routi_Jle '_vould be condu_c:ted in a st~-~~- of pc1ma­

nent visibility. The eleg~nce of th-e idea-\vas the ·principle of self-surveillance; 

- its econo~ny lay, supposedly, in its elimination oft~~-~~? lO_!_violence. The 

inmates, tl~i~~g-~~~ere under .~~OS~~t 01>~~!'~~~;~~1 ~vo.uld poli~e t~etn­
selves. The Panophcon_dilis e1nbod1ed the bureaucrahc pnnc1ple of dispetsed, ""--- - . . ----
hegen1onic EQ'~~;:: In the Inspection flOuse,-the regiine of the spectacle 

-(iOs-Pecli~;.;,- observation, sight) merged \vith the regime of po\ver. 

J\s Foucault observed, the crucial point of the Panopticon is that 

anyone, in theory, can operate the Inspection House. The inspec_tors are 

infinitely interchangeable and any me1nber of the public 1nay visit the 

Inspection 1~Iouse to inspect ho\V affairs .are run. As Foucault notes: "This 

Panopticon, subtly arranged so that an observer may observe, at a glance, 

so many individuals, also enables everyone to come and observe any of the 

observers. The seeing 1nachine ... has become a transparent building in 

\vhich the exercise of po\ver may be supervised by society as a \vhole." 

The innovation of the C1ystal Palace, that exemplary glass inspection 

house, lay in its ability to merge the pleasure principle \vith the discipline 

of the spectacle. In the glass seeing-machine, thousands of civic inspectors 

could observe the observers: a voyeuristic discipline perfectly embodied in 

the popular feature of the panorama. Seated about the circular observation: 

to\ver of the panoran1a, spectators consumed the moving vie\VS that s\vept 

before them, indulging the illusion of traveling at speed through the \Vorld. 

The panoran1a inverted the panoptical principle and put it at the disposal 

of consumer pleasure, converting panoptical surveillance into con1modity 

spectacle----- the consumption of the globe by voyeurs. Yet, all the \vhile 

caught in the enchantment of surveillance, these imperial monarchs-of-all­

they-survey offered their im1nobile backs to the observation of others.96 

The C1ystal Palac;e converted panoptical surveillance into consumer 

pleasure. As Susan Buck-l\1orss points out: "The message of the world 

exhibitions was the pron1ise of social progress for the masses \vithout 

revolution."9
' The Great Exhibition was a museu1n without history, a 

market \vithout labor, a factory without \vorlcers. In the industrial booths, 

technology \Vas staged as if giving birth effortlessly, ready-made, to the vast 

emporium of the \vorld's 1nerchandise. 

J\t the same time, in the social laborato1y of the Exhibition, a crucial 

political principle took shape: the idea of democracy as the voyeuristic "\ 

consumption of comn1odity spect?-cle. Most crucially; an e1nerging national 

narrative began to include the \vorking class into the Progress narrative as 

consumers of national spectacle. I1nplicit in the Exhibition was the ne\v 

experience of tiupenizl progress consumed as a nati'onal spectacle [Fig 1.15]. 

At the Exhibition, white British workers could feel included in the imperial 

·nation, the voyeuristic spectacle of racial "sitperiorit;>," compensating the1n 

for their class subordination [Fig. 1.16].93 

During.,vhat Luke Gibbons calls "the hvilight of colonialism," a childS 

toy \Vas manufactured for the "Big Houses" of the Irish ascendancy, \vhich 

promised to give the "British Empire at a Glance."99 Gibbons describes the 

FIGURE l.l5 CoMMOOIIT FETISHISM GOES GLOBAL. 
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FIGURE l.16. SUGAR-CoATING IMPERIALISM. 

toy thus: "It took the forn1 of a map of the \vorld, inounted on a \Vl?eel com-
lete with small apertures \.vhich revealed all that \.Vas \.Vorth knowmg about 

~1e most distant corners of the Empire. One of the apertures ~ave a ~reak­
do\.vn of each colony in terms of its '\vhite" and "native" population, as ~both __ 
categories \.Vere mutually exclusive."100 This toy-"-:orld pe~fectly embodies-the 

· I · that animates the panophcal desire to consu1ne the scop1c mega oman1a . 
\.vorld \.vhole. It also einbodies its failure, fo1; as Gibbons adds: "When it c~me 
to Ireland, the wheel ground to a halt for he1·e ,vas a c~lony w~1ose subject 

Opulation was both "native" and '\vhite" at the same hme. This \vas a cor­p . 1 "101 Th ner of the Empire, apparently, that could not be taken rn at a g ance. e 
toy-\.vorld marks a ti·ansition~ froin the llnperial science of the s~rface to 
commodity racism and imperial kitsch. I1nperial kitsch and comn1odity spec· 

tacle made possible \.vhat the colonial map could only pron1ise: the mass mar­
keting of imperialis1n as a global system of signs [Fig. 1.17]. 

COLONIAL MIMICRY AND AMBIVALENCE 

I \vrite, then, in the conviction that history is not shaped around a single ; 
privileged social category. Race and class difference cannot, I believe, be -
understood as sequentially derivative of sexual difference, or vice versa. 
Rathe1; the forn1ative categories of imperial modernity are articulated ( 
categories in the sense that they come into being in historical relation to \. 
each other and emerge only in dynamic, shifting and intin1ate 
interdependence. The idea of racial "purity," for example, depends on the-\ 
rigorous policing of \VOn1en 1s se:ruality; as an historical notion, then, racial \ 
"purity" is inextricably implicated in the dynamics of gender and cannot by 
understood \Vithout a theo1y of gender po\ver. Ho\vever, I do not see race, 
class, gender and sexuality as structurally equivalent of each other. The v-,.. 
Victorian fetishizing of soap and \vhite clothes, say, cannot be reduced to 
phallic fetishism as a seconda1y effect along a signifying chain that 
progresses from sexuality to riilce. Rathe1; these categories converge, merge 
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and overdetermine each other in intricate and often contradictory "\Vays. In 

an important essay, I(obena Mercer cautions us against invoking the 

mantra of "race, class and gender" in such a "\vay as to "flatten out the 

complex and indeterminate relations by "\vhich subjectivity is constituted in 

the overdetermined spaces between relations of race, gender, ethnicity, and 

sexuality. "102 l'vlercer urges us to be alert to the shifting and unsteady 

antinomies of social difference "in a \vay that speaks to the 1nessy, 

ambivalent, and inco1nplete character of the 'identities' "\Ve actually inhabit 

in our lived experiences."103 

Consider, in this regard, Irigaray's idea of gender 1nin1icry and Homi 

Bhabha's idea of colonial ambivalence. In her brilliant and incendiary 

challenge to orthodox psychoanalysis, Luce lrigaray suggests that in certain , 

social contexts \Voinen perfonn femininity as a necessa1y masquerade.1
1J.t For 

Irigaray, \vo1nen learn to mimic fe1nininity as a social 1nask. In a world 

colonized by male desire, \Vomen stage heterosexuality as an ironic 

performance that is no less theatrical for being a strategy for survival. At 

certain moments, Irigaray suggests, women 1nust deliberately assume the 

feminine roles imposed on us, but \Ve can do so in such a way as to "convert 

a forn1 of subordination into an affirination. "105 By the "playful repetition" of 

the invisible nonns that sustain heterosexuality, \vomen artfully disclose the 

lack of equivalence between "nature" and gender performance. We are 

"such good mi1nics" precisely because femininity does not come naturally. ICIS 

Nonetheless, mimicry exacts a price; born of necessity, it is double~edged 

and double~tongued, a provisional strategy against oblivion. In Irigaray's 

0 ,vn theo1y, ho\vever, the idea of miJllicry also exacts a price, for Irigaray · 

herself runs the risk of privileging mimic1y as an essentially fe1nale strategy 

and thus paradoxically reinscribes precisely those gender binaries that she 

so brilliantly challenges. In the process, Irigaray also elides the theatrical 

and str·ategic possibilities of 111ale masquerade: camp, voguing, drag, passing; · 

ti·ansvestism and so on. 

Bypassing Irigaray's gendered intervention, Iiomi Bhabha takes the 

idea of n1i1nicr;y into the colonial arena and in turn subtly explores mimiccy 

as "one of the most elusive and effective strategies of colonial po\ver and 

kno\vledge."107 In Bhabha's schema, mimicry is a fla,ved identity imposed 

on colonized people \vho are obliged to -mirror back an i1nage of the 

colonials but in imperfect forn1: "almost the s·a1ne, but not \vhite."108 Sub­

jected to the civilizing mission, the 1nimic men (for Bhabha they seem to be 

only men) serve as the intennediaries of en1pire; they are the colonized 

teachers, soldiers, bureaucrats and cultural interpreters \vhom Fanon 

describes as "dusted over ,vith colonial culture." 109 The lineage of these 

n1imics~Anglicized men ,vho are not English-can be traced through the 

,vritings of l'vlacaulay, I(ipling, Forster, 01well and Naipaul, and comprise, 

in Macaulay's \vords, "a class of interpreters behveen us ind the millions 
\Vhon1 \Ve govern. "110 

Bhabha's originality lies in his provocative deployn1ent of aesthetic 

categories (irony, mimesis, parody) for psychoanalytic purposes in the 

context of empire. For Bhabha, colonial discourse is a1nbivalent in that it 

seeks to reproduce the image of a "reformed, recognizable Other ... that W 

ahnoJt the Jaine but not quite."111 The min1ic men are obliged to inhabit an 

uninhabitable zone of ambivalence that ·grants them neither identity nor 

differencei they n1ust mi1nic an linage that they cannot fully assume. Herein 

lies the failure of n1i1nic1y as Bhab~a sees it, for in the slippage behveen 

identity and difference the "normalizing" authority of colonial discourse is 

thro\vn into question. The drea1n of post-Enlightenn1ent civility is alienated 

from itself because in the colonial state it can no longer parade as a state of 

nature. Nlimicry becomes "at once rese1nblance and menace."112 

I do not question the rich insightfulness of Bhabha's notion of colonial 

mimicry, nor his val1:1able insistence, follo,ving Fanon, on the elusive play 

of fantasy, desire and the unconscious in colonial contests. What interests 

me for the moment, ho,vever, is the politics of agency implicit in the 

mimetic schema. As Bhabha sees it, in this essay at least, the menace of 

1nimicry steins fro1n its ambivalence-an episten1ological splitting that 

discloses the double vision of colonial discourse and thereby disrupts its 

authority. 
113 

Colonialism is fla,ved by a self-defeating and internal 

subversion: the formal subversion, the "rupture," the "disruption," the 
" b' l " I ,,. b " fd' am iva ence, t 1e in- ehveen o 1scourse. Seen in this \Vay, colonial 

mimic1y is an "ironic co1npron1ise" that ensures its O\Vn "sh·ategic failure."11 4 

The "strategic fail tire" of "colonial appropriation" becomes in this 

vie\V a structural effect ensured by discursive ambivalence. "Ho,v," asks 

Bhabha, "is desire disciplined, authority displaced?" This is fundamentally 

a question about po\ver; it is also a question about historical agency. 

Contrary to some critics, I do not believe that Bhabha means to suggest 

that n1imicry is either the only, or the most important, colonial 

phenomenon, just as lrigaray does not suggest that mimicry is the only 

strategy available to 'von1en. Nonetheless, for Bhabha here colonial 

authority appears to be displaced less by shifting social contradictions or 

the militant strategies of the colonized than by the forn1al ambivalence of 
colonial representation itself. 
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\Vhile recognizing the vital importance of the concept of ambivalence in 

both lrigaray and Bhabha (crucial as it is to the tradition of dialectical 

~hinking), the question is \vhether it is sufficient to locate agency in the \ / 

1nternal fissures of discourse. 115 Locating agency in ambivalence runs the risk .. 63 

of\vhat can be called a fetishism of form: the projection of historical agency 

onto formal absh·actions that are anthropomorphized and given a life of their 



own. Here abstt'actions beco1ne historical actors; discourse desires, dreams 
and does the \vork of colonialism ,vhile also ensuring its demise. In the 
process, social relations behveen hu1nans appear to meta1norphize into 
sh·uctural relations behveen fonns~through a formalist fetishis1n that 
effectively elides the messier questions of historical change and social aCtivi!>1n. 

An important question raised by both Irigaray and Bhabha's work, 
though in different \Vays, is \vhether ambivalence is inherently subversive. 
In a subsequent essay, Bhabha usefully complicates his idea of mllnic1y and 
suggests that the ambivalences of colonized subjectivity need not pose a 
threat to colonial po\ver after all: "caught in the I1nagina1y as they are, 
these shifting positionalities \vill never seriously threaten the dominant 
po\ver relations, for they exist to exercise the1n pleasurably and 
productively." 116 Bhabha here sees dominant po\ver as shielded fron1 the" 
play of a1nbivalence, but not because of the greater military, political or 
e-conomic strength of those in po\ve·r. Rather, the "shifting positionalities" 
of colonized subjectivity are "caught in the 'l1nagina1y."' Once again, 
ho,vever:. agency is displaced onto a sttuctural abstraction (the Imagina1y) 
that guarantees a fluctuating, indeterminate condition of stasis. 

In another essay, "Signs Taken for \Vonders," Bhabha fwiher develops 
the idea of mimicry, this titne less as a self-defeating colonial strategy than as 
a form of anti-colonial refusal. 1Vlimic1y no\v "marks those moments of civil 
disobedience ,vithin the discipline of civility: signs of spectacular 
resistance. "JJ 7 This offers the important pron1ise of a theory of resistance and, 
at the same titne, ne\V areas for historical elaboration. This also brings 
Bhabha closer to Irigaray, for \vhom mimicry is seen as a strategy of the 
disempo,vered. But if mimic1y ahvays betrays a slippage between identity 
and difference, doesn't one need to elaborate ho\v colonial inimicry differs 
from anti-colonial mimicry; if colonial and anti-colonial mimic1y are formally 
identical in theit· founding ambivalence, ,vhy did colonial mimicry succeed for 
so long? Indeed, if all discourses are ambivalent, \vhat distinguishes the 
discourse of the empo\vered fro1n the discourse of the disen1po\vered? 
Behveen colonial and anti-colonial, and male and fen1ale, 1nimic1y there falls 
a theoretical shado\v, 

If lrigaray challenges Lacan's masculinism and argues for mimic1y as 
a specifically female strategy (an essentialist gesture that elides race and 
class), Bhabha, in turn, bypasses lrigaray and refers only to race, eliding in 
the process gender and class. Returning to an ungendered mimicry, 
Bhabha effectively reinscribes mimicry as a male strategy \vithout ackno\vl· 
edging its gendered specificity. The ironically generic "Man" in Bhabha's 
title ("Of I'vlimicry·and Man") both conceals and reveals that Bhabha is 
really only talking about 1nen. By eliding gender difference, ho\vever, 
Bhabha implicitly ratifies gender po\ver, so that masculinity becomes the 

invisible norn1 of postcolonial discourse. By eliding racial difference, 
Irigaray, in turn, ratifies the invisibility of imperial po\ver. 

The more one insists on the transhistorical ubiquity of ambivalence, 
the less po\verful a concept it becomes. In the con1pulsion to repeat, the 
eveiywhere of the ambivalent beco1nes the scene of the sa1ne. If 
ambivalence is everyi.vhere, at \vhat point does it become subversive? 
Above all, ho\v does one explain ho\v dominant po\vers become dominant 
in the first place? In order to ans\ver these questions, doesn't one need a 
ntore de1nanding engagen1ent \V.ith social and econo1nic power than a 
deconstruction of the ruptures of form? Let me emphasize, ho,veve1:. that I 
pose these questions not in orde.r to dispense \vith the notion of ambiva­
lence-far from it-but instead to historically complicate it. As Gayatri 
Spivak puts it best: "the 1nost serious critique j.n deconstruction, is the 
critique of son1ethirig useful." 

HYBRIDITY, GROSS-DRESSING AND RACIAL FETISHISM 

In the chapters that follo\v, I argue that concepts such as mimic1y and 
ambivalence are less po\verful if reduced to a single, privileged social 
catego1y (whether gender, as in Irigaray, or race, as in Bhabha). Racial 
min1icry inay be akin to gender mi1nicry in i1nportant \vays, but they 
are not socially interchangeable. Indeed, mimicry as a term requires 
considerable elaboration. 

· Dill'erent fonris_ of mimicry such as passing and cross-dressing deploy 
ambiguity in different ·,vays; critical distinctions are lost if these historically 
variant cultural practices are collapsed under the ahistorical sign of the 
same. Racial passing· is not the san1e as gender cross-dressing; black 
voguing is not the same as \vhites perforn1ing in blackface; black minstrelsy 
is not the same as lesbian drag. In the fetish scene, transvestism often 
involves the flagrant e.l:hibiti'on of ambiguity (the hairy knee under the silk 
skirt); indeed, much of the scandal of transvestism resides in its theatrical 
parading of 1de11tity aJ difference, Passing, by contrast, more often involves 
the careful 111aJkti19 of ambiguity: difference aJ identt"ty. 

In the context of colonialism, the global changes \Vrought by 
imperialis1n reveal that colonials \Vere able, all too often, to contain the 
ambivalences of the civilizing n1ission with appalling effect. In Conrad's 
Hearl of Darh1eJJ, for instance, Marlo\v is attended upsh·eam by an African 
\vho serves as a vivid example of a hybrid min1ic man. The African \vho 
\vorks the ship's boiler inhabits that impossible threshold bet\veen colonizer 
and colonized; Marlo\v represents him as an historical anomaly: "the savage 
who \Vas fireman."118 An initiate into modernity, he is al~o a belated denizen 
of the anachronistic time of \vitchcraft, fetish and charm. In Marlo,v's eyes, 



. ,.. d ecimen" is "as edifying as ... a dog in a parody of 
this improve sp h lk' l "s hindlegs "119 In Bhabha's term, breeches and a feather at, \Va ing on H • h' 

, ,,. . · se'" the same, but not w ite. 
he is n1i1niCocrys tdr~nt~ c~n1mpraonm1's1 le~s disruptive of colonial authority than But nra s m1m1c . · l 
he mi ht at first appear, since his parodic im~Jcrfection. is _consistent \Vll~ 
l gl . l . tive of Afl'ican degeneration. Puslnng upstream, t 

t te co on ta nar1 a d . l' g back\vard into anachronistic space: l · l figure as ttave u1 . f co o~1a s arle I . . like travelling back to the earliest beginnings o 
"Going up t tat r1ve1 was son fehistoric earth .... We \Vere trav­
the \vorld. · · .\Ve \Vere 'vanderer p h . ne "120 Within the 
elling in the night of first ages, of those ages t• at ~· e g.o r, ·1 is less a 

l 
. t' pace the boilerman s in1mehc 1a1 ure t pe of anac lronts tc s • . l 

d
r.o . d'1lernma than a familiar ele1nent of the colon1a pt~ogrehss 1scurs1ve d · · l d rntty t e 

t . lnl,ab',ting the cusp of prehistory an impena mo e ' narra ive. • E Afr' t "improved specimen" is seen as the living measure ofho\V ~r icans mus 
still travel to attain modernity. In other '\Vords, the shpp~ge be~veen 
difference and identity is rendered non-contradicto1y by be1ng projected 
onto the axis of tinie as a natural function of imperial progress. 

In effect, Conrad's tnimic man does not fatally disrupt the post­
Enlightenment image of tnan nor ensure its strategic failure; his n1imetic 
incoherence is, rather, indispensible to the narrative of the historical 
belatedness of the colonized. \Vhat is more, his ambivalence is violently 
foreclosed by his death, a narrative obliteration that offers a sobering 
reminder that colonials \Vere both willing and able to foreclose the poetics 
of an1bivalence by resorting to the technologies of violence. 

The opening page of Rudyard IGpling's J(i11l is another case in point. 
Vle enter IGpling's narrative flanked by the colonial museum and the 
colonial gun. The 1nin1ic 1nan, IGn1, having just unseated an Indian boy, sits 
aloft the "fire-breathing" cannon, Zam-Za1nn1ah; opposite IG1n is the 
Lahore Museum. !(im's phallic potency is also a question of racial 
legitimacy: for IGpling, l(im has "some justification" in usurping the Indian 
bo,y "since the English held the Punjab and !Gm \Vas English."121 In this 
inaugural scene, colonialisn1 is figured both as a poetics of cultural 
an1 bivalence (embodied in the fetish 'Vonder House of the European 
ntuseun1) but also a politics of n1ilitary violence: "Who hold Za1n-Zam1nah 
... hold the Punjab." Controlling both gun and '\Vonder-house, IGpling 
suggests, is necessa1y for 1naste1y of the Great Gan1e. 

Taking the question of historical agency seriously ("How ... is 
authority displaced?'') entails interrogating 1nore than the an1bivalences of 
form; it also entails interrogating the messy imprecisions of histo1y, the 
en1battlcd negotiations and strategies of the disempo,vered, the 
militarization of nlasculinity, the elision of '\V01nen fron1 political and 
economic po\ve1; the decisive foreclosures of ethnic violence and so on. 

Ambivalence may 'veil be a critical_aspect of subversion, bi.it it is not a 
sufficient agent of colonial failure. 

Cross-dressing, as a culturally variant exa1nple of mimicry, is a case 
in point. Clothes are the visible signs of social identity but are also 
pennanently subject to disarrangement and symbolic theft. For this reason 
the cross·dresser c~n be invested ,vi.th potent and subversive po,vers. In 
her groundbreaking book, fleJted IntereJfJ, Marjorie Garber refuses the 
traditional narrative of the transvestite as biologically aberrant or 
pathological and invites us instead to take cross-dressers on their ·own 
terms~as the transgressive embod_iment of ambiguity. 112 

Garber briHiantly challenges the progress narrative that presumes a 
"real" identity (1nale or fe1nale) under the transvestite mask. She proposes 
instead that the transvestite thro,vs into question the binary categories of 
"male" and "fe1nale" and-becomes as a result the "figure that disrupts." 123 

Garber's book is of great importance, not least for her atten1pt to include 
questions of race in the cross-dressing scene. Nonetheless, as I argue in 
more detail in Chapters 3 and 5, by universalizing all cross-dressers as 
transgressive ("the figure that disrupts") and by inscribing all fetishes as 
originating in the Lacanian castration scene ("the phallus is the fetish, 
the fetish is the phallus") Garber does not do theoretical justice to the 
rich diversity of cultur't~ cross-dressers and historical fetishes that she 
herself reveals. 124 

· 

Reducing all fetishes and all cross.dressers to a single genesis 
narrative founded in phallic ambiguity prevents one from accounting 
for the differences among subversive, reactionary or progressive fetish 
practices. The pink triangle, for example, is an ambivalent sign that has 
been deployed by radically alternative political practices. Cross-dressing 
can like\vise be mobilized for a variety of political purposes, not all of them 
subversive. That fetishism is founded in contradiction does not necessarily 
guarantee its transgressiveness; that cross·dressing disrupts stable social 
identities does not guarante·c the subversion of gende1; race or class po\ver. 
When marines in the United States army deck themselves in drag or put on 
blackface, 'vhite po,ver is not necessarily subverted nor is masculinity 
thro,vn into disarray. If, by contrast, lesbians in the army cross-dressed on 
a daily basis or gay black n1en staged nightly voguing houses, the effect 
might not be seen as quite so hilarious or innocent. 

Culturally enforced ethnic passing (Je,vish or Irish i1nmigrants 
assimilating in the United States, say) or brutally enforced hyb.-idity (the 
deliberate i1npregnation of Musi int '\VOmen by rape in Bosnia· Herzegovina) 
entail very different relations to hybridity and an1biguity. The slippage 
behveen difference and identity is present in all these cases, but the psychic 
toll and political consequences vary dra1natically. The lyrical glan1our cast 

·V 



bj' some postcolonial theorists over ambivalence and hybridity_ is not 
ahvays historically -..varranted. 

It is important to e1nphasize, in this regard, that cross-dressing does 
not onljr involve gender ambiguity; a -..vealth of evidence exists of racial, 
class and ethnic cross-dressing. Reducing all fetishes and all cross-dressers 
to ·a single genesis narrative founded in phallic ambiguity prevents one from 

~ _ adequately accounting for racial, national and ethnic fetishes that cannot be 
:c \subsumed under the phallic sign of sexual difference -..vithout considerable ~ loss of theoretical subtlety and historical depth. In Lacanian theo1y (-..vhich 

I question in Chapter 4), linguistic and cultural difference is founded in 
sexual difference, and is ordered under the Sy1nbolic and embodied in the 
Law of the Father. As a result, racial and class difference become the­
oretically derivative of sexual difference along a signifying chain that 
privileges male heterosexuality. Garber, for one, reads the fetish as "a figure 
for the undecidability of castration."125 As I argue in more detail in Chapter 
3, she thereby risks reducing racial transvestism to a seconda1y function of 
sexual ambiguity, as -..vhcn she notes "the paradox of the black man in 
An1erica as simultaneously a sign of sexual potency and a sign of emas­
culation or castration."126 Herc black -..vo1nen vanish-necessarilJ•, perhaps, 
since their role in -..vhite fetishis1n and in their o-..vn fonns of fetishis1n 
(barred in any case from the Lacanian scene) cannot be accounted for 
under the phallic sign of castration. 

\Vhile cross-dressing, drag, passing, can1p and voguing are all, 
generally speaking, forms of mimicry, they also tend to enact ve1y different 
cultural possibilities. These differences are lost if they are obediently 
marshaled under the transhistorical sign of phallic ambivalence. \Vhat 
Lacanians call the transcendent "phallic signifier" does not, in 1ny view, 
enjoy a privileged or governing status over \vhat Stuart Hall usefully 
distinguishes as the "ethnic signifier. "127 Challenging the -..vhite phallocracy 
of the Lacanian castration scene allo\vs one to elaborate a more culturally 
nuanced and historically en1po\vering genealogy of such pheno1nena than 
is currently allo-..ved in the heterosexual progress narrative. 

'fhe disruption of social norms is not ahvays subversive, especially in 
postmodernist com1nodity cultures -..vhere formal fluidity, fragn1entation and 
1narketing through difference are central ele1nents. Indeed, privileged 
groups can, on occasion, display their privilege precisely by the extravagant 
display of their right to a111/n"g11ity. When the English football star, Paul 
Gascoigne, retutned h·iu1nphant from the \Vorld Cup, he paraded the 
streets in plastic -..vomen's breasts, as if his excess of heterosexual prowess on 
the football field licensed his privileged display of gender a1nbiguity. In the 
lvlonty Pj•thon television series, 1nen ritually cross-dress as -..vomen (very 
often across class boundaries), but -..von1en seldo1n appear on the sho-..v, let 

alone as men. People of color are singularly absent. In this way, the sho-..v's 
irreverent disruption of social norms effectively affinns a privileged white 
m~l~ heterosexuality. In short, the staging of symbolic disorder by the 
pnv1leged can merely preen1pt challenges by those -..vho do not possess the 
po\ver to stage ambiguity -..vith comparable license or authority. 

COLONIAL PASSING 

Rudyard IGpling's f(i1n offers a rich exarnple of n1imici:y and cross-dressing 
as a technique not of colonial sul;>version, but of su1veillance. In many 
r~~p.ects, I~pling's tale can be read as a narrative of racial passing. I{im 's 
ongms are in aln1ost every sense arnbivalent, .for he perfectly e1nbodies the 
colonial crisis of origins. Orphaned son of an English nursemaid and an 
Irish sergeant, he is raised in the teen1ing bazaars of Lahore by a "half-caste 
\von1an" \vho keeps him out of the hands of the missionaries by herself 
passing as -..vhite. IGm, by contrast, spends much of his tin1e passing as 
Indian. "Burned as black as any native," speaking "the vernacular by 
preference" (7), sleeping and squatting "as only the natives can" (I37), able 
to "lie like an Oriental" (36) and drinking -..vater "native fashion" (25), l(im 
passes for "native" in a -..vay that no Indian in the book is able to pass for 
white. On the cusp of C,~ltures, denizen of the threshold zones of bazaar, 
street, rooftop and road, I<i1n is both cultural hybrid and racial mimic n1an. 

One reason, of course, -..vhy he can pass so successfully is that he is 
half-Irish, -..vhich, in colonial discourse, places him racially closer to the 
Indians than if he had been -..vholly English. I<im 's racial ainbiguity is 
enhanced by his talent for cross-dressing; he finds it "easier to slip into 
Hindu or Mohammedan garb -..vhen engaged on certain business" (IO). 
More preciselj'• I(i1n is a switcher. Throughout the narrative, he s-..vitches 
effortlessly from "a complete suit of Hindu kit" (IO), to the clothes and 
identity of a -..vhite sahib, back to "the likeness of a lo\v-caste Hindu boy­
perfect in every detail" (17I), then back to sahib, "he -..vould be a sahib again 
for a -..vhile" (I42). Then again "it needs only to change his clothing, and in 
a t-..vinkling he would be a lo\vRcaste Hindu boy" (I47). I{i1n's talent for 
racial transvestism lets him dive easily "into the happy Asiatic disorde1~" 
playing and plotting the colonial game unnoticed (89). \Vith the aid of the 
kindly prostitute, "a little dye-stuff and three yards of cloth," IG.m the miniic 
man joins the Great Game as a colonial spy, turning the British/Russian 
competition for control of India into a "stupendous lark" (I I4). 

As a cultural hybrid, IGm is -..vhat IGpling called a "t-..vo-sided man" 
But here mimicry is neither a fla-..ved identity irnposed on the 

colonized, nor is it a strategy of anti-colonial resistance. The transvestite 
Kim blurs the distinction bct-..veen colonizer and colonized but only in order 
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to suggest a refor1ned colonial control. The urchin n1imic man embodies 

symbolic ambiguity and ethnic hybridity. but employs his ambiguity not to 

subvert colonial authority but to enhance it. I-le is "the lndianized sahib: 

Indian but not quite. 

l<im's passing is the privilege of,vhiteness. As an Anglo-Irish trans­

vestite, he embodies contradictory notions of racial identity: ~.vhite or black? 

colonizer or colonized? His passing and cfoss-dressing raises serious 

"speculation as to what is called personal identity" (247). Nevertheless, his 

'\vhite blood" and lrish wits assert themselves at critical moments; race, it 

seems, runs deeper than skin or clothes alone. "Where a native would have 

laid down, Kim's white blood set him on his feet" (65). The babu, by 

conh·ast, is a risible min1ic-n1an, derided by the Russians as embodying "the 

monstrous hybridism of East and West" (318). Like Conrad's "i1nproved 

specimen," the babu is n1imic1y gone \vrong: "Never \Vas so unfortunate a 

product of English rule in India mo1·e unhappily thrust upon aliens" (316). 

He is Bhabha's Anglicized man -..vho is not English; I\.im, on the other hand, 

is the lndianized man ,vho is not Indian. Evidently, passing "down" the 

cultural hierarchy is pennissible; passing "up" is not. 

IGm's '\vhite blood" allo\vs him to contain _the ambiguities of culture 

and gain a privileged universalis1n that puts him "beyond all castes" (262). 

Transcending the ethnic hurlyburly of ungovernable India, he is better 

fitted to rule. l(im is the other side of mimicry: the colonial \vho passes as 

Other the better to govern. In this -..vay, the regeneration of the Anglo- Irish 

orphan becomes an exemplaty allegory for a reformed and more discreet 

style of imperial control. 

It should not go unnoticed that in f(inl the privilege of passing is 

uniquely male. Throughout the narrative, women are figures of abjection, 

repudiated but indispensible. "'I had no n1othe1~ my mother,' said l(im" 

(367). \Vo1nen serve as bounda1y markers and threshold figures; they 

facilitate the 1nale plot and the male h·ansfor1nations, but they are not the 

agents of change, nor a1·e the.}' conceivable heirs to political po\ver. Female 

sexuality, in this context,.serves as a continual threat to 1nale po,ver: "Ho\V 

can a man follo\V the \Vay or the Great Game \vhen he is so-ahvays 

pestered by \vomen?" frets IGm. Sexual reproduction marks a turbulence 

in the narrative, a site of imposs_ible irresolution, as if IGpling simply does 

not kno\V \vhat to do with it. Nonetheless, disavo\ved and repudiated, it 

recurs as a necessaty elen1ent in the contain1nent of the ambiguities of race. 

Although female sexuality is disavo\.ved in /(tin, it is a precariously sta­

bilized heterosexuality that contains the instabilities of race. To\vard the end 

of the narrative, IG1n's polymorphous ethnicity threatens to spiral out of con­

trol: "Who is Kim-Kim-!Gm?" (248). " ... What am I? Mussulman, Hindu, 

Jain, or Buddhist?" (192). ''. .. I am l(im. I am l\im. And -..vhat is I<in1?" 

(374). ~ngulfed b! ethnic v~!tigo and unn1anned by the mortifYing discovery 

~hat l~e IS a ve1y dispensable cog--..vheel" in the Great Game, l(i1n reclaims his 

1denttty throug? a curiou~ ritual of restored heterosexuality. Having \Varc;led 

off the threatening sexuality of the \Vomen in the hills, he flings himself do\vn 

on the ea1ih a.nd enacts a displaced, incestuous merging \vith "lVlother Earth " 

an ambiguous act in \vhich sexuality is both repudiated and confirmed. ' 

He • .. laid him do\vn full length .. , , And Mother Earth .. , _ 

breathed through him to restore the poise he had lost lying so 

long on a cot cut off from her good currents. His head Jay 

po\verless upon her breast,· and his opened hands surrendered 

to her strength (374). 

?nc~ more,. the disavo\ve~ mother returns as the indispensible limit of male 

identity. This is ,vhat Julia I<risteva calls abjection.12a 

ABJECTION AND A SITUATED PSYCHOANALYSIS 

Abjection <1:a~~· a~1i'cere) .n1eans to expel, to cast out or a\vay. In Totenz and 

~1~0.0 a1~d ~1111/tzalton aud l/J D1JcoutenlJ Freud \Vas the first to suggest that 

CIVJl~zatton is founc\ed on the repudiation of certain pre-oedipal pleasures 

and Incestuous attachments. Follo\ving Freud, and Ma1y Douglas' brilliant 

\vork on boundary rituals, I<risteva argues that a social being is constituted 

through the force of expulsion. In order to become social the self has to 

expu~ge certain elements that society dee1ns impure: excrement, menstrual 

blo.od, urine, semen, tears, vomit, food, masturbation, incest and so on. For 

I<r1steva, ho-..Veve1; these expelled ele1nents can never be fully obliterated; 

they hau;t the ~dges of the subject's identity \Vith the threat of disruption 

or even d1ssoluhon. She calls this process abjection. 

The a~j:~~~e1ything that the subject seeks to expunge in order to 

b~ome s~c1al; It ts alSC>as-ymptunr-of-tlietailiireOftlilsamOifiOn-:-ASa 

comprtffil1Sebetween condemnation and yearning," abjection marks the 

borders of the ~elf; at the sa1ne ti1ne, it threatens the self \vith perpetual 

De£Y1ng sacrosanct borders, abjection testifies to society's 

pr.,ca.ric>us hold over the fluid and unkempt aspects of psyche and body. 

ma.J'." ca!l it a border," ~he writes. "Abjection is above all ambiguity."130 

. A~Jechon traces the silhouette of society on the unsteady edges of the 

.self; 1t simultaneously imperils social order \vith the force of delirium and 

d.isinteg~ation. This is l{risteva's brilliant insight: the expelled abject haunts 

the subject as its inner constitutive boundary; that which is repudiated 

•2 . ----···-the self's internal li1nit. The abject is "something rejected from \Vhich 

one does not part." 131 
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/111per1J1! Leather explores, in part, the paradox of abjection as a 
formative aspect of modern industrial imperialis1n. Under in1perialism, I 
argue, certain groups are expelled and obliged to inhabit the impossible 
edges of modernity: the slum, the ghetto, the garret, the brothel, the con­
vent, the colonial bantustan and so on. Abject peoples are those ,vhom 
industrial imperialism rejects but cannot do \vithout: slaves, prostitutes, the 
colonized, domestic workers, the insane, the une1nployed, and so on. Certain 
threshold zones beco1ne abject zones and are policed \vith vigor: the Arab 
(',.,asbah, the Je,vish ghetto, the Irish slu1n, the Victorian garret and kitchen, 
the squatter ca1np, the n1ental asylum, the red light district, and the 
bedroom. Inhabiting the cusp of do1nesticity and market, industry and 
e1npire, the abject returns to haunt modernity as its constitutive, inner 
repudiation: the rejected from which one does not part. 

Abjection is richly suggestive for n1y purposes for it is that li1ninal 
state that hovers on the threshold of body and body politic--and thus on 
the bounda1y between psychoanalysis and n1aterial history. As I argue 
in Chapters 2 and 4, the disciplinary cordon sanitaire behveen psycho~ 
analysis and histo1y is itself a product of abjection. 1\.ll too often, h·aditional 
Freudian psychoanalysis seeks to expunge certain elen1ents from the fa1nily 
romance: the -..vorking-class nurse, female sexuality {especially the clitoris), 
economics and class, homosexuality, race and empire, cultural difference 
and so on; but these abjected elements haunt psychoanalysis as the pressure 
of a constitutive, inner li1nit. Like,vise, material histo1y, especially in its 
more econon1istic Marxist form, repudiates unruly elements such as the 
unconscious, sexual desire and identity, the irrational, fetishism, and so Olli 

these elements return to sh·ucture l'vlarxist economics as an insistent inner 
repudiation. Abjection shado,vs the no-go zone behvee~ psychoanalysis 
and material history, but in such a \Vay as to thro'v their historical 
separation radically into question. 

In the chapters that follow, I propose the development of a Jifuate'J 
pJychoa11a!yJ1J-a culturally contextualized psychoanalysis that is simul­
taneously a psychoanalytically informed histo1y. With respect to abjection, 
distinctions can be 1nade, for exa1nple, behveen abject obj'ecfJ (the clitoris, 
don1estic dirt, menstrual blood) and abject JfafeJ (bulemia, the mastur­
bato1y imagination, hysteria), ,vhich are not the same as abject zoneJ (the 
Israeli Occupied Territories, prisons, battered 'vo1nen

1

s shelters). Socially 
appointed agenfJ of abjection {soldiers, do1nestic -..vorkers, nurses) are not 
the sa1ne as socially abjected groupJ (prostitutes, Palestinians, lesbians). 
PJychi'c processes of abjection (fetishism, disavo\val, the uncanny) are not 
the same as po/itit·al processes of abjection {ethnic genocide, 1nass removals, 
prostitute "clean ups"). These comprise interdependent but also distinct 
dimensions of abjection that do not constitute the h·anshistorical replication 

of a single, universal for1n (let alone the transcendent phal1us), but rather 
emerge as interrelated if contradicto1y elen1ents of an immensely intricate 
process of social and psychic formation, 

\Vhen a \vhite South African 1nan disavo,vs identification with the 
black nurse \vho raised him, the process is suggestive of-but not identical 
'vith-the forced re1noval of black women to the barren bantustans. 
Surely, the processes are enn1eshed: the definition of black South African 
\Vo1nen as the "superfluous appendages" of their 1nen

1 
and their expulsion 

from the '\vhite national narrative is inextricably related to-but not 
identical '\Vith-masculine fears of the archaic n1other. The notion of an 
archetypal male fear of the 1nothe.r is inadequate for fully understanding 
the expulsion of -..von1en, for it cannot explain the historical torsions of 
race: 'vhy it is black and not ,vhite \vo1nen \vho are territorially expelled. 
As I explore in Chapter l 0, the narratives of national motherhood play 
the1nselves out ve1y differently for black -..vomen and \vhite \vomen in 
South Africa. 

The question of historical variance also raises the question of the 
critic's role in the scene of ambivalence. As Robert Young asks: 

\Vhat, if anything, is specific to the colonial sih1ation if colonial 
texts only de1no,~strate the same properties that can be _found in 
any deconstructiVe reading of European texts? ... lio\v does the 
equivocality of colonial discourse emerge, and 'vhen-at the time 
of its enunciation or ,vith the present day historian or interpreter?152 

If the subversive play of an1bivalence is merely latent in the discourse, 
waiting for the critic to activate it, is the relation behveen postcolonial critic 
and colonial discourse itself a form of 1nimic1y, miming the relation between 
psychoanalyst and client-the same, but not quite? If the task of 
postcolonial criticism is to activate the uncertainties and in-behveens of 
discourse, ~veil and good, but this could remain a forn1alist exercise unless 
one also undertakes the more den1anding historical task of interrogating the 
social practices, economic conditions and psychoanal,ytical dynamics that 
motivate and constrain human desire, action and po,ver. 

In sum, l111perial Leather is \vritten ,vith the conviction that psycho-
and inaterial history are mutually necessary for a strategic 

engagement with unstable power. I propose the elaboration of narratives 
that interrogate the relations behveen psychoanalysis and material histo1y 

preserving on either side the shado,v of their bina1y opposition. In 
exploring fen1ale and racial fetishisn1, cross-dressing and S/M, colonial 

the erasure of domestic dirt, the invention of anachronistic 
panoP,tical ti1ne, and so on, I argue that psychoanalysis cannot be 
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imposed ahistofically on the colonial contest, if only because psycho­
analysis emerged in historical relation to imperialism in the first place. 
Instead, I call for a nlutual engage1nent that would comprise both a decol-

74 onizing of psychoanalysis and a psychoanalyzing of colonialism. Perhaps 
one can go so far as to say that there should be no 1naterial history '\Vith­
out psychoanalysis and no psychoanalysis '\vithout a material history. 

2 

"MASSA" AND MAIDS 

POWER AND DESIRE 
IN THE IMPERIAL METROPOLIS 

1.'~~I me, Socrates, did you have a nanny? 

THE URBAN EXPLORER 

-Plato 

th D 'I 9.n July 4, 1910, in concert with the rest of Fleet Street 
e a1 y irror trun1peted the discovery of a scand lo I , mesalliancc: a us cross-c ass 

ROMANCE OF BARRISTER'S MARRIAGE-Further Li ht 
on Re1narkable \Viii Disclos.ure- \Vif. d S g U I td• · _ 1 e an ervant- Verses P 10 in~ I-I1s Choice Against World's Criticisni. ''1 
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