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INTRODUCTION
Kate Darian-Smith, Liz Gunner and Sarah Nuttall

Those of us who attended the ‘Southern Spaces” conference in June
1993 were gathered in London, a metropolitan centre far from South
Africa and Australia and yet historically and culturally connected to
both places. It was a time of transition in South Africa, when the
worst years of the struggle against apartheid, and the necessary
isolation, were in the past and the structures of the new political order
were being earnestly hammered into shape. In late 1992, the High
Court of Australia had overturned the historical and judicial
foundations of land ownership in Australia, recognizing that
indigenous peoples had prior claim to lands colonized by the British;
months later the Native Title Act would be passed. It seemed the
appropriate moment, in this climate of momentous political change,
to look again at the numerous features that united and separated
South Africa and Australia. These two southern spaces, once part of
the British Empire, had much in common: their similar latitudes, their
arid, fragile interiors, and their shared settler myths of the ‘empty
land” and policies of white racial domination. Yet there were also
divergences in the histories of colonization, the articulations of
resistance to the imperial presence by the indigenous inhabitants, and
the complex modernity and unitary nationhood of these two settler
sites.

The ‘Southern Spaces’ conference was initially envisaged as one
about literary production, but it soon became apparent that this was
too narrow a conception. An interdisciplinary frame of interest
emerged which brought together literary critics, writers,
historians, urban planners and cultural geographers. The essays in
this book all originated from that conference. As a collection, they
demonstrate that in spite of the limited extent of any comparative
examinations to date, the shared study of South African and
Australian cultural and literary history is indeed a rich and
intellectually rewarding one.
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We have arranged the essays into three parts: ‘Defining the South’,
‘Claiming Lands, Creating Identities, Making Nations’, and ‘Borders,
Boundaries, Open Spaces’. While the titles of these sections indicate
the thematic threads that tie the work of our contributors together,
there are empirical and theoretical concerns that stretch across the
sections and twine the essays together in alternative ways. This book,
therefore, offers the reader a series of inter-locking conversations that
address the issues of land, space and cultural identity in South Africa
and Australia, and open up new and exciting directions for further
comparative scholarship. This introduction aims to provide an
overview of the historical links between South Africa and Australia in
the previous two centuries, and to tease out some of the questions
raised by the essays in relation to contemporary debates and
discussions about space, race, gender and imperialism.

TEXT, SPACE AND THE SOUTH

The notion of space as a multidimensional entity with social and
cultural as well as territorial dimensions has been a prime concern in
recent scholarship, particularly in the fields of post-colonial literatures
and history, and social and cultural geography. Space has been linked
to concepts of power, as in the writing of Michel Foucault, and there
is a growing body of historical and literary criticism which deals with
the peculiarities of colonial space and its relationship to, and
representation through, the eye—and the pen—of the imperial
beholder. The complex interactions between space and power form
the dominant, although variously expressed, theme of this collection.
The four writers in the opening section introduce the colonial south in
papers which address the underside of the colonizing psyche,
landscape theory and practice, the liminality of the emigrant position,
and the discursive formation of settler sites in the field of empire.
Paul Carter gives a highly original and engaging reading of the
fascination with the spirit world, and the irrational world of the
imagination, amongst Victorian diarists and writers, some of whom
travelled to South Africa and Australia. Within the stifling confines of
the Victorian domestic interior, Carter argues, the colonized world
was being ‘dreamed, theorized, modelled and re-enacted’. As the
Victorian mind tried to ground itself in its role as the colonizer of
‘new’ lands, it was threatened with the abysses, cliffs, swamps and
sands, not only of the southern lands it was colonizing, but of its own
psyche. Swamps and sands, writes Carter, ‘hovered ambiguously
between the solid and the liquid, and were famously the source of
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miasmic spirits’. Thus, from the metropolis, the colonizers faced the
possibility of sinking into the otherness of the ‘spirit world’, of
becoming ‘ungrounded’ and experiencing a mirror-like autogenesis.

At the same time, on the peripheries of the British Empire, colonial
space was being culturally ‘grounded’; J.M.Coetzee’s influential
novel, Foe, (1986) can be usefully read as a critique of the “founding’ of
colonial space.? W.J.T.Mitchell has pointed to the way in which
landscape circulates as a medium of exchange, as ‘a site of visual
appropriation, a focus for the formation of identity’; the ‘semiotic
features’ of landscape generate historical narratives.® In this sense,
landscape is dynamig; it serves to create and naturalize the histories
and identities inscribed upon it, and so simultaneously hides and
makes evident social and historical formations. It is through the
cultural processes of imagining, seeing, historicizing and
remembering that space is transformed into place, and geographical
territory into a culturally defined landscape. As Erica Carter and her
co-authors have expressed it:

It is not spaces which ground identifications but places. How
then does space become place? By being named; as the flows of
power and negotiation of social relations are rendered in the
concrete form of architecture; and also, of course, by embodying
the symbolic and imaginary investment of a population. Place is
space to which meaning has been ascribed.*

The cultural contestations over naming and possessing the land,
representing its landscape, and producing and defining a sense of
place run through all the essays in this collection, and highlight the
multiple and complex meanings attached to both land and place in
South African and Australian colonial and post-colonial societies.
Any comparative approach to these issues has to confront the
surprising fact that some of the influential academic scholarship in
South Africa and Australia is little known in ‘the other space’. This is
true, for instance, of Bernard Smith’s pathbreaking European Vision
and the South Pacific (1960) and J].M.Coetzee’s later but equally crucial
White Writing: the Culture of Letters in South Africa (1989). Smith’s and
Coetzee’s arguments not only concur in some respects but can also be
seen as incremental. Smith points out that European ways of seeing
the ‘new worlds’ of the South Pacific were culturally determined by
European ways of knowing: ‘European observers sought to come to
grips with the realities of the Pacific by interpreting them in familiar
terms.”> Thus the imperial perceptions of Pacific lands and peoples
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formed through the exploratory voyages of the late eighteenth and
early nineteenth century both reflected and projected European
philosophical, artistic and scientific knowledges. As Western scientific
theories of biological evolution were transposed into social and
political ideologies of imperial domination, this co-incided with the
predominance in nineteenth-century landscape painting of the “typical
landscape’. The pictorial composition of plant, animal and human
components within their specific geographical and climatic sites
provided aesthetic representations and symbols of each scenic type.

Smith’s work on the South Pacific partially prefigures Edward
Said’s examination of the West’s academic and imaginative
construction of the East—the Orient—as ‘Other’. Said, situating this
emergent construction in the late eighteenth century, writes of
‘Orientalism as a Western style for dominating, restructuring and
having authority over the Orient’.® The link here between Euro-centric
perceptions of the Orient and the imaging of the Pacific discussed by
Bernard Smith is one of power—through imaging. In a different
imperial context, Coetzee’s discussion of European art and literature
in South Africa from the mid-seventeenth to the twentieth centuries is
also about Eurocentric visions which reduce the possibility of
absorbing any scheme of seeing based on indigenous conceptual
categories. Coetzee argues that twentieth-century white South African
poets have adopted an antagonistic stance to African space:

In all the poetry commemorating meetings with the silence and
emptiness of Africa...it is hard not to read a certain historical
will to see as silent and empty a land that has been, if not full of
human figures, not empty of them either.”

‘The poetry of empty space’, he continues, ‘furthers the fiction of an
empty land’, and this observation can be applied equally to the white
Australian literary tradition.

The myth of the ‘empty’ land can be seen not only as
something willed in the imagination of the would-be possessor but,
also, in its vastness, as potentially devouring and overwhelming. Anne
McClintock has recently argued that British colonial maps, with their
‘edges and blank spaces’ filled with cannibals, mermaids and
monsters, are vivid reminders of the contradictions of colonial
discourse.! Maps embody both knowledge and possession but also a
sense of the tenousness of such possession. As McClintock writes,
‘The map is a liminal thing, associated with thresholds and marginal
zones, burdened with dangerous powers.”
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In The Road to Botany Bay (1987), Paul Carter proposes spatial history
—a ‘prehistory of places, a history of roads, footprints, trails of dust
and foaming waves’'—as an alternative to histories of imperialism.!”
For Carter, space is a text upon which histories and cultures are
inscribed and interpreted. He argues that the imperial landscape of
Australia was created through the European naming and mapping of
its geographical features by white explorers, administrators and
settlers. The act of naming, and the names themselves, either blatantly
ignored or subverted and incorporated pre-existing Aboriginal names
and histories of the land. Thus competing or overlapping histories are
either presenced or silenced through the cultural power of maps and
place names.

Maps and globes also, of course, divided the world into two
horizontal halves: the north and the south. From the northern,
European perspective the southern hemisphere has been imbued with
mysterious, unknowable qualities since classical times. The idea of a
fantastical southern continent was present in the European
imagination since Ptolemy, while Pliny believed there was ‘always
something new coming out of Africa’. Many of the essays in this
collection consciously examine South Africa and Australia as southern
settler societies, whose environments, indigenous peoples and thus
historical experiences of colonialism were markedly different from
imperial expansion in northern ‘new worlds’. As Ross Gibson has
argued, the South Land of Australia has been a “duplicitous object’ for
the European and American north: a society that, over the last two
centuries, has been viewed as primarily European but also
understood as being exotic.!! The lingering mystery still attached to
the south during the nineteenth century is illustrated in Kerryn
Goldsworthy’s chapter, where she highlights the symbolic importance
European immigrants attached to the crossing of the Equator. The
entry into the southern hemisphere was observed in ritualized,
carnivalesque forms by sailors and passengers alike.

Goldsworthy writes that the ‘Equator implicitly becomes a
metonym for the whole experience of emigration: the moment of
crossing-the-line is the moment at which to enact the process of
transformation.” For British subjects, the journey to the south involved
not only a reorientation in spatial terms, but a shift in identity from
European immigrant to colonial settler.
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COLONIAL CONNECTIONS

While there is evidence from Great Zimbabwe of trade with Venice
and China as early as the fourteenth century, it was not until the
sixteenth century that European expansion began to reach into the
southern hemisphere, and not until the late eighteenth century that
the great southern voyages of ‘discovery’ were launched. Donald
Denoon has suggested that the antipodean settler societies developed
by Europe, including South Africa and Australia, shared geographical
and historical characteristics that distinguished them from their
northern neighbours in the tropics.!> European colonization had
initially concentrated on tropical territories that were densely
populated by indigenous peoples, and could be transformed quickly
into European merchant or plantation societies. In contrast, the
indigenous populations of Southern Africa and Australia were
relatively sparse, (the east coast of Southern Africa was an exception)
and their lands were seen by Europeans, at least at first, as less
suitable for intensive European-style agriculture. This meant, Denoon
claims, that European settlements in southern temperate regions were
intended to guard the edges of Empire and service imperial interests
in the tropics. Cape Town was established by the Dutch East India
Company during the eighteenth century as a port to assist Dutch
ships en route to Java; the settlement of the penal colony at Botany
Bay in 1788 provided an outpost from where the British could watch
over their imperial interests in India and Asia.

From the early nineteenth century, however, the rise of Britain as the
dominant imperial power and trading nation drew the Australian and
(after the British occupation of the Cape in 1806) the South African
colonies, into its imperial and international networks of capital,
investment and trade. This provided a stimulus to agricultural,
pastoral and manufacturing production. ‘By the end of the century’,
writes Denoon:

the settler societies had all felt the exhilaration of pulling in
capital investment hand over fist, drawing migrants by
the thousands, laying railway tracks into the remotest interior,
shovelling minerals furiously, harvesting grain by millions of
tons, slaughtering thousands of stock, and enjoying per capita
incomes that were the envy of the world.!3

Land was cleared for agriculture, temperate grasslands turned over to
intensive grazing and planting, European livestock was introduced
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with wool to become the critical common product (in Australasia
there had previously been no hoofed animals). Native animals were
hunted, sometimes to extinction, and mining dissected and cut open
the earth. In southern Africa, as William Beinart has argued:

the intensity of competition between settler and African
communities over natural resources and the increasingly
powerful hold of settlers over production and the instruments of
state, ensured that any state attempt to regulate the environment
became a deeply politicized issue.!*

Physical contestation over land between imperial invaders and
indigenous inhabitants was, in both South Africa and Australia,
bound up with culturally different spatial concepts about the
environment. In southern Africa, for instance, the colonial emphasis
was on dividing land in accordance with models drawn from
industrialized and capitalist Europe, so that there were separate areas
with exclusive functions such as forestry, game reserves and farming.
This clashed with African ideas of flexible land use and multi-purpose
common land.'® David Bunn’s chapter discusses the imposition of two
such interrelating spatial divisions in Natal: the sugar estate and the
game reserve. Bunn shows how the sugar baron, William Campbell,
after destroying the lush tropical flora around the Umgeni River to
create sugar plantations, moved to the Transvaal bushveld. There he
recreated at the Mala Mala game reserve both ‘nature” and ‘natural
man’ in an artificial hunting space, which admitted no freely
operating hunters or farmers but only ‘a narrow spectrum of docile,
colourful subaltern personalities” and a quaint, colourful and invented
ethnicity.

The Mala Mala reserve provides an example of how such
conservation initiatives must be situated within broader political
policies. As Beinart and Coates observe concerning South Africa’s
parks and reserves: ‘Today’s parks remain a powerful cultural
statement fusing notions of nature and nation.”'® Nor can all this be
separated from the colonial discourse on race. The increasing
dominance of Social Darwinism and attitudes of white superiority by
the middle of the nineteenth century meant that Africans were
constructed as the unscientific over-exploiters of the environment,
while in Australia Aborigines were falsely portrayed as nomads who
failed to manage or harvest the land.!”

During the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the culture of British
imperialism radiated outwards to what were conceived as the distant
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points of Empire, while those points in turn pressed back upon the
centre in often unacknowledged and unrecognized ways.'® The lands
and peoples of South Africa and Australia, as well as those of other
British possessions such as New Zealand, Canada and, of course,
India, assumed a prominent role within the British imagination. These
colonies featured as an often undifferentiated colonial backdrop in
British popular culture; the adventures of Empire were variously told
in publications like the Boys Own Paper and the genre of colonial
romance. The new societies of South Africa and Australia provided
imaginative spaces for the playing out of fantasies—particularly male
fantasies—born from the social and geographical constrictions of old
Europe.

The world of Empire with its white hunters and obsequious blacks,
ambiguously savage and exotic, became the stage for numerous
Empire novels, the most famous being H. Rider Haggard’s King
Solomon’s Mines (1885) set in ‘Kekuanaland’, a thinly disguised
northern Zululand." Similar romances were produced from within the
colonial spaces themselves; there were, for instance, distinctive
Australian romances which allowed play for the colonial, and again
usually male, imagination.? Just as Africa was seen as a ‘heart of
darkness’, the Australian centre was seen as a dark, unknowable
void. Indeed, until the mid-nineteenth century, European exploration
in Australia was preoccupied with discovering an inland lake or sea.
By the 1880s and 1890s, a number of bizarre stories with echoes of
Haggard appeared, telling of lost white civilizations and treasures in
the heart of Australia. They were, though, far from simply derivative,
as the image of the empty centre, and the threatening bush, had force
as a constant, nervous theme in white Australian culture. This sense
of deep insecurity and alienation from the Australian environment,
and the melancholia induced by the bush, is reflected some in
Australian settler literature and art, and is discussed in Sue Rowley’s
chapter on madness and the bush in Australian fiction. ‘Taming the
land” in Australia, as well as in South Africa, involved not only the
technicalities of agriculture, mining and suchlike, but making links
between identity and the environment.

The fluidity of culture, capital and people between Britain and its
colonies, and between the colonies themselves, had implications for
the formation of government policies across the Empire. Imperial
administrators often moved from one colony to the other, leaving
their names, or those of their wives, scattered arbitrarily over
‘undomesticated’ territories geographically distant from each other.
Sir George Grey, for instance, (1812-98) was the Governor of South
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Australia, New Zealand (twice) and the Cape Colony; Sir Frederick
Broome (1842-96) farmed in New Zealand and held senior
government posts in Natal and Mauritius before being appointed
governor of Western Australia in 1883. Civil and military employees
were accompanied by their families as they served throughout the
Empire. The observations of life in South Africa and Western
Australia by Broome’s wife, Lady Mary Anne Barker, are examined in
Gillian Whitlock’s chapter, where she fascinatingly highlights the
voice of the sharply observing women who wrote themselves into a
particular colonial history and, as in Barker’s case, made important
connections between places within the Empire. It was, however, male
colonial administrators who interpreted, changed and carried out
policy; they brought political, social and racial ideas learnt from
experience in one colonial situation to another and adapted these—
sometimes radically—in response to localized conditions.

It was not only colonial officials and their families who took new
ideas and impressions with them as they travelled throughout the
British world. Indentured labourers from India were brought to South
Africa from the 1860s, and were to have a significant effect on that
country’s social and political history. Furthermore, the lure of land,
gold, business interest, and adventure that had attracted European
immigrants to the Australasian or southern African colonies in the
first place, also stimulated the intra-colonial migration of white
settlers between these two southern parts of the Empire. Economic
depression in eastern Australia during the 1890s resulted in increased
emigration from the Australian colonies to New Zealand, Paraguay or
South Africa.?! And other bonds within the British Empire were
forged by imperial loyalty. The Anglo-Boer war of 1899-1902 brought
more than 16,000 Australian ‘Bushmen’ to South Africa to fight in
British and colonial contingents.?> Many Australian soldiers chose to
remain in South Africa, working mainly in the Witwatersrand gold
mines. These immigrants brought with them a tradition of Australian
trade unionism, and often racist ideas towards Asian and African
labour which were significant in the early development of the South
African union movement and Labour Party.

Immigration within the ‘southern British world” decreased during
the twentieth century due to economic factors—although by the 1970s
and 1980s Australia had become a favoured destination for white
South African immigrants. Nonetheless, the experience of Pearl
Adams, mother of one of the editors, was not unique. Pearl was born
in England in 1910, migrated to Australia on the S.S. Demosthenes with
her mother in 1925, married and lived in Ceylon, then moved to South
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Africa and finally returned to England in the early 1970s. Her
experiences included key moments in the national memory of each
country: she was present at the opening of Sydney Harbour Bridge
and, as the train passed through the little border town she lived in in
South Africa, was part of the team that provided ‘refreshments for the
troops’ during the Second World War. There was, therefore, the
dispersal of men and women whose lives held vivid experiences of
both places. But as immigration between South Africa and Australia
decreased in the early twentieth century, these decades also saw the
rise of different forms of colonial nationalisms, the growth of black
African nationalism, and the emergence of different forms of settler
identification with the land, in these two settler societies.?’

MEMORY, SPACE AND NATION

[There is] an elaborate frame through which our adult eyes
survey the landscape... Before it can ever be a repose for
the senses, landscape is the work of the mind. Its scenery is
built up as much from strata of memory as from layers of
rock.

Simon Schama, Landscape and Memory

The way in which discordant memories or slipping ‘frames’
accommodate each other plays a crucial part in the emergence of any
sense of a unitary national culture. In the Australian and South
African contexts, Simon Schama’s words on landscape, cited above,
need to be read alongside an awareness of the presence of conflicting
or at least overlaid memories in the make-up of ‘the nation’.** As
Schama also notes, national identity “‘would lose much of its ferocious
enchantment without the mystique of a particular landscape
tradition, its topography, mapped, elaborated and enriched as a
homeland’.?®

The example of Bruce Beresford’s 1980 Australian film about the
Anglo-Boer war, Breaker Morant, in which the South Australian
landscape is substituted for that of the eastern Transvaal (now part of
the renamed province of Mpumalanga), points to a striking ‘double
vision’ and a shared imperial history. The terrain of the South
Australian outback may appear (at least from a distance) to be similar
to the South African veld, but it does not hold the deep memory of the
Anglo-Boer war that the actual place does. There are cultural
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differences in terms of landscape and memory between the two
regions.

Moreover, within the two regions the inhabitants, white and black,
very frequently have contrasting and conflicting memories of the
same place. This constitutes, however, far more than the co-existence
of dissonant memories; it points to quite different perceptions of the
land itself. Liz Gunner’s chapter highlights the different memories—
and languages—that are used in staking out a sense of belonging to
land, and to place. Her chapter deals with a theme that surfaces
continually in this collection: the journey, and the possession and
dispossession of the land. In Nguni and Sotho oral poetry of the early
nineteenth century, a sense of belonging is established through
multiple references to place. It is not a settled poetry, but one turning
on restless movement, skirmishes, conquests. This is a reminder that
the state of ‘migrancy” seen by Homi Bhabha as a phenomenon of the
post-colonial moment and the metropolitan centres of America and
Europe, is also embedded, as Aijaz Ahmad has claimed, in much
older histories.?

Sue Rowley’s chapter also discusses the spatial metaphor of the
journey and makes the important point that emergent nationalisms
turn constantly for the confirmation of identity to reified imaginings of
the land, or in Schama’s sense, a ‘homeland’. Rowley demonstrates
how nationalist Australian bush mythology of the 1890s ‘represents
national landscapes through a specific and limited experience of the
land’, and how the journey towards nationhood infuses the narratives
of explorers, pioneers and bushmen with the potency of the quest.

These issues of memories of the land and national identity are also
brought out in Sarah Nuttall's essay on the recent South African
novels by Elleke Boehmer and Damon Galgut. The South African
writing Nuttall discusses mocks and undercuts the established
discourses around the land; and like Rowley, Nuttall teases out the
interconnections between gendered representations of land and
nationalism. She puts before the reader the alternative
literary strategies that Boehmer and Galgut adopt in the landscapes
and characters they create. Both authors dislocate the old connections
of gender, power and land in their presentations of an anti-hero and
anti-heroine in the unbounded spaces of the Namibian desert and the
flat western hinterland of southern Africa. Both fictions also point to
the need to rethink images of the land in the uncertain times of new
nationalisms and national boundaries.
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THE RACIALIZING AND GENDERING OF SPACE

In the public sphere of state policy, it is in the area of race relations
that the distinctions and similarities between South Africa and
Australia emerge most clearly. The final section of this introduction
turns to the interactions between race, gender and power in the
definitions and representations of these southern lands. Both
countries share some common historical and cultural features in the
ways that space has been racialized and sexualized, although the
extremities of the policies of apartheid resulted in unique spatial
configurations within South African society.

The British invasion and possession of the Australian continent was
based on the (British) legal dictum of terra nullius: that the land was
uninhabited, empty of people. From the late eighteenth century,
indigenous populations of Australia were driven from their lands,
defeated in bloody frontier warfare, and killed by the spread of
European diseases. Estimates of Aboriginal populations in 1788 range
between 750,000 and 3 million, but in any case had fallen to only 50,
000 by 1900. In South Africa, apart from the southwest of the country,
the far greater indigenous population meant that white settlers were
always outnumbered by Africans. On the east coast, the defiant Xhosa
resisted thrust upon thrust of settler intrusion and were pushed, with
difficulty, further north during a number of frontier wars.?” In the
early decades of the nineteenth century, Dutch hunters and trekboers
moved northwards from the Cape Colony, by this time a British
possession, and became the major agents of settler expansion.?® The
settlers wreaked havoc and destruction on indigenous African
societies, which were themselves in a state of great flux during what
was known as the ‘mfecane’.? The image of the embattled Boer laager
—the wagons tied together in a circle as protection from the attacking
regiments of black warriors—became a standard emblem of emergent
Afrikaner nationalism from the late nineteenth century onwards.>
But in numerical terms what was to become, particularly after the
National Party election victory in 1948, an entrenched white
hegemony always remained a minority which never exceeded more
than 21 per cent of the total population, and by the 1990s accounted
for only 14 per cent.

Governments in both South Africa and Australia institutionalized
policies of racial segregation and discrimination from the nineteenth
century onwards. To keep Australia ‘for the white man’, in the words
of the slogan of the influential Bulletin magazine, the first legislation
passed by the new Federal parliament of 1901 was the Immigration
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Restriction Act, popularly known as the White Australia Policy. When
the four South African colonies formed the Union of South Africa in
1910, the new constitution gave the white minority a monopoly of
political representation. Australian Prime Minister Andrew Fisher,
who visited South Africa at this time, noted the difference between
the two settler colonies. Because of the size of the black African
population, Fisher believed that South Africa could never ‘become, in
the Australian sense, a white man’s country. It must always be a black
man’s country, ruled over by an aristocracy of white labour.”*! In
Australia, however, such an ‘aristocracy’ had ruled over 62,000
Melanesian indentured labourers on the Queensland sugar
plantations until 1904, and persisted on the remote pastoral stations
of northern Australia, with their unpaid Aboriginal workforce, until
the 1960s. Nonetheless, by the early twentieth century Australian
society was almost entirely of Anglo-Celtic origin (this was to alter due
to immigration towards the century’s close). The indigenous minority
were subjected to policies of racial exclusion, segregation and control.

South Africa was, indeed, a ‘black man’s country’—and the
gendering of the epithet is also, of course, of great significance. The
management of race relations and the maintenance of white
supremacy in the interests of capitalist expansion were central to
South African state power. This meant that all residential,
commercial, agricultural and industrial space was racially determined
and controlled. An exhibition of documents at the University of the
Witwatersrand during 1994 powerfully demonstrated the extent to
which space in South Africa in the apartheid era was linked not only
to race but to language. Maps of the Johannesburg urban area, maps of
locations (apartheid-era sites for African urban living), municipal
documents, photographs and recorded testimonies were placed on
view. A typical letter, written in the register of officialese, from
the Johannesburg Municipal Council Locations Department to the
Director of Native Labour referred to ‘Segregation: Native Urban
Areas Act of 1923":

I send you herewith for your information and necessary action, a
list of natives who have left together with a list of those who
have taken up accommodation at the Western Native Township,
Wemmer Native Barracks, Salisbury and Jubilee Compound.

The names that followed show the standard brutal erasure of black
African identities: Dixon 340,141; Johannes 1,430,259; Jim 1,132,091
and so on.*? The Exhibition notes pointed out how urban planning
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thus utilized the lines of the map as a technical means of politically
defining space.®® Cemeteries were segregated; spaces for sleeping
could be withdrawn at the stroke of a bureaucratic pen wielded by the
white hostel superintendent; passes both curtailed and allowed
physical movement.* South African writers, such as those in the
Drum magazine group of the 1950s and early 1960s, have lampooned,
documented and satirized what they saw as spatial madness. Yet
simultaneously, black locations and townships such as Soweto
became places that sustained distinctive African cultural identities,
and were the sites of vigorous resistance to the apartheid state.

Two of the chapters in this book, those by Abner Nyamende and
Dorothy Driver, discuss the writing that arose from the black
experience of racialized urban space. Driver analyses the writings in
Drum magazine during the 1950s and examines the ways that rural
African patriarchal structures were reconstructed in new, urban
formations and the pivotal space that was accorded to the
representation of the African woman in these negotiations. She
explores spatial gender configurations and defines a moment when a
different African space, a different relationship between the rural past
and urban present, and between blacks and whites, opened up in
Drum, only to be closed over again in later years.

Abner Nyamende’s reading of Modikwe Dikobe’s novel The Marabi
Dance, like Driver’s paper, is also concerned with identities divided
between the legacies of a rural past and a harsh urban present. It
focuses on the way each space, particularly for a black woman,
implied a starkly different identity. Nyamende explores the questions
raised by Dikobe concerning the tensions caused by the fact that
recently urbanized blacks had been severed from their rural heritage,
and were unable to own the lands they ‘belonged to” in either the rural
or urban space.

Rob Nixon’s chapter on the author Bessie Head explores the
division between rural and urban identities in apartheid South Africa,
and tackles the configuration of woman, land and nation from
another perspective. Head adopted a southern African identity which
was based on a rural transnationalism. These ‘southern spaces’, Nixon
argues, offset Head’s estrangement from national and Pan-Africanist
movements, and her writing reflected and recreated regenerative
traditions of cultural syncretism. In this way, Head’s work opens up
the possibility of a southern African literature, a literary space that is
more than the sum of the region’s national literatures, but is
connected across national borders.



INTRODUCTION 15

In Australia, space and land ownership were also prescribed in
terms of race and power. Dispossessed of their traditional lands
during the nineteenth century, Aborigines were driven to missions
and reserves. White institutions and officials regulated all facets of
their lives, including physical movement. Under the policy of
assimilation, the long-term practice of removing Aboriginal children
from their mothers and sending them to state institutions to be trained
as domestic servants and labourers provided a particularly insidious
form of spatial and social control. The racial segregation of residential
space and public services was a feature of Australian country towns,
and was highlighted in the ‘Freedom Rides” by political activists
throughout New South Wales during the 1960s. In 1967, Aborigines
and Torres Strait Islanders were granted the rights of citizenship, and
subsequent anti-discrimination legislation has technically removed
racial segregation. In addition, various legislation culminating in the
Native Title Act of 1993 has also recognized some indigenous claims
to land. Nonetheless, the disproportionate number of Aborigines who
are incarcerated in Australian gaols or are unemployed suggests that
space—both in Australia and South Africa—now needs to be
conceptualized in terms of social justice and access to the political
structures and institutions of the state.

Many of the chapters in this collection examine the contestations
between indigenous and European populations over the naming,
ownership and symbolic currency of land in South Africa and
Australia. Nhlanhla Maake examines the imagery of national flags
and anthems in the ‘old” and ‘new’ South Africa, and the names given
to South African cities and black townships. He reminds us of the
competing claims to the land and nation expressed through
the imperial languages of English and Afrikaans as well as through
African languages.

Terence Ranger examines the production of competing symbols and
myths of two very different sacred spaces, comparing two ‘rocky
icons” in Australia and southern Africa: Uluru (Ayers Rock) and the
Matopos. In both cases foreign, European names have been imposed
on these landforms. Ranger finds parallels in the colonial histories of
South Africa and Australia, and suggests that the concept of
transcontinental ‘southern spaces’ within the sphere of British
imperialism and white domination can provide a useful analytical
framework. However, Ranger argues, the points of difference which
emerge in a study of the present negotiations over the ownership and
identity of the two sacred places of Uluru and the Matapos also mark
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the historical and cultural difference inherent in Australia and
southern African society and academic discourse.

The chapter by Tony Birch, like that by Nhlanhla Maake,
foregrounds the importance of names and the contestations
surrounding these items of crucial symbolic capital. He discusses the
controversy surrounding the restoration of the Aboriginal name
‘Gariwerd” to the Grampians National Park in Victoria in recent
years. Birch examines the arguments mounted by white opponents to
the name restoration, and hence the recognition of a prior and
continuing Aboriginal presence in the region, and the subsequent
decision by government and tourist authorities to reverse the name
change. Birch reflects on the naming practices of the nineteenth-
century surveyor and explorer of the region, Major Thomas Mitchell,
to demonstrate the relationship, referred to earlier in this introduction,
between possessing and naming land.

Space—and place—in South Africa and Australia were, and are, not
only racialized but also gendered, and this emerges as a consistent
theme across many of the essays in this book. Just as the politics of
identity and difference are gendered, so too are the institutional and
private practices that socially constitute space. Recent feminist
analyses are challenging the universalist dichotomy between private
(women’s) and public (men’s) spaces by arguing that such clear
distinctions ignore the significance of race and class.?® Feminist
scholarship has also emphasized the gendered perceptions of the
imperial beholder, and the complicity of European women in the
broader project of European colonialism.3¢ Sara Mills, for instance, has
argued that the production and reception of women’s travel writing
during the height of the British Empire was constructed through
the shifting discourses of gender and race in the metropolitan and
colonial spheres.?’

The observations of nineteenth-century European women travellers
are examined in Kerryn Goldsworthy’s analytically bold study of the
shipboard experiences of female emigrants to Australia, in Gillian
Whitlock’s examination of Lady Barker’s responses to Natal and
Western Australia from her privileged position as a senior colonial
official’s wife, and in Michelle Adler’s chapter on the differing South
African experiences of British writers Florence Dixie and Sarah
Heckford. Adler looks at the cultural and literary spaces which
opened up for such colonial women travellers, and reveals the
tensions implicit in their engagement with Empire and masculine
narrative conventions. The spaces that were opened up for them
remained marginal and, interestingly, Adler shows that their
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portrayals of Africa and African society centred on the theme of
possession and dispossession of the landscape.

White women like Lady Barker, Florence Dixie and Sarah Heckford
were signifiers of European civilization in the settler colonies. They
were also, as McClintock suggests, ‘boundary’ figures and thus
ambiguous markers of colonial identity.?® The ‘ferocious
enchantment” and cultural ambiguity attached to the colonial white
woman is suggested in Kate Darian-Smith’s chapter in this collection
on the transgressions—in terms of sex and racial purity—of
‘captivity’ narratives in the Australian context. The myth of the white
woman ‘captured” by non-white peoples was deeply connected to a
sense of both danger and security in the white settler mentality.
Darian-Smith’s study of the (lost) white woman of Gippsland during
the 1840s argues that she became ‘the symbolic wife or daughter of
every white settler, an idealized representative of European woman-
hood in a hostile land’. She shows how a counter-narrative of racial
integration and inter-racial sexuality plays upon and disturbs white
cultural expectations, and undercuts the dominant account of
woman, mother and nation.

Sophie Watson’s chapter ‘Spaces of the “Other”” examines the
spatial ramifications of multiculturalism in contemporary Australian
society. This is the only essay in this collection which introduces a new
cultural dimension into the social jostlings over space: that of the
various non-dominant migrant communities that exist in South Africa,
and to a far greater extent, in modern Australia. Watson describes
how, in the ethnically diverse suburbs of western Sydney, recent
immigrant communities compete with longer-term Anglo Celtic
residents for recognition and territory. She notes how cultural
differences can be perceived by the dominant society as either exotic
or threatening, and cites the example of the Vietnamese community at
Cabramatta which was initially viewed by dominant Australian
society as a cultural threat, and then as an exotic place, attracting
tourists and generating income.

Every chapter in this book has constituted itself around inter-
locking, and sometimes contesting, notions of space and place; around
colonial discourses and post-colonial theories; and around a variety of
cultural texts produced in Australia and South Africa, as well as in
metropolitan centres. The ideas and concepts raised here about land,
literature and history in South Africa and Australia will, we hope,
provide sufficient energy and impetus for a rich new body of
comparative work: this is something that both southern spaces, and
the field of post-colonial studies, undoubtedly deserve.
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1
TURNING THE TABLES —OR,

GROUNDING POST-COLONIALISM
Paul Carter

If the true is what is grounded, then the ground is not true,
nor yet false.
Ludwig Wittgenstein, On Certainty'

At the end of my The Lie of the Land, reflecting on the difficulties that
attend negotiations between colonizing and colonized peoples, even
where common interests have apparently been identified, some
questions are posed: “We could do worse than begin by reflecting on
the mechanism of the negotiating table and the model of
communication it implies. What does the polished, horizontal surface
hoisted off the ground signify? What history of violence does its
pretence of smoothness, its equalisation of places, conceal? We could
do worse than ask: when did we in the West leave the ground?’? Even
this brief extract gives some indication of that book’s argument, and
there is no reason to repeat it here. Rather than recapitulate the
proposition that a new, possibly post-colonial polity depends on
evolving a different poetics of exchange, it might be useful here to
ground as it were that last seemingly rhetorical flourish.

Perhaps we are to take it literally. Edwardian writer, Richard
Church, reports in his autobiography that as an asthmatic, somewhat
imaginative child he possessed the power of self-levitation, being
capable when emotional and psychological need required to raise
himself off the ground and steer about the picture-rails, bumping
against cornices like a party balloon; this gift survived well into
puberty.? Perhaps there is a Freudian explanation for these flights of
fancy in late Victorian households. How common were they? Why in
our own day are these experiences of flying only confessed to in
dreams? The gloomy, over-furnished interiors of suburban London
frame Church’s little theatre of the double as eccentric: but perhaps in
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flying, in gently nosing about the idling air, he felt reconnected to his
soul. Perhaps an intuition that floorboards and linoleum were mask-
grounds under which another ground suffocated contributed to his
difficulty in breathing. Another thought: when did rubber balloons
first become part of childhood’s fantasy vocabulary? What flights of
fancy are sublimated in their coloured clouds? What listlessness, what
ground deprivation, is mirrored there?

The domestic interior’s theatrical floors, planar, rectangular, have
as their architectural corollary upright doorways and squared-off
windows. A morality of posture is implied, as the definition of self-
possession is erectness of carriage, directness of gait. Steps and
staircases are not out of place, they help to notate this planar
environment: they make concrete the digitization of movement, its
arithmetic divorce from the dance. The tedium of floors, their
forgetfulness! To occupy their ground is to be ‘off’ the ground: to be
‘off’ the ground, alive to the fluid mechanics of the air’s transport,
may be to be grounded—not only in the privately therapeutic way
Church experienced. To stand erect, proud, to walk in straight lines —
the ordinary counterpoise of left and right assimilated to the
monotony of the perambulating wheel—externalizes a sense of
paranoia, fear that the ground is hostile, conspires to trip and stumble.

These domestic musings appear to have little to do with the
mundane drama of colonization. But what is the object of the
colonist’s “first step’? It is to mark a line in the ground, to open a
clearing, to remove obstacles.* The reductio ad absurdum of this
theatricalization of the ground—its transformation into the tabula rasa
of space which, by virtue of its palpable emptiness, licenses the
colonist’s usurpation of it—occurs in the seventeenth-century writer
Gabriel de Foigny’s utopian fable of the Great Southern Land: on
asking the inhabitants of this tabula rasa country where the mountains
are, he is told that they have all been flattened.> But to stay with
Victorian England: the intimate history of lost grounds is cognate with
the history of imperialism. Domestic interiors reproduced the
interiors of exotic countries; they were populated with sub-rational
beings—spirit doubles, unruly children, illnesses and unhappinesses,
that, as Edmund Gosse’s childhood portrait poignantly reminds
us, had to be confronted and exorcized.

The Victorian table was not only the place where the eight-year-old
Gosse leaned over the shallow pan of sea-water, investigating the
minute surface for novel forms of life—an activity whose satisfaction
consisted, it seems, in its resemblance to the boy’s persistent fantasy
of amphibious release: ‘My great desire was to walk out over the sea
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as far as I could, and then lie flat on it, face downwards, and peer into
the depths.”® The table had another side. Perhaps the very blandness
of its upper surface promoted nausea, disequilibrium, a fear of what
might lie concealed underneath. Not by chance did the spirit visitants
to the seance first make their presence known by rapping the
underside of the table. More generally, the mournful sideboards and
wardrobes of those times were the medium’s essential décor. Without
their gloomy photographic recesses, their locks and sliding doors,
their false bottoms and surprising mirrors, where would the
‘Aladdins’ and ‘Gypsies’ be summoned from, where disappear to?

Those summoned to materialize themselves were various: recently
departed relatives, historical figures; and, more libidinally appealing,
instances of the primitive—carelessly arranged nursing mothers,
diamante-bedecked Indian slaves, ebony-burnished warriors. These
pre-televisual domestic charades, with their repertoire of disembodied
hands, overturning goblets and discarded garments, gave the
participants a sensation of getting in contact with what was missing
from their lives, the unconscious, say.” But contact was, as in the
colonial situation, inquisitorial, one-sided. The medium and her
helpers put the questions, as conquistadors, missionaries and
government officals did: spirits, like natives, were endlessly being
asked their names, as if their existence were in doubt. Those who
were credible were those who knew best how to act the role assigned
to them, and could discover amazing coincidences between their
experiences, their memories, interests and range of acquaintance, and
those of their questioners. If called upon to materialize themselves,
they had to imitate other expectations: to know how to slip through
curtains, how to trim the lamp, to throw a shadow on a frosted pane.
Like circus performers, conjured to occupy the debatable land
between being and non-being, they needed to mimic the spiritualists’
melodramatic imaginary if they were to ring true.

The phrase ‘debatable land’, from an early map of the Port Phillip
region in what was to become Victoria, Australia, once furnished me
with a chapter title and a theme: land without a name can still
be talked about, it provides an in-between zone, an invitation to
dialogue.® It suggests that frontier rhetoric is only one way of
conceptualizing land rights and their protection; in Aboriginal
cultures liminal areas where neighbouring peoples can negotiate
across difference, can as the case demands exchange and incorporate
each other’s cultural practices, are vital to maintaining peaceful
relations. But what of the West? In this culture, with its in-between
zones where the ground has yet to be named, the notion of the
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enclosed seem to have been internalized, transferred from the physical
to the psychic realm. Two books published around 1870, said to be
amongst the most convincing in demonstrating the reality of psychic
phenomena rejoice in the titles Footfalls on the Boundary of Another
World and The Debatable Land between this World and the Next.?

In a chapter of his life-story called ‘Psychical’, the author of King
Solomon’s Mines, Rider Haggard, records a number of ‘dream-
pictures’ that seem to him to have had telepathic origins. Among
these is a series of ‘tableaux’ apparently recapitulating the history of
humankind from its humblest beginnings ‘in the mouth of a cavern’,
to the pomp and decadence of an Egyptian palace. Rider Haggard
wonders whether these are proof of ‘Racial memories of events that
had happened to forefathers’—an instance, it seems, of Haeckel’s
biological theory of ontogeny recapitulating phylogeny occurring in
the psychic realm. These dioramic dream tableaux have a suggestive
bearing on Rider Haggard's ‘fictions of empire’ as his romances have
been called, but their interest here lies in the sequel: when Rider
Haggard described them to Sir Oliver Lodge, a man who regarded the
‘etheric medium’ as equally amenable to radio and spirit
communication, the latter remarked disappointingly, that he could
make nothing of them as ‘he lacked imagination”.!’

The men who, in the second half of the nineteenth century,
interested themselves in mesmerism, in spiritualism, in the occult, in
the workings of the unconscious, prided themselves on their lack of
imagination. They stood firmly on the parquet floor of Positivism,
interested in obtaining the indisputable facts. They declined to be
taken in, made it a point of honour not to be overtaken by any form of
sympathetic identification. Their position was not even fully
‘scientific’ in the sense of implying the furnishing of provisional
theories. They preferred to see with a child’s eyes, without prejudice
or the blinkers of premature rationalization. The puppet ‘others’ thus
conjured up, with their hidden wires, their sub-vocal clatter, their
dismal repertoire of circus-tricks, reflected—were the mimics— of this
emotional (and spiritual) infantilism. These men so keen to step over
the border into the country of the unconscious seemed indifferent to
the emotional and aesthetic poverty of the living environment they
normally inhabited. Gosse’s father took the Bible in its literal sense.
His faith might have been ‘fanatical’ but there was nothing ‘mystical’
about it; rather, it displayed ‘a rigid and iconoclastic literalness’. He
was, his son writes, ‘devoid of sympathetic imagination’.!!

But to return from the shrouded Elysium of the table’s under-world
—jungle, wigwam and cavern to generations of children hiding
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behind its ankle-long table-cloth—to the upper-world of its polished,
walnut-veneer. Trying to enter that debatable land of the spirit,
inhabited by ghosts, by doubles, by homeless spirits and echoes, these
Victorians, and their Bostonian counterparts, were self-styled
anthropologists of the mind. Commenting on the Kurnai belief that
their sorcerer or Birraark could communicate with ghosts, that his
own ancestral ghosts visited him in dreams, A.W.Howitt, in 1880,
commented, “We should be loth to reproach him with superstition
when we reflect upon the extraordinary resemblance between the
proceedings of the Birraark and the proceedings even now taking
place in the midst of our highest civilization at ‘spirit seances’.!?
Popular writers like Andrew Lang assumed a continuity between
‘savage spiritualism’, “ancient spiritualism” and contemporary psychic
research.!3

The penumbral gloom of late Victorian interiors was cultivated. The
table by the window on which resided specimens neatly labelled,
letters and magnifying glass, might come into its own when the light
streamed in. But in the evening, with the curtains drawn, another
light dawned. It was in the underworld of night, whether electrically-
illuminated or protoplasmically punctuated by gas lamps, with its
vestal flames cultured in alb-shaped columns of dusky glass, that one
could read reports from the colony; or bring one’s correspondence up
to date. But between these two realms, which technology had made
mimics of each other, the heavy furniture, the piano, the writing-desk,
the bell-jar with its feathered relics of some tropical paradise, the
Japanese screen—these belonged to debatable land. They could go
either way: into the light or into the dark. An intimate history of the
table would suggest there were more sides to it than one; the shadow
it cast was quite as telling as the surface it provided.

That the debatable land of the mind might resemble the crepuscular
hour of a middle-class Victorian household would not have surprised
Schopenhauer, who glossed the processes of falling asleep and
dreaming thus: as the brain draws the curtain on external sensations,
so it becomes aware of the ‘inner nerve-centre of organic life’—a
transition comparable to a ‘candle that begins to shine when the
evening twilight comes’.'* The mind is not a tabula rasa: it receives
external impressions, but it also projects its own images; images and
impressions may bear some relationship to each other but, as the
nature of dreams demonstrates, the organic life of the mind is a magic
lantern capable of generating and projecting its own wonderful worlds
—'we see ourselves in strange and even impossible situations. > Only
when the subject is dead to the external world ‘can the dream occur,
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just as the pictures of a magic lantern can appear only after the lights
of the room have been extinguished’.!® And the power of projection
onto that mental screen is nothing other than what the Scots call
‘second sight’.'” So, by steps, Schopenhauer could demonstrate the
reality of ‘spirit seeing’, and the phenomena of animal magnetism,
magic, sympathetic cures, ghosts and visions of all kinds, even though
they had no counterpart in external reality.

The middle-class Victorian domestic interior was una sacra rapp-
resentazione of the Victorian mind, of its unconscious as well as
conscious ‘operations’, and even of the debatable land in-between
these realms, where psychic and physical phenomena ambiguously,
sometimes promiscuously, mimicked one another. This structural
symmetry is clear, and it anticipates more intimately the resemblance
between Freud’s mental architecture and the typically tripartite
Viennese town-house. But our point is different: that, and to return to
the adolescent Richard Church, these domestic dramas, these
projections of unconscious desire, repressed a deeper anxiety— one
which their troupes of ghosts and levitating tables mimicked but
could neither name nor assuage—the anxiety of groundlessness.

Further, we can give this anxiety a historical name and a local
habitation: colonialism. Colonialism'’s raison d’étre was the eradication
of differences—the smoothing away, say, of folded grounds (cultural,
spiritual as well as topographical). But without the “other’ of its own
construction—the primitive, the irrational, even the puzzlingly factual
—colonialism had no reason to be, no place it could call its own.
Colonialism was continually pulling the carpet from under its own
feet. Without the baffingly fertile Moluccas, and its proliferation of
insect look-alikes, Wallace would have had no theory of evolution to
propound; without the unenclosed horizons of South Africa, Rider
Haggard would have had no basis for his romances. But destruction
was incipient in their imaginative transference: dissolving the ground
of difference, these men found they had nowhere to stand.

Gosse’s father specialized in the marine biology of the littoral zone;
the Devon shoreline was his little frontier: “‘We burst in, he used to
say, where no one had ever thought of intruding before.” But the
sequel was dismal: ‘The fairy paradise has been violated, the exquisite
product of centuries of natural selection has been crushed under the
rough paw of well-meaning, idle-minded curiosity...my Father...had
by the popularity of his books acquired direct responsibility for a
calamity that he never anticipated.”'® Rider Haggard and Wallace,
though politically divergent, both devoted much of their own post-
colonial energies to domestic land reform; while their
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recommendations were superficially different, they identified the same
fundamental problem: how in a period of organized population
displacement, not least to the colonies, to ground Englishmen locally.
And at home, as in the British colonies, the symptom of
groundlessness was the same: the disappearance of unenclosed, still
debatable land.

The problem was even subtler: to revive a regime of small-
holdings, as Rider Haggard desired to see, meant, in effect, returning
the larger farms created by a century of Enclosure Acts to an earlier
condition. It meant the active encouragement of local difference, even
in a sense a return to the picturesquely primitive. It is as if to arrest
the ‘ominous migration of the blood and sinew of the race” and “to
keep folk in the country’” England must be recolonized rationally,
learning from the colonial experience overseas.!” In pursuit of
individual ownership Wallace went further, wishing to see the land
nationalized. But again this regrounding of the rural prole-tariat,
which had been colonized and thrown off its land by the larger
landowners, contained the seeds of its own destruction: against the
pseudo-selection of the land manipulated by powerful interests,
Wallace recommended a system of ‘natural selection’, in which the
survival of the fittest small-holders guaranteed the productivity of the
land.?° But his own logic dictated that this must lead to ‘progress’, to a
marked population increase and, if a Malthusian apocalypse was to
be deferred, to the clearing and cultivation of every last acre of ‘jungle’
in order to accommodate this newly enfranchised and vigorous
citizenry.

Like Rider Haggard, Wallace conceived of this process as a going-
back to origins, one whose appeal was as much emotional as political:
comparing the arithmetically colonized landscape of the United States
unfavourably with the ungridded and irregular lie of the English
rural scene, Wallace wrote warmly of ‘The slow development of
agriculture and of settlement which renders our country picturesque
and beautiful; the narrow winding lanes, following the contours of
the ground; the ever-varying size of the enclosures, and their
naturally curved boundaries.”?! There were, it seems, enclosures and
Enclosures: the former corresponded to the landscape of his early
childhood, the latter to early manhood when, as a surveyor’s
assistant, he had actively assisted in the land enclosure process. But
pre-Enclosure enclosures, though less rigidly ruled, were not
‘grounded’: protected by property laws, they inscribed a history of
division. Wallace’s sympathetic identification was an act of affiliation
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rather than filiation, reflecting the vulnerability he felt in not being
able to identify his own genealogy, to ground himself differently.

Glossing the passage from The Lie of the Land in this way may not
enable us to fix the date when our ungrounding commenced, but it
helps define its historical meaning. To be groundless was to
masquerade as being everywhere: the colonial mind was a citizen of
the entire intellectual world, atopic, occupying the transcendental
plain of its own reason. By the same token it was surrounded on every
side by abysses and cliffs or, more insidiously, by swamps or sands
that hovered ambiguously between the solid and the liquid, and were
famously the source of miasmatic spirits. Essentially, to be
ungrounded was to lose touch with one’s human and physical
surroundings; it was to become an echoing shell, an antenna eye. It
was to experience the nightmare of autogenesis, the realm of mirrors.
No wonder that in these unnatural circumstances men and women
were overwhelmed by a nostalgia for the ‘other” which, being unable
to confess as a condition of their daily coming into being, was
sublimated into the realm of the spiritual.

In this way, producing their psychic rabbits out of the medium
magician’s hat, they could simultaneously admit their existential
anxiety and perpetuate the myth of phoenix-like self production.
Everywhere the West colonized it found disturbing evidence of
ghosts; of magic rituals, totemic superstitions; of sorcerers who could
fly. These reports were eagerly studied—witness the prolific and
widely influential labours of Edward Tylor or J.G.Frazer—but the
West, or at least north European nineteenth-century intellectuals,
could not admit that anything lay outside its ken. It was as if in order
to rationalize these ethnographic data it had to shift them into
the realm of its own collective psychic experience, and retrospectively
to discover within its own unconscious (a department of knowledge
especially opened to deal with the new information) precedents for
what was now being reported. The West had already gone through
this; what spiritualism represented was a sympathetic revisiting of the
early psychic history of the Aryan people, designed to substantiate, to
ground the ideology of autogenetic progress.

To return to the table—which was never merely passive and, at
least after 1853,%2 given to turning of its own accord, stamping its feet
and hospitably harbouring a veritable host of spirits predominantly
of the species spiritus percutiens. In triangulating between the
European discovery of the Unconscious, the cathexis of historical
experience it symbolized, and the facts of colonization which
constituted the core experience of the ‘Other’ thus conveniently
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internalized and once again projected as a collective self-discovery,
table-turning also has its place. The conditions necessary for its
animation depended on overcoming an inhibition which was as much
scientific as emotional, and which involved the earnest taxonomist
and tabulator in a contradiction: without a sympathetic identification
with the subject of his enquiry, how was the student of knowledge to
gain a purchase on the world? How enter in to it? Evidently he had to
go beyond himself. But by what means? How, without sacrificing his
autonomy of viewpoint and judgement, was he to place himself
inside the phenomena he wished to study, and so comprehend their
reason? And then, if he went beyond himself, daring to “participate” in
the life of the other, how was he to retain self-consciousness?

Holding hands was a practical answer: the chain of touching people
seated round the table signified the resolution of this paradox.
Puzzled by Plato’s concept of the Forms, Parmenides wanted to know
whether they were One or Many; was a Form present in the class of
objects formed in its likeness? If so, had it suffered self-division? If
not, was it really transcendent? The concept of methexis or
participation proposed by Plato was intriguing, but mystical rather
than logical.?®> But in north London parlours methexis was regularly
achieved as the players round the table became simultaneously one
and many, in the process achieving a breakthrough into a higher, or
perhaps lower, realm of knowledge, one that had previously been
confined to the underworld of the unconscious.

Again these scientifically-licensed excursions into a realm where
the intangible became tangible—not perhaps without a certain erotic
frisson—had a context: they seemed to gloss, if not anticipate, late
Victorian speculations about the origins of religion. The rings of
studious, nervously perspiring men and women crouched about the
percussive table were a slowed-down parody of those chains of
dancing maenads, the handmaidens of Dionysus, whose erotic figures
beat the ground, making physically present the primitive ‘group soul'.
In the name of science they took part in a group-experience which not
only recapitulated the beginnings of Western art and drama before
the autochthonous genii loci were colonized, Olympianized and
individuated as migratory cult-heroes: it found its contemporary
counterpart in the totemic ceremonies of the Aranda of central
Australia.?* Or, better, they engaged in a thoroughly post-modern
pastiche of these things—with this rider: that the pastiche was
probably unconscious.

In more ways than one the off-the-ground table inscribes, shapes
and writes the other history of colonialism—that shadow narrative of
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domestic spaces where the colonized world was being dreamed,
theorized, modelled and re-enacted. An enlarged account along these
lines might be a useful corrective to Gaston Bachelard’s wonderfully
poetic evocations of similar spaces in France: for the histories these
rooms contained were not only cosmic but colonial, fateful in a more
than individual sense. If they raised the solitary dreamer up, so that
he could seem to be a visitor to a distant planet, they also dragged him
down with their collection of lengthening shadows and airless
retreats. Their physical enclosure mirrored— doubled and legitimated
—his own ideological and historical enclosure. But these facts did not
find their significance in the unconscious; they were not to be
grounded in a new pseudo-archaeology of the mind. They had
entirely historical provenances, in the economy of imperialism—an
economy that shared with capitalism a muystification of its own
ground, the roots of its authority and power in colonialism.

Wherever the colonizers advanced, they were mainly interested in
hearing themselves speak; the mirrors they handed over were a
deception, beguiling the time until reinforcements landed. Even in the
bush the newcomers looked through windows and imagined doors.
The pioneer ethnographer no sooner collected his native informants
than he quickly put up his other camera, the collapsible writing table,
and began writing: sheet by sheet, surface after surface, he covered
and removed—but the table, magically, did not seem sensibly
diminished.?> The colonial explorers and writers had, from the point
of view of those they colonized, no need to indulge in facile trickery:
it was not necessary to make tables leap and tremble. The tables were
turned merely by the act of writing all this down, substituting another
ground for the one they one-sidedly occupied— and, in the process,
pretending the square of light did not cast a shadow—and that the
shadow, the soul of the shadow, needed that native ground to dwell
in.

These intimate preoccupations may seem to have little to do with
the politics of the negotiating table; and it is true, to amplify further
the connections is a task well beyond the scope of this essay. Nor have
we mentioned the materials themselves: the provenances of those
timbers, the trapped and mutilated dryads undoubtedly inhabiting
them. But even these remarks, although little more than a speculative
footnote, are suggestive.?° The phenomenon of talking tables suggests
a guilty conscience. One would like to know what they want to upset,
why they sulkily revolt against the doctrine of the level playing-field.
Why are they always trying to escape? And into what dimension? But
one thing is clear: in those negotiations intended to mark the
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transition from colonial to post-colonial consensuses, the common
ground signified by the table cannot be taken for granted. Off the
ground, it reminds us that the ground is not given.
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Richard Church, Over the Bridge, London, Reprint Society, 1956, pp. 191-2.
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Edmund Gosse, Father and Son, London, Penguin, 1982, p. 73.

These seance phenomena are taken mainly from Alfred Russel Wallace, My
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Green & Co, 1894, passim.
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The term methexis is discussed by F.M.Cornford in From Religion to
Philosophy, New York, Harper & Brothers, 1957, p. 254 and in Plato and
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Parmenides, London, Kegan Paul, Trench & Trubner, 1939, p. 84ff. Jane
Harrison makes a connection between Platonic methexis and the poetics of
Aranda initiation ceremonies in Themis, London, Merlin Press, 1963
(originally pub. 1911), p. 125. These connections are elaborated in my The
Lie of the Land.

24 See Harrison, Themis, especially chapters IX and X. Of course these
relationships were not linear. What Spencer and Gillen thought they saw
and described in central Australia was in part a product of what Frazer
wanted them to see: the primitivism of Aranda ritual was Evolutionism’s
necessary other. On the feedback loop between Frazer and Spencer and
Gillen, see S.E.Hyman, The Tangled Bank, New York, Athenaeum, 1974, p.
222ff. T.G. H.Strehlow effectively dismisses the primitivism myth in his
Introduction to Songs of Central Australia, Sydney, Angus & Robertson, 1971,
p- 20ff.

25 Photographs of cross-legged native informants facing the ethnographer at
his makeshift table abound. The implications of not granting an audience in
this way, and being willing to communicate at the same height, more or
less on a common ground, are explored by John Mack, Emile Torday and the
Art of the Congo 19001909, London, British Museum Publications, n.d., pp.
50-1, where sharply contrasting images of Torday and the German
anthropologist Frobenius are tellingly juxtaposed.

26 The term ‘ground’ is itself highly ethnocentric in its connotations, and one
object of The Lie of the Land is to reconceive the term in ways that avoid the
usual Western associations of foundedness, stasis and origin.

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Carter, P., The Lie of the Land, London, Faber & Faber, 1996.

, The Road to Botany Bay, London, Faber & Faber, 1987.

Cornford, F.M., From Religion to Philosophy, New York, Harper & Brothers, 1957.

, Plato and Parmenides, London, Kegan Paul, Trench & Trubner, 1939.

Church, R., Over the Bridge, London, Reprint Society, 1956.

de Foigny, G., The Southern Land, Known, trans. D.Fausett, Syracuse, N.Y.,
Syracuse University Press, 1995.

Fison, L. and Howitt, A.W., Kamilaroi and Kurnai, Melbourne, George Robertson,
1880.

Fleeting Encounters: Pictures and Chronicles of the First Fleet, Sydney, Historic
Houses Trust of New South Wales, 1995.

Gosse, E., Father and Son, London, Penguin, 1982 (originally pub. 1907).

Haggard, H. Rider, Rural England, London, Longmans, Green & Co., 1906, vol. 2.

, The Days of My Life, London, Longmans, Green & Co., 1926, vol. 2.

Harrison, J., Themis, London, Merlin Press, 1963 (originally pub. 1911).

Hyman, S.E., The Tangled Bank, New York, Athenaeum, 1974.

Lang, A., Cock Lane and Common-Sense, London, Longmans, Green & Co., 1894.

Mack, J., Emile Torday and the Art of the Congo 1900-1909, London, British Museum
Publications, n.d..




GROUNDING POST-COLONIALISM 35

Schopenhauer, A., ‘Essay on Spirit Seeing’ in Parerga and Paralipomena, trans. by
E.F.].Payne, Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1974, vol. 1.

Strehlow, T.G. H., Introduction to Songs of Central Australia, Sydney, Angus &
Robertson, 1971.

Wallace, A.R., Land Nationalisation: Its Necessity and Its Aims, London, Trubner &

Co, 1882.

, My Life, London, George Bell & Sons, 1905, vol. 2.

Wittgenstein, L., On Certainty, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1969.




36



2
COMPARATIVE BARBARISM
Game reserves, sugar plantations, and the
modernization of South African landscape!

David Bunn

There is one more thing that I intend to devote myself to, and
that is the total exclusion of all foreigners from Zu-Vendis.... I
am convinced of the sacred duty that rests upon me of
preserving to this, on the whole, upright and generous-hearted
people the blessings of comparative barbarism.

Sir Henry Curtis in H.Rider Haggard's Alan Quatermain

THE OUT-OF-DOORS MAN

The official history of the Natal Mounted Rifles contains an obituary
for William Alfred (“Wac”) Campbell, uncle to the well-known South
African poet Roy Campbell, in which it is stated, almost
apologetically, that despite the fact that he was educated at Hilton
College and Cambridge, and spent most of his life as Managing
Director of Natal Estates Limited he was, ‘nevertheless, essentially an
out-of-doors man’ (my emphasis).> This essay seeks to examine the
meaning of that qualifying phrase.

In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, there was an
increasing perception that industrial capitalism, and its harbinger, the
commodity form, had produced a crisis of value. In Huxley’s Brave
New World, the grotesquely developed, yet still recognizably Fordist
economy of the future, has displaced genuine communal value
outwards into a debased last refuge, the ‘Savage Reservation’ ringed
by high voltage fences. Writing in 1932, Huxley first had in mind a
contrast between the totalitarian, late Fordist city and that ‘savage’,
sequestered space. By the time he completed the post-war preface to
the novel, however, the Reservation had come to represent a viable
alternative, a place where new forms of social democracy could be
imagined.3
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This chapter explores the emergence of such notions of enclaved,
‘primitive’ space—the space of the ‘Reserve’—as an imaginary
repository of value forms lost in the process of modernization. It tells
the story of two places, a bushveld game reserve named Mala Mala
and an industrial work site in the Natal sugar belt.

Boys in the bush

At first glance primitivist or expressionist trends in South African
landscape painting appear to be determined by internal squabbles or
European fashions, and to have little in common with the rhetoric of
industrial modernization. Yet central to both constituencies, is the
idea of the enclaved, tribal domain, in which a different, pre-capitalist
mode of social organization and temporality exists.

A convenient point at which the two rhetorics intersect is in the
figure of the painter Strat Caldecott. Shortly after his return from
Paris, Caldecott was offered the opportunity to accompany a South
African Railways tour to the Sabi Game Reserve, with the proviso
that he would then write a series of articles popularizing the cause of
a new National Park.? His two-month stay with the legendary warden
Stevenson-Hamilton in what was to become the Kruger National Park
was completely transformative for the painter, and from then on
‘there was no single man in South Africa who worked as strenuously
and successfully for the cause of wildlife preservation in the mid-
continent.”” Thus began a series of commissions Caldecott undertook
for South African Railways and Harbours (SAR&H).

During this period, as has frequently been pointed out, a new sense
of national identity was stirring among whites in South Africa.’®
Caldecott’s brief career straddles some of the most important
controversies over white national identity and race solidarity between
English and Afrikaans speakers, many of which centred on the
deployment of nature as a public symbol: the National Parks question,
which raged until the creation of the Kruger National Park and the
National Parks Board of Trustees in 1926; the choosing of an
appropriate design for a South African national flag; and the SAR&H
campaign to expand international tourism by popularizing a notion
of bushveld safari in its magazine and in motion pictures shot on
location in the Transvaal. There was thus a tremendous appetite
among whites for images of the lowveld in the 1920s. Moreover in
this decade, South African Railways and Harbours played a crucial
role in advancing the idea that visually starved white urban
populations needed a compensatory experience of the rural. As it
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popularized the notion of the renewing ‘short break’, SAR&H also
encouraged the idea that it was possible to dip into primitive locales
and refresh oneself. Two entirely contradictory maps of ethnically
conceived space came about: that of railway tourism for whites,
emphasizing the picturesque experience of tribal domains; and that of
state labour organization, which attempted to prevent African urban
populations from becoming settled, by holding them in segregated
Native Locations, or by enforcing migrancy to and from rural Reserves.

In 1926, the Kruger National Park emerged into this contradictory
understanding of space. The existence of a new national reserve
solved the problem of the need for a zone of “primitive’ space and
time that was non-contradictory, that did not remind obviously of
exploited labour—it was a game reserve, not a ‘native reserve’—and
which could be twinned with the modernizing space of
Johannesburg. Within easy reach of the city, according to one 1929
SAR&H publicity brochure, there was the potential for a renewing
encounter with archaic time:

Consequently, a man may leave Johannesburg one evening and
reach Pretorius Kop [the only tourist accommodation in the
Reserve] on the afternoon of the following day. And as lions may
often be heard roaring there...it would be true to say that the city
of Johannesburg, which sparkles with its myriad lights...in the
long chain of gold mines, is within twenty four hours of the
natural habitat of the lion which seeks his prey...even as he did
when Southern Africa was the Bushman’s undisputed hunting
ground.”

Two forms of temporal organization are juxtaposed in this
description: the lights of the proto-modern city burn all night long,
extending pleasure and shift work far into the dark; within a day’s
drive, however, the Kruger National Park offers an intense, managed
experience of pre-historical time and Nature.

Throughout the 1920s and 1930s, the idea of compensatory enclaved
and conserved natural domains played a key role in the discourse of
modernity, but this rhetoric took little account of the catastrophe of
African land loss in the same period. Recent South African work on
the origins, systematic functioning, and moral economy of twentieth-
century labour control (by historians like Dunbar Moodie, William
Worger, Patrick Harries, Keith Breckenridge, Jonathan Crush, and
others), has been focused on the emergence of the closed compound
system. Resistance and surveillance on the Natal sugar plantations is
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less well understood than discipline in the closed compounds of the
Rand. Down on plantations like Natal Estates, the brutal indentured
labour system of the previous decades had been replaced by a less
obvious type of exploitation in the form of mills which were,
according to Lincoln, ‘centralised, capitalised, technologically
sophisticated, and dependent on free labour’.® Labour control and
reproduction of the conditions of production were effected spatially,
as well as ideologically, by the form of the sugar village, an integrated
system that combined worker management, crop and machinery
surveillance, and ostentatious displays of landowning benevolence.
Prominent on all the estates was the sugar baron’s mansion,
advertising itself as a site of cultural value with a specifically nostalgic
set of architectural allusions to British landed estates.” The mansion,
in other words, had a centrifugal effect in terms of the symbolic
geography of the estate: it was perceived to radiate paternal control to
surrounding areas, especially ‘tribal’ areas, a process vividly
epitomized in the naming of Kwamashu (‘the place of Marshall’, the
township outside Durban) after William's father.

Natal Estates was one of the most progressive farms in the region,
playing a key role in experimenting with new varieties of cane and
modernizing its production process through the introduction of the
‘double carbonation method’. Persisting within this technologically
sophisticated context, however, was an older, colonial labour logic:
according to one account, small Indian boys were required to squat in
a line outside the administration offices at Mount Edgecombe, to act
as runners when summoned by a rough call of ‘Boy!” from inside. The
Sirdar system of field supervisors was also employed. All in all, while
the Natal plantations were modernizing, many of them still looked
and felt like British colonial outposts. Yet by 1920 most Natal
sugarmills had adopted the international rhetoric of industrial
progressivism, and for this they relied heavily on references to
‘nature’. Illovo Sugar Estates, in 1925, describes itself situated within
pleasant surrounds where the difference between indigenous bush
and cane is elided:

The estate is situated in delightful country. A mile or two before
the factory is reached, having ascended a high hill, a vast
expanse of glorious country greets the eye.... To the north, west
and south, an undulating country with hills in the distance...
unfolds itself in all its pristine glory, while the Illovo river winds
its serpentine course through miles and miles of cane fields.
There is cane everywhere.!”
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Here we come upon the rhetoric of the picturesque. This is the eye of
the landowner, the ‘improver’ of estates in the eighteenth-century
mould, the privileged viewer that the landscape ‘greets” and for whom
it ‘unfolds’.!’ The Illovo River becomes a serpentine rill, as well as
establishing a syntactical order to the unfolding of detail, so that our
view concludes by widening into an abstract idea of ‘cane
everywhere’. But the manipulation of ‘nature’ for specific propaganda
effects was a widely accepted doctrine in the 1920s. A partisan sugar-
baron audience heaped great praise on the Association’s first
propaganda film:

The interest [is] sustained by a story based upon the savage
conditions of the country when Chaka’s hordes held sway. A
fine herd of elephants...and hippo in their natural habitat
concentrate interest upon the country and its conditions before
the Sugar Industry came into being to rescue it from its
primaeval wilderness.!?

Triumphalist claims about ‘improvement’ make up much of the Sugar
Association’s rhetoric in the 1920s. Not only is propaganda on behalf
of this destructive form of monocropping advanced through
references to the manipulation of nature, but, when dealing with the
problem of labour, it stages itself as distinct from employment practices
on the Transvaal gold mines. In complete disregard for the industrial
nature of their practices, sugar barons of the period clung tenaciously
to the idea of themselves as farmers, unlike the ‘capitalist’ mine
bosses to the North.!3

Thus the improvement of the sugar estate is justified as a philan-
thropic act; like the eighteenth- and nineteenth-century gentry they
mime, plantation owners come to talk of their labour force in terms of
family units rather than unmarried wage labourers. Dr Park Ross,
Official Health Officer for the Union, found a ready audience when
trying to convince owners of the necessity for new model housing
units to combat malaria. Married labourers, he suggests in
this transcript, are a more stable commodity:

The man who comes with a wife to settle on a place, a
respectable type if given a suitable house—something that is
really comfortable, especially if it has a hard floor—finds that his
good lady takes a fancy to the premises. Her demands for the
amenities of the beginnings of civilization gradually increase,
and so the poor devil has to work his lifetime out to satisfy her
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demands, and you don’t have to drag the territories through
with recruiters, as your man is tied to you by a force more potent
than even the tax collectors in the Native areas. (Laughter)'*

By encouraging the gendered asymmetry between production,
reproduction, and consumption, sugar estates hoped to tie workers
down with newly benevolent conditions of employment. Crucial to this
strategy is the invention of the labourer’s family as a supervised unit
within the space of the estate.

What is extraordinarily interesting about the William Campbell
case, is the clarity with which it demonstrates how the development
of ideology, linked to particular productive needs, requires an
increasingly complex delineation of sites and spaces.' In the form of
the sugar baron’s mansion, the grid plan of the plantations and
irrigation systems, the displacement of married quarters across the
sugar village, we see evidence not only of totalizing control
masquerading as landed paternalism, but also of the simple
‘regionalization” of space into different symbolic zones occupied by
different classes.'® However, even though industrial capitalism draws
on images of nature and landscape paradigms when it presents
utopian images of development, it also destroys nature and elides the
difference between country and city, peasant and wage labourer. It
should not surprise us, then, when we find manufacturers going
elsewhere for their images of nature, and this is precisely what William
Campbell did. Even though he was the owner of a vast tract of land
inscribed with the symbolism of the landowner’s improving hand,
Wac concluded in the early 1920s that what he really wanted was an
unspoiled slice of Transvaal bushveld. To this effect, in 1927, the year
after he was appointed as the Natal representative on the new
National Parks Board of Trustees, he bought a number of farms
adjoining the new Kruger National Park and consolidated them into
one spectacular small reserve: Mala Mala.

“The mountain which is not pointed at’

South African agriculture was in its most intense period of
capitalization in the 1920s, the period associated with modernist self-
critique in Europe. To put it another way: South Africa in 1920
recapitulates, with differences, the landscape aesthetics and property
relations of nineteenth-century Britain. Game reserves are in a sense
to agrarian labour pools what the reformed picturesque estate was to
the nineteenth-century English village.
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Finally, it comes down to a question of value. In classical Marxism,
the production of surplus value depends on the manipulation of
labour time, and failing that, through increased efficiency in the
production process. Marx of course believed that this became more
difficult to achieve, because of the tendency of the rate of profit to fall.
Thus two destructive elements enter the equation: the instituting of
alienated social structures; and the destruction of the natural
environment.'” ‘Nature’, in South Africa, becomes significantly
problematized at a time when agriculture is modernizing, when it is
reducing the eco-environment to an exchange value and hastening the
destruction of sharecropping and the smallholder’s sustained
utilization of resources. Ironically, despite claims of improvement, an
increase in profit at Natal Estates is thus associated with the
exhaustion of Nature as a site of value (the pristine bush replaced by a
monotonous sea of cane), and the destruction of ‘natural” bonds of
fealty between peasant labourers and their lords coincides with the
commoditization of tropical labour in Natal.

There was a critical point at which modernizing agrarian capitalism
in Natal visibly began to destroy that ‘natural’ environment fast
becoming a valued tourist commodity amongst the white population,
and it is not surprising to find a compensatory logic in which value
comes increasingly to reside in those landscape features that appear to
predate these effects. Try as they might, landowners like Campbell
would have found it near impossible to speak without contradiction
about an African workforce imbued with tribal grace and driven by
feudal loyalty alone. Paradoxically, it is only by maintaining enclaved
domains like game reserves, in which older regimental hierarchies
apparently persist, where guests are free to wander, and Nature
uncorrupted offers itself up for consumption by select tourists, that
these contradictions may be managed. Mala Mala in the Transvaal
thus became, as it were, the conscience of Natal Estates. It is there that
landscape aesthetics worked to return Nature to the domain of use
value, and labourers, apparently released from their proletarian role,
became costumed and uniformed tribal subjects, once again involved
in picturesque labour.

How did Campbell’s private game reserve compensate for the
ruined scenery of Natal Estates? Perhaps Mala Mala is best thought of
as a kind of allegory. Like all allegories, its symbolic form is organized
in relation to another syntax, one that is not immediately obvious but
transparent to a certain class of viewer. As a ruling class, English-
speaking landowner, Campbell fashioned his game park into a
bounded space that dramatized the principle of custodianship, an
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archaic eighteenth-century ideal of benevolent proprietorship that
also mimicked aristocratic attitudes towards the distribution of estate
surpluses and the management, by picturesque labourers, of
proscribed game. Custodianship is also a strongly compensatory
mechanism: there was a sort of feudal paternalism instituted at
Campbell's lowveld reserve which compensated for the
modernization of labour relations at Natal Estates. Typically this
paternalism was also displayed in elaborate hunting expeditions to
the Transvaal: “a cattle truck was loaded at Mount Edgecombe with
provisions: half a dozen gun dogs, eight horses, eighteen servants
(headed by Wac’s faithful Mhlaba), tents, saddles, food and cooking
equipment.’!® Rattray reports Wac’s admission that he ‘bought the
farms as a shooting box’, but that he claimed also to be an ‘ardent
Game protectionist and not a Biltong Hunter’.!” So while Campbell
thinks of Mala Mala as a ‘conserved’ area, his custodianship consists
not in refraining from the hunt—indeed he believes in the therapeutic
effects of shooting—but in having the wisdom to discriminate, cull,
redistribute surplus game, and provide regular specimens for
Transvaal and Natal museums.?’

Mala Mala was an enclaved space in which particular values and
allegiances were dramatized so as to reinforce certain class, race, and
gender asymmetries. We have already heard about Campbell’s yearly
caravan to the Transvaal with a select contingent of Natal servants.
When considering this symbolic trek, it is as well not to forget the
wider context of class conflict and ethnic rivalry amongst Zulus in the
Natal region. Given the increasing militancy and frequent strikes
initiated by the fledgling Industrial and Commercial Workers” Union
(ICU) in Natal, reaction from a complex Zulu ethnic movement
(frequently with direct affiliation to Solomon ka Dinizulu, grandson
of the Zulu monarch) constituted what Shula Marks calls ‘a bulwark
against radical change—a bulwark as much for the African
intelligentsia as for the white ideologues of segregation’.! Because of
their close ties with ethnic traditionalism, landowners like Campbell
were integrally involved in the encouragement of Zulu nationalism.

Moreover, people like William Alfred Campbell imagined
themselves part of a tribal community. Nostalgia for the class semiotics
of the British aristocracy became propped upon a fantasy of being a
white Zulu chief, and supporting the threatened power of the amakhosi.
Those whites who knew Campbell frequently remarked on the ease
with which ‘among the Africans in his service he assumed the role of
the tribal head’. One anecdote recalls him ‘smoking a cigar and flicking
the ash back over his shoulder where it was caught in a brass bowl
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held by a patient Zulu’;?? others frequently allude to the Zulu name

conferred upon him: Ntaba-Kayi-Konjwa [sic] (‘The Mountain which is
not pointed at’).?®> Authorized biographers refer to the fact that he
inherited the title ‘Councillor to the AmaQadi tribe” from his father,
and Durban papers regularly record his involvement in Zulu regal
affairs. As Shula Marks and Caroline Hamilton have shown, the
annals of colonial Natal are strewn with episodes in which Zulu
nationalism is propped upon the authority of ‘progressive’ white
colonial officials, even those at the top of the hierarchy like
Shepstone, who had royal Zulu authority bestowed upon them. What
makes this case even more interesting, perhaps, is that like Rider
Haggard’s Sir Henry Curtis, Campbell believed absolutely in his
ability to study, master, and conserve the Zulu past. People like him
feared that the pageantry of the Zulu past (which they imagined,
essentially, in terms of regimental warfare) was in danger of being
undermined by proletarianization, and saw themselves as crucial
custodians of a dying heroic tradition. One of the most remarkable
stories to come out of the Campbell archives concerns the installation
of Mzonjani Ngcobo as head of the Qadi clan in 1957. Officials of the
Department of Native Affairs stayed away from the affair, feeling “that
it was desirable to preserve the tribe’s privacy and dignity’, but
Campbell was invited to play a key role. Perhaps the oddest moment
in the ceremony, according to newspaper reports, is Campbell’s
showing the assembled masses ‘two Zulu relics, the great bracelet of
ivory worn by Shaka and the hand-carved stool on which Dinizuluy,
the last king of the Zulus, sat when in council’. Despite the ‘great cry
of wonder’ from the ranks, Campbell then went on to explain that
these items would not be returned, but stored in a new museum to be
named after his father Sir Marshall Campbell, ‘trusted advisor not
only to the Qadi but to many other Zulu tribes’.**

When Campbell established the ‘Mashu Museum’, his ethno-
graphic collection in Durban (attached to the Killie Campbell African
library), the sugar baron set in place the last element of a complicated
mechanism for narrating and regulating his version of the Zulu tribal
past. As custodian of Zulu memorabilia, and preserver of tribal
traditions, Wac now had a museum that would combat the effects of
modernization by providing a means of returning the true past to the
people. Similarly, in Mala Mala this ‘friend of the Natives’ had
invented a space which maintained a fiction of pre-modern, feudal
affiliation. These articulated spaces, the sugar plantation, the Reserve,
and various museums, between which people and tribal artifacts were
shuttled, amount to a complex material means by which fictions
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about archaic, primitive nature were sustained and disseminated in
the public domain. Like picturesque landscapes generally, in which
the representation of work is displaced by images of rural repose or
contented peasant types, Mala Mala only acknowledges the presence
of a strictly defined typology of labourers. Africans fall into a series of
conventional categories including game guards (one of Campbell’s
first acts on purchasing the farms was to send badges for a “native
game guard’ up to the Transvaal), trackers, gun bearers, and a narrow
spectrum of docile, colourful subaltern personalities, including Mala
Mala’s chief icon, the imported tracker ‘Mhlaba’.

Appropriate ethnic subjects were constantly being created at Mala
Mala, so as to populate that imaginary space as though with actors on
a stage. Consider the following curious example:

There was a procedure following the shooting of a lion which
was traditional and adhered to throughout Wac’s time at Mala
Mala. A cry, the ‘Campbell cry’—'ngaulana’, was uttered by Wac
whenever a leopard or a lion was shot (no lesser beast warranted
it). This cry it is said was the war-cry of an old Zulu regiment,
and...[it] was permitted to be used by the trackers as they
brought the lion carcass back to camp on the back of the
specially-adapted jeep. Guests in the camp would hear the cry,
followed by the Shangaan ‘lion song’ as the procession crossed
the river.?

In recent years, historians interested in the production of Zulu ethnic
identity have often been confronted by indignant informants
who insist on the unchanging nature of the tradition. The case of the
lion song at Mala Mala is an intriguing one, precisely because it
shows how complicated the agency of colonial officials may be as
conduits for invented traditions. Another version of the same story is
given by a visitor during the War:

Bringing a lion into camp is a real thrill for it is ceremonious. As
soon as the shooting is over the native hunters shout ‘Ngoulon’
which is the Zulu name given to the Campbell family some
eighty years ago. It is a victory cry and it is passed along the
mysterious ‘vine’ system of the natives, so that by the time we
reached the camp every man, woman and child was already
waiting at the entrance of the camp area, which is encircled by a

high reed-type fence, to sing the ‘Lion Song’. And how they sing
it!26
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Thus the ‘lion song’ has nothing necessarily to do with lions, the
Transvaal bushveld, or Shangaan ritual. Rather, it has its origins in
the complicated relationship between Wac’s grandfather and his
plantation employees, a memory that is then conserved, so to speak,
in the colonial archive, and offered up to different communities—
Shangaan in this case—in the next generation, to reaffirm their feudal
trust. But why should Shangaan families have participated so
enthusiastically in this silly performance? Clearly their lives and
livelihood depended on pleasing a powerful employer. Even more
crucially, however, it is obvious that by 1945 Mala Mala and other
private reserves had so altered the ecosocial environment of the
lowveld that peasant families had become dependent on the
protection of white hunters. ‘It is easy to understand why they put so
much fervour into their song’, Janule remarks, for ‘the natives cannot
possess a gun, and...when lion are infrequently hunted they become
bold and not only kill the native’s cattle but attach [sic] the natives
themselves’.?”

Mala Mala uses a form of landscape pragmatics that naturalizes
certain types of ethnic identification: it creates ‘subalternities’, in the
older Gramscian and Bengali Marxist sense of that word. Trackers,
game guards, cooks, waiters, gun bearers, inhabit positions and wear
fantastical uniforms that advertise the pseudo-regimental code of
authority imposed by a class of white capitalist managers like Wac
Campbell. Existing for the pleasure of another, these actors perform
roles whose ontological emphasis is towards the other’s system of
meaning.?®  Furthermore, while this symbolization speaks
about patriarchal authority over the safari world, it is even more
helpful to see the landscape of Mala Mala as a context in which a
variety of uneasily collaborating masculinities are performed. Just as
‘femininity’ at Natal Estates or Mala Mala consisted in various
practices, so discourses anchored by these different institutions
produce masculinities, coming together in phallocratic alliances.

Until recently, conservation historians like Mackenzie encouraged
the view that the bloody slaughter of the colonial hunt was propelled
by the same logic that eventually allowed a transition to game
reserves.?? Nonetheless, the masculine associations of the game reserve
world are perhaps less straightforward than this suggests. Men
following the hunt or directing game reserves between the wars were
frequently involved in ostentatious displays of masculine prowess, but
their self-identification frequently depended in complicated ways on
male alliances across ethnic and class divides. Thus headmen or boss
boys on Natal plantations are not too dissimilar from the picturesque
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Shangaan trackers celebrated by the conservative rhetoric at Mala
Mala. For the landowner himself, the staging of Zulu or Shangaan
maleness provides a dramatic context in which the dreary logic of the
Natal Estates boardroom is shed, and more authentic, more directly
masculine affinities between executives and their younger protégés
are rehearsed. The bond between trackers and hunters becomes a
model for ‘instinctual” loyalties elsewhere.

There is, furthermore, a crucial link between identity and movement.
In a sense, Campbell’s faithful servant Mhlaba epitomizes what I am
speaking about: his is an identity dependent on a ‘shuttling” between
two spaces, primitive bushveld retreat and sugar mansion. It cannot
exist outside of that spatio-temporal process. Similarly, the young
white executives ‘lionized” in Campbell’s private reserve are in a
sense raised up into the officer class by being transported north out of
modernity into an experience of deep, archaic time.

As a form of landscape, the bounded space of Mala Mala is
inscribed with the interests of a narrowly conceived public, ideally
comprising types such as the royal guest and the faithful company
executive. Throughout his career, Campbell, like many of the Natal
sugar barons, appears to have maintained sycophantic ties with the
British aristocracy, at one point hosting South Africa’s Governor
General with Princess Alice on a memorable Mala Mala safari, and
acting as personal guide for the Royal Family on their 1947 visit to the
Kruger National Park.

Within the demarcated zone that constituted Campbell’s vision of
the bushveld, two particular sites helped to reinforce class and race
attitudes by reduplicating certain types of spatial organization. First,
the camp itself imposed a series of outward looking diorama-like views
on the surroundings, framed images of wildlife in its pristine,
tranquil abode. Part of the same system of manufactured views, but
this time turned inward, was the area known as ‘the boma’. A number
of evocative photographs of this locale still exist. One of them shows
the structure in its original simplicity, a screen of branches
surrounding rattan chairs for guests, each coupled with a rough table
made from paraffin tin packing crates. The logic of this space entails
not only an affected rusticity—like a film set, in fact—but it also
clearly embodies attitudes towards male homosociality: drinking and
eating, with the visible traffic of servants backlit by firelight making
up a sort of performance. The division of symbolic space is confirmed
in another picture, taken some twenty years later, where the original
look of the packing case tables has been reduplicated. Now, however,
with the addition of human figures, a semicircle of prominent guests
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turned towards the camera, the function of this space is far clearer: it
marks the extension, into the bushveld, of the boardroom, with its
potential for the transmission of gender asymmetries, labour
classification, and executive retraining radically enhanced.
Completely unlike disseminated, modernist forms of control, it is a
return to a form of spectacle that concentrates the gaze of the young
executive and the older partners on the figure of the managing
director.

Despite the presence of a single woman in the picture of the
campfire semi-circle, the Mala Mala camp area was a form of hege-
monic male space structured according to a gendered logic that is also
visible in the attitudes towards wives and servants at Natal Estates. It
is, in fact, an extreme example of the apparently gendered separation
of spheres. Above all, it was a place of ‘Nature’, of simple, rugged
contrasts: ‘Nobody has lived’, claimed one doggerel writer in the
camp journal of 1956, ‘who has not seen and heard the dawn/ At
Mala Mala. Each new day is born...divorced entirely from the
violence of the previous night (E.J.C.S. 2).3° In the archaic, instinctual
relations of predator and prey, night and day, is rehearsed an older
form of value that is rejuvenating for the alienated visitor.

Now that Natal Estates has long been absorbed into the Hulett’s
monopoly, Mala Mala has become a millionaire’s playground, and
lowveld reserves brace themselves against the demands of
land redistribution; that triangular exchange between plantation,
estate and museum that took up so much of Campbell’s life has fallen
away. Substantial in his influence at the time, Wac Campbell’s legacy
is far less clear than that of his sister or nephew. More than most,
however, Campbell epitomized the principle by which landscape
aesthetics come to mediate between articulated spaces, and it is the
collapse of that system that has finally made a ghost of him.
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3
THE VOYAGE SOUTH

Writing immigration

Kerryn Goldsworthy

This study of shipboard diaries and letters written by nineteenth-
century British emigrants to Australia uses ideas of liminality from
anthropological and psychoanalytic theory as a way of thinking about
the experience of emigration, and about the effects that experience
had on the emigrants” sense of their own identity. As Mary Douglas
writes in Purity and Danger.

all margins are dangerous. If they are pulled this way or that the
shape of fundamental experience is altered. Any structure of
ideas is vulnerable at its margins.

There is a sense in which both a nation and a person can be called a
structure of ideas; and an emigrant is someone in whose life those
vulnerable margins have suddenly begun to shift, to yield, to stretch,
or to disappear. From the coastlines of their countries and the barriers
of class, right down to the skin of their bodies and the limits of the
family, the boundaries of people’s lives begin to change from the
moment they decide to leave. And an emigrant is not only a being in
transition, but a transitional being; to be an emigrant is not just to be
on the border, but to be the border itself.

In the course of the nineteenth century, British ideas about
Australia remained ambiguous and self-contradictory. This is
reflected in what were probably the most widely known
representations in Britain of colonial Australia: in Dickens’ David
Copperfield (1850), Australia features as the place to which the ‘ruined’
Little Em’ly is sent to start a new life, while in Great Expectations
(1861) it is the place from which the convict Magwitch so dangerously
returns, and the source of Pip’s poisoned inheritance. Although the
last convict ship to Australia arrived in 1868, Australia’s very negative
initial status as a place of prison and exile soon developed as a
counterweight the kind of attitude expressed by free emigrant Sarah
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Davenport as early as 1841: ‘as maney poeple leving home fro new
south wales and Port philip sent gloing accounts of the country ...we
was all in good hopes that we was coming to beeter our selves [sic].”

In those ‘good hopes’, hundreds of thousands of emigrants in the
nineteenth century made the voyage under sail from Britain to
Australia. Using the letters and journals that some of them wrote on
the way, this chapter reads that journey as a ritual process, a process
of negotiating boundaries, borders and margins on three levels: the
Trip, the Ship, and the Body.

THE TRIP

By the time a ship full of emigrants had lost sight of land, two
important things had happened to them: they had become an isolated
community, and they had begun to learn at first hand the literal
meaning of the expression ‘all in the same boat’. There was one new
and absolute boundary in their lives—the visible line of the deck-rail
—but a number of old boundaries had begun to collapse.

For while the efforts that were made to keep the classes and sexes
separate on board ship were prodigious and sometimes ludicrous,
and while many of the trials of shipboard life were indescribably
worse for the steerage passengers than for anybody else, the very
condition of being at sea and bound for Australia was in some ways a
radical equalizer. All of the emigrating passengers had new and
unfamiliar things in common: their destination, their physical
vulnerability, their lack of spatial freedom, their knowledge that their
lives were in someone else’s hands, and, most importantly, their
psychic and physical condition as emigrants.

Victor Turner, in The Ritual Process, defines two related
anthropological concepts he calls liminality and communitas:

The attributes of liminality or of liminal personae (‘threshold
people’) are necessarily ambiguous, since this condition and
these persons elude or slip through the network of classifications
that normally locate states and positions in cultural space.
Liminal entities are neither here nor there; they are betwixt
and between the positions assigned and arrayed by law, custom,
convention, and ceremonial... Liminal entities, such as
neophytes in initiation or puberty rites, may be represented as
possessing nothing... It is as though they are being reduced or
ground down to a uniform condition to be fashioned anew and
endowed with additional powers to enable them to cope with
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their new station in life... What is interesting about liminal
phenomena...is the blend they offer of lowliness and sacredness,
of homogeneity and comradeship. We are presented...with a
‘moment in and out of time’, and in and out of secular social
structure, which reveals...some recognition...of a generalized
social bond.?

Turner goes on to attach the term communitas to this concept of a non-
hierarchical liminal group in the grip of ritual; and I want to argue
that to some degree at least, this description fits the condition of a
boatload of emigrants while at sea. They were liminal beings, literally
neither here nor there. They were in a condition of virtual captivity
and enforced passivity that equates with the idea of being “stripped’.
They were suspended between a number of apparent, but by
definition illusory, binary oppositions: emigrant and immigrant, north
and south, the known and the unknown, the old life and the new.
They were undergoing a ritual process of transformation, and their
living conditions at sea resembled rites of initiation: ritualistic,
equalizing, physically testing and—perhaps most of all—conducive to
self-examination and self-reflexivity.

Journal-writing, for the literate, became the main focus of this last
activity. The very act of transforming shipboard experience into
language was a form of meditation on that experience; and the act of
writing itself became, for some, an important daily ritual. A number of
emigrant diarists made their daily entries under amazing physical
conditions: in the dark, in the wet, at a forty-five degree angle to the
deck, in between bouts of seasickness, and sometimes all of those
things at once. ‘I wish particularly to impress upon your minds the
advantage and amusement to be derived from keeping a journal of
the occurrences each day,” wrote William Kingston in The Emigrant
Voyager’s Manual of 1850. ‘If the weather is very bad, and you cannot
have the ink-bottle out, write it up in pencil.”*

What they frequently wrote up, however, was the fact that nothing
much had happened. Anna Cook, in a journal-letter addressed to her
mother, wrote in 1883, ‘I wish every day you were here, although I
should not like you to come in a sailing vessel—it is too long for
anyone without children. I hear all the women say the time hangs so
heavily on their hands—they have nothing to do.”® Fifty-five years
earlier, in Sarah Docker’s shipboard journal of 1828, the phrase
‘nothing particular has occurred’ is repeated like a refrain.’

This is the “amplification of absence’ discussed by Paul Carter in
The Road to Botany Bay: the paradoxical use of language to turn
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nothingness itself into a point of interest, and to repel boredom by
writing about it and thus reaffirming the self in the midst of all this
nothingness. ‘Absence,” says Carter of Augustus Gregory’'s 1858
exploration diary, ‘becomes a metaphor expressive of his own
presence.”” This is the case not only with diarists’ assertions that
‘nothing has happened’ but also with another negatively framed and
even more frequently occurring phrase. When these diarists say
“Words cannot describe...’, as they often do, they are usually talking
about one of three things: the view, or a particularly bad storm, or the
death of a child. ‘The sea looks magnificent, it is impossible to
describe it’, wrote Anne Gratton aboard the Conway in 1858.% Fanny
Davis, on the same trip, described the effects of a storm: “The people
were all very much frightened... The scene was one that cannot be
described.”” Twenty years earlier, Sarah Brunskill had written of the
shipboard deaths of her two children: ‘No words can express with
truth the pain and agony of the heart.’1

They all go on, of course, to utter, express and describe at some
length. But what is interesting, for my purposes, about these outbreaks
of paralepsis is that they are almost always prompted by some aspect
of the sublime—extremes of beauty, terror, or grief— and what this
frequently produces is a kind of discursive two-step: the initial
assertion that no form of language is equal to the task of
representation is often followed by a shift into the discourse of the
sacred, in the form of psalms, hymns, scriptural allusions, biblical
syntax and various appeals to the Almighty. Women whose children
had died almost never wrote about it without some reference to the will
of God. Fanny Davis, still describing the same storm, wrote ‘I don't
know how it was that I was not at all frightened, but I felt that there was
One able to calm the tempest and it seemed as if somebody whispered
“Fear not, for I am with thee; be not dismayed for I am thy God.”’!!
And two different women, confronted with the task of describing
what they could see from the deck, resorted to a near identical
discursive strategy. First there is Anna Cook’s description of the
sunset: ‘a deep golden colour spreads over the whole sky, tipped with
bright gold and red. “Jerusalem the Golden”, the hymn, seems to
describe it a little, and that only gives a very faint idea.’'> The
Following year, in 1884, Sarah Harrison’s diary entry for 4 May reads
‘Today the sea is like a great shining lake... It very often reminds me
of the silver river that flows by the Throne of God and I very often
sing [that hymn] while sitting on the side and looking over. 3

What all of these women are doing, very sensibly, is dealing with
hitherto unknown extremes of feeling by recourse to familiar sacred
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texts and rituals of hymn-singing and prayer. New experiences are
absorbed and assimilated one by one, each granted the status of ritual
and each contributing to the process of transforming identity.

There is a strong contrast between these gentle and gradual
negotiations of change and the sailors’ shipboard ceremonies
performed in the name of ‘crossing the line’. The equator, as a line
which is both imaginary and charged with significance, seems to be—
like most hard boundaries and territorial markers—a particularly
dangerous margin. One horrified diarist called Robert Poynter
describes the line-crossing ceremony as ‘foolish” ‘cruel’, ‘grotesque’
and ‘brutal’, and revealingly remarks that ‘[the] Captain seemed to
have no power over his crew.”! This Bacchic and Bakhtinian outbreak
of chaos among the sailors is contained by ritual and is therefore only
temporary, but Poynter stays miffed with the Captain for nearly a
week.

On Anna Cook’s ship Scottish Hero, the passengers invent an
equatorial ritual of their own, in which the emigrant’s best hopes are
acted out:

two of [the single men] dressed up and walked up and down the
deck representing old and new England, one in the Bush with
his pockets full of money, the other at home starving, and [his]
pockets hanging [inside out].!

Here the equator implicitly becomes a metonym for the whole
experience of emigration; the moment of crossing-the-line is the
moment at which to enact the process of transformation, like casting
magic spells at midnight.

THE SHIP

In his recently published book Mr Bligh’s Bad Language, a brilliant
study of Captain William Bligh and the mutiny on the Bounty,
Australian historian Greg Dening meditates on the meaning of
shipboard space: on the ways in which it is constructed, divided and
named, and on the way those things symbolize power relations and
confer authority. ‘Space and the language used to describe it make a
ship,” says Dening. ‘Space was inseparable from the authority it
displayed and the relationships it involved.’’® Thus, on the emigrant
ships, words like ‘cabin” and ‘steerage’ are not only used to refer to
places on the ship, but also function as adjectives describing the
passengers. A passenger named William Johnstone, who was ‘cabin’
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and therefore qualified to disport himself at leisure on the poop deck,
described in his 1841 journal the fate of steerage emigrants who had
inadvertently crossed the territorial barriers:

some of them had mounted on the Poop, from whence they were
most unceremoniously expelled by the Captain, who
commanded them never to have the impudence to shew their
faces there again.!”

‘Cabin and intermediate passengers,” writes Don Charlwood in The
Long Farewell, ‘did not usually regard themselves as emigrants... To
them an emigrant was not one who left his own country to settle in
another, but one who was financially assisted to do so.!® This radical
slippage of meaning in a perfectly ordinary word is an example of what
Greg Dening means about language; the socio-historical context
temporarily redefined the word ‘emigrant’ as the name of a piece of
space.

Divisions of shipboard space were radically different, however, on
the ships used in the scheme of emigration developed by Caroline
Chisholm in 1850, which Charlwood describes thus:

She refused to accept the prevailing lack of privacy;...the rigid
segregation of single males and females, which involved
separation from members of their own families;...the contrasting
conditions of the classes. She aimed to have the family as the
basic unit of emigration. She envisaged families paying small
amounts into a co-operative organization toward their own
fares... She had chartered the [ship] Slains Castle and had it fitted
out to her specifications. There was no division into classes.
Instead of long rows of open bunks between decks, she devised
small cabins of varying sizes [depending on the size of the

group]."’

So, on Chisholm’s ships, the only demarcation line distinguishing
between the passengers was that of family membership; and even
that line was breached by the passengers’ voluntary pledge: ‘We
pledge ourselves as Christian fathers and heads of families to exercise
parental control and guardianship over all orphans and friendless
females proceeding with family groups. To protect them as our
children and allow them to share the same claims as our daughters.’?’

The values and the rhetoric of the patriarchal family are here
invoked in an oath which is potentially threatening to it, in the
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strongly worded promise to treat those who are not family exactly as
though they were. Here, in a move which brought the group of
passengers on any Chisholm ship very close to Turner’s idea of
communitas, the family itself is made ‘vulnerable at its margins’;
through the medium of language sanctified by a solemn ritual pledge,
the family is admitting at its borders a class of liminal beings who
both do and do not belong.

All but the Chisholm ships, however, had class-based and money-
determined divisions of passenger space. Steerage accommodation,
the space that came to be signified by the word ‘emigrant’, was
largely open space, where the only solid partitions between
passengers were made on the basis of marital status and sex. In a
diagram of steerage accommodation on the St Vincent, which was
typical, the divisions are between married people, single males and
single females.?! Space was minimal and privacy nonexistent. ‘By
night,” writes Don Charlwood in The Long Farewell,

the teeming married quarters must have blessed the screen of
background groans from the ship’s timbers as they argued, wept,
urinated, broke wind, copulated, snored, vomited, prayed, or
cried out in dreams... It was their only screen.??

There was no respite from other people’s bodies, and no effective
containment of one’s own. It was an environment in which the very
boundaries of identity began to collapse.

THE BODY

Many of the shipboard diaries are understandably preoccupied with
the immediate physical circumstances, and a great deal of space
is given to the discussion of food and clothes. On a trip which is by
definition altering the terms and conditions of identity, it makes
perfect sense that some anxieties would manifest themselves, even in
the comparative comfort of cabin class, as a preoccupation with what
covers the body and what nourishes it.

Clothing itself is a particularly porous and mutable liminal
phenomenon. It both is and is not the body, a kind of outer skin, a
layer of the body’s boundary. Clothing mediates between the body
and the world, acting as both signal and disguise. It is also one of the
clearest markers of identity, but on board ship where no new clothes
were to be had for the duration, this convention broke down as
garments were recycled and reassigned. ‘I have cut up Emm’s red
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shawl to make [the baby] another frock,” wrote Anna Cook to her
mother, ‘and... I have cut up baby’s grey frock that was made out of
your dress [to make Bernard] another pair [of trousers].’??

Like almost everything else on board ship, clothing was subject to
unique conditions. Keeping it clean was impossible, especially if you
were seasick. There was a ritual exchange of dirty clothes for clean
once a month when passengers’ baggage was brought up out of the
hold for the purpose. Sometimes this held a few nasty surprises, as
Fanny Davis’s diary unsympathetically records:

in one [family’s] box a bottle of jam had burst and spoiled a new
dress...and can anyone pity them if people will be so careless as
to pack jam and clothes together.?*

The packing of jam and clothes together, and the inevitable result,
provides a vivid symbol for the general derangement of bodily needs,
bodily functions and bodily boundaries that shipboard conditions
tended to produce. The paragraph by Mary Douglas from which I
quoted at the beginning of this chapter continues like this:

Any structure of ideas is vulnerable at its margins. We should
expect the orifices of the body to symbolise its specially
vulnerable points. Matter issuing from them is marginal stuff of
the most obvious kind...blood, milk, urine, faeces or tears by
simply issuing forth have traversed the boundary of the body.?

In assembling her theory of ‘abjection’, Julia Kristeva adds to this list,
as a kind of logical conclusion, the corpse itself, the body after death.
Her argument is, in part, that psychic health inheres in a clear sense of
one’s own subjectivity and its boundaries, as manifest in what she
calls ‘one’s clean and proper body’. So, she argues, our horror
at bodily waste and corpses is a response to their marginal nature:
such matter is stuff that exists at the boundaries of the self, obscuring
our sense of exactly where those boundaries are.?® ‘A dead body,’
writes Helen Garner, ‘makes perfect sense of itself, in no language but
its own... It has presence. And yet it is no longer a person.’?’
Normally the boundaries of identity are marked off by a clear
knowledge of difference: bodily wastes are of, but other to, the self; so
are clothes; so too are dead bodies, including those of one’s own
children. But shipboard conditions sometimes made this knowledge
hard to hold on to. One diarist recorded glimpsing a pair of female
feet covered in what he took at first for boots but proved to be a thick
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coating of grime and dirt. Another described the horror of his fellow-
passengers on discovering one of their number, clearly desperate for a
receptacle, being sick into his own food dish. While these things are
funny in a Hogarthian sort of way, the real breakdown of identity
they represent is taken to its logical conclusion in a brief shipboard
journal entry from a Scottish bootmaker called Thomas Small on 6
June, 1863:

A child died at 8 o’c. & the father passed us with the little corpse
in his arms going to put it out at one of the portholes on the
quiet.?

What was once a person has become a corpse, and a corpse has become
rubbish to be expelled like waste from the body of the ship.

This was originally going to be an essay about women’s writing and
women’s bodies, about written accounts of maternity and child-birth
at sea. I was going to quote Kristeva on the subject of child-birth as
the ultimate threshold, what she calls ‘flayed identity...the height of
bloodshed and life, [the] scorching moment of hesitation between
inside and outside, ego and other, life and death, horror and
beauty’.?” But Sarah Docker, travelling on the Adams in 1828 and
making her diary entry for 27 June was altogether less poetic and
more informative.?’ She gives no previous hint of her pregnant state,
so the announcement comes as a complete surprise. The voyage south
transformed Sarah Docker’s identity in more ways than one, turning
her not only into an emigrant but also into a mother—an event which
seems to have been transformative in itself, though it seems like a
fairly drastic cure even for seasickness. ‘Nothing particular occurred
during the week,” she wrote. ‘I still continued very [sea] sick and
became so weak that I could scarcely sit up. About 6 o’clock this
morning I felt very unwell and had the Doctor and Mrs Davies called
up, and a little after six Mary-Jane was born... After my confinement I
was never the least sick...[I] looked so well that the Captain said he
should scarcely have known me for the same person.’
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4
A “WHITE-SOULED STATE’
Across the ‘South” with Lady Barker

Gillian Whitlock

What does it mean to read ‘across’ Australian and South African
texts? One can search databases, ‘surf the Net,, send research
assistants to hunt and gather and still reap relatively little in the way
of cross-national comparisons of these two literatures. Australian and
New Zealand comparisons are slightly more common, with Ian Reid’s
book Fiction and the Great Depression the most outstanding example of
intra-Commonwealth comparative reading. Of Australia and Canada
there is more to be said: a recent collection of essays includes a
bibliography of some fifty articles; a substantial comparative study,
Tradition in Exile, was published in 1962, and Terry Goldie’s book,
Fear and Temptation: The Image of the Indigene in Canadian, Australian
and New Zealand Literature stands alone as an ambitious comparative
study of settler/invader literatures.

The absence of comparative perspectives on the southern settler
states is worthy of comment, given the recent surge in post-colonial
studies. As Edward Said has recently argued, the rethinking and
reformulating of historical experiences which had once been based on
the geographical separation of peoples is critical to post-colonial
studies.? Yet in the context of the British Empire and its residue, little
attention has been paid to the settler states/invader territories of
Canada, South Africa and Australasia, although the ‘white
Dominions” were collectively important to imperialist thinking in
Britain in the late nineteenth century. The work of US, British and
subaltern post-colonial studies has focused on decolonization,
particularly in the Third World. Although the earlier tradition
of Commonwealth literary studies which emerged in the 1960s began
with a comparative bent,®> as Anna Rutherford has argued the nation
was at the centre of this criticism, which (like post-colonialism) was
intimately connected to processes of decolonization and Third World
nationalism.*
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The political strategies which insist that post-colonial and
Commonwealth canons focus on writings from the Third World and
black writing from South Africa, Australia and Canada, and the
attention given to the ‘writing back’ to Empire, are not to be cast aside
lightly. Literary texts have had a critical role to play in the liberation
movements in the former colonies of European imperialism. How do
settler colonies figure in this? Tim Brennan argues that the field of the
post-colonial must be ‘the literature not of the ‘colonies” but of the
‘colonized”:

[Writers such as] Nadine Gordimer or John Coetzee of South
Africa, along with others from the white Commonwealth
countries, while clearly playing [a] mediating role [between
colonizer and colonized], are probably better placed in some
category of the European novel of Empire because of their
compromised positions of segregated privilege within colonial
settler states. They are too much like the fictional ‘us’ of the so-
called mainstream, on the inside looking out.’

As writers and critics who write from settler spaces, we may choose to
resist the binarism of ‘Europe and its Others” which organizes
Brennan’s argument, and insist on the strategic necessity of
formulating ‘the literature of the colonies’. Post-colonial readings of
‘white writing” in settler states need to be informed by approaches
which articulate an ambivalent relation to Empire, and the position of
white settlers as being both colonized by metropolitan societies, and,
in their turn, brutally colonizing indigenous peoples. If, as Sara Mills
argues, each colonial relation develops narrative and descriptive
techniques and a range of colonialist practices particular to its setting
and history,® the question remains as to whether there are discursive
frameworks which characterize writing from these settler/invader
spaces, what these might be, and how these may be analyzed.

Alan Lawson uses the concept of ‘Second-world” to devise a
discursive framework and a reading strategy for writings grounded in
post-colonial cultures peculiar to settler societies.” He takes up Homi
Bhabha's point that ‘the colonial presence is always ambivalent, split
between its appearance as original and authoritative and its
articulation as repetition and difference’ to argue that particular kinds
of doubleness seem to be ‘distinctively Second-world’, and are one
way of thematizing the ‘second-ness of their worlds’. Stephen Slemon
also acknowledges the ‘middle ground’ of the settler states, stating
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that the ambivalence of literary resistance is the ‘always already’
condition of Second-world settler and post-colonial writings:

For in the white literatures of Australia, or New Zealand, or
Canada, anti-colonialist resistance has never been directed at an
object or discursive structure which can been seen as purely
external to the self. The Second-world writer, the second-world
text, that is, have always been complicit in colonialism’s
territorial appropriation of land, and voice, and agency, and this
has been their inescapable condition even at those moments
when they have promulgated their most strident and most
spectacular figures of post-colonial resistance.?

For Lawson and Slemon, the inclusion of settler sites into post-colonial
criticism is a necessary development, emphasizing the historical
specificity of literary resistance and ambivalence in places ‘where
First-world post-colonial theory has so far forgotten to look.’

Other critics note the difficulties of using a ‘settler’ template to
organize readings of South African writing. Christy Collis examines
the usefulness of the ‘Second-world” concept for South Africa,
pointing out that the ‘familiar question marks of Canadian and
Australian settler discourses” are less apparent: “The central question
taken up by many South African critics and writers is most often not
the non-essentialist, post-colonial one of “where is here”...but instead
the polemical “which side are you on?”’? The unique polarization and
institutionalization of class and racial politics, and of apartheid and
resistance, in South Africa have led some critics to argue that
discourses of post-colonialism are inappropriately applied to
literature written by whites. The hold of the post-colonial label on
‘white writing” in the South African context is a particularly uneasy
one.!?

The debate over territorial access to post-colonial taxonomies is a
matter of concern for those of us who approach South African writing
now, from the ‘outside’, with a comparative perspective and/or with
the discourses of post-colonial criticism as tools. This book, the
conference which was its genesis, and other recent academic
initiatives are harbingers of what is to come: a rapidly growing body
of work on South Africa across an international community of
scholars. On one hand the gains are obvious: for example, South
African writings may remind Australians of the importance of the
construction of whiteness in their own historical and cultural context.
In the white supremacist settler societies, where ideologies of
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whiteness have been taken as given, critiques of the ‘making’ of
whiteness are now emerging. ]. M.Coetzee’s concept of ‘white writing/,
for all its specificity about Afrikaner culture, provides a useful
framework for thinking about writing in Australia and in New
Zealand.!! Recently Mudrooroo Narogin has argued that African
writing is potentially a comparative reference for Black Australian
writing.2

But what do we, as outsiders, bring to South Africa? The danger is
that we become raiders of the ‘lost ark’, turning to the ‘new’ South
Africa to prove what we already know, seeking (and finding)
evidence which justifies theories produced elsewhere. In a
consideration of various approaches to comparative literary studies in
settler societies, Robert Wilson stresses that textual analysis resides
uneasily within contextual investigation: ‘Place two objects together,
Canadian pears and Australian papayas, say, and the possibilities for
comparison will appear to be endless. Most of these will be
adventitious and arbitrary.”!3 Ingenuity needs to be replaced (or at
least supplemented) with the ‘weight of positive, concrete and
precisely historical connections’, with what is playfully described as ‘a
fly’s eye”:

Seeing with a fly’s eye requires that the individual facets focus
clearly and that they are functionally co-ordinated. A co-
ordinated set of perspectives, constituting a compound structure
for analysis and explanation, works effectively in proportion to
the extent that its principles of structuration make sense, are
arguable and coherent... What does seem to work...is a
perspective explicitly grounded in either the sociocultural
history of the two (or more) national literatures...in a
recognizable theoretical model... Given a conceptual archive
with sufficient depth and sophistication (a bit of self-awareness
added to its arsenal of propositions), then it may be possible
eventually to construct the innovative compound structures
necessary for comparative perspectives in Commonwealth
literature.!

At its best, this ‘fly’s eye’ will come alongside national studies of
South African writing to observe not only what is distinctive, but also
what it might share with other sites as a facet of larger cross-
national formations. In the case of post-colonial readings this larger
formation, or imagined community, will be generated as a legacy of
Empire, of processes of colonization and decolonization.
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Clearly various interpretations of settler sites as a particular type of
contact zone need to be sharpened in the light of the criticisms which
surround the attempts to incorporate South Africa into comparative
post-colonial frameworks. In my view we have a licence to proceed,
but with caution. To avoid the ‘adventitious and arbitrary’, three
points need to guide our analysis. Firstly, post-colonial critics will
need to examine representations of and from South Africa with a view
to ongoing formulations of post-colonial interpretation, a practice
which will be strategic and contingent, perpetually in a process of
transformation. Secondly, comparative approaches will need to
proceed along the lines of precisely tuned socio-historical analyses,
sceptical of interpellations in terms of fixed subject positions,
mentalities and relations. Finally, texts themselves need to be read in
terms of the mesh of institutions which determine the production,
circulation and reception of literary and other writings. Post-colonial
critics in particular can ill-afford expressive views of authorship and
text, in which literature floats free of social and cultural determinants
and individual texts speciously resolve deeply embedded
contradiction and resistance. The South African instance can serve as
a kind of ‘limit” case, a reminder of how what gets read or viewed or
heard, by whom, where and when are vital, politically important
components of a post-colonial analysis.!

What follows is an attempt to sketch one articulation of settler sites
as a contact zone; one discursive formation which brought them
together in the field of Empire. What is suggested is not a fixed or
transhistorical set of relationships. To the contrary I would argue that
the comparison needs to be contingent and modest in its claims.

THE DOMESTICATION OF THE ‘SOUTH’

In a pioneering essay, Dorothy Driver examined the production of
female identities in South African colonial history. Taking up
Mannoni’s point that ‘the father’s absolute authority...is [to be]
exercised through the agency of the mother’, Driver argued that
frontierswomen in South Africa were used by the patriarchal and
imperialist system to reproduce the crucial dichotomies of culture and
nature, civilized and wuncivilized, masculinity and femininity,
rationality and irrationality.!® Driver’s analysis draws on
post-Lacanian concepts of the symbolic order to examine the
ideological determinants of the role of settler women in the British
colonies.
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As Anna Davin comments from a different perspective, good
motherhood was an essential component in Victorian ideologies of
racial health and purity. Mothering was connected to the wealth of
the Empire and the fitness of the British race, with particular concern
for the propagation of the race in the white settler colonies.!”
Although the emergence of feminism and the ‘new woman’ produced
competing conceptions of femininity, domesticity remained critical to
conceptions of Englishness, although Englishwomen were
increasingly defined not by their nationality, but by their race.
Immigration propaganda emphasized the white woman’s ‘civilizing
mission’ in the African and Australian colonies. From the 1880s, when
British imperialist sentiment peaked, the numbers of women
immigrating to the colonies grew substantially. Their role was to carry
British ideals abroad, and to preserve, and reproduce, the British race
throughout the Empire—to be, in ideological terms, invincible, and
global, agents of civilization.'® So, for example, in 1902, one of a series
of articles on The Needs of South Africa’” claimed that:

The emigration of women to South Africa has become a question
of national importance. If that country is in the future to become
one of the great self-governing colonies of the British Empire,
warm in sympathy and attachment to the mother country, it
must be peopled with loyal British women as well as British men.”

Australian feminist historians have demonstrated that in Australia the
notions of motherhood, race and settler locale seem to reach a critical
conjunction at the end of the nineteenth century. Patricia Grimshaw et
al. argue that femininity and masculinity are contested domains
which are crucially linked to ideas of race and nationality. Their
analysis positions the concept of mothering as crucial to the identity,
and social empowerment, of settler women. The valorization of
motherhood at the Federation of the Australian colonies in 1901
served different political causes: the labour movement, the women'’s
movement, the temperance movement, and nationalists and
imperialists:

Concern for preserving white society and for fostering white
motherhood, were key motives seeking to integrate colonies withi
n which otherwise so much contestation was evident between
classes and people of differing religious persuasions and
geographical areas.?’
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The first act of the new Commonwealth of Australia was restricting
non-white immigration so that “Australia’s spaces would be filled
instead by pure white babies.”?!

The articulations of feminine domesticity and white racial purity in
South Africa and Australia served to draw the settler sites of the
‘South’ together in a particular relationship to metropolitan Britain
and the Empire. The proliferation of familial metaphors, with Britain
as the ‘Mother Countries’, was deliberate. What defined the settler
sites in opposition to other colonial enterprises in British India and
Africa was that racial process of filiation and the desire to ‘reproduce’—
in terms of culture and population—the British race abroad. This
‘reproduction” led to specific settler anxieties about race, gender and
sexuality.

This domestication of the ‘South” is, I would argue, one way in
which settler sites were ideologically “produced’ as a particular type of
contact zone. A post-colonial (as distinct from feminist, psycho-
analytic and other approaches) analysis of this ideology emphasizes
colonial relationships within the framework of Empire. Post-colonial
analysis must resist the temptation to seek transhistorical and trans-
cultural explanations of the specific formulation of gender, race and
nationality in white settler spaces; it must examine the discursive
production, reproduction and power of colonial ideology in various
texts—both literary and non-fiction, including conduct manuals and
cookery books. How was this ideology resisted and subverted? Under
what conditions, by who and for whom did it circulate? It is at this
point that we can move on to the Lady who will inhabit the
remainder of this chapter.

A LADY’S INFLUENCE

A lady’s influence out here appears to be very great, and capable
of indefinite expansion. She represents refinement and culture
(in Mr Arnold’s sense of the words), and her footsteps on a new
soil such as this should be marked by a trail of light.

Lady Barker, Station Life in New Zealand*

The intrepid colonial matriarch Lady Barker (Broome) wrote and
edited a series of writings which are a prime resource for
thinking about the ‘South” and its evocation as part of Greater Britain
during the late Victorian period. Barker was uniquely placed to
speculate about colonial matters. She was born Mary Anne Stewart in
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Jamaica in 1831, and joined her first husband, Sir George Barker, in
India after the Mutiny. Upon his death in 1861, she returned to
England, and later sailed with her second husband, Frederick Broome,
to New Zealand. Her letters “home” were published as Station Life in
New Zealand (1870). Returning to England, Lady Barker published
eight books, and served as Lady Superintendent of the new National
School of Cookery. In 1875 Frederick Broome was appointed Colonial
Secretary to Natal, and Lady Barker followed him there with their two
young sons, Guy and Louis. Her year in Natal was the basis of A
Year’s Housekeeping in South Africa (1880). She then accompanied
Broome to Mauritius, and to Western Australia in 1883 when he
became governor of the colony. Her recollections of the Australian
years were published as Letters to Guy (1885).

Barker’s writings strung together colonies of the ‘South’: New
Zealand, Natal, Western Australia. Her version of daily life in
southern spaces appeared during a period when accounts of British
imperialism in the southern hemisphere were critical to how British
identity was perceived both at home and abroad. Barker’s accounts
were directed to a metropolitan English readership, and were
reprinted in the 1880s and distributed throughout the Empire by the
Macmillan Colonial Library as an authoritative depiction of colonial
experiences.?® In A Year’s Housekeeping in South Africa and Letters to
Guy we find the articulation of the colonies of the “South” as places
where concepts of femininity, race and class came together to produce
a generation which promulgated what Barker called ‘the white-souled
state’.

In 1904, some seven years before her death, Barker wrote Colonial
Memories. She concluded with a description of the “white-souled state’
which women of her class and generation had cultivated: ‘we were
trained to be unselfish, and certainly we were obedient and docile’.?*
This docility seems odd when compared to her pleasure in Station Life
at dressing in mannish attire, having her hair cropped like a boy’s,
and openly savouring physical pleasures; or when contrasted with the
gendered role reversal in the Natal letters, where Frederick Broome
‘never ceases pining for his papers and arm chair’ and Lady Barker
organizes expeditions to the ‘Bush’.?> When it suited her, Barker took
advantage of opportunities to take up ‘masculine’ behaviours and
dress in the colonies.

Barker’s comment in her memoirs makes more sense when
examined in the context in which it was written: London, 1902. At this
time, several events, including federation in Australia and the Anglo-
Boer War in South Africa, and the growing influence of eugenics,
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intensified anxiety about the future of the white race in Britain and
abroad. Barker’s retrospective comments on the ‘white-souled state’
emerge at a moment of crisis in thinking about Britishness and
Empire. Her self-conscious reference to ‘training’, to a generational
identity and, one is inclined to suggest, to the performance of a
particular subject position are particularly interesting, and infer a
clear sense of her place-in-time.

Barker’s letters from the ‘South” were published alongside several
other key British texts on household management which stressed the
importance of cleanliness, discipline, regulation, and the importance
of the household to the nation. Isabella Beeton’s Book of Household
Management (1861) claimed that, ‘As with the Commander of an Army
or the leader of any enterprise, so it is with the mistress of a house.’?
This alliance of military and domestic force would assume particular
power in the colonies; indeed, colonial experience was a vital
component of its formation. The notes on nursing written by Barker’s
contemporary, Florence Nightingale, brought together domestic and
military narratives, and deployed a domestic ideal to support
Britain’s imperial designs in India and the expansion of state
administrative control over the poor at home.?” Lady Barker was
herself an expert on domestic management, as the first Lady
Superintendent of the National School of Cookery. In Colonial
Memories she professed ‘deep amazement’ at her appointment, for ‘I
never cared in the least what I ate as long as it was “neat and clean”.’
Yet the curriculum she introduced, with its training in neatness and
cleanliness as much as in preparing food, suggests why she was an
appropriate director in an age when cooking, like other forms of
domestic economy, was part of the social apparatus which regulated
middle-class values and sensibilities.

For both Barker and Nightingale, experience in colonial spaces was
critical in establishing their regimes of order and discipline. This
reminds us of Mary Louise Pratt's concept of ‘transculturation’,
whereby modes of conduct and representation are received and
appropriated by groups on the periphery, but then exported back to
the centre in various and altered ways. Europe was constructed from
the outside in, as much as from the inside out.?® Traffic between the
imperial centres and the colonies was two-way: ideas of
domestic order and hygiene which were taught to the English
population were in part produced overseas and imported back
‘home’.

In Letters to Guy, with the sense of the ‘performance’ of a gendered
and racially marked British identity in mind, we can see how the



74 GILLIAN WHITLOCK

colony—in this case Western Australia—can be presented as a back-
drop to the progress of ‘the white lady’. Barker arrived in the colony
as, quite literally, the ‘first’ lady, the symbol of imperial rule and
Queen Victoria’s surrogate. Her progress around the colony was
marked by floral tributes, with the construction of makeshift bowers
in even the most remote locations. The tractability of the colony for
this imperial performance was, in part, secured by Barker’s mode of
address in her book. Her letters are written to her thirteen-year-old
son, Guy, who is in England; and she speaks in them as a mother,
albeit an eminent one. The colony is represented in the didactic,
picturesque and occasionally comic terms appropriate for a younger
readership, with the vice-regal dog, Monsieur Puppy, as a prominent
character!

Barker contains the colony of Western Australia within a frame-
work of domesticity and utility. Flora and fauna are foreign yet
available:

I often think it might be worth someone’s while to teach all
England, and indeed, all Europe, the advantage of ‘black-boy’, as
kindling wood. It is just one of many things one sees in a new
world like this, lying ready to man’s hand, waiting for him to
come and take it, and use it.??

The function of this kind of writing for a British audience becomes
evident when, in the grounds of government house in Perth, Barker’s
youngest son, Louis, plays out a version of the Swiss Family Robinson
settlement. If Robinson Crusoe is the archetypal narrative of the
individualistic, masculine figure taming the wilderness, then Swiss
Family Robinson is its communal, feminized equivalent. Here the
solitary, isolated and egocentric man is replaced by the family; there
is no contact with other races (as with Crusoe and Friday), and the
Swiss Family Robinson enter an Eden-like setting with all creation at
their service and disposal. The family respond to this abundance by
making shelters, tree houses, domestic spaces right across the island.
The domestic and feminized vision of settlement, so exemplified by
Barker, finds its mythology here.

It is indicative that the Swiss Family Robinson mythology
flourishes best where the illusion of social and cultural
homogeneity prevails. As the letters from South Africa attest,
‘Southern’” colonies were by no means equally receptive to this
narrative of colonization. Barker calls her reminiscence of Natal A
Year’s Housekeeping in South Africa, again signalling her perspective as
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a mother, wife and mistress of the house. Barker is not unique in
seeking to represent South Africa in terms of the domestically
pastoral, fabricating a sense of social stability around the nucleus of
the farm; J.M.Coetzee identifies this as one of the major themes of
South African ‘white writing’.*® However Housekeeping represents a
specific variation of this discourse, whereby the Victorian cult of
domesticity allowed women to make themselves and their houses
privileged sites of political understanding and action.

South Africa is quite clearly a different kind of contact zone than
Canterbury, New Zealand or Perth, Western Australia. From her very
first letter, the land and its people are undisciplined. Barker’s first
sight of land is Robben Island, off Cape Town, ‘a more forlorn and
discouraging islet I don’t think I have ever beheld’.?! On the wharf are
listless Malays and ‘half-caste’ boys, and men who are lounging
about, displaying a lack of industry that Barker sees as characteristic
of Boers and natives alike. She writes, ‘Kafirs [sic] do not understand
what Mr Carlyle calls the beauty and dignity of labour.”** Even the
landscape refuses to yield to the educated sensibility: Table Mountain
in Cape Town is a disappointment, for instead of having picturesque,
craggy peaks ‘it cuts the sky with a perfectly straight line’. For the
South African landscape to even remotely resemble Britain, the
indigenous peoples and the Afrikaners must be out of sight.

When Barker moves north to Natal, her house causes her to
comment that “architecture is at its lowest ebb in South Africa’.3® The
public buildings in Pietermaritzburg remind her of a dilapdated barn
on a bankrupt farm, with the natural elements and wildlife seeming to
enter at will. White settlement is ‘precarious’, as illustrated by these
makeshift buildings, and in the manoeuvres of the Natal Mounted
Volunteers, primed and ready for action. She wrote, ‘Living as we do
in such a chronically precarious position, a position in which five
minutes official ill-temper...might set the whole kaffir population in a
blaze of discontent...”.>* The ‘kaffirs’ must learn to live in a decent and
orderly fashion, with training schools established to develop thrift,
industry, domestic arts among a labour force of domestic servants for
white settlers. Barker sees the Africans as ‘good material which is
ready to our hands’, needing only domestication. Yet for all her
attempts in this venture, her Zulu servants desire to return to ‘the
savage life, with its gorges of half-raw meat and native beer, and its
freedom from clothes’.?®

Natal’s difference from the other colonies of the ‘South’ visited by
Barker was also marked by its lack of resemblance to Britain, and the
ease with which British traditions and codes were parodied and
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reduced by mimicry. Barker described ‘Kafirland’ [sic] as the old
clothes-shop of the fighting world, where the cast-off clothes of
European armies worn by the ‘kaffirs’ flouted the original, and strict,
codes of military dress. The scarlet tunic once denoting the disciplined
military officer was now donned with bare legs. Similarly, the names
of English aristocrats were used for animals, so that as Barker travels
into Durban the coach driver yells: ‘Walk along, Lord Gifford: think
as you've another Victoria Cross to get topo’ this hill! Walk along,
Lord Carnarvon: you ain’t sitting in a Cab’nit Council here, you
know.” She has the grace to be flattered when she then hears: “Walk
along, Lady Barker.’3

In Natal the contestation between radically different cultures—
British, emergent colonial, and African—was manifest. Here, even
Barker underwent a physical transformation, ruefully pointing out
that references to her as ‘the white lady” are only figures of speech, for
she is almost as brown as a ‘native’. It was a site where mimicry
resisted the intention to produce the resemblance necessary for the
production of a British-style domestic space. Instead, it generated
grotesque parodies of Britishness. It was no coincidence that Olive
Schreiner’s anti-pastoral novel, The Story of an African Farm, with its
stern turning away from European locations and its celebration of an
austere African landscape, was published in 1883, soon after Barker’s
year in Natal. Although Barker’s vision differed from that of
Schreiner, she could not escape noting the presence of counter-
knowledges and counter-histories in colonial South Africa.

As a dream of a racially homogenous, highly disciplined familial
microcosm, the Swiss Family Robinson narrative so loved by Barker
and her young son allowed the fiction of the contact zone as an empty
space, receptive and tractable, to remain in place. It contained no
‘Other’ to mimic and displace the ritual performance of an imperial,
middle-class domestic order. Of the three volumes of Barker’s letters
which describe the ‘South’, only that from Natal has remained out of
print. The re-publication of Letters to Guy and Station Life in New
Zealand continues the reproduction and recycling of docile bodies and
dream houses in southern spaces. As Vron Ware points out, blackness
and whiteness, and masculinity and femininity, are categories whose
meanings are historically derived, always in relation to each other and
rarely in a simple pattern of binary opposites.?” Barker’s ‘white-souled
state’ is a fine example of the imperial interactions between gender,
race, class. It is for post-colonial scholarship to uncover ideologies,
subjectivities and knowledges as they emerge in such complex and
compound aggregations in the post-colonial domain, with a ‘fly’s eye’
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view of not only those performances of power and authority—such as
we find in Lady Barker’s writings—but also the parodies and
resistance which challenge the Lady’s influence.
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5
‘SKIRTING THE EDGES OF
CIVILIZATION’

Two Victorian women travellers and ‘colonial
spaces’ in South Africa

Michelle Adler

During the nineteenth century many British women travelled to South
Africa, writing letters, journals and travelogues about their
experiences for a ‘home’ audience. These women were mostly middle-
class—the wives or daughters of missionaries, soldiers, colonial
officials—brought to South Africa in the wake of imperial expansion
in the region. Their narratives focused on the difficulties of
reproducing middle-class homes in an alien environment, where the
amenities of ‘civilized’ society were often sorely lacking.! Discourses
of domesticity characterized most female travel writing of the era and
reflected the gender constraints of Victorian society, notably the way
in which middle-class women’s lives and writings were circumscribed
and defined by the ‘women’s sphere’ of home and hearth.? As women’s
opportunities widened, and empire was ‘made safe’ for British
womanhood through conquest and settlement, it became increasingly
possible for women to travel independently to South Africa, as
scientists, philanthropists, nurses—or tourists with a ‘sense of
adventure’.? The plethora of women'’s travelogues during the last
quarter of the century indicated the extent to which women had
entered the male-dominated field of published travel writing, while
their style and content reflected the changing roles and growing
independence of British women beyond the confines of the domestic
sphere.

In the late 1870s and early 1880s two fiercely independent women
travelled to South Africa. Mrs Sarah Heckford (1839-1903), author of
A Lady Trader in the Transvaal (1882), was a wealthy widow who left a
comfortable life in Belgravia to ‘leap the barriers of young-ladydon’,
as she put it, though they ‘were armed with painfully sharp spikes’:
she followed a varied and unconventional path as traveller, farmer,
and the first female smous (itinerant trader) in the northern Transvaal
bushveld. Lady Florence Dixie (1855-1905) was the first female war
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correspondent, sent to South Africa by the Morning Post to cover the
Transvaal Boer ‘rebellion” of 1880. Travelling through Zululand in the
aftermath of the Anglo-Zulu war, Dixie recorded her impressions in a
politically controversial book, In the Land of Misfortune (1882).

Both women grew up in an era when gender divisions were rigidly
circumscribed, and the ideal of British womanhood was the ‘angel in
the house’. But although Victorian gender ideology was powerfully
constraining, it was also inherently unstable. Heckford and Dixie
colluded with, modified and transgressed conventional mores to
create independent lives for themselves: travel provided ideal
opportunities to do so. In sharp contrast to the domestic discourses
found in most female travel writing, both Heckford and Dixie
emulated the conventions of ‘male’ adventure narratives, a
framework better suited to the narration of independent travel.

In exploring Heckford and Dixie’s South African journeys, three
key areas emerge: the ‘spaces’ that opened up for privileged women
travelling in South Africa, allowing them to modify or challenge
prevailing gender constructions; the geographical and social ‘spaces’
they described and codified in their travelogues; and the largely
marginal ‘writing spaces’ available to women at a time when the
public sphere of writing for publication was dominated by men. The
theme of ‘marginal spaces” weaves through the lives and writings of
Heckford and Dixie: in the roles deemed appropriate for women at
the time; in the ‘outer edges’ of frontier regions they chose to explore;
and in the margins of history and literature to which their experiences
and writings are usually assigned.

In England Heckford, like many leisured women, found that ‘the
easiest way to a life outside of the parlour lay not in overt rebellion,
but in the virtuous path of charity work’.* Far from being helpless
victims of male patriarchy, many privileged women exploited
precisely those characteristics—gentleness, self-sacrifice, nurturing —
that had been constructed to confine women to the parlour, as a means
of escape into the world.® Philanthropy was Heckford’s passport to an
independent life; ill-health an excuse to travel. Dixie, by contrast,
developed a reputation for nonconformity and rebelliousness.
Membership of a wealthy aristocratic family offered some protection
from society’s disapproval of ‘transgressive’ or ‘unwomanly’
behaviour, a degree of independence not available to most women,
and opportunities to travel to a series of exotic destinations.

Unlike most privileged women, who tended to confine their travels
to settler enclaves, Heckford and Dixie chose to travel to the ‘outer
edges of civilization’: the northern-Transvaal bushveld and Zululand.
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Frontier regions were not only dangerous and difficult to negotiate,
but also provided scope for adventure, and freedom from the
constraints of British colonial society: travelling towards imperial
frontiers, women sometimes crossed the boundaries of ‘femininity’.
Typically, travel narratives revolve around the experience of alien
geographical space. The landscapes through which Heckford and
Dixie travelled were highly conflicted social and political terrains, in
the grip of massive social transformation. Although they responded
very differently to the ‘contested spaces’ in which they found
themselves, their portrayals of Africa and African society centred on
the theme of possession and dispossession of the landscape.

By 1878 South Africa was considered the ‘coming country’: armed
with a hundred shares in the Transvaal Farming, Mining and Trading
Association’, Heckford planned to invest in land speculation in the
Transvaal. The period covered in her book (1878-81) was an eventful
one in South Africa’s history. In 1875 the Secretary of State for the
Colonies initiated his scheme to federate Natal and the Cape Colony
with the Boer Republics and so form a single South African
dominion. The principal exponent of this policy in South Africa was
the High Commissioner, Sir Bartle Frere, who regarded independent
African chiefdoms as anachronisms, and believed that the proposed
dominion should be built on the basis of white self-government and
the subjugation and ‘civilization’ of Africans. In 1879 ‘the Zulu
kingdom and the Pedi polity, two vital obstacles to colonial control,
were bludgeoned into submission by British-led armies.”® With the
destruction of the two most powerful independent polities in the
region, ‘the balance of power in South Africa finally swung decisively
in favour of a colonial society dominated by white settlers.”” These
years also saw increased Boer resistance to British authority, the
collapse of the myth of British military supremacy in engagements at
Laing’s Nek and Majuba, and eventual Boer control of the Transvaal
in 1881.

Heckford disembarked at Natal in 1878. Most women would
have travelled the 450 miles to the Transvaal in a wagon, but she set
off on a pony, revolvers strapped to her waist and saddle. She
accompanied a group of men, none of whom were ‘gentlemen’, or
prepared to treat her with much deference. Heckford’s refusal to
conform to the stereotype of feminine compliance and helplessness
once she found herself outside settler enclaves, is significant. The
‘perfect lady’ in Britain or in colonial towns, in the bush Heckford rode
astride, slept under a wagon huddled with virtual strangers, wielded
a bullwhip with dexterity, and was not above whipping servants and
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bullying her male companions. In the colonial context there were
clearly opportunities for and advantages in stepping beyond the
confines of ladylike behaviour. Although the lives of most middle-
class colonial women were severely constrained,® as ‘temporary
sojourners’ travellers were more easily able to challenge the
boundaries of convention to ‘create spaces’ for themselves. In the
words of veteran traveller Isabella Bird, ‘travellers are privileged to
do the most improper things with perfect propriety; that is one charm
of travelling.””

Emulating aspects of dominant ‘male’ values and behaviour
provided a form of ‘protective colouring’ which allowed a woman
travelling without family or husband to successfully maintain her
independence, gain personal power and exert authority in a ‘man’s
world’. Such self-empowerment also depended on supporting and
exploiting existing belief systems regarding race and class. As an
‘honorary man” Heckford could act independently, in ways that
would have been unthinkable ‘at home’. However, challenges to
gender conventions were always contradictory and ambiguous, partly
because of the need to appease the colonial community, but also
because the majority of women believed in maintaining ‘natural’
gender divisions and ‘feminine’ identity. In colonial centres, even
adventurous women travellers donned the mask of decorum.

Heckford regarded the dusty villages, lack of amenities, unfamiliar
landscapes and people of South Africa with a critical British eye. Her
first impression was of ‘the drop-scene of an unknown opera’,'? but
the landscape clearly fell short of the vision of an exotic country
imagined at home:

I must warn my readers, that although I shall have to tell them
of rocks and valleys and wooded ravines, &c., they must not
picture to themselves anything analogous to what they may
have seen in Switzerland or Italy... The artist who would
portray it need have but few colours in his paintbox.!!

In 1879 Heckford reached Rustenburg, 60 miles west of Pretoria,
crossing the Magaliesberg at Silkaatsnek, where the Boers had
defeated Mzilikazi in 1838. The idea of the mountain range as barrier-
frontier is ideally suited to ‘narratives of difficult journeys into a remote
world’, which are characteristic of travel literature.”> Beyond the
barrier, experience will be entirely different: as Heckford put it, ‘I was
launched into my new life.”’* One way in which Heckford could begin
to imagine her new world was through writing, ‘without which
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amusement I should have collapsed under the combined heat,
dullness and anxiety of that time."!* She described Rustenburg as one
of the last places ‘inhabited by white people, and through whose streets
numbers of Kaffirs...troop daily, dressed in skins, and adorned with
barbaric ornaments.’!®> This world appeared exceedingly remote and
alien, a frontier contact zone where ‘savage” people intruded on the
‘white’ town.

On discovering that the farming scheme which had lured her to the
Transvaal was a scam, Heckford was forced to find paid employment,
first as a governess—a last resort for respectable women in straitened
circumstances—and later, more unusually, as a farmer. The world she
described was one enclosed within the universe of the farm, a
microcosm of South African society, which she arranged into an
ordered, apparently immutable social and racial hierarchy.
Heckford’s narrative portrays the English-speaking farming family of
1820 settler stock as the rightful owners of the landscape: poor Boer
bywoners and African squatter tenants, from whom farmers extracted
unpaid labour, are ephemeral intruders who leave few marks on the
land. Africans are timeless ethnographic specimens, presented as
comic or pitiful spectacles for the eyes of a British readership. The
Boers scarcely fare better, being dirty, cunning, stupid and cruel—a
perception reinforced by ‘Boer scares’ in the region. Beyond the
universe of the farm is a scattering of English and Boer families, and
beyond them, the ever-threatening ‘tribes”: “in a pattern common to
much colonial writing, the farm boundary is the line of exclusion
beyond which lies the wilderness. 1

Heckford had little knowledge of the history of the area, or
understanding of the conflicted social and political terrains she
encountered: her narrative reflected dominant attitudes regarding
class, race and national identity. She saw Africans as inherently
savage and primitive, devoid of ‘refinement and elevation of thought’,
undeserving of charity, and permanently excluded from the ‘civilizing
mission” to the poor she had championed in England.
Occasionally Heckford’s life intersected with living strands of the
region’s recent past. Unable to grasp the intricacies of local politics
and history, she sometimes generated her own framework for
interpreting the world around her. In a rare moment of reflection
Heckford acknowledged the existence of a different, submerged
history of the region, upon which her own story and that of the
surrounding farmers and settlers had been superimposed. Among the
squatters was a son of Mzilikazi, living in wretched poverty:
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whether to a European or a Kaffir the sense of having to ask for
favours when you once dispensed them, to obey where you once
commanded—the feeling of dependence upon a stranger —must
always be bitter. [Mzilikazi’s son], looking down from my little
aerie on the cultivated valley below, which had once been a wild
bush, and his own hunting country, must in a miserable blind
sort of way have felt something of what the exiled French
Princes experienced when they looked across the channel to the
distant shores of France.!”

Farming in the remote, fever-ridden northern Transvaal was no easy
task. Farmers cultivated a wide range of skills, including hunting,
poaching, transport riding and trading. Suffering from bouts of
malaria and struggling financially, Heckford was forced to devise
survival strategies. As winter approached, Boer farmers in the area
traditionally burnt depleted pastures and trekked deep into the
bushveld with their large herds of cattle, camping far from any
outpost of ‘civilization” until springtime brought them back to the
farms—a practice Heckford saw as further evidence of their inability
to ‘civilize’ the landscape.

Heckford’s most unconventional ‘adventure’” was her decision in
1880 to become a smous in the bushveld. The smous was a familiar figure
in the rural Transvaal. But a female smous was unheard of; a ‘lady’
smous inconceivable. Heckford was alone, not very strong, lame,
subject to severe attacks of malaria, and had no idea about trading.
Nevertheless, she bought trade goods and horses, hired a voorloper
and wagon driver, and with a team of ‘salted” oxen,'® set out for the
Waterberg.

For Heckford the Waterberg—roughly north-east of Rustenburg —
was a region at the very edge of the known world, an ideal context for
reinventing one’s social identity, or behaving in ways that elsewhere
would be labelled transgressive. Early Boer settlers began trickling
into the region in the 1850s, but fevers and flies made it one of the last
areas of the Transvaal to be colonized. In the 1880s the region was
still, from a European point of view, ‘a remote and pestilential corner
of Africa’,! harbouring

fractious chiefs, foolhardy hunters, desperate criminals on the run
from the law, and unfortunate officials who from the 1860s had
to contend with a region that was an administrative night-mare. ..
It was in all a rather grim frontier.2’
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Trading at Boer camps, African households and mission stations,
Heckford confronted the danger of wild animals and snakes, and the
possibility of falling prey to typhoid, diphtheria, enteric and
pneumonia, all of which claimed numerous lives in the 1870s.
Sleeping in open veld in the bitter cold, she suffered chronic
bronchitis, often ‘not only tired in body, but I felt nearly mad’.?! As
Mary Gaunt, another traveller in Africa, explained, confronting
danger could be empowering: ‘there is something in the thought of
danger that must be overcome...that quickens the blood and gives an
added zest to life.”??

In these months before the outbreak of the Transvaal ‘rebellion’,
Heckford and her Boer customers regarded one another with mutual
suspicion. She expressed horror at Boer treatment of Africans,
reporting that ‘children had been dragged from their mothers” arms
and taken away as slaves:’?> The widespread use of indentured child
labour, known as inboekselings, played an important role in the region
at a time when the migrant labour system attracted Africans from the
northern Transvaal to the diamond fields of Kimberley, resulting in
labour shortages on white farms.?* An emphasis on ‘Boer cruelties’
was typical of much travel writing about South Africa, and was
intended to highlight the moral superiority of the British, and their
concomitant superior claim to the region.

Heckford’s career as a trader and farmer ended abruptly with the
Boer rising, which brought financial disaster. Even the formidable
Mrs Heckford could not survive the destruction of her farm, loss of
trade, plummeting prices and diminished markets, and reluctantly
she decided to return to England. She completed her travelogue
during the voyage home.

In many ways Sarah Heckford’s narrative is unremarkable. But, in
the words of one critic, such ‘lesser colonial documents from an obscure
frontier’ are of considerable interest as ‘everyday testimony’ from a
region about which very little is known,? not least because they reveal
the individual consciousness, its ‘structures of feeling’, and the lines
of identity by which a woman’s new place and world are imagined.
Heckford’s narrative reflects—through tensions, silences and
contradictions—the ambiguities of her role as female traveller and
writer in a ‘man’s world’. As Kay Schaffer argues, to write about
colonial spaces at all, independent women had to take a ‘masculine’
position, since the most common narrative figure and role model was
heroic, male and adventurous, setting out to conquer a land that was
often represented as feminine and passive: ‘to speak with authority
she must wear a male disguise.”?



90 MICHELLE ADLER

The colonial context allowed Heckford to subvert gender
conventions and gain greater freedom and independence; the
publication of her narrative was similarly a challenge to Victorian
mores. The question of ‘writing spaces’ for women is an important
one. Although many nineteenth-century women wrote for a living,
the constraints on middle-class women entering the “public sphere’
meant that their main literary outlet was the “private’ diary, journal or
letter. When entering the ‘masculine” world of publication, women
often chose low-status genres, such as travel writing, which followed
the structure of the journal. The fact that women published at all must
be seen as a challenge to hegemonic constructions of ‘the feminine’.
Although women often reproduced these constructions, they
challenged, even as they seemed to support, the codes of gender and
national identity.

By the 1880s the female traveller had become a familiar figure.
However, women were still seen as peripheral to the imperial
enterprise, and female travel writers continued to write ‘in the
margins’ of colonial discourse. Their narratives were seldom regarded
as ‘important’ or ’‘serious’ contributions to Victorian society’s
knowledge about empire. That women writers were aware of this
difference in status can be seen in the self-deprecating caveats with
which they peppered their books. Crucially, women were unable to
adopt an imperialist voice with the same ease as male writers: as Sara
Mills points out,?” female narratives reveal how women negotiated a
series of constraints, ranging from the ‘masculine’ conventions of
travel writing, to contemporary gender and colonial discourses.
Certain discourses or subjects remained restricted or taboo.
Moreover, the authors of most published female travelogues were
privileged women, indicating the importance of wealth and leisure in
shaping women'’s access to a public ‘voice’.

In contrast to Heckford, Florence Dixie was a ‘new woman’2® who
used the most public of writing spaces, the newspaper article,
to express her views. Many Victorian women confronted the terrors
of war and recorded their experiences,?’ but Dixie was the first female
war ‘special’, with the task of reporting on the Transvaal Boer
uprising for the Morning Post. Her appointment caused a sensation:
female journalists were rare, but a woman war reporter was unheard
of. Newspapers depicted a frivolous female trying to keep up with the
troops, the general hilarity was enhanced by the fact that she came
from a patrician family: ‘even now, we understand, overtures are
being made to a countess in her own right to proceed to the
Transvaal.*" Dixie’s appointment as war correspondent was an
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indication of the rapidly changing role of women during the last
quarter of the nineteenth century: the ridicule it provoked shows that
these changes were uneven and controversial.

For unconventional women freedom was more often than not
associated with ‘masculine’ qualities and behaviour achievable only
by modifying, where possible, conventions of femininity: ‘the result
was that an exceptional woman tended to identify with likeminded
men rather than other women and to see herself as an “honorary
man”—a unique exception to the constraints and rules which limited
the lives of the other women.”! In South Africa Dixie was lauded for
her ‘manly’ courage, while her “‘masculine’ abilities and dress evoked
admiration.®

Indeed, as an ‘honorary man’ with the status of newspaper
correspondent, Dixie could transgress social norms and enjoy a
greater degree of independence and freedom than most women. By
excelling in predominantly masculine activities and identifying
strongly with powerful military men, Dixie gained access to the
military establishment. At the same time she exploited her position as
an attractive upper-class woman, thus ameliorating criticism of
‘transgressive’ behaviour.

Dixie’s career as a war ‘special’ was short-lived. Before she could
send her first report from the front the crisis in the Transvaal was
over. The peace negotiations elicited all her flag-waving instincts:
‘was it for such an inglorious ending that the lives of so many gallant
officers and men have been thrown away?...making us ashamed of
our country and the laughing stock of every Dutchman?’®® Her
dispatches vociferously demanded the continuation of the war,
echoing the dissatisfaction of highly placed military men such as Sir
Evelyn Wood. Never one to shy away from public controversy, Dixie
denounced the Gladstone government for compromising timidity.
Her dispatches to the Morning Post became increasingly
impassioned and jingoistic, and were widely quoted in the South
African press.

Most female travellers shared dominant ruling-class views
regarding race and empire. But although Dixie openly endorsed the
British imperial enterprise, her attitudes towards Africans are difficult
to categorize: she developed great admiration, empathy and respect
for the Zulu people, an attitude imbued with romanticism and to all
appearances incompatible with her jingoistic fervour. However, her
seemingly contradictory ideas about empire can to some extent be
explained in terms of contemporary debates and attitudes.
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Dixie’s reputation as an adventurous ‘eccentric’ was enhanced by
her curious role in contemporary debates surrounding the Zulu king,
Cetshwayo, who in 1872 succeeded his father to the powerful,
independent Zulu kingdom. The kingdom was seen as an obstacle to
‘progress’ in the region—an ‘anachronism’, according to Sir Bartle
Frere—and in 1879 the British army and colonial forces invaded:

the Zulu king was exiled and the Zulu military system
terminated, but the intensity of Zulu resistance persuaded the
British to leave the Zulu in possession of most of their land, and
they escaped annexation. The external forces of change, having
failed in a direct assault, then started to erode Zulu
independence.3*

Dixie’s fascination with Cetshwayo began in 1881 with a visit to the
king, who had been captured in August 1879, at Oude Moulen, a farm
near Cape Town. The visit was not unusual: Cetshwayo was
something of a tourist attraction and a steady stream of notable
figures paid homage to him. Dixie regarded the exile and
imprisonment of the king as reprehensible, and rapidly became an
ardent proponent of his reinstatement:

an instance of grosser injustice can nowhere be recorded than the
detention of this brave but unhappy captive, who is suffering for
the ambition and cupidity of others, and whose sole crime was
his defence of his invaded country... In the dignity, patience,
and fortitude under severe trial with which he bears his
captivity, Cetshwayo has shown that he lacks not that which is
found wanting in the breasts of his conquerors, i.e. generosity
and nobility of soul, which it would be well for justice-loving (!)
John Bull to imitate.?®

According to Dixie, Cetshwayo begged her to visit Zululand and report
to him on the extent of his popular support. Paradoxically, whereas
she had vociferously demanded that the British should punish the
Transvaal Boers and assert imperial authority, she now deplored the
dismemberment of the Zulu kingdom and the destruction of its
political and economic independence. Dixie was not the only one to
become an ardent advocate of Cetshwayo's reinstatement. At the time
of his capture the British public had accepted that he was a monstrous
tyrant, whose barbarities had been vividly described by Sir Bartle
Frere in official dispatches. By the time Cetshwayo was imprisoned in
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the Castle in Cape Town, his imposing, kingly appearance and
presence was widely commented on. Many of those who met him
personally were so impressed that they ensured that his petitions
reached the British authorities and public. Many prominent people,
notably Bishop Colenso of Natal, believed that Cetshwayo ‘had
suffered a great injustice and that Britain should make amends for
this’.%

Undeterred by warnings that Zululand was still too volatile for a
woman traveller, Dixie accompanied Sir Evelyn Wood on a tour of
famous Zulu battlegrounds, including Isandhlwana, Ulundi and
Rorke’s Drift. She eulogized the ‘gallant band of Englishmen’ killed in
battle, but also the ‘warriors of Cetshwayo, who falling for King and
country came to strike a blow at the invaders of their dearly beloved
land’.3” She was struck by Zulu loyalty to Cetshwayo, who ‘had been
stolen away from them’.*® Dixie portrayed the Zulu in sentimental
and utopian terms as ‘noble savages’, her own queenly progress
through this ‘romantic space’ marked by salutations ‘uttered by the
stately sons of Zululand...there is a solemnity and dignity about it
which is indescribable’.%

Dixie’s admiration for the Zulu was not unusual. When in 1879
British troops invaded the kingdom, Zulu resistance was so fierce that
they inflicted one of the greatest defeats in the history of Britain’s
colonial wars, and ‘impressed the name Zulu indelibly on the popular
imagination of Europe and America’.*’ The word ‘Zulu’ entered
popular speech and writing, becoming widely identified with an idea
of barbarous nobility.*! Dixie’s portrayal of the Zulu paradoxically
combined popular martial imagery and the idea of the ‘noble savage’,
with the gentler image required to ‘defend” them from further assault
upon their independence. Noble and heroic, the Zulu are nonetheless
portrayed as a defeated people who no longer pose a threat to British
colonial interests. Like several other women travellers, Dixie’s
construction of the myth of a ‘primitive’ society was intended to
discourage further European intrusion.?

Dixie’s ideologically complex narrative is characterized by a
‘double discourse’ of imperialist fervour on the one hand, and a desire
to protect the ‘noble Zulu" on the other. Avowedly endorsing the
imperial enterprise and the propagandistic discourses of conquest,
Dixie simultaneously presented a powerful critique of imperialism
from its margins. Such internal contradictions in the text rupture the
dominant discourse: a ‘subversive’ discourse is contained within the
main narrative, resulting in the partial dismantling of the imperialist
construction from within.
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Dixie and Heckford, although in some ways markedly different
from each other, both codified the geographical spaces of frontier
regions in terms of divided landscapes—as contested terrains where
struggles of possession and dispossession were acted out. But their
portrayals of the ‘Other’” do contrast strikingly. Confronted in the
western Transvaal with the dismemberment of African societies and
the conquest of landscapes, Heckford, as farmer and itinerant trader,
welcomed the transformation of ‘savage wilderness” into productive
white farmland: in her narrative the ‘Other’ is all but silenced. Dixie,
on the other hand, who began as a war correspondent and then
moved deeper into a sense of the colonized subject’s narrative
through her admiration for King Cetshwayo, regarded the Zulu
kingdom as ‘invaded space’ that had to be protected from further
assault. The subversive discourse in her writing disrupts the
imperialist narrative flow, occasionally allowing the voice of the
‘Other’ to be heard. In this sense Dixie, unlike the (in some ways)
more conventional Heckford, presents the reader with a counter-
hegemonic voice within colonial discourse.

Although Heckford and Dixie were both unusual women, the ways
in which they attempted to extend the boundaries of the ‘female
sphere” were representative of the strategies employed by a number
of privileged women similarly negotiating roles for themselves outside
the home. Each in their different way illustrate how the lives and
writings of female travellers provide an arena for exploring how
women attempted to create ‘spaces’ for greater freedom, self-
expression and adventure. Journeys in faraway places allowed
privileged women to subvert or challenge gender constructions in
ways not always available to contemporaries at home. On the ‘outer
edges of civilization’, where the rigid conventions of Victorian society
begin to break down, women travellers could ‘bend the rules” or
sometimes openly challenge notions of the “‘women’s sphere’, without
appearing transgressive.

Heckford’s independence as farmer and travelling trader rested on
dissolving the barriers of gender where it was pragmatic to do so. As
a smous in the bushveld she showed that it was possible to act outside
traditional dictates of gender. Nonetheless she carefully preserved the
image of conventional respectability, even when narrating far from
conventional experiences. Such contradictions reveal the tensions
implicit in women writers” engagement with empire and ‘masculine’
narrative conventions. In South Africa Heckford could, up to a point,
assume the role of ‘white man’, taking on the accepted male colonial
role of adventurer and entrepreneur; similarly Dixie, as a “special” in
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the male world of journalism, identified with dominant masculine,
ruling-class attitudes and behaviour, where this opened up
opportunities for greater independence.

Although Dixie’s behaviour and writing were more openly
transgressive than that of Heckford—in that she entered the
‘masculine’ world of imperial politics—the double discourse of
‘feminine’ compliance and ‘masculine’ assertiveness that is in varying
degrees present in both their narratives reveals the ways in which
women were able simultaneously to collude with, resist or challenge
dominant discourses and ideology.

Mills has argued that the most striking difference between male and
female travel writing lies in the way they are judged and processed.
The “marginal space’ occupied by female travel writing has recently
been questioned, but in general, successive reconstructions of the
social history of empire and African travel continue to confine women
and their writings to the perimeters of history and literature. Travel
narratives by Heckford, Dixie and other women who wrote about
South Africa, although largely ignored and neglected, are important
in several ways. Because the experiences and writings of travellers are
gendered, they provide opportunities for exploring how relations of
gender are perpetuated, exploited or transformed in a specific
colonial context, and to what extent women accepted, colluded with,
or resisted their marginal and subordinate status.

An analysis of female travel writing also challenges some of the
generalizations of ‘orientalism’, in that it reveals the existence of
counter-hegemonic voices within colonial discourse. Furthermore, it
reveals a rich polyphony of voices, a variety of attitudes and
experiences that not only bring into question the accuracy of dominant
stereotypes of British women as ‘God’s Police” or intrepid eccentrics,
but also expose a largely submerged perspective on empire and the
ordering of colonial South Africa.

NOTES

1 See Gillian Whitlock’s discussion of Lady Barker in this volume.

2 For example, Lady Barker, A Year’s Housekeeping in South Africa (1879);
Helen M.Prichard, Friends and Foes in the Transkei: An Englishwoman’s
Experiences during the Cape Frontier War of 1877-8 (1880); and Harriet Roche,
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