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ABSTRACT 
 

 

 

Never Wide and Never Free: Gender, Mobility, and Empire in Narratives 

of Travel focuses on representation and reconceptualization of space in 

nineteenth- and twentieth-century travel narratives—a broad term I employ to 

encompass novels, memoirs, personal letters, and travelogues—written by British, 

Irish, and Anglophone women. In this dissertation, I propose a reading of the 

labor of travel, mapping, and writing about place as feminized work: the attempt 

to make known and familiar that which was previously framed as unknown and 

foreign can, indeed, be read as an act of domestication. I articulate this claim 

through an in investigation of various forms of travel, including tourism, voyages 

and expeditions, and willful immigration within the historical context of the 

British Empire. My title comes from Elizabeth Bishop’s poem, “Questions of 

Travel,” which explores the impetus behind travel and the ways in which we 

conceptualize and challenge definitions of “home.” By focusing explicitly on her 

claim that travel is “never wide and never free,” I argue that especially gendered 

acts of travel collapse the geographic space of the British Empire; that is, the way 

travel and writing about travel illuminates the fictional division between center 

and periphery.  

This dissertation attends to a long century of travel writing to explore what 

happens when women refuse to, as Bishop writes, “just [sit] quietly in one’s 

room.” My chapters are structured chronologically, beginning with an 

examination of letters and journals about voyages to and within India that 
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imaginatively reproduce the English domestic sphere in the colonial periphery 

written by Isabella Fane, Emily Eden, and Fanny Eden in the 1830s. In 

subsequent chapters, I interrogate the ways in which twentieth-century travel 

writers have inherited the tradition of subverting expectations of genre and gender 

in my focus on representations of immigration from the West Indies to England in 

Jean Rhys’s fictional autobiography, A Voyage in the Dark (1934); Dervla 

Murphy’s ethnographic travelogue on the intersection of the public and private 

spheres in Northern Ireland, A Place Apart (1978); and Jamaica Kincaid’s use of 

the anti-guidebook genre to critique the neocolonial underpinnings of Caribbean 

tourism in A Small Place (1988).   

Each of these women operated under various discursive, material, and 

ideological constraints; however, as this dissertation will illustrate, they also 

produced travel narratives that labored toward transcending those constraints. By 

looking closely at the “work” undertaken by these narratives of travel, my aim is 

to “map” the textual and political negotiations of travel and gender, travel and 

empire, and travel and its critique. In exploring the reconstitution of spatial 

relations as they influence, and are influenced by, imperial hierarches of power, I 

address questions of narrative strategy, paying particular attention to generic 

experimentation within the broad, amorphous category of “Travel Writing,” and 

the intimate connection between imperial mobilities and travel in the wake of 

empire. This dissertation also attends to questions and contexts of mobility—both 

the conditions and compulsions of movement—to argue that women’s travel and 
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travel writing are fundamental to both the operation of colonialism and to the 

reconceptualization of postcolonial landscapes.   

In my analysis of these geographically, generically, and temporally 

diverse authors, I propose that the narratives of cultural exchange, power, and 

resistance discussed here highlight the ways in which mobility reorganizes space. 

A gendered domestication of space that refashions the “foreign” in the likeness of 

home ultimately works toward collapsing the space of empire through travel 

mobilities, thus exerting power over place through subjective spatial 

representation. Through my focus on space and empire in relation to the 

connections between travel and home, this dissertation stresses the integral role 

that women travelers have played and continue to play in shaping the genre of 

travel writing. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Travel and the Question of Gender 

 
 

“Is it lack of imagination that makes us come  

to imagined places, not just stay at home?  

Or could Pascal have been not entirely right  

about just sitting quietly in one’s room?  

 

Continent, city, country, society:  

the choice is never wide and never free.  

And here, or there . . . No. Should we have stayed at home,  

wherever that may be?” 

Elizabeth Bishop, “Questions of Travel”1 

 

In the title poem of her 1965 collection, Questions of Travel, Elizabeth 

Bishop pointedly asks “should we have stayed at home” on two separate 

occasions. The poem, as a whole, explores the impetus behind travel as well as 

how we conceptualize and challenge definitions of “home.” Curiously, Bishop 

never explicitly articulates where or what “home” is in the poem beyond 

referencing it as a place where the traveler could have stayed; that is, a place that 

signifies a point of both departure and return. Instead, her ambiguous treatment of 

“home, wherever that may be” through the lens of absence—where the traveler 

currently is not—makes space in the reader’s mind to imagine several possible 

definitions of home, including the house where one resides, the physical place 

where one was born, an abstract sense of national, cultural, or familial belonging, 

or perhaps a combination of the three. Indeed, the idea of home looms over 

Bishop’s consideration of the ethics of travel and her position as a white, North 

 
1 This epigraph as well as the quoted sections from the poem come from Elizabeth 

Bishop’s, The Complete Poems, 1927 – 1979 (1983), 93-94.   
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American tourist in Brazil in “Questions of Travel.” Situating the desire to 

traverse the globe as a form of “childishness,” Bishop calls her reader’s attention 

to the reduction of a place to spectacle when she asks: “Is it right to be watching 

strangers in a play/ in this strangest of theatres?” By raising a number of questions 

regarding the dialectical relationship between home and away, traveler and 

resident, imagined places and domesticated spaces, Bishop positions herself 

within an open-ended debate on the value of travel.  

The poem’s overarching questions include: Where should one go? Is it 

right to be a voyeur of a local population and culture? Where, if anywhere, is 

home and most fundamentally, should one travel? And yet, the third stanza of the 

poem makes clear that there are no easy, straightforward answers to these 

questions. Shifting her attention from the ethical concerns over whether she 

should be traveling at all to a consideration of the pleasures of travel, Bishop 

writes: “But surely it would have been a pity/ not to have seen the trees along this 

road,/ really exaggerated in their beauty.” The following lines catalogue the 

sights, sounds, and natural images that she encounters along the way. By 

introducing each of her experiences in Brazil with the phrase, “a pity not to 

have…,” Bishop illustrates the problem of allowing such concerns inspired by the 

questions above to prevent the act of travel and, importantly, writing about travel, 

altogether.  

Bishop’s provocative questions about travel—especially her examination 

of travel as an act of cultural imperialism, whether intentional or not; her 

exploration of the tenuous relationship between individual and home—are now 
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firmly entrenched in the academic field of Travel Writing Studies.2 Bishop’s work 

has also figured prominently in interdisciplinary engagements with gender, 

mobility, and histories of power that guide critical inquiries into discourses of 

travel.3 For the purpose of this dissertation, my interest in evoking Bishop’s now-

seminal poem of travel lies in the final two stanzas of “Questions of Travel,” 

quoted in the epigraph above. In particular, her allusion to Blaise Pascal’s claim 

that “all the unhappiness of men arises from one single fact, that they cannot stay 

quietly in their own chamber” (Pascal 39, emphasis mine), and her refusal to 

unequivocally adopt his ideological stance that travel is merely a diversion for 

men, raises the question of travel as a gendered act.4  

 
2 Since the publication of Orientalism in 1978, which I will explore later in this 

introduction, questions about the relationship between travel, race, empire, and 

decolonization have guided the field of Travel Writing Studies, including the annual 

Borders and Crossings conference, journals such as Studies in Travel Writing, and the 

recently published The Cambridge Companion to Postcolonial Travel Writing, edited by 

Robert Clarke (2018), to name a few examples. 
3 In her study of travel in the twentieth-century, Questions of Travel: Postmodern 

Discourses of Displacement (1996), Caren Kaplan reads Bishop’s exilic wanderings 

through a postcolonial lens, claiming that the answer to Bishop’s question of staying at 

home should be “a futile but emphatic ‘yes’ if ‘we’ are a particular cast of historical 

agents” (7). The structure of Questions of Travel—particularly Bishop’s placement of the 

poem “Brazil, January 1, 1502,” which indirectly references Amerigo Vespucci’s second 

Portuguese Expedition of 1501-1502 and the history of Pedro Alvarez Cabral’s prior 

“discovery” of Brazil, immediately before “Questions of Travel”—makes clear that the 

historical agents to whom Kaplan refers are the imperial explorers who sought glory and 

conquest in the New World. On Bishop’s reflection on her own travels, Karen Lawrence 

concludes her study on the interconnected acts of writing and traveling, Penelope 

Voyages: Women and Travel in the British Literary Tradition (1994), by considering “the 

dialectic and ethics of mobility and fixation” in Bishop’s attempt to transcend her own 

fixation on foreign cultures and produce an objective account of the experience of travel 

(237).   
4 See Pascal’s Pensées published in 1958 by E.P. Dutton and Co. On men’s pursuit of 

diversion, Pascal writes: “Their error does not lie in seeking excitement, if they seek it 

only as a diversion; the evil is that they seek it as if the possession of the objects of their 

quest would make them really happy” (40).  
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In Elizabeth Bishop: The Art of Travel (2003), Kim Fortuny addresses the 

underlying issue of the colonial implications of travel as a pursuit of the exotic 

within Bishop’s claim that Pascal might “have been not entirely right.” She 

proposes that Bishop’s acceptance of “homelessness…may also open 

opportunities for new knowledge” (80). “Accepting centerlessness as the natural 

state of things,” Fortuny writes, “thus becomes not only one answer to the 

accidents of history but also perhaps the best imaginative response we can hope to 

muster to these questions of travel” (81). Moreover, I read Bishop’s “imaginative 

response” to Pascal as further indication of her poetic argument that women’s 

travel is not totally congruent with Pascal’s critique of a specifically masculine 

desire for “diversion” that leads to violent acts of possession. Through her 

dialogue with Pascal, Bishop calls attention to a type of imperial violence 

associated with masculine acts of travel defined by conquest, territorial expansion, 

and possession while also addressing the desire for movement, knowledge, and 

expansion of the mind that motivates her narrator’s travels. Located within this 

ambivalence surrounding travel—its imperialist implications as well as its 

efficacious values—is the figure of the reluctant woman tourist. In her negotiation 

between an unstable home and a mysterious away, Bishop’s reluctant tourist finds 

pleasure in locales, as described earlier in the poem, that are both “inexplicable 

and impenetrable” even as she recognizes her role in the construction of 

“imagined places.” 

Bishop’s impulse to collapse the seemingly vast distinctions between 

“continent, city, country, society” leads her to propose that travel is “never wide 
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and never free”—a claim that calls into question the accepted view of travel as 

geographically dispersed and psychically broadening. By focusing on the claim 

that travel is “never wide and never free,” I argue that gendered acts of travel 

collapse the space of the British empire within narratives that trouble the 

relationship between here and there, private and public, domestic and foreign.5 

The women explored in this dissertation operate within various discursive, 

material, and ideological constraints in their representation of travel. However, 

they also work toward transcending those constraints by employing the genre of 

travel writing to negotiate and ultimately collapse the boundaries between home 

and away as well as colonial configurations of “center” and “periphery” that 

continue to influence present-day representations of global travel. In this 

dissertation, the term “periphery” encompasses the relegation of colonial women 

travelers to the domestic sphere of the British Empire as well as postcolonial 

women writers traveling to and from the geographical periphery of empire. 

Whereas the former exert power through domesticated textual representations of 

the colonies, the latter use peripheral locations and subjectivities to challenge such 

representational modes in their travel writing.  

This dissertation examines a number of instances of women’s travel 

writing to reconsider the limitations of travel that is “never wide and never free” 

 
5 My use of the term, “space,” here and elsewhere draws from Michel de Certeau’s oft-

cited claim in The Practice of Everyday Life (1980): “In short, space is a practiced place” 

(117). de Certeau differentiates between place and space by defining their relationship 

through the binary of stability and mobility. A place, he argues, is a stable, 

cartographically fixed location on the map as opposed to space, which “is composed of 

mobile elements. It is in a sense actuated by the ensemble of movements deployed within 

it” (117). 
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and to ask the following questions: What representational modes characterize 

women’s travel (and travel writing)? What happens to narratives of travel when 

questions of home influence perceptions of travel and place? How do discourses 

of colonialism and postcolonialism, mobility, and gender shape our 

understandings of women’s movements across the globe and between the public 

and private spheres?  

Neither “woman” nor “women’s travel writing” are monolithic categories. 

Issues of race, class, national identity, and time period further problematize the 

questions posed above, thus rendering unitary definitions of “travel” and “travel 

writing” difficult if not impossible. By looking closely at a variety of texts written 

over a long century—letters, memoirs, novel, non-fiction prose—I explore what 

happens when women refuse to, as Bishop writes, “just [sit] quietly in one’s 

room.” The results of venturing out are multivalent and, at times, unpredictable: 

sometimes they become “helpmeets” to empire-building, simultaneously 

challenging gender norms and upholding imperial ideologies, and at other times 

they interrogate the very premise of travel, calling into question its benign 

equation with leisure. The conditions that made travel possible for the upper-class 

English “memsahibs” in the early nineteenth century differ from those of a 

colonial, white Creole woman traveling from the West Indies to England in the 

early twentieth century. Later in the twentieth century, the work of undoing 

political ideologies, cultural assumptions attached to bordering nations, and 

neocolonial representations of former British colonies undertaken by postcolonial 
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writers illustrates the lasting impact of empire on both place and the genre of 

travel writing.  

With the goal of examining the role that women’s travel writing and 

feminine modes of knowledge production have played in the reconfiguration of 

imperial geographies, I have carefully selected a diverse collection of texts that 

span temporal and geographic space as well as gendered, national, and raced 

perspectives. This dissertation follows a chronological structure, beginning with 

an examination of letters about voyages to and within India by Isabella Fane, 

Emily Eden, and Fanny Eden that imaginatively reproduce the English domestic 

sphere in the colonial periphery. Written in the heyday of Britain’s rapidly 

expanding Indian empire, these letters exemplify the new role of the domestic 

sphere. Here, domesticity is renegotiated and becomes—however uneasily—an 

extension of the imperial project. The twentieth century texts explored in 

subsequent chapters mark and trace significant shifts in their representation of 

gender, domesticity, and empire. Writing about her immigration to and 

movements within England in the early twentieth century, Jean Rhys employs the 

genre of the fictional autobiography in a text that perhaps most resembles 

Bishop’s model of confinement. Rhys’s representation of a single, young woman 

in a hostile imperial metropole works toward destabilizing the supremacy of 

English values like propriety and “civility”—and the value of Englishness for that 

matter—upheld by women like Fane and the Edens. The second half of the 

dissertation examines texts produced in the decades following the fall of the 

British Empire. In her travelogue on the intersection of the public and private 
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spheres in Northern Ireland during the Troubles, Irish travel writer Dervla 

Murphy forcefully situates travel within the realm of labor. Her narrative draws 

from discourses of history, ethnography, and politics to illustrate how travel 

can—and indeed should—work toward deconstructing personal biases about a 

place and the people who live there. The final chapter of this dissertation engages 

directly with travel writing as an act of resistance. Jamaica Kincaid employs the 

genre of the anti-guidebook to not only critique the neocolonial underpinnings of 

contemporary Caribbean tourism, but also to challenge her reader’s assumed 

knowledge about and touristic perceptions of Antigua.  

The aim of this dissertation is to “map” the textual and political 

negotiations of travel and gender, travel and empire, and travel and its critique. 

My focus, thus, is on the “work” women’s travel writing does. In exploring the 

reconstitution of spatial relations as they influence, and are influenced by, 

imperial hierarches of power, I address questions of narrative strategy, paying 

particular attention to generic experimentation within the broad, amorphous 

category of “Travel Writing,” and the intimate connection between imperial 

mobilities and travel in the wake of empire. This dissertation also attends to 

questions and contexts of mobility—both the conditions and compulsions of 

movement—to argue that women’s travel and travel writing are fundamental to 

both the operation of colonialism and to the reconceptualization of postcolonial 

landscapes.   
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Anomalous Women, Travel, and Empire 

 In Penelope Voyages: Women and Travel in the British Literary Tradition 

(1994), Karen Lawrence had noted rightly that scholarly interest in women’s 

travel writing can be traced, in part, to the republication of previously “lost” or 

“forgotten” texts by feminist presses such as Virago in the 1980s. The 1988 

reprint of Mary Kingsley’s Travels in West Africa, originally published in 1897, 

for example, did much to correct the false impression that travel was a specifically 

masculine pursuit, characterized by the thrill of discovery, adventure, and 

conquest. Indeed, the first edition of The Norton Book of Travel, edited by Paul 

Fussell and published in 1987, includes only four women writers—Lady Mary 

Wortley Montagu, Frances Trollope, Freya Stark, and Jan Morris—in a selection 

of nearly sixty authors ranging from Herodotus to Paul Theroux.6 Nonetheless, in 

general, venturing beyond the home was considered to be no activity for “ladies” 

and early anthologies of women’s travel writing that emerged at the end of the 

twentieth century reflect this gendered division. For instance, the titles of two 

anthologies collated by historian Jane Robinson, Wayward Women (1990) and 

Unsuitable for Ladies (1994), announce the “unsuitableness” and uncommonness 

of women travelers. These anthologies fall into the category of what I would call 

the “women travel too” genre of early scholarship: on the one hand, they restore 

 
6 Referencing Paul Fussell’s elision of women writers in his scholarship is perhaps 

unnecessary as many before me have done so; for example, see Susan Bassnett’s “Travel 

Writing and Gender” in The Cambridge Companion to Travel Writing (2002), edited by 

Tim Youngs; Janet Montefiore, Men and Women Writers of the 1930s: The dangerous 

flood of history (1996); and Sara Mills, Discourses of Difference: An analysis of women’s 
travel writing and colonialism (1991). Nevertheless, I mention it here to reinforce how 

far studies in women’s travel writing has come in the past fifty years. 
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women to the genre of travel writing, but on the other hand, they promote an 

accepted view of women travelers as anomalous. This scholarly approach is 

reflected as well in a special issue of Women’s Studies on “Women and Travel” 

published in 1997. In her introduction, editor Lisa Colletta stresses the issue’s 

focus on celebrating “the freedom of movement, the adventure of the journey, and 

the exhilaration of redefining oneself away from the familiarity of home while 

experiencing the ‘world’” (398). Early anthologies and studies that dealt 

specifically with narratives produced by women were instrumental to the 

promotion of women’s travel writing as a viable scholarly inquiry. Alongside 

Bishop’s poetry, which artfully interlaces histories of brutal conquest with 

subjective reflections on the effect of the tourist on modern conceptions of 

“imagined places,” they also played a crucial role in the early stages of 

developing this project.  

 Critical studies of women’s mobilities have engaged with the restrictions 

women faced in comparison to their male counterparts. In Feminism and 

Geography: The Limits of Geographical Knowledge (1993), Gillian Rose argues 

that the impulse to map, and thereby exert power over, territories and landscapes 

has so far been a masculine project. In particular, Rose’s critique of “time-

geography,” or an examination of everyday life, illuminates the ways in which 

women’s movements through the public sphere are bound by the expectation that 

their rightful place is in the private sphere. She proposes that “time-geography 

insists on a singular space; the space through which it traces people’s paths claims 

to be universal” (19). Nonetheless, Rose continues, the construction of a 
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supposedly universal space remains bound to white masculinity and “excludes 

some aspects of women’s experiences” (19), thus necessitating an alternate mode 

of mapping space.7 Mimi Sheller’s later work echoes these concerns and her 

claim that “[m]obilities are never free and unfettered” (257) certainly contains 

traces of Bishop’s definition of travel as a constrained act.8 In relation to the 

constraints placed on women’s mobilities, Sheller writes:    

If cultural judgements about the value of mobility have historically been 

posed in such gendered terms, it is not surprising that tropes of home and 

dwelling are feminised in ways that essentialise gender difference, 

romanticise a home-bound femininity, and often devalue the sedentary 

spaces and bodies associated with women (Morley 2000; Massey 1994). 

Women are often defined as lacking a ‘mobile subjectivity’, being rooted 

in place and home, while narratives of masculine becoming often hinge on 

travel, hitting the road, and escape from home (Ahmed et al., 2003). (258)  

Alongside Rose’s critique of the masculinity of geographic mapping, Sheller’s 

analysis of how male bodies are associated with mobility in contrast to the 

immobility associated with female bodies provides a useful model for 

understanding early scholarly treatments of women’s travel as anomalous and 

extraordinary. Not only do accepted dichotomies of mobility and immobility, as 

Sheller points out, rely on essentialized gender differences, but they also frame 

the experience of mobility through universalized constructions of “man” and 

 
7 I take up this concern with cartographic understandings of space in the second chapter 

of this dissertation.   
8 See Sheller’s epilogue to Gendered Mobilities (2008) edited by Tanu Priya Uteng and 

Tim Cresswell. 
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“woman” that are steeped in white, middle-to-upper class subjectivities. 

Problematizing such straightforward—and limiting—understandings of gender, 

mobility, and travel thus becomes necessary in order to avoid the pitfalls of 

analyzing women’s travel and travel writing as, simply, different from men’s.  

 Rather than situating a universal conception of womanhood in relation to 

“being rooted in place and home,” this dissertation locates concerns with home at 

the root of travel writing. In their varied explorations of the notion of “home,” the 

authors I explore in this dissertation subvert what Sheller calls a lack of “mobile 

subjectivity” and instead complicate the perceived relationship between stasis and 

femininity. As Lawrence argues, “travel writing by women creates a permeable 

membrane between home and the foreign, domestic confinement and freedom on 

the road” (19).9 Shirley Foster’s and Sara Mills’s analysis of feminine modes of 

knowledge production offers further guidance on situating gendered spaces as 

central to the study of travel writing.10 They contend that in some women’s travel 

narratives, the reiteration of known gender roles alleviates the sensations of 

disorientation—cultural, geographic, intellectual—felt by the woman traveler in 

an “alien or threatening environment” (95). They write: 

In this process the relation between women’s domestic activities and the 

hegemonic structures which have formulated such activities as peculiarly 

female becomes problematised: for women travellers to engage with the 

 
9 Likewise, Sidonie Smith’s Moving Lives: Twentieth-Century Women’s Travel Writing 

(2001), highlights the technologies of motion that made western women’s travel 

significantly more accessible and the role of this increased access to mobility in opening 

up paths of communication between home and away through narratives of travel. 
10 See An anthology of women’s travel writing (2002), especially “Women and 

Knowledge,” 87-98. 
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domestic abroad is both to accede to their own culture’s restraints on them 

and to enable questioning or re-visioning….The domestic arena, then…is 

a potential site of destablisation as well as of cultural exchange. (95-96)  

My dissertation expands upon these studies and examines the myriad ways in 

which domesticity is recalibrated in women’s travel writing through literal and 

figurative constructs of home that illustrate the blurred, even fluid, boundaries 

between the private and public spheres.  

Furthermore, I contend that reading a range of women’s travel narratives 

in relation to concerns of empire, inclusive of texts that work toward upholding 

imperial ideologies and texts that actively seek to dismantle those ideologies, 

communicates blurred, even spatially collapsed, boundaries between “center” and 

“periphery.” My argument in this dissertation is indebted to Mary Louise Pratt’s 

seminal study, Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation (1992), which 

continues to guide contemporary inquiries into the intersection of empire and 

travel.11 Pratt focuses on Eurocentric travel narratives that trace movements 

between imperial metropolitan centers and peripheral colonial outposts. These 

narratives, Pratt argues, chart travels within and textually reproduce “contact 

zones,” which she defines as “social spaces where disparate cultures meet, clash, 

and grapple with each other, often in highly asymmetrical relations of domination 

and subordination” (4). Such relations lead to exchange and communication 

 
11 For example, Pratt’s work figures prominently in Justin D. Edward’s contribution to 

the recently published The Cambridge Companion to Postcolonial Travel Writing (2018), 

“Postcolonial Travel Writing and Postcolonial Theory,” 19-32, as well as in several 

special issues of Studies in Travel Writing, including “Travel Writing and the Visual” 

(2018) and “Papers from the 2019 Borders and Crossings Conference” (2021).  
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between people, ideas, and objects belonging to the disparate cultures of the 

contact zone. To travel and write within the contact zone is to travel and write 

within an “asymmetrical” relationship of power that privileges colonizer over the 

colonized, or, as Pratt puts it, traveler over “travelees” (7), the aestheticized object 

of the traveler’s gaze. To further question the fraught interconnectivity between 

cultures within the context of travel and travel writing, Pratt borrows the term, 

transculturation, from Cuban sociologist Fernando Ortiz. “[A] phenomenon of the 

contact zone” (6), transculturation describes the transmission of materials, cultural 

ideologies, and modes of representation between imperial metropolitan center and 

colonial periphery. Regarding the interdependent relationship between the center 

and the periphery, Pratt writes:  

While the imperial metropolis tends to understand itself as determining the 

periphery…it habitually blinds itself to the ways in which the periphery 

determines the metropolis – beginning, perhaps, with the latter’s obsessive 

need to present and re-present its peripheries and its others continually to 

itself. Travel writing, among other institutions, is heavily organized in the 

service of that imperative. (6)   

How cultures inform one another through the narrative rhetoric of mobility and 

travel shapes how a space is represented, and Pratt crucially stresses the role that 

Anglo-European travel writing has played in repressing—and denying outright—

the impact of the periphery on the metropolitan center. Continuing this line of 

inquiry, in this dissertation I engage with narratives that propose a one-sided 

representation of space as well as counter-narratives that challenge such 
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representations to avoid an overly-simplistic perpetuation of dichotomous 

geographical thinking. In doing so, my aim is to demonstrate how colonial and 

postcolonial travel narratives collapse the imagined boundary between supposed 

center and periphery and, importantly, challenge the very definition of periphery 

itself.  

 Tenuous negotiations between home and away contribute to such a 

collapse. As I have mentioned before, the scope of this dissertation illustrates the 

difficulties of making a unitary claim about “travel” and “travel writing.” 

However, I propose a reading of the labor of travel, mapping, and writing about 

place as feminized work: the attempt to make known and familiar that which was 

previously framed as unknown and foreign can, indeed, be read as an act of 

domestication. In making this claim, I do not seek to essentialize definitions of 

femininity under the auspices of domesticity; rather, I am situating a concept that 

has been traditionally coded as “feminine” as well as questions of home at the 

center of both travel and writing about travel. As Inderpal Grewal argues in Home 

and Harem: Nation, Gender, Empire, and the Cultures of Travel (1996), “‘Home’ 

is a crucial category within European travel because it is the space of return and 

of consolidation of the Self enabled by the encounter with the ‘Other’” (6). As the 

broad range of texts covered in this dissertation will illustrate, the category of 

home becomes all the more unstable in narratives of travel that inhabit the space 

between the imperial “center” and colonial “periphery.”12 Travel undertaken in 

 
12 In making this claim that questions of home and “feminized” labor are integral to 

reading narratives of travel, I can’t help but recall Daniel Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe 
(1719), a text I will invoke again in my first and final chapters, as I articulate this claim—

particularly Defoe’s prolonged and laborious descriptions of the processes by which 
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the service of empire, I argue, has historically labored to impose familiarity onto 

place to transform it into a domesticated space. Therein lies the paradox of 

imperial travel narratives: they produce colonized space as exotic, unknown, and 

alien while at the same time reproducing colonized space in the idiom of 

familiarity. Travel narratives written in the years leading up to and following the 

collapse of the British Empire, on the other hand, continue to grapple with 

questions of spatial representation. The work undertaken by these narratives, 

however, is the work of undoing, of disentangling colonial and colonizing 

accounts from current postcolonial landscapes, thus challenging the previously 

held perceptions of what had been made “known” by those accounts. I contend 

that analyzing travel as a feminine—and feminized—act collapses the categories 

of travel and home, previously defined as categories associated with men and 

women, respectively, and abolishes the gendered divisions between the two.  

 

Questions of Space and Genre   

Thus far, I have been using the term, “collapse,” to articulate how the texts 

selected for this study reconceptualize the private domestic and public political 

spaces of the British Empire. On the one hand, “collapse” alludes to the rise and 

fall of the British Empire covered by the temporal scope of this project. My 

redeployment of the language of “collapse” also communicates the way travel and 

writing about travel shrinks, or contracts, geographies of empire and illuminates 

the fictional division between the imperial center and colonial periphery 

 
Crusoe domesticates and cultivates “his” island through extensive land surveys, 

husbandry, and the erection of several island domiciles.  
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articulated by Pratt’s use of the term, transculturation. To further engage with how 

seemingly disparate cultures both clash and exert profound influence over one 

another, I draw on Edward Said’s Orientalism (1978). In addition to its canonical 

status in postcolonial studies, Said’s work remains influential to the study of 

travel and travel writing, in part because of his careful attention to the integral 

role that western narratives of travel to the “east” played in the production and 

dissemination of non-western, specifically non-European, culture and geography. 

In particular, I focus on the role that women’s travel and travel writing plays in 

the construction of “man-made” geographies, which Said articulates in relation to 

how the “Occident” constructs the “Orient” as its representational “Other” (5). 

The relationship between “man-made” geographies and spatial representation 

guides my interpretation of how travel and writing about travel reconceptualize 

space and an individual’s position within it. How the writers explored in the 

following chapters situate themselves within space, including the specific form of 

travel they inhabit and perform, dictates how they represent place.  

Travel narratives carry out the labor that Michel de Certeau associates 

with storytelling; that is, “a labor that constantly transforms places into spaces or 

spaces into places” (118). de Certeau’s treatment of “stories”—and the power of 

storytelling to negotiate between stable concepts of place and mobile concepts of 

space—is particularly useful in thinking through the work accomplished by a 

travel narrative. As I explore in the final chapter of this dissertation, for example, 

the labor undertaken by travel guides is the labor of fantasy construction: 

guidebooks fashion places into commodified, desirable spaces to construct and 
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then cater to the expectations of a tourist. de Certeau’s connection between 

storytelling and spatial representation is also useful to the project of parsing 

Bishop’s ideas on “imagined places” as they emerge throughout this dissertation 

and to distinguishing travel from narratives of travel. Writing about travel should, 

of course, not be seen as synonymous with travel: the former almost inevitably 

leads to the subjective fabrication of the latter.  

Moreover, de Certeau’s work on the role that “stories” play in the 

relationship between place and space is a continuation of the scholarly inquiry 

into space and representation previously articulated by Henri Lefebvre in The 

Production of Space (1974). Lefebvre locates contradiction within the 

construction of space, defining space by the binaries of concrete and abstract, 

representations of space and representational spaces. Representations of space 

depict concrete, lived spaces of the “dominant space in any society (or mode of 

production)” (38-39). A representation of space should, in theory, present space as 

it exists in reality. However, the abstract representational space, or “a space which 

the imagination seeks to change and appropriate” (39), challenges the possibility 

of objectivity in spatial representation. The contradiction between abstract and 

concrete—as well as between imagination and reality—contributes to debates 

surrounding authenticity, ethical representation, and objectivity in travel writing. 

In his chapter, “Contradictory Spaces,” Lefebvre provides the metaphor of a blank 

piece of paper and ink to depict the reduction of social space to mental space: by 

marking out space through writing, the travel writer creates her own subjective 

space through individual experience. Andrew Thacker takes the tension between 
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the imagined and the real within oppositional spaces outlined by Lefebvre one 

step further in “Journey with Maps: Travel Theory, Geography, and the Syntax of 

Space,” where he explains travel writing as a project of literary cartography, 

arguing: 

Travel writing is perhaps always a form of mapping, of offering an 

alternative vision to that endorsed by various cartographic regimes. Thus 

travel writing is a representational space, in Lefebvre’s terms, a set of 

discourses that imagines space in a certain way, often at odds with the 

official representations of space (although they can easily be complicit 

with them). (24)  

Defined as a representational space, travel writing is a mode of constructing the 

identity of both place and the identity of the traveler. The movement associated 

with travel transforms unknown spaces into real places through visual and 

rhetorical representation. Although Thacker’s claim articulates the connection 

between travel writing and representation, the idea of perspective needs to be 

addressed beyond a parenthetical claim about complicity. Whose “alternative 

vision”—or to put it another way—whose subjectivity, maps reality onto a place? 

In what ways does subjective representation preclude objectivity in travel writing?  

To answer these questions, I have chosen to employ a broad generic and 

temporal scope of inquiry throughout this dissertation. Rather than question “what 

isn’t travel?” as James Buzard does in an essay of the same name that questions 

which mobilities “count” as travel versus which do not, I consider a variety of 

texts that engage with mobilities of tourism, colonial travel, and ethnographic 
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exploration.13 In response to the question “Is Travel Writing Dead?” posed by the 

editors of the recent “Journeys” issue of Granta (Issue 138, Winter 2017), Irish 

poet Tara Bergin boldly claims that “all writing is travel writing” (222). 

Correlating the act of writing to acts of colonization, voyeurism, and 

exoticization, Bergin contends that writing is “being a tourist on your own street” 

and concludes her response by claiming the “bedrock of all writing” is rooted in 

nostalgia, the Greek translation for which indicates a painful desire to return home 

(222). I do not go so far as to lay claim to all forms of writing in my conception of 

travel writing—though I certainly come close—but Bergin’s all-encompassing 

assertion about what constitutes travel writing echoes the difficulties of producing 

a singular definition of the genre and the intrinsic connection between the 

concepts of travel and home.14 As Susan Bassnett notes, “Yet the sheer diversity 

of women’s travel writing resists simple categorization” (259). Due to these 

difficulties, I purposefully use the phrase “narratives of travel” to address multiple 

genres of travel writing included in this dissertation. In doing so, I situate this 

project within a larger tradition of broadening the purview of what “counts” as 

 
13 See Buzard’s “What Isn’t Travel?” in Unravelling Civilisation: European Travel and 
Travel Writing (2005), edited by Hagen Schulz-Forberg, 43-62.  
14  See also New Directions in Trave Writing Studies (2015). In their introduction, editors 

Julia Kuehn and Paul Smethurst call attention to travel writing as a genre that is 

“notoriously difficult to define” (2). Likewise, in Travel Writing (2011), Carl Thompson 

calls attention to the “intrinsic heterogeneity” of travel writing and the difficulties of 

finding a singular definition of a genre that “has always maintained a complex and 

confusing relationship with any number of closely related (indeed, often overlapping) 

genres” (11). Conversely, the recently published The Routledge Research Companion to 

Trave Writing (2020), edited by Alasdair Pettinger and Tim Youngs, takes a more 

forceful stance. In their introduction, Pettinger and Youngs clarify the generic direction 

of this scholarly anthology, writing: “Our volume follows the general, though not 

universally agreed-upon principle that travel writing consists of the narrative of an actual 

journey told by the person or persons who undertook it...we do not go so far to include in 

our definition…works that are ‘obviously fiction’” (4). 
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travel writing and consider the impact of travel and writing about travel on the 

development of narrative form, identity, and representation in a modern world 

shaped by experiences and histories of colonialism.15 Though the majority of this 

dissertation focuses on the twentieth century, my inclusion of nineteenth-century 

narratives serves two purposes: 1.) to reinforce the role that nineteenth-century 

women’s travels and writing about travel has played in establishing women’s 

travel writing as a discipline in its own right; and 2.) to provide a backwards 

glance to the previous century to interrogate the ways in which twentieth-century 

writers have inherited the tradition of subverting expectations of genre and 

gender. As Shirley Foster and Sara Mills reinforce, “twentieth-century women 

travel writers still have to negotiate a world in which certain kinds of knowledge 

are considered more ‘manly’ than ‘womanly’” (88).  

 

Neither “here, [n]or there…” 

 It is tempting to describe the arc of this dissertation as following the 

binary categories of “Away” in the first half and “Home” in the second half. 

Indeed, the first two chapters of the dissertation address texts that engage with 

reproducing and seeking constructs of home in foreign locales and the final two 

chapters focus on texts that illustrate discursive returns to places constructed in 

the language of intimacy and familiarity. However, as each chapter illustrates, 

 
15 See Mary Layoun, Travels of a Genre: The Modern Novel and Ideology (1990), 

especially “Fictional Genealogies,” 3-20. Layoun contends that the “emergence of the 

modern novel can,” in part, “be situated in contexts of the picaresque ‘travelogues’” (5). 

In addition, Stephen Levin’s The Contemporary Anglophone Travel Novel (2008) among 

others situates fiction at the center of Travel Writing Studies.  
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attempts to distinguish between “here, or there…” should be met with Bishop’s 

resounding negation. Rather, the goal of each chapter is to analyze the work that 

can be accomplished in the space between. Writing within the interstices of home 

and away, the women explored in this dissertation communicate the exciting 

possibility of re-visioning the importance of feminine spaces and modes of 

knowledge production to the genre of travel writing. 

My first chapter, “Parlour Orientalism and the ‘Real India’: Epistolary 

Travel Writing and Representational Authority,” examines the integral role that 

the literary production of the domestic sphere, specifically the genre of the 

nostalgic letter sent back to England from the colony, played in the construction 

and dissemination of imperial ideology. Focusing on Isabella Fane, Emily Eden, 

and Fanny Eden, this chapter analyzes how the nostalgic letter enabled colonial 

women travelers to reorder space in India through written work especially steeped 

in the visual rhetoric of a feminine gaze that exerts authority from the domestic 

sphere of the home. More than simply the perspective of the female viewer, the 

feminine gaze explored here seeks to cultivate India in the idiom of social and 

spatial domestication, which is, at its core, a form of political domination. Such a 

visual rhetoric, I argue, is a form of “parlour orientalism,” a term I have adapted 

from Edward Said’s argument that the “east” is an imagined place constructed by 

the “west.” Barred from official access to the political arena of colonial life in 

India, these women nevertheless fashioned an invented “India” not through public 

and political discourses but from the domestic, private sphere of the home, an 

intimate space of familial and social interaction. Through a feminine gaze that 



23 

 

asserts the authority of the first-hand account of domestic life in India, the 

epistolary travel writing of Fane and the Edens worked toward the promotion of 

empire, both in the colonies and at home in England. 

In my second chapter, “Feminine Cartographies: Immigrant Travels in 

Jean Rhys’s Voyage in the Dark,” I return to Elizabeth Bishop’s question of 

home—“wherever that may be”—to interrogate the boundaries between the 

imperial metropole and the colonial island outpost through the act of travel, 

specifically through manifestation of “voyages” both literal and figurative in 

Rhys’s novel. Through the first-person narration that merges protagonist Anna 

Morgan’s memories of “home” (Dominica) and experiences of “away” (England), 

Rhys evokes the language of imperial “center” and “periphery” in order to 

articulate the fiction of such a division. I argue that Rhys’s novel reverses the 

formula of the colonial travel narrative through a “feminine cartography” that 

produces English space as a hostile, inaccessible place and constructs gendered 

spaces defined by class, sexuality, and Anna’s ambiguous identity. Additionally, 

Rhys’s novel situates the woman traveler as alternatively mobile and static 

through a transition from Anna’s immigration to England to her unsettled 

homelessness within London, communicating the false promise of England as a 

space of opportunity that traveled to the West Indies in the first half of the 

twentieth century.  

In Chapter Three, “‘Laborious Thinking’ on the Road: Dervla Murphy’s 

Domestic Ethnography in A Place Apart,” I relocate travel within the sphere of 

the domestic in terms of home and nation in order to explore the extent to which 
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social, class, and political divisions shape the construction of home as an 

unfamiliar space marked by remnants of empire. Working with the themes of 

voyeurism, border crossing, and political mobility, I focus on Murphy, an Irish 

travel writer who, at the height of The Troubles in 1976, crossed the national 

border between the Republic of Ireland and Northern Ireland with the goal of 

learning more about the sociopolitical landscape of the region. Her attempt to 

produce an eyewitness account of her journey that considered stories from both 

sides of the political divide is tempered by the realization that stories often 

contradict each other when politics, violent histories, and emotions collide. 

Writing within the space of contradiction, Murphy draws from her personal 

history of growing up in the Republic with family connections to the IRA, 

interviews, and anecdotes, and produces a text that merges the genre of the 

travelogue with the field of ethnography. Murphy’s politicized travel narrative, I 

argue, destabilizes the concept of home through humanistic social inquiry and 

engagements—a form of “laborious thinking”—to illustrate the fluidity of 

national borders and political boundaries.  

In my final chapter, “‘A tourist is an ugly human being’: The Anti-

Guidebook as Spatial Reclamation in Jamaica Kincaid’s A Small Place,” I address 

Kincaid’s jeremiad against the effects of travel on the cultural, social, and 

economic landscape of Antigua. Beginning with a brief history of tourism in the 

Caribbean, this chapter correlates modern tourism to a form of neocolonialism 

and situates A Small Place within the subversive genre of the anti-guidebook. 

Kincaid engages with a mythical view of island paradises to reveal a history of 
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systemic oppression ranging from colonial conquest to economic exploitation. My 

reading of A Small Place as anti-guidebook illuminates the complications of 

working within the genre of travel writing to critique leisure travel and raises a 

number of questions: How does Kincaid resist global forces of international 

tourism while also participating in the economies and mobilities of tourism in 

Antigua? How does she manipulate the generic features of the guidebook to 

subvert its very purpose and instead critique histories and legacies of empire? 

Given the historical connection between travel writing and the imperial gaze with 

which this dissertation began, what are the limitations of travel writing as a genre 

suitable to such a critique? Through a type of discursive doubling made possible 

by her use of the second person point of view, Kincaid both critiques and inhabits 

the role of outsider, of tourist qua colonizer, in a narrative that deliberately 

unsettles the generic formula of the travel guide and manipulates representations 

of space. Ultimately, I argue Kincaid reclaims the island space of Antigua from 

the imagination of its colonizer, both past and present, through the subjective and 

critical genre of the anti-guidebook, in which she employs elements of travel 

guides, autobiography, political critique, and an introspective position of 

(re)writing home from afar. 

Through an exploration of varied narratives of travel, this dissertation 

addresses how the act of writing about travel both constructs notions of home and 

challenges a singular definition of home. My aim is not to claim that all travel 

writing produces a cosmopolitan subjectivity, but rather to articulate how histories 

of colonialism and empire have impacted spatial representation across a long 
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century of travel writing and constructed intimate, albeit uneasy, connections 

between the “center” and multiple “peripheries.” In my analysis of these 

geographically, generically, and temporally diverse authors, I propose that the 

narratives of cultural exchange, power, and resistance discussed here highlight the 

ways in which mobility reorganizes space. A gendered domestication of space 

that refashions the “foreign” in the likeness of home ultimately works toward 

collapsing the space of empire through travel mobilities, thus exerting power over 

place through subjective spatial representation. Through my focus on space and 

empire in relation to the connections between travel and home, this dissertation 

stresses the integral role that women travelers have played and continue to play in 

shaping the genre of travel writing.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

 

Parlour Orientalism and the “Real India”: 

Epistolary Travel Writing and Representational Authority  
 

 

 

Introduction 

“This pose of ‘seeing India’ which had seduced him to Miss Quested at Chandrapore was 

only a form of ruling India…”  

-E.M. Forster, A Passage to India 

 

 In A Passage to India (1924), E.M. Forster’s novice “memsahib,” Adela 

Quested, has a seemingly singular desire to see the “real India” and shortly after 

her arrival to the fictional city of Chandrapore, she complains that she is not 

“even seeing the other side of the world” (23). Adela’s quest for an “authentic” 

experience is further emphasized by the novel’s narrator, who comments that 

“Miss Quested, who always said exactly what was on her mind, announced anew 

that she was desirous of seeing the real India” (24-25). The phrasing of her 

repeated desire lends itself to readings of Adela as the quintessential imperial 

tourist whose presence is simultaneously insidious and naïve.16 When she 

demands to see the “real India,” Adela is, of course, referring to a vision of an 

 
16 On the role that women tourists play in Forster’s novels, see James Buzard, The Beaten 

Track: European Tourism, Literature, and the Ways to Culture, 1800 – 1918 (1993); 

specifically, “Forster’s Trespasses: Tourism and Cultural Politics,” 285-331. In addition, 

see Maria Davidis, “Forster’s Imperial Romance: Chivalry, Motherhood, and Questing in 

‘A Passage to India’” (1999-2000) in Journal of Modern Literature, 259-276. In her 

commentary on Adela’s distinctly past-tense surname, Davidis usefully points out, 

“Adela is a reminder that the time of great imperial questing is over; the empire has been 

mapped and civilized enough so that even a woman can enter, transforming adventure 

into tourism” (260). 
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imagined, “authentic” India that appears to be informed by what Renato Rosaldo 

calls “imperialist nostalgia”; that is, the colonizer’s impossible (and ironic) desire 

to experience, “as it was ‘traditionally,’” the “colonized culture” that they have 

already “intentionally altered or destroyed” (69).17 Rosaldo links imperialist 

nostalgia to “the pose of ‘innocent yearning’” to illustrate how such an 

imaginative discourse disguises an individual’s complicity with the violence of 

empire and colonialism (70). In the case of Adela, the “real India” she so desires, 

in actuality, conforms to colonial constructions of the landscape, people, and 

culture of India shaped in large measure by nineteenth-century travel writing.  

 Adela Quested serves as an entry point in this chapter as she stands in for 

a long history of women traveling from England to India. I focus here on her 

historical predecessors: the English women who traveled to India to serve in the 

role of “helpmeet,” or domestic companion, to male family members who served 

the East India Company and British Raj. Women had been present in and crucial 

to the project of empire in India long before Adela’s fictional “passage”: they 

traveled to India—as daughters, sisters, and wives—to carry out the domestic 

labor of running a household. In the role of “helpmeet,” or domestic companion, 

they not only reinforced but also were integral to the political and militaristic aims 

of the British colonial project.18 Furthermore, many English women traveling to 

 
17 See Culture & Truth: The Remaking of Social Analysis (1989).   
18 Throughout this chapter I will be analyzing travel writing by “memsahibs” through the 

purview of colonial discourse; however, a note of clarification regarding British rule in 

India is necessary. Prior to 1857, the East India Company ruled British India. Following 

the events of the 1857 Indian Rebellion, known to the English as the “Mutiny of 1857,” 

the British Crown (or British Raj) took over the rule of India, at which point India 

became a formal colony of the British Empire.  
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India produced a written legacy, as evidenced by the nostalgic letter sent home. 

The “memsahibs,” as they were called, left behind a valuable archive of personal 

writing, some of which was published during their lifetime, that can help 

contemporary readers understand the quotidian travails of life in British India.19  

My interest in the literary output of the nineteenth-century “memsahib” 

lies neither in recuperating her as a figure of resistance nor in denigrating her for 

perpetuating imperial hierarchies of race and class in the service of empire. 

Indeed, many scholars within the fields of postcolonialism and travel writing have 

already scrutinized the societal roles of English women in the British empire.20 

The English women who traveled to India in the specific role of “helpmeet” in the 

nineteenth century existed in a liminal state between imperial authority and 

gendered subordination. Travel afforded them opportunities to enter purportedly 

 
19 In my use of the term, “memsahib,” I draw from the definition that Jenny Sharpe offers 

in Allegories of Empire (1993). Though the term became less class-restrictive in the 

second half of the nineteenth century, Sharpe writes: “Historically, memsahib is a class-

restrictive term of address meaning ‘lady master,’ which was used for the wives of high-

ranking civil servants and officers” (91). 
20 In Maps of Englishness (1996), Simon Gikandi argues that “reading the feminine in the 

culture of colonialism, then, is a project riven by a paradox” (122) in which Victorian 

women simultaneously promoted masculine ideologies of empire and resisted rigid 

gender roles, thus existing within a “complicity/resistance dialectic” (123). Recently, 

Susmita Roye and Rajeshwar Mittapalli have taken up the language of paradox in their 

introduction to The Male Empire under the Female Gaze: The British Raj and the 
Memsahib (2013), writing, “She was an insider in the matrix of imperial power that 

controlled the lives of natives but an outsider relegated to the periphery of authority. She 

was an insider to the outer world because she lived in India and was supposed to 

accumulate firsthand knowledge of the country, but she was an outsider to the natives 

who showed no intention of accepting her” (Roye and Mittapalli 9). Inderpal Grewal 

addresses the relation between English women’s travels in India and their exertion of 

feminine autonomy and equality in Home and Harem: Nation, Gender, Empire, and the 

Cultures of Travel (1996). English women who enjoyed the “freedom” of mobility to 

travel across the countryside, she writes, “could show their equality with Englishmen by 

participating in the colonial project that was defined in purely heterosexual, masculinist 

terms as a ‘penetration’ and ‘mastery’ of ‘virgin’ territory or of feminine and weak 

cultures” (65).      
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masculine spaces of empire; however, upon arrival they found that gender 

divisions meant their assigned role in the project of empire was the task of 

reproducing the domestic sphere of home and nation in the colonies. As imperial 

agents of domesticity, these women inhabited a dual position: insider to white, 

English dominion over Indian people and space but outsider to masculine imperial 

authority. Although these women were expected to serve in a domestic role, 

which was often seen as ancillary to the masculine project of empire and lacking 

any political power, my argument in this chapter interrogates the complex 

position women traveling to India in the nineteenth century occupied in which 

they were powerless in one sense and powerful in another. In my focus on the 

representational modes of their epistolary and journal accounts of travel to and 

residence in India, I argue that the “memsahib” exerted power from within the 

domestic sphere: the detailed description of life in British India in their epistolary 

accounts of travel helped construct and reinforce a version of “India” for a 

domestic English audience. The “memsahib,” thus, in her domestic role of 

“helpmeet” played a crucial part in constructing, replicating, and disseminating 

ideologies of empire.  

As this chapter will illustrate, “personal writing”—inclusive of journals, 

diaries, and letters composed within the domestic sphere—functioned as an 

intimate line of communication between women residing along the periphery of 

empire and their close relations back home in England. In particular, I examine 

the journals and letters of Isabella Fane, who, in 1835, accompanied her father, 

Sir Henry Fane, to India; and the Eden sisters, Emily and Fanny, who presided 
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over the Calcutta and Barrackpore residences of their brother, George Eden, the 

Governor General of India, from 1836 to 1842. Fane and the Edens enjoyed a 

form of privileged mobility awarded to middle- and upper-class English women 

who accompanied high-ranking male relatives working for the British Crown and 

serving in the British Indian Army.21 As members of a privileged class, they were 

able to enjoy—and even suffer through—moments of stasis that afforded them the 

time to extensively document their lives in India in letters to friends and family in 

England. Fane and the Edens can all be read as figures both central to the general 

colonial project in India and peripheral to masculine, British authority; in 

addition, however, they exert the particular power of representational authority 

over the depiction of “India” through the genre of epistolary travel writing. 

 The nostalgic letter home became a veritable genre unto itself in the 

heyday of British colonial rule.22 Residing far away from the familiarity and 

 
21 As opposed to the working-class women who sought employment as governesses and 

high-level domestic servants in India or the single “surplus” middle-class women who 

traveled to India with the “Fishing Fleets” in the hopes of securing a husband among the 

ranks of the East India Company, Fane and the Edens served as managers of the 

households of their male relatives and presided over staffs of domestic servants that 

ranged in number from several dozen to several hundred. On the topic of “surplus 

women,” or the growing population of single women in England in the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries, see The Single Homemaker and Material Culture in the Long 

Eighteenth Century (2012) by David Hussey and Margaret Ponsonby. Recent studies on 

the “Fishing Fleets”—groups of unmarried women initially commissioned by the East 

India Company to sail to India to marry English men and thus promote English values 

through domestic partnerships and child-rearing—include Anne de Courcy’s The Fishing 
Fleet: Husband Hunting in the Raj (2014) and Joan Mickelson Gaughan’s The 

‘Incumberances’: British Women in India, 1615 – 1856 (2013).    
22 For example, Maria Graham’s Letters on India was published by Longman, Hurst, et al 

in London in 1814 and Lady Maria Nugent published her journals that extensively 

catalogued life in India in 1839. In “The First Strawberries in India: Cultural Portability 

in Victorian Greater Britain” (2007), John Plotz cites the importance of women’s written 

documentation of life in British India to cultural understandings of Englishness, writing: 

“Anglo Indian memsahib texts, which apparently circulated as widely in British settler 

colonies outside of India as they did back in England, thus serve as templates for Greater 
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comfort of home, women wrote long letters that extensively catalogued life in 

India to relatives and friends. They are texts that both seize upon the “foreign” 

and “exotic” experience of colonized India and recast India as a recognizable 

domestic space for readers “back home” in England. These nostalgic letters were 

especially steeped in a visual rhetoric of a feminine gaze that exerted authority 

from the domestic space of the home. More than simply the perspective of the 

female viewer, the feminine gaze explored here sought to cultivate India in the 

idiom of social and spatial domestication, which is, at its core, a form of political 

domination. Such a visual rhetoric, I argue, is a form of “parlour orientalism,” a 

term I adapt from Edward Said’s argument in his influential study Orientalism 

(1978) that the “east” is an imagined place constructed by the “west.” According 

to Said, orientalism was “an exclusively male province,” a discourse disseminated 

by scholars and other “experts” (207).23 What I am arguing here is that the 

discursive construction of the “Orient” was neither exclusively male nor was it 

confined to “experts.”24 In fact, women, especially in their private 

 
British portability” (66). On the intended “circulation among the author’s acquaintances 

back home” of the nostalgic letter (132), see also Mary Procida, “‘The Greater Part of My 

Life Has Been Spent in India’: Autobiography and Crisis of Empire in the Twentieth 

Century” (2002). 
23 Said reasserts this claim in “Orientalism Reconsidered” (1985), writing, “we can now 

see that Orientalism is a praxis of … male gender dominance, or patriarchy, in 

metropolitan societies: the Orient was routinely described as feminine, its riches as 

fertile, its main symbols the sensual woman, the harem, and the despotic – but curiously 

attractive – ruler. Moreover, Orientals like Victorian housewives were confined to silence 

… ” (103). By placing the Victorian housewife on the same plane as the “Oriental,” 

Said’s analysis of the discourse of Orientalism continues to ignore the role that white 

women played in constructing it. 
24 I situate this chapter within the scholarly discourse on Said and gender that engages 

with the absence of the relationship between orientalist ideology and women in his 

argument. For example, see Aijaz Ahmad’s In Theory: Classes, Nations, Literatures 
(1992), specifically “Orientalism and After: Ambivalence and Metropolitan Location in 

the Work of Edward Said,” 159-219. Ahmad writes, “Said’s difficulties with the issue of 
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correspondence, played a significant role in the dissemination of orientalist 

ideologies. Barred from official access to the political arena of colonial life in 

India, the women explored in this chapter nevertheless fashioned an invented 

“India” not through public and political discourses but from the domestic, private 

sphere of the home, an intimate space of familial and social interaction. Through 

the genre of personal writing, especially the epistolary approach to documenting 

travel and daily life, the literary “memsahib” wittingly or otherwise produced 

“parlour orientalism” into both cultural construction and ideological export of the 

British Empire.  

 “Parlour orientalism,” as will become clear in the argument that follows, 

collapses binaries of here and there, home and away, at stake in this dissertation. 

Additionally, it dismantles the false separation of private and public spheres, 

recasting the private, or domestic, sphere as inextricable from the project of 

empire. In making this claim, I neither want to confine women living in 

nineteenth-century India to the private sphere nor offer a wholehearted celebration 

of domesticity. Rather, I am citing the domestic labor of running a household as 

one of the important conduits through which the cultural and social construct of 

 
gender are such that he can scarcely see the previous ways in which women of (and 

around) the British propertied class, who were doubtless complicitly benefiting from the 

design of empire, are nonetheless differentially located in mobilities and pedagogies of 

the class structure” (186). Additionally, in Discourses of Difference: An Analysis of 
Women’s Travel Writing and Colonialism (1991), Sara Mills explicitly writes, “Both 

Foucault and Said are both inspiring and yet disappointing for feminists” (13) and argues 

against equating Orientalism with “maleness” (58). See also Valerie Kennedy, Edward 

Said: A Critical Introduction (2000), particularly “Gender in Orientalism: a neglected 

factor,” 37-46, in which she argues that Said’s engagement with gender is reduced to a 

focus on “the West’s feminization of the Orient in Orientalism and Western man’s textual 

and real exploitation of Oriental women” (40).  
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“Englishness” travels to the colonies. Furthermore, I argue that the specifically 

feminine gaze of “parlour orientalism” situates formulations of “Englishness” and 

“Indianness” produced within and by the domestic sphere as an essential duty in 

the service of imperialism. By juxtaposing the familiarity, or “Englishness,” of 

India with the notion of the “exotic,” the written work of these women promote 

the political foundations of imperial rule: England belongs in India, an argument 

supported by the transformation of India into an English cultural, social, and 

political space; and India needs English rule and occupation in order to become 

less “barbaric” and more “civilized.” 

The letters and journals of Isabella Fane, Emily Eden, and Fanny Eden 

also tell conflicting stories about life in India in the 1830s. On one level, they 

helped define, domesticate, and refashion “India” in the mold of English socio-

politics, culture, and aesthetic tastes through their accounts. At the same time, 

their “India” was also an alien place of heat, difference, danger, and sensuality 

that, in part, resembles the “real India” that Adela seeks—and eventually flees 

from—in A Passage to India. The importance of seemingly frivolous letters full 

of gossip, chatter about the weather, and reports of adventures with elephants and 

tigers to the project of constructing the “Orient” through a network of women 

corresponding with each other between England and India should not be 

underestimated. Wielding the authority of the first-hand account of domestic life 

in India through the feminine gaze of “parlour orientalism,” the narratives of 

travel by Fane and the Edens function as a necessity for the promotion of empire, 

both in the colonies and at home in England. 
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Parlour Orientalism and the Domestic Sphere 

 “Parlour orientalism,” thus, underscores the role of domestic space in 

negotiating, recasting, and reinforcing orientalist ideologies and discourses. 

Personal writing, which included memoirs, diaries, and letters, relocates 

orientalism to the private, or domestic, sphere. These women, who did not 

necessarily have the same access to the sort of education afforded to middle- and 

upper-class men in the nineteenth century, formed their own “academic” circles, 

relying on circulated accounts of life in India as their “primary texts.” In 

Memsahibs Abroad (1998), Indira Ghose stresses the importance of women’s 

travel literature in shaping how the English experienced India, writing, “Today 

gathering dust in club libraries, at the time these books were well read and 

circulated among each new shipload of memsahibs or travelers to India. They 

created a stock of stereotypes and notions about the country that were passed on 

from one generation to the next and congealed into accepted truths” (11). The 

feminized discourse of personal correspondence and journals, I propose, 

functioned as a form of a priori knowledge of India that likely influenced women 

contemporary to Fane and the Edens as well as subsequent generations of women 

travelers to a constructed “east.”  

 Within the domestic sphere, it is the physical space of the parlour where 

“Englishness” was specifically performed and recreated. It was a performance, 

also, of class, etiquette, and domesticity, which communicated a symbolic 

division of gendered labor that mirrored the two-spheres ideology while 

simultaneously blurring the boundaries between the two spheres. The 
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performance of a cultural Englishness in the colony—distinct but also related to 

the public, political stance of Englishmen—fell on the women who traveled to 

India. In this sense, the parlour served as a type of command center for the 

memsahib, what Margaret MacMillan in her study on the lives of the English in 

India, Women of the Raj (1988), refers to as a “miniature empire” (142). Within 

the domestic sphere, MacMillan writes, women were faced with the following 

questions to highlight the similarities between the public and private spheres of 

British India: “How was she to rule her subjects? How was she to keep India 

under control?” (142). The memsahibs were to maintain a sense of “civilization” 

in the colonies that was crucial to the formation and continuation of an ideology 

of superiority, which, after all, was imperative to the maintaining empire in 

India.25 Parlour orientalism, as it is communicated through the written form of the 

journal or letter, can also be read as a performance of the inherent differences 

between England and India. Through their focus on the “exotic” and their 

attempts at refashioning India as an English home away from home, these women, 

too, were partners in the colonial project.  

 In addition to exerting a sense of power through the aesthetic control of 

the physical spaces they inhabited, in their letters, Fane and the Edens exhibited a 

specifically feminine orientalist gaze through their politicized visual descriptions. 

 
25 Though I am specifically focusing on the manifestations of parlour orientalism 

amongst women writing in the 1830s, see also Mary Procida’s analysis of the role of 

English women in India between the late-nineteenth to early-twentieth centuries in 

“Feeding the Imperial Appetite: Imperial Knowledge and Anglo-Indian Domesticity” 

(2003). She writes: “Anglo-Indian women’s role in the imperial domestic sphere must 

also be revamped from that of symbolic guardian of cultural purity to active agent in the 

construction of the British Raj in India” (125). 
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I am locating the especially feminine nature of parlour orientalism in the source of 

their power—the symbolic and literal space of the parlour—and am positioning 

the feminine orientalist gaze as crucial to the travels of a cultural and social 

“Englishness” to and from the private, domestic sphere. The feminine gaze of 

parlour orientalism is not simply a reversal of the male gaze where it is the male 

body instead of the female body that is sexualized.26 (Though, as I will explore 

later in this chapter, that certainly does happen.) Rather, this feminine gaze 

harnesses domesticity and domestication as the source of its representational 

authority. Through the literal mobility of the letter traveling from the margins of 

empire, the “memsahib” transports “Englishness” to India and “Indianness” to 

England. In doing, so she elevates the construction and maintenance of 

domesticate spaces in India to the status that political and military occupation 

holds within the project of empire.  

 

The Unmarried “First Ladies” of the East India Company 

 In this chapter, I focus specifically on unmarried women who traveled to 

India with their male relatives. In their role of “helpmeet,” they enacted a type of 

domestic partnership that benefited the woman economically and the man 

socially. For Fane and the Eden sisters, Emily and Fanny, accompanying fathers 

and unwed brothers to and through India presented an opportunity for travel and 

adventure in exchange for fulfilling the otherwise boring “feminine duties” of a 

“Burra Lady Sahib,” or “Senior First Lady”: keeping a home, serving as hostess, 

 
26 Here, I am drawing on Laura Mulvey’s articulation of the male gaze in her influential 

essay, “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema” (1999).  
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and recreating English social customs on the other side of the globe. Women like 

Fane and the Edens who never married and, as they advanced in years, 

approached the precipice of spinsterhood, were able to maintain a modicum of 

freedom usually enjoyed by unmarried women while simultaneously submitting 

to the gendered task of reproducing and maintaining the domestic space of the 

home. Though they were not producing future members of the English ruling 

class through marriage, procreation, and motherhood, Fane and the Edens were 

nonetheless promoting the idea of a white, English empire by the very fact of their 

reproduction of “Englishness” in India. In their epistolary representations of the 

life of an Englishwoman in India, and, specifically, their individual experiences 

there, Fane and the Edens each constructed and performed a cultural 

“Englishness” in the service of empire while simultaneously finding subtle ways 

to subvert rigid expectations of gender.  

Isabella Fane (1804 – 1886) was the only daughter of General Sir Henry 

Fane and Isabella Cooke. Though Sir Fane and Cooke were never legally married, 

Cooke was his consort for many years and, after moving with him to England, 

referred to herself as “Lady Fane.”27 According to historian Jane Robinson, the 

fact that Fane’s parents were never legally married coupled with Fane’s troubled 

relationship with her mother led Sir Henry Fane to take his daughter with him to 

Calcutta (now Kolkata) in 1835 when he was appointed the Commander-in-Chief 

 
27 Obstacles to the dissolution of Cooke’s previous marriage to Edward Cooke, the under-

secretary of Dublin Castle, prevented Fane and Cooke from legally marrying. See Sir 

Henry Fane’s member biography in The History of Parliament: 
http://www.historyofparliamentonline.org/volume/1820-1832/member/fane-sir-henry-

1778-1840.   

http://www.historyofparliamentonline.org/volume/1820-1832/member/fane-sir-henry-1778-1840
http://www.historyofparliamentonline.org/volume/1820-1832/member/fane-sir-henry-1778-1840
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of India. In Calcutta, Isabella Fane served as her father’s hostess from 1835 to 

1838, at which point she was sent home to Lincolnshire before the First Anglo-

Afghan War. Back in England, Fane led a rather transient life of a spinster with 

limited financial means, first settling with relatives in England and then moving 

abroad to France, where she died alone. At Fane’s request, her papers from this 

later period in her life were destroyed after her death.  

 Fane had been all but forgotten, receiving relatively little academic 

attention in the past few decades until John Pemble, in 1985, rescued her from the 

archives and collected and edited her letters as Miss Fane in India: The Indian 

Diary of a Victorian Lady. Written in the format of a near daily journal to her 

paternal aunt, Mrs. Caroline Chaplin of Lincolnshire, Fane’s letters contain a 

wealth of details: about housekeeping, the weather, the plague of mosquito bites 

that literally immobilize her, and the people with whom she comes in contact in 

social settings. Often quite comical, Fane’s letters exhibit what Tedra Osell calls 

the “rhetorical femininity” of gossip; that is, a mode of “characterizing the text as 

being by and for women” (283). For example, in one missive describing her 

introduction to Emily and Fanny Eden, Fane writes:  

We got on famously. They are both great talkers, both old, both ugly, and 

both s---k like polecats! Sir H Chamerberlain informed some of our young 

gentlemen that on board ship they were so dreadful in this respect that 

those who were so lucky as to sit next to them at dinner had their appetites 

much interfered with. (63) 
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The cattiness of Fane’s depiction of the Eden sisters, who were quite well known 

in both England and India, evokes tropes of gossip writing popularized in the 

eighteenth century by periodicals like The New Atalantis, The Tatler, and The 

Female Tatler. In Reading Gossip in Eighteenth-Century England, Nicola Parsons 

alludes to the role that constructed truths play in gossip periodicals. Gossip, she 

writes, can be categorized as a “liminal genre” that “performs a truth function by 

authenticating the narrative, but is itself fictional” (51). Fane constructs a 

sensationalized portrayal of her life in India, merging autobiography with 

seemingly fictionalized storytelling and locating “authenticity” in her eyewitness 

accounts of gossip. She writes about the women in her social circles in salacious, 

and sometimes hyperbolic, detail, and her habit of ending packets of letters to her 

aunt with the phrase, “believe me,” draws attention to and casts doubt over the 

veracity of her accounts.  

 In many of her letters, Fane appears to exhibit a level of self-awareness 

over her use of sensational and, as she puts it, “nasty” details to describe her 

social circle in India. In a letter dated 23 February 1836, Fane writes, “I am in the 

act of reading Mrs Buller’s journal, and I am thinking of requesting you to save 

these entertaining sheets I send you, that I may publish them on my return to 

England!” (60).28 Fane’s allusion to both the success of another literary 

“memsahib” and the potential entertainment value of her letters indicates an 

awareness of the marketability of her observations and the performative aspect of 

the more intimate, domestic everyday life of the British in India. This 

 
28 “Mrs Buller” receives only a passing mention in Fane’s letters and neither Fane, in her 

letters, nor Pemble, in his introduction, shed further light on her identity.  
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performance is steeped in a multidirectional feminine gaze that looks both inward 

to the British colonizers in Calcutta and, as will be explored later in this chapter, 

outward to the colonized population of India. By providing her aunt with an 

intimate glance into the social web of English women in Calcutta, Fane reframes 

the project of empire within feminine discourses of gossip and domesticity.  

 Fane’s letters, never published in her lifetime, escaped any editorial 

censorship and thus allow us to experience her voice directly. As Pemble stresses 

in his introduction, Fane’s writing style defied gender expectations of the 

Victorian era, and her letters “are free from the usual trappings of Victorian travel 

memoirs – stilted description, sententious moralizing, and hidebound discretion” 

(Pemble 6). Though Fane did not succeed in preparing her letters for publication 

in her lifetime, she nonetheless contributed to the construction of nineteenth-

century India, especially for her social circles back home in Lincolnshire. It is 

easy to imagine Fane’s witty, cutting observations of social life in Calcutta 

circulating as gossip among and beyond her family and friends in England, 

particularly given her repeated requests that her aunt “distribute my love” (68).   

 A lack of the self-censorship and revisionary edits often associated with 

publication leads to an unfiltered, in-the-moment quality to Fane’s description of 

quotidian life in India. Her letters reveal a fraught relationship between her public 

life in India and her personal reflections on it. In her letters to her aunt, she 

faithfully adheres to the domestic role of “first lady” to her father, even writing 

that she is “nobody’s property but [her] father’s” (137), while simultaneously 

refusing to follow the social mores of Victorian femininity in her letters. In one 
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instance of epistolary freedom, Fane comments on an acquaintance’s experiences 

with motherhood. Instead of conforming to the Victorian cult of domesticity, she 

boldly proclaims, “I am afraid I should make a shocking mama, for I confess, I 

cannot understand how having a fat maggot by one’s side can compensate for the 

loss of one’s comfortable rest” (90). Within the space of a personal letter with, 

ostensibly, only one intended reader, Fane’s contradictory attitude toward the 

gendered expectations placed on her both communicate a performance of 

feminine decorum and undercut that performance. She uses the epistolary form to 

inhabit and expound multiple versions of womanhood both acceptable—the 

dutiful daughter—and rebellious—the woman who refuses motherhood. 

* 

  One year after Fane traveled to India, the Eden sisters arrived in Calcutta. 

They, too, offer conflicted depictions of adapting to life in a new country and the 

domestic labor involved in replicating their role of “helpmeet” to their brother, 

George, the 1st Earl of Auckland. Emily Eden (1797 – 1869) and Fanny Eden 

(1801 – 1849) set up house in London with their brother and were entrenched in 

Whiggish social circles. Whereas Emily developed a reputation as an intellect 

with keen political insights, Fanny maintained a more traditionally “feminine” 

role amongst the trio, playing the part of smiling hostess during parties held at the 

Eden residence. Their domestic partnership resembled what Leonore Davidoff 

calls an “amateur marriage,” a mutually beneficial permanent or semi-permanent 

arrangement made between unmarried brothers and sisters to live together (141).29 

 
29 See Leonore Davidoff, Thicker Than Water: Siblings and Their Relations, 1780 – 1920 

(2013). Amateur marriages, Davidoff writes, “could more closely resemble an actual 
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Often, the sister had much to gain from “amateur marriages,” including social 

standing, financial stability, and domestic partnership without the accompanying 

responsibilities of motherhood. The levels of security and relative freedom that 

characterize an “amateur marriage” would have been particularly attractive to a 

woman like Emily Eden, who, in a letter to a friend composed in 1827, describes 

her sister’s experiences with child-rearing:  

…Mary, of course, is hatching a seventh child. I own I am glad I am not 

married, it is such a tiresome fatiguing life; and though as a visitor 

I delight in the children, yet I would not be so worn and worried as their 

mother is on any consideration. I think she fidgets too much about them, 

but a large family is a great standing fidget of itself…I like this 

undisturbed sort of life… (MEL 127-128)30 

Though Emily did not write about procreation with the same disdain as Fane did, 

taking part in an “amateur marriage” allowed her to enjoy the “undisturbed sort of 

life” she desired under the guise of selfless service to her family, which directly 

corresponds to her service to empire. When their brother was appointed 

Governor-General of India in 1835, it was a natural decision for the two women 

to move to Calcutta the following year to serve as his “first ladies,” with Emily 

taking on the position of “Burra Lady Sahib” in the household. Emily and Fanny 

 
(although asexual) union, or, when there was a large age gap, semi-paternal or semi-

maternal attachments. The inner dynamics of such relationships are not readily 

understood” (141).  
30 For the sake of clarity, I will use the following acronyms for Emily Eden’s collections 

of letters: UTC for Up the Country (1866), LFI for Letters from India (1872), and MEL 
for Miss Eden’s Letters (1919). To more clearly differentiate my analysis of the texts by 

Emily and Fanny Eden, I will refer to them by their forenames throughout this chapter.  
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arrived in Calcutta in 1836 and stayed in India with their brother until 1842, only 

returning to England after the first Anglo-Afghan War ended with disastrous 

consequences for the British.   

 Upon their return to England, Emily enjoyed artistic and literary success, 

publishing a collection of lithographs based on her Indian sketches, Portraits of 

the Princes and People of India in 1844. She also edited and prepared a collection 

of letters she had written to her sister, Mary Drummond, while traveling with her 

brother and sister on an eighteen-month diplomatic and strategic tour in 1837 

across the northern regions of India and what is now Pakistan and published Up 

the Country: Letters Written to her Sister from the Upper Provinces of India in 

1866. In this collection, which has been reprinted numerous times since its initial 

publication, she narrates the trials and tribulations of a laborious journey from 

Calcutta to Simla to Lahore and back to Calcutta, and humorously stresses the 

drudgery of the life on the road, writing, “It certainly is a hard-working life, is it 

not? I never get ‘my natural rest,’ as Dandie Dinmont says, in the steamer for 

noise, and on the shore for work” (UTC 21). Emily’s “work” went through several 

rounds of publication following her death. Some of her letters were published in a 

serial format in 1870 in the periodical, Temple Bar: a London magazine for town 

and country readers. A more expansive posthumous collection of Emily’s letters 

centering mainly on her life in Calcutta and Barrackpore inclusive of some of 

Fanny letters, Letters from India, was published in 1872 by her niece, Eleanor 

Eden. In 1919, a second posthumous collection of Emily’s letters, Miss Eden’s 

Letters, edited by Violet Dickinson, was published. Emily Eden’s account of life 
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in India are now seminal texts in the canon of nineteenth-century travel writing on 

India by English women.31 

 Her lesser-known sister, Fanny Eden, presents a much different 

perspective on life in India in the letters and journals she wrote. Emily felt 

isolated in India, often citing the solitary act of letter writing in her personal 

quarters as one of her few comforts, and stifled by the climate and “foreign” 

atmosphere. Fanny, by contrast, sought to ease the suffering of her homesickness 

through travel and the pursuit of adventure. In a letter composed the morning 

before she departed Calcutta for the Rajmahal Hills, Fanny writes, “I have not 

been very well lately and this journey is to make me strong again” (9). Though 

she expresses moments of displeasure and homesickness in her personal writing, 

Fanny’s account of life in India reveals the attempt to transcend the confined life 

of a “first lady.” Although Fanny has yet to receive as much attention as her 

sister, her letters and journals offer a detailed portrayal of India’s culture and 

landscape. She maintained a connection to England by composing letters to her 

friend, Eleanor Grosvenor, in a near-daily journal that included illustrations, all of 

which remained unpublished until the twentieth century. Tigers, Durbars, and 

Kings: Fanny Eden’s India Journals 1837 – 1838, a collection edited by Janet 

Dunbar and published in 1988, includes Fanny’s written and illustrated 

impressions of a tiger-shooting trip that she took with her nephew, William 

 
31 The fame she enjoyed during her lifetime has continued: her life and literary output 

have been the subject of a number of popular and scholarly studies. See “Taking Up 

Where Jane Austen Left Off” by Phyllis Rose, published in The New York Times in 1982; 

Marian Fowler’s Below the Peacock Fan: First Ladies of the Raj (1987); Mary Ann 

Prior’s An Indian Portfolio: the Life and Work of Emily Eden (2012).  
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Osborne, the Military Secretary to her brother, as well as her perspective on the 

journey that she made with her brother and sister throughout the upper provinces 

of India that Emily captured in Up the Country.32  

 These letters and journals reveal the Eden sisters’ negotiation between 

expected feminine duty and an unwillingness to adhere to strict social codes of 

gender propriety. For them, the notion of feminine duty is intrinsically linked to 

the labor of imperial rule via gendered tasks that were carried out in the service of 

empire, such as charitable visits to local institutions and throwing parties for 

government officials and local dignitaries.33 As Robinson notes, while the Edens 

“dutifully visited local hospitals and schools, and did their share of rather 

tiresome official entertaining, neither of the Misses Eden was exactly the paragon 

of feminine English refinement” (210). And yet, Emily’s account of quotidian life 

in India communicates a contradiction between her public and private lives. In a 

letter detailing the feminine “duties” associated with the politics of empire, she 

quickly shifts from a positive description of the “business” of hosting to the more 

negative realities of the physical maladies she experienced in India: 

 
32 Prior to the publication of this collection, Janet Dunbar had included excerpts of Fanny 

Eden’s work in The Golden Interlude (1985). The publication timeline of Fanny Eden’s 

letters and journals corresponds to renewed interest in colonial life in British India in the 

1970s and 1980s, which saw a rise in popularity of the “Raj Revival” genre, which 

encompassed both novels and films that cast a nostalgic look back at colonial India. On 

the romanticization of the British Raj in “Raj Revival” texts, see Modhumita Roy’s 

“Memsahibs in the Sun: Ruth Prawer Jhabvala’s Heat and Dust and “Feminist” 

Orientalism” in The Male Empire under the Female Gaze: The British Raj and the 

Memsahib (2013), 257-289.  
33 On the topic of “duty,” Fane expresses frustration over the social obligations of a 

“Burra Lady Sahib.” Recounting the details of a party hosted by the Eden sisters, she 

writes, “The King’s birthday, kept here by a ball given by the Governor-General. We of 

course went to it – as duty, nothing else I assure you. We staid until 12 o’clock and I was 

never more bored in my life” (87).  
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Calcutta is become so gay. In short, ‘the wretched tools by which George 

means to make his arbitrary government popular,’ as — calls us, are 

turning to account; and that being the case, I no longer object to the 

trouble of the business. It is the only active duty we can perform here. Dr. 

Drummond will not let me take the slightest exercise this week, as I have 

had constant headaches, and am weakly altogether. (LFI 283) 

As is the case with much of Emily’s correspondence, her tone wavers between a 

sardonic take on life in India and self-pity. The pointed language she employs in 

this letter alludes to an initial resistance and subsequent acquiescence to 

performing the feminized labor required of a “Burra Lady Sahib.” Her assessment 

of her domestic work as a “wretched tool” is particularly telling here. She is 

necessary to her brother’s political success as well as the success of British rule in 

India but lacks explicit power within the political proceedings of the Governor-

General’s office. And yet, Emily subverts the perception that she completely lacks 

stated political power through her pun on the otherwise militaristic implications of 

the phrase, “active duty.” The work she undertakes in her role of “helpmeet”—i.e. 

entertaining her brother’s colleagues and their wives by providing a space in 

which women could socialize and men could discuss political and military 

strategies—is certainly important, and rigorous, enough to take a toll on her well-

being.34 This passage offers insight into the negotiations between the domestic 

and the political in the life of the “memsahib”: Emily stresses the integral role of 

 
34 Headaches make frequent appearances in Emily’s letters and she often attributes the 

cause of her various maladies to the weather, blaming the head or the loud sounds of a 

thunderstorm. 
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the “memsahib” to the function of government in the public sphere of British 

India while also taking to the private sphere of writing to express frustrations with 

both social and physical elements of life in India.  

 While the accounts of Fane and the Edens most certainly depict the 

travails of fulfilling their role of “helpmeet” to their male relatives, including 

feelings of confinement, isolation, and boredom, they also illustrate the mobility 

of the “memsahib” through detailed accounts of travel within and beyond 

Calcutta. In a time before the Indian Rebellion of 1857 and its aftermath, which 

led to the stereotypical construction of the memsahib ruining Anglo-Indian 

relations and the masculine desire to confine the memsahib to the home for the 

sake of protection,35 women like Fane and the Eden sisters enjoyed a freedom of 

mobility to explore a new country compared to the restrictions faced by the 

generations of women that followed them. Traveling to and living in India as part 

of the Governor-General’s entourage also granted them a privileged position in 

Anglo-Indian high society that was not bound to marital status.36 Though they 

performed the role of “first lady” within their households, they were neither 

confined to the physical and cultural encumbrances of motherhood nor bound by 

the pressures of securing a husband in order to ensure their continued stay in 

India. As the following sections of this chapter will illustrate, what emerges out of 

 
35 On this topic, see Sharpe’s description of the aftermath of the Indian Rebellion of 1857, 

then referred to as the Mutiny of 1857, particularly in “The Rise of the Memsahibs in an 

Age of Empire” in Allegories of Empire (1993), 85-110.   
36 In response to a packet of letters from her aunt on the topic of her behavior in India, 

Fane writes, “In this you talk of my grandeur, and the airs I shall give myself when I 

return….I don’t dislike my position, but I shall feel my utter insignificance again on my 

return to my native land, and act as before” (146). 
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this freedom is a written account of daily life in India in which domesticity 

merges with the political, the private sphere with the public.  

 

Epistolary Travel Writing: Genre and Mobile Imperialisms  

 Rosemary Raza begins her study of early nineteenth-century British 

women’s travel to India by calling attention to the importance of epistolary 

accounts of daily life.37 She contends that the letter fulfilled a desire for 

communication with home and provided the “memsahib” with a way of 

combatting the boredom of being confined to the indoors during periods of 

intense heat. The space of the parlour and the literature produced in that space, I 

am arguing, offered not just confinement, but refuge as well. Describing her 

private quarters, Fane writes, “I have established in my room to defend myself by 

day from [the mosquitoes]. It is a little room-shade of musquito gauze, which just 

holds my writing table, chair and couch, and the punkah hangs just over it. I look 

like a bird in a cage” (66). Fane’s self-identification with a caged bird trapped in 

gauze reveals a feeling of confinement and isolation at the core of the 

“memsahib’s” daily life and communicates Fane’s use of her private quarters as a 

space of retreat. The act of composing letters to friends and family back home 

helped women like Fane to allay homesickness, maintain a connection to their 

previous lives in England, and alleviate the ennui that perhaps only a woman with 

dozens to hundreds of servants under her charge in the task of running a 

household could feel. Taken on their own, these lines convey a sense of 

 
37 See In Their Own Words: British Women Writers and India 1740–1857 (2006).   
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loneliness, isolation, and emotional distance from home felt by women struggling 

to adapt to their new lives as “memsahibs.” 

However, when placed within the context of Fane’s overall epistolary 

production, the boredom and self-confinement she depicts communicates a 

performative construct of a carefully curated subjectivity: Fane represents herself 

as both afflicted by and benefitting from the quotidian travails of life in India. In 

the following packet of letters to her aunt, Fane writes, “I have the happiness of 

being completely laid up, with both my legs disabled from the tormenting 

musquitos” (69). As I indicated above, mosquitos—or, specifically, mosquito 

bites—make numerous appearances in Fane’s letters.38 In these sections of her 

epistolary account, Fane appears to embody the Romantic figure of the “suffering 

traveller.” Here I am drawing on Carl Thompson’s definition of the “suffering 

traveller,” a person who “courts adversity,” danger, or the excitement of 

misadventure (Thompson 2).39 In several instances throughout her letters, Fane 

bemoans the “confinement from the musquito wounds” (40) she experiences and 

the “melancholy condition” of her legs (66). The level of detail with which she 

catalogues her lesions certainly crosses boundaries of propriety. She describes a 

bite she has “over-scratched, nearly a quarter of a yard long” (64) and emphasizes 

the “crippling” nature of her affliction, writing, “my legs and feet are so bad. I 

have got seven sore places on one, and four on the other, all from musquitoes” 

 
38 Additionally, Emily Eden remarks upon Fane’s mosquito-related afflictions twice and 

includes many of her own descriptions of the pest. They were so intolerable that Eden 

had a “mosquito-house” constructed and even allowed her ailing dog, Chance, to sleep 

inside with her (LFI 209).  
39 See The Suffering Traveller and the Romantic Imagination (2007). 
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(71). But the “suffering” Fane experiences from her exacerbated mosquito bites 

also functions as a type of respite for her, as they allow her a much-desired excuse 

to skip what she considers to be boring social engagements, one of her primary 

feminine duties. Fane writes of these duties with equal parts comedy and 

sincerity, claiming in one letter that the process of planning an event amounted to 

a “dreadful morning” and that she “would much rather have been hanged” than 

tasked with the obligation of securing performers for a concert at the Government 

House (49), and then expressing that she “shall die of fright in anticipation of its 

success, before the day [of the first party she was tasked with hosting] arrives” 

(54) in another.40 To further explain why she has “the happiness of being 

completely laid up” with mosquito bites, Fane writes, “I quite rejoice my legs are 

bad, for I find Mrs Thoby Prinsep is [at the Government House in Barrackpore], 

and I dislike her so much she would have destroyed any comfort I might 

otherwise have had” (70). Fane continues, writing to her aunt that she is “so 

amused when [she] reflect[s] on the different accounts you probably hear of this 

individual,” including what she sees as an excessive amount of admiration Mrs. 

Prinsep garners from the other women in her social circle (70)—women she 

considers to be “idiots.” In this sense, the stasis imposed on Fane by the 

“melancholy condition” of her legs allows her the opportunity to weave an 

intricate social web of Calcutta and afford her reader(s) the pleasure of reading 

caustic critiques of women who belong to the upper echelons of English society.41    

 
40 Fane, however, eventually deemed the party a great success, writing, “All parties here 

are duller than dull, but I should say this appeared less so than the generality” (56).  
41 In his biographical notes, Pemble stresses the popularity of Sarah Prinsep (1816 – 

1887), who, upon her return from India, presided over “one of London’s best known 
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 Furthermore, the genre of personal writing—that is, letters, diaries, and 

journals, what Sara Mills calls “discourses of femininity”—was one of the few 

genres considered not only accessible to women during the nineteenth century, 

but also among the proper literary endeavours to be undertaken by a woman. 

Hierarchies of gender and the power imbalance between men and women, Mills 

argues, relegated women to the domestic sphere in their literary pursuits despite 

the fact that they were traversing the public sphere through the acts of travel and 

writing about travel (95).42 Identifying the influence of the “confessional mode” 

on women’s travel writing, she cautions against drawing direct parallels between 

the genre of autobiography and the lived realities of women writers. Instead, she 

argues that analysis of autobiographical, first-person accounts should center on 

“‘various positions of subjectivity’ within this confessional field which women 

writers can occupy and construct for themselves” (104). Amongst the “various 

positions of subjectivity” explored in this chapter include the construction of 

imperial identities steeped in raced subjectivities in which the English writer 

separates herself from the “native” by superimposing the signifier of “foreign” on 

both the landscape and people of India.  

 
salons. The aspiring and the distinguished from all walks of life used to gather at Mrs 

Prinsep’s on Sunday afternoons from 1850 until 1875” (34).   
42 Historically, the masculine realm of publishing used the label “autobiography” to 

divest women’s writing of a sense of authority and “should be seen as an attempt to deny 

women the status of creators of cultural artefacts” (Mills 12). This division between 

masculine and feminine modes of literary production, Mills argues, extends to the 

merging of the genre of personal writing and travel writing, defining women’s travel 

writing as merely personal narrative, memoir, and autobiography while at the same time 

elevating the supposed objectivity and scientific empiricism found in their male 

contemporaries.  
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 The confessional mode of epistolary travel writing by “memsahibs” 

should, I argue, be read in conjunction with the relationship between imperialism 

and representation. Central to this relationship is a performance of 

representational authority that translates into an assumed authority over the 

depiction of what Adela Quested would refer to as the “real India.” In the 

narratives of Fane and the Edens, the home, specifically the parlour or each 

woman’s individual drawing room, served as the site of literary production from 

which they could define the terms of their epistolary representation of India. Fane 

and the Edens composed their letters in moments of stasis induced by boredom, 

fatigue caused by a foreign climate to which they struggled to adapt, and, 

sometimes, illness or physical affliction. The stasis, or immobility, of the 

“memsahib” translated into the mobility of imperial ideology through the travels 

of the material object of the letter.  

 Emily Eden’s expression of her feelings of dismay and exile shortly after 

arriving in India produces a narrative of such moments of stasis. She writes about 

her inability to speak “the language of the country one lives in” (which she 

refuses to learn because, as she claims, “as for attempting to learn their gibberish I 

can’t”) and admits to a distaste for what she characterizes a “savage” land, 

writing, “I feel all Robinson Crusoe-ish. I cannot abide India, and that is the truth, 

and it is almost come to not abiding in India” (LFI 148). Her self-identification 

with Robinson Crusoe seems particularly fitting given that Crusoe finds himself 

stranded on a foreign and supposedly deserted island and yet still manages to 

claim the physical terrain as his own territory and enslave one of the few men he 
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meets while living there. Not only does her constructed self communicate a sense 

of exilic isolation, but it also evokes the figure of an exile surrounded by people 

she thinks of as barbarians. Emily describes India as “3,000 years behind the rest 

of the world” and writes, “I take all the naked black creatures squatting at the 

doors of their huts in such aversion” (148). To further reinforce why she “cannot 

abide in India,” Emily ends the letter by expressing another reason for her 

aversion, the weather – in this instance, the heat, claiming, “…but nobody can be 

happy in such a climate” (149).  

Here and throughout Emily’s epistolary correspondences, the weather 

serves as a metonym for Indian civilization as a whole. In one letter published in 

Up the Country written while she was in Simla, Eden describes the “unceasing 

rain” and thick fog with a level of affection, as it reminds her of London and “is 

germane…to [her] patriotic feelings” (144). This warm sentiment transitions to 

admissions of boredom and a more generalized description of India. She writes: 

The rain last night washed down one house, and killed the man in it; and 

the roads have been carried down into the valleys, and the rocks washed 

into the roads, so that somehow our geography is not so clear as it was; but 

still it is cool, and what else is there that signifies in India? (144) 

Though it should be noted that Emily contradicts herself within the span of the 

same letter, as the latter half shifts to her interest in Indian politics, the sweeping 

language she uses in this opening paragraph speaks to the way she communicates 

a very specific production of colonized space. The question of “what else is there 

that signifies in India” works toward collapsing the country’s landscape, culture, 



55 

 

and people of India into a singular climate-based signifier, transforming a 

multidimensional, complex place into a one-dimensional, imagined space of heat 

and barbarism. In this description, Emily reinforces preconceived notions the 

English held about India by the 1830s and succeeds in flattening Indian space into 

something easily understood by her English audience; by dismissing “India” as a 

sum-total of its climate, this moment in her letter invites her readers—first her 

sister and then later, the reading public of England—to do so as well. By the time 

the collection was published nearly thirty years later, Emily makes public what 

scores of women were communicating in their unpublished private writing for 

decades, thereby cementing commonly held “truths” of India. In her 

representation of a one-dimensional account of the Indian landscape and climate, 

Emily’s letters work toward the erasure of the Indian population from India, as 

evidenced by the precursory reference to a man that died in the storm, and further 

communicate an imperial representation of power in which the English in India 

remain in control and the colony remains a space of white “Englishness.”  

 The letters of “memsahibs” like the Edens and Fane, much like the selves 

they construct through the confessional mode of their personal writing, transgress 

the boundaries between the private and public spheres. They capitalize on the 

first-person, eyewitness accounts characteristic of the genre of personal writing to 

position themselves as authority figures over the lives of the English in India, and, 

broadly, India in general. As indicated earlier in this chapter, the publication 

histories of the letters of Isabella Fane and the Eden sisters do not follow the same 

trajectories. Although Isabella Fane and Fanny Eden never published their letters 
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during their lifetime, both women imagined purposes for their letters beyond mere 

correspondence and an audience for their letters beyond their friends and families. 

Aspirations to shift their literary production from the private sphere of personal 

writing about gossip and individual experience to the public sphere of published 

travel narratives leave an indelible mark on their accounts of India. While Fane 

mentioned the possibility of publishing her personal letters to her aunt because 

she thought they were amusing, Fanny overtly declared the educational value of 

her letters, writing: 

 I am going to try, my dear, if for once in my life, I can keep a journal, and 

if I can, instead of sending you a doubled up letter I shall send you this 

book, with an account of our Rajmahal expedition. Such a disturbing event 

for you, but then you know you can give it to your children for a lesson 

book on the principle of always making children read for instruction… (8 

Tigers).  

The language she used to describe her journal, referring to it as a “book” and 

identifying the utility of the book as a mode of “instruction,” reveals a way of 

thinking about personal writing that extends beyond the confessional mode of 

autobiographical texts and asserts that the personal journal can, indeed, exert of 

mastery over geographic and cultural representation. By citing the value of her 

writing to the education of future generations of would-be English rulers, Fanny 

counters commonly held perceptions of women’s writing as inferior or emotional 

and highlights the empirical value of a genre of writing that would otherwise be 

denied the status of cultural artefact. 
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Her sister Emily, on the other hand, actively sought the publication of her 

letters written during her journey throughout the upper provinces of India, thus 

asserting the fundamental value of her personal writing to the public literary 

sphere. Her pursuit of publication also indicates that she likely considered her 

account of India to be appropriate for and useful to an audience beyond her 

intimate social circle. In Up the Country, for instance, she includes a dedication to 

her nephew, Lord William Godolphin Osborne, that foregrounds the value of her 

personal writing to understanding the political and cultural landscape of British 

India. In it, she reminisces nostalgically about life in India before technological 

advancements changed the nature of travel across the country, lamenting the 

advent of railroad travel and the disappearance of the “motley processions” that 

had characterized travel when she was living in India (xxii). Such lamentations 

seem to correlate to the devastating personal loss of both George and Fanny 

shortly after Emily returns to England as well as to what she sees as a downfall of 

the East India Company in the years following the Indian Rebellion of 1857. She 

writes, “life and property will soon become as insecure there as they are here, the 

splendour of a Governor-General’s progress is at an end” (xxi). This sense of 

nostalgia for the India as it was ruled by the East India Company privileges a 

celebration of its accomplishments over the reality of its brutally violent 

suppression of the Indian Rebellion of 1857 and the events that followed; namely, 

the transfer of the rule of India from the East India Company to the British 

Crown. Through this preface, Emily inhabits a position of imperial subjectivity 

and frames her letters through the story of military glory and success. In doing so, 
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she continues to fulfill her duties toward empire through an editorial process that 

inevitably included after-the-fact alterations made by editors and publishers, 

which calls into question levels of objectivity present in first-person narratives 

presented to the reading public as “authentic.” As the only text covered in this 

chapter to be published within the writer’s lifetime, Up the Country represents an 

important contribution to the canon of women’s travel writing on India insofar 

that it offered readers contemporary to Eden a detailed perspective on life in 

India.  

In relation to the literary production of Fane and the Edens, both seeing 

and narrating India constitute a form of ruling, of domesticating space and 

inscribing English subjectivity onto both the landscape and the culture of India. 

As an inherently performative genre that promotes “Englishness,” epistolary 

travel writing produced a sense of intimacy between the writer and her reader in 

its published form and gave the reader the “perspective of a privileged insider” 

(Keighren, Withers, & Bell 12). Their letters and, in some cases, accompanying 

illustrations functioned as a type of verbal snapshot that allowed readers to 

embody the identity of armchair traveler. The performance of the authority in the 

first-hand account that informs the travel writing of Fane and the Edens works 

toward the exertion of power over space and representation, which was 

instrumental in the construction of “India” both there and in England.  
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England with Elephants: Reordering the Space of “India” 

 For women like Fane and the Edens, the task of household management, 

or homemaking, was necessary to the collapse of the distinction between “home” 

and “away” in the life of a memsahib. Miles away from their homes in England, 

these women transformed domestic spaces into sites of “Englishness”—whether 

at their permanent residences or in the temporary dwellings they reconstructed as 

home while they were on the road. Countless guides, mainly written by women, 

were published in England throughout the nineteenth century and offered advice 

on what clothes to pack, which household goods should be brought from England, 

and how to train “native” servants to reproduce Englishness, particularly through 

replicating English recipes.43 If women were to be confined to the domestic space 

of the home, then they ensured that the static material objects they surrounded 

themselves with would allow them to maintain a connection to England. In doing 

so, they succeeded in reframing India as a recognizable and accessible space to 

their readers back home in England, some of whom may have later found 

themselves in the similar position of preparing for a voyage out to the colonies.  

 
43 MacMillan addresses the preponderance of guides on British India in a chapter of 

Women of the Raj titled, “Facts of Life,” writing: “By the middle of the nineteenth 

century there were books of advice for the novice memsahibs….The authors, usually 

women themselves, gave lists, of enormous length, of items which should be brought out 

from Home” (66). Examples of such guides include the anonymously published, Real 
Life in India (1847), The Complete Indian Housekeeper and Cook (1888) by Flora Annie 

Steel and Grace Gardiner, and Woman in India (1895) by Mary Frances Billington, 

among others. See also Nupur Chaudhuri’s “Memsahibs and their servants in nineteenth-

century India” (1994), which explores a century’s worth of communicative modes 

between early and later generations of “memsahibs,” including documentation of details 

about housekeeping, advice on how to manage servants, and racial stereotypes about 

Indians.  



60 

 

 The architectural and landscape design of the Governor-General’s country 

residence in Barrackpore helped to collapse the distinction between the “here” 

and “there” of England and India in the lives and imaginations of the 

Englishwomen who lived in and visited the house. Fane traveled to Barrackpore 

in late January, 1836 when the residence was still occupied by then Governor-

General Sir Metcalfe and devotes much of the space in her letters that depicted the 

two-day trip to descriptions of the house and grounds, about which she writes: 

It is a beautiful place; the park is so very pretty and looks so very English. 

A part is laid out in a very pretty flower garden. Another is appropriated to 

birds and beasts in dens; but at present the only inhabitants of these are a 

leopard and a tiger which the Nepaul General brought the other day, and 

two hippopotami—one brought by him also, and the other has been here 

some time. (51)  

She goes on to discuss the elephants kept on the grounds and expresses both 

curiosity about and fear of the prospect of riding an elephant for the first time on 

this trip. Fane returns to a discussion of the house in her letter written the next 

day, commenting on the bungalows surrounding the house, writing, “such nice 

little snug places, that look just like – ah! I know how to give you an idea of them; 

they are just like Mr King’s cottage near you, but not so nice” (52). These 

descriptions convey an image of India as both domestic and domesticated; and 

Fane performs a moment of epiphany on the page when she recalls the nearly 

perfect equivalence between the Governor-General’s country residence and a 

Lincolnshire cottage in a letter that frames India through the lens of England and 
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Englishness. Her “ah!” of recollection seems to imply that this very English 

structure just happened to spring up from the grounds of Barrackpore and 

overlooks the fact that the English in India purposefully imposed aesthetic control 

over the Indian landscape through architecture, botany, and garden design.  

 Both Emily and Fanny Eden expressed similar reactions to the residence at 

Barrackpore upon arrival, commenting on the fear and excitement inspired by the 

elephants and their preference for life in Barrackpore as opposed to Calcutta. 

Fanny goes so far as to consider how she might persuade her brother to split his 

time evenly between Barrackpore and Calcutta, writing: “Yes! this is certainly the 

place to live at. George must find out that he can Governor-General here, as well 

as at Calcutta” (94-95 LFI). Particularly noteworthy here is that Fanny employs 

the political role of Governor-General as a verb in her sentence construction, 

implicitly grounding the realm of politics within the domestic space of the house. 

Emily, too, takes solace in the secluded location of the house in addition to its 

grandiose “Englishness,” writing:  

Barrackpore is a charming place, like a beautiful English villa on the 

banks of the Thames – so green and fresh; the house is about the size of 

Cashiobury, to all appearance, but it just holds George, Fanny, and me, the 

rest of the party all sleep in thatched cottages built in the park; the drawing 

and dining-rooms are immense, and each person requires two or three 

rooms besides a bath in this country, so as to be able to change rooms 

from the sun. We were carried round the gardens, which are delightful, 
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and I see that this place might console me for half the week at Calcutta. 

(98)  

Emily speaks of the house with a sense of reverence, comparing the house to the 

ancestral home of the Earls of Sussex. Much of her time at Barrackpore was spent 

cultivating the gardens in the likeness of an English country manor; for example, 

she designed a secluded garden with flowers that reminded her of home, planting 

what would be the first strawberry plants grown in India into her garden to 

accommodate her brother’s culinary tastes.44 The cultivation of plants in the idiom 

of familiarity directly correlates to the cultivation of English domestic ideals, 

which was necessary to successfully fulfilling the role of hostess. Furthermore, 

the language Emily employs in this description of the house communicates the 

link between aesthetic domestication and social hierarchy. By reducing the 

primarily Indian laborers who worked under her supervision to “the rest of the 

party,” she replicates a type of “upstairs/downstairs”—or, “indoors/outdoors”—

division between the English ruling class and the colonized Indian laboring class. 

Her pointed use of the passive verb tense in the final sentence—“were carried”—

works toward this end as well, effectually downplaying the people who work for 

her and highlighting her own sense of fragility and weakness. Emily blames the 

climate—both figurative and literal—of India for her weakened state, writing in 

an earlier letter, “this climate subdues one to all its ridiculous habits, for I should 

 
44 See Eugenia Herbert’s Flora's Empire: British Gardens in India (2011) for an in-depth 

study on the many modifications to the residence at Barrackpore. Fanny Eden directly 

comments on the practice of remaking the Indian landscape to suit English tastes, writing: 

“There are little hills in the Park, but they rose in the days when Lord Hastings said, 

‘Make a hill,’ and one was made” (LFI 95).  
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have been ashamed to be carried upstairs in England, and never hesitated about it 

here” (LFI 108). To combat the frustration over having to submit to “ridiculous 

habits” produced by the heat, Emily’s desire to recreate “home” on the other side 

of the globe becomes all the more pronounced.  

 The project of domesticating space also extended beyond the structure of 

the house, especially since Fane and the Edens often traveled beyond the confines 

of their residences in Calcutta and Barrackpore. In addition to the fact that they 

traveled with numerous servants and supplies on their expeditions across the 

countryside,45 they sought to depict the flora and fauna of India through the lens 

of domestication and continued to perform English femininity in their interactions 

with local populations. The journal that Fanny Eden composed while on a tiger-

shooting trip in the Rajmahal Hills communicates a desire to tame the wilderness 

that is especially steeped in discursive engagements with power and difference. 

Early on in the trip, Fanny receives a gift of a deer, two peacocks, and a pot of 

honey from a local, unnamed rajah that she feels compelled to accept “as they 

were jungle productions” (Tigers 25). She also feels compelled to perform 

English propriety in her exchange with the rajah, however half-heartedly, writing, 

“he made such a point of making his salaam to the ‘Lady Sahib’ I went out in a 

pink flannel dressing gown, which I hope he thinks is an approved English mode 

 
45 Fanny Eden’s tiger-shooting expedition to the Rajmahal Hills was a relatively small 

affair compared to the journey recounted in Up the Country. Nevertheless, as Janet 

Dunbar notes, Fanny’s encampment included twenty men serving as guards, her English 

maid, Jones, and her ayah, Myra, sixteen bearers for Fanny as well as about a dozen more 

men to carry Fanny’s things, which included tents, furniture, trunks of clothing, and other 

“necessary” household supplies that would ensure her comfort on the road. In her journal, 

Fanny writes, “We find we have 260 people altogether in the camp – half our followers 

bring their followers. We have twenty elephants, too” (9).  
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of dress” (25). In this journal entry, Fanny appears to be making excuses for her 

actions, especially since members of the East India Company were prohibited 

from receiving gifts from local dignitaries, and part of the role of the memsahib 

was to serve as an ambassador for the English ruling class by showcasing English 

values, such as civility and grace. I would like to propose two ways of reading 

this moment. It could be that Fanny was not very good at performing Englishness 

and seized upon this moment to retreat from the responsibilities she held as sister 

to the Governor-General. Or, perhaps a more interesting reading: she simply did 

not care to do so, removed as she was from the domestic space of the home and 

the watchful eye of Calcutta high society.  

 And yet, whatever the rebellion that might be expressed through her 

lackluster performance of “Englishness,” Fanny remains effective in imposing a 

sense of Englishness on her surroundings. Thus, even when the “memsahib” 

resists the English feminine duties imposed on her by her role of “helpmeet,” she 

nevertheless reverts to the practice of Anglicizing India. To return to the illicit 

gifts bestowed upon her by the rajah, Fanny grows quite fond of her new pet deer, 

naming him Gazelle and personifying him throughout her journal: 

My little deer is such a treasure – he travels in my howdah and I hope 

hides his face when they shoot any of his connections. He has his own 

spoon, teacup and saucer and will not hear of drinking out of anything but 

his spoon, and is very particular about the grass and young leaves he 

makes his servant pluck for him, and he trots after me from one tent to 

another in the most majestic manner. (28) 
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In one journal entry, she encloses an illustration of “a purely domestic scene” (46) 

in which Gazelle and one of the pariah dogs who had taken to following her 

nephew, William, sit next to each other as though in familial bliss. By way of 

explanation, Fanny writes that the servants traveling with them on this expedition 

had grown accustomed to the task of keeping the wild dogs away from Gazelle, 

and the event of both the dog and Gazelle going missing caused a slight panic 

amongst the servants until the two animals were found coexisting in domestic 

harmony.  

 On the surface, the inclusion of Gazelle could be read as merely an 

interesting detail about Fanny’s journey that she wished to communicate to her 

friend. But the description of Gazelle’s interaction with Fanny’s servants, 

specifically the servant assigned the express task of caring for him, and the 

presence of Gazelle in Fanny’s final letter on the topic of the trip, written from the 

comforts of her family’s residence in Barrackpore, raise a number of questions 

about Fanny’s perception of life in India. She writes: “The deer with its usual 

taste has instantly adopted the habits of civilised life and is established on the sofa 

in the drawing room” (52). The “habits of cilivised life” mentioned here are 

firmly entrenched within the domestic space of the home. Gazelle has been 

properly tamed and domesticated during his trek through the Rajmahal Hills, 

appearing to have learned how to exert social dominance over the servant charged 

with the task of procuring his favorite leaves to eat. Fanny’s success in the project 

of domesticating him can be seen upon her return to Barrackpore, where she has 
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granted him entry into the home, specifically the parlour, which serves as a space 

of leisure and privacy for her.  

The invitation to exist within her personal space that Fanny extends to 

Gazelle, who has been personified and granted a level of subjectivity that 

corresponds to a perceived ability to adopt the “habits of civilised life,” stands in 

stark contrast to the mode of representation that Fanny employs in relation to the 

servants who work in her homes. Upon first arriving at her new home in Calcutta, 

Fanny describes the spaciousness of the house as well as how she and Emily 

situate themselves within that space in relation to the class of “native” servants: 

“Emily and I are in opposite wings … and at night when I set about making my 

way from her room to mine, I am in imminent peril of stepping upon the bales of 

living white muslin that are sleeping about the galleries” (LFI 91). Whereas 

Gazelle may access the personal space of the parlour, Fanny’s servants remain in 

the common spaces of the hallways and galleries of the home. Additionally, 

Fanny’s description here reduces the “oriental subject”46 to a material object, 

constructing a homogeneous cloth signifier of “Indianness” that remains beyond 

the limits of civilization. Much like her sister’s correlation of India to the climate, 

Fanny employs a similarly reductive representational mode in this letter. She 

reduces the idea of “Indianness” to a one-dimensional definition of otherness and 

lack of civilization in relation to the notion of “Englishness,” a reduction she 

communicates through the language of fear—the “peril” of being forced to 

negotiate the movements of her body amongst the static, sleeping “native” bodies 

 
46 Here and elsewhere throughout this chapter, I am borrowing the term “oriental 

subject,” a subject defined by western perception, from Said. 
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inside her home. Descriptions such as these work toward a narrative that both 

champions and justifies the English imperial presence in India and, I argue, 

constitute a form of politicized propaganda constructed in and disseminated from 

the domestic sphere.  

 

Consuming the “Oriental Subject”: Seeing and Recording “India” 

 The turn toward reducing “native” subjectivities to a standardized type is a 

quality shared amongst the narratives of the personal letters and journals of 

memsahibs living and traveling in India. In contrast to the richly detailed accounts 

of the social network of British residents in Calcutta, Fane rarely refers to Indians 

by name, preferring oftentimes vague descriptions of servants or, in instances 

when she wishes to write about a particular individual such as a prince or 

dignitary, general descriptors like “Nepaul General” or “Rajah somebody.”  

Throughout her letters, Fane’s depictions of Indian people and culture 

focus primarily on her own viewing experiences and sense of adventure. To this 

point, Fane writes an account of the Hindu Festival of Churrak Puja, or “wheel 

ceremony,” stating, “I have a very enquiring mind, or else if you please, a large 

share of curiosity, and have in consequence no idea of coming so far without 

seeing all there is to be seen…” (72). She calls attention to her “unfeminine 

curiosity” (73) and desire to witness what she calls the “exhibition” of swinging 

by hooks, a ceremony performed in honour of the Hindu deity Shiva in which 

men are suspended by hooks piercing the muscle beneath their shoulder blades. 

Fane’s account of this ceremony is written in titillating detail; she focuses on her 
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own adventurous spirit and willingness to view what she considers to be varying 

degrees of abjection. This particular letter serves as an insight into what her reader 

back home might deem an exotic world and works toward affirming stark cultural 

differences between England and India. In her description of bodies in this letter, 

Fane focuses on the fact that neither she nor her companion saw the men bleed—

an observation employed to reinforce the idea of dehumanization—and muses on 

what she sees as the barbarity of the custom, writing, “Indeed, one man did not 

appear to suffer at all. The other did, for he caught hold of the rope above him as 

if to ease himself. Poor benighted creatures, what a pity it is that they cannot 

understand that such tortures are quite needless” (74). Not only does Fane 

transform the ceremony into a “foreign” spectacle for her audience back home in 

England, but she also indirectly reinforces the idea that India needs and benefits 

from British rule by lamenting the “poor benighted creatures” who lack the 

comprehension of what Fanny Eden would call “habits of civilised life.” 

In other instances, Fane shifts her language of sensationalism and 

fascination from a view of the “oriental subject” as barbaric, as evidenced in the 

descriptions above, to a view of him as admirable and even, at times, eroticized.47 

One standout example is her depiction of a man she calls the “Nepaul General.” 

This impersonalized moniker refers to Martabar Singh Thapa, who traveled to 

 
47 In this section, I purposefully employ masculine pronouns. Throughout her letters, 

Fane appears to be wholly uninterested in Indian women, going so far as to call an 

afternoon with the “widow of Sindia…a stupid visit” (134) mainly because she claimed 

that Fanny Parkes, author of Wanders of a Pilgrim in Search of the Picturesque (1850), 

was a bad interpreter. Her preference for depicting “native” men and relegating “native” 

women to the background of life in India (when she mentions them at all), speaks to a 

tradition of silencing the (female) subaltern articulated, notably, by Gayatri Spivak in her 

seminal essay, “Can the Subaltern Speak?” (1988).  
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Calcutta on a diplomatic visit on behalf of his uncle, Bhimsen Thapa, the prime 

minister of Nepal. Martabar Singh Thapa was meant to simply stopover in 

Calcutta as he was en route to London for a diplomatic visit to the British Crown 

to make the argument for Nepalese sovereignty, but he was denied the documents 

necessary for international travel by the East India Company under the 

supervision of then Governor-General, Sir Charles Metcalfe. During the month of 

the Thapa’s sojourn to Calcutta—he arrived in mid-January and left in mid-

February of 1836—he makes numerous appearances in Fane’s letters, which treat 

him as a spectacle to be seen and admired, and make no explicit mention of the 

political motivations for his travel to Calcutta.48 Rather, Fane’s descriptions of 

Thapa carry the hints of voyeurism and taboo, violating the rule Mary Louise 

Pratt has identified as governing women’s behaviour during the Victorian era: “a 

woman is not to see but be seen, or at least she is not to be seen seeing” (104). 

The safety of the private letter affords Fane the opportunity to wilfully break this 

rule. Fane and her contemporaries treat the arrival of Thapa as a “great event” and 

her writing stresses their active, even rebellious, seeing – “we of course all 

resolved to see the fun” (43). Later, she claims that “beyond staring at him he 

afforded little amusement” (49) because he does not speak English, thereby 

likening her interactions with Thapa to her interactions with her servants, which 

were stilted at best because “we are too imperfect in the language” (qtd. in 

 
48 In her letter that announces the arrival of Thapa, Fane writes only that he “is a man 

with a very enquiring mind and he has come to Calcutta to see the world, as well as to 

pay come compliment about unfurling a flag, the rights of which I don’t quite 

understand” (43).  
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Pemble 7). These descriptions also work toward reinforcing imperial social 

hierarchies that locate her in a position of racial and cultural superiority over him.  

In her epistolary representation of Thapa, Fane focuses primarily on his 

appearance, often citing his beauty as his greatest attribute and thus constructing 

Thapa as an especially feminized aesthetic object. In one instance, Fane writes,  

Well, we all went to see the opera, and so did he, and sat in the next place 

to us. The opera boxes here are exactly upon the same construction as the 

dress circle in our theatres in London so that he sat next to us with only a 

bar between. You never saw such a beautiful man, or anything so 

magnificent as his dress. He is tall and extremely well-made; not very 

dark, no beard, but a pair of long moustaches. (44) 

Similar to the modes of description employed by the Eden sisters about the 

Englishness of their residence in Barrackpore, Fane conveys a sense of English 

spatiality via her description of the opera boxes in order to juxtapose the familiar 

with the exotic in relation to Thapa. By noting that he is “not very dark,” Fane 

positions him outside of Englishness but in a category apart from and above the 

Indians that she refers to by skin colour and class status in her letters, particularly 

through the repetition of the racist nickname, “Blackee.” Her use of the phrase 

“well-made” is particularly striking here and positions Thapa as a commodity to 

be consumed by both Fane and her reader back home in England. Additionally, 

Fane seems to exalt in transgressing the prohibition against female sight while at 

the same time performing the requisite level of embarrassment over doing so. In 

another letter during Thapa’s visit, she writes that she is “so ashamed at the length 
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of this” (54) after spending the majority of the letter detailing his clothing, the 

duration of his stay, and, of course, his beauty. Her epistolary performance of 

shame serves as a protective shield behind which she can allow herself to 

transgress the rules of feminine propriety and avoid becoming a source of gossip 

herself.  

Beyond the relationship between titillation, attraction, and shame present 

in Fane’s letters, there exists a number of tensions present in the way she depicts 

Thapa in Calcutta. On the day of his arrival, Fane depicts her determination to 

witness the spectacle, writing that she and her friend, Mrs. Beresford “pushed 

through the crowd, caring little about the chances of knocking down Blackee like 

ninepins, until we arrived at the house of an acquaintance whose verandah we 

intended to invade” in order to get a view (43). Militaristic words like “invade” 

and the spectre of violence that precipitated Fane’s arrival to a proper viewing-

place seems fitting here, especially given the political backdrop of Thapa’s 

journey to Calcutta and the fact that his visit consists of multiple military displays 

performed by both the British and Nepalese troops.  

Both the martial language employed by Fane and the threatened violence 

that attend it appear to function as a type of foreshadowing for another encounter 

with Thapa that Fane narrates in her letters. Fane professes an almost schoolgirl-

like admiration for him as an aesthetic object; however, her tone shifts from 

admiration to critique when she perceives him as exerting a subjective assessment 

of the English. Describing an evening in a British Club in Calcutta, Fane 

comments on Thapa’s reaction to the gowns worn by English women: 
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The Nepaul General was there, much disgusted I am told, with so much 

female exhibition. It was his own fault, he need not have gone. We were 

doing nothing contrary to our habits and if he could not reconcile his mind 

to it he had better have staid at home. He is said to have fixed his eyes 

most intently on Mrs Beresford – we have not yet ascertained whether in 

admiration or disgust. She has a beautiful bust which she generally 

displays more than she need, and on this occasion it was most 

conspicuous. So we think he might have been turning over in his mind that 

she would make him a capital nautch girl! (46)49 

In this brief description, Fane engages with gossip about a friend, flirts with the 

notion of the “oriental” man as lascivious and desirous of white women, and 

asserts a position of racial and cultural superiority. Calling attention to this 

moment in Fane’s letters, Verity McInnis asserts that Fane’s dismissive attitude 

stems from “an arrogant confidence in her ambassadorial status” (26). But to refer 

to this moment as simply an expression of arrogance—what McInnis later calls 

“imperial posturing” (55)—stops a bit short. 

To begin with, the setting of this scene—an English club in Calcutta—is 

particularly noteworthy, especially since Fane refers to the club as “our Almacks” 

after a fashionable club in London. The club functioned, typically, as an English-

only space (with the occasional invitation extended to local dignitaries and 

officials) that reproduced the social customs and class hierarchies that traveled to 

India along with the men and women serving the East India Company. Within the 

 
49 The term “nautch girl,” or dance girl, is taken from a direct translation of the Hindi 

word, “naach.” However, it is often used as a euphemism for courtesan or concubine.  
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walls of the club, Englishmen and women inhabited a familiar space reminiscent 

of home that, through rules of exclusion, maintained a clear boundary between 

Englishness and the “foreign” aspects of India that remained outside. Such a 

setting is integral to my reading of Fane’s sentiment that Thapa “should have staid 

at home,” which uncannily echoes in words the actions that Governor-General Sir 

Metcalfe took to prevent Thapa from reaching London. This is not to say that 

Fane is directly commenting on the political machinations of the East India 

Company, nor am I suggesting that she had knowledge of this exchange prior to 

writing this letter. What I am suggesting is that the language of exclusion and 

dominion over space present in Fane’s account of Thapa’s visit to the club is 

indicative of an ideology of British hegemony which mandates that Thapa—or 

any other “native” for that matter—neither belongs within the Anglicized space of 

the club, nor possesses the right to exert control over that space. Furthermore, 

Fane’s expression of power over the space of “our Almacks” exemplifies a 

specifically feminine form of agency within the political and social spheres of 

British India. Unlike in England, where many of the clubs were masculine spaces 

that prohibited the admission of women, in India women were granted access to 

the clubs to keep them out of trouble. Mrinalini Sinha observes the level of power 

such access instilled in English women in India, writing, “the alleged protection 

of the white women from the unprovoked attention of Indian men also made them 

crucial determinants in the ‘unclubbability’ of Indians” (503). Fane’s articulation 

of the boundaries between English women and Indian men within the social 

sphere of the club alludes to the integral role of refashioning India in the likeness 
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of England that the “memsahib” played in shaping empire. The subtext behind 

Fane’s description of Thapa’s evening at the club is that the “oriental subject” no 

longer belongs in the “Orient,” which has been Anglicized by and placed under 

the political and aesthetic domain of the English occupier.  

Also at stake in Fane’s narration of the scene at the club is the question of 

who is permitted to look at whom, and who must submit to being looked upon. 

Up until this moment in Fane’s letters, her voyeuristic gaze has not been returned, 

and one of the pleasures of voyeurism lies in the perceived ability to look with 

impunity. Not only does Fane comment directly on Thapa’s participation in what 

is now, according to her assessment of the evening at the club, a two-way 

voyeurism, but she also attempts to ventriloquize his thoughts about Mrs. 

Beresford in her letter. By mimicking what she believes be the lascivious intent of 

Thapa’s fixed stare—Mrs. Beresford’s bust and her possible future as a “nautch 

girl”—Fane wrests the power of sight away from him. Within the span of a 

paragraph, she critiques Thapa for what she sees as an attempt to exert visual 

mastery over a fellow “memsahib,” proposes a type of punishment for this 

attempt in her claim that he does not belong in the club, and briefly inhabits the 

gaze of the “Nepaul General” she has fashioned in her letters. This last action 

amounts to a discursive attempt in to assert control over and impose a feminine 

mastery of space within the interior of the club. The implication here is that the 

only person who has a right to judge an Englishwoman within the Anglicized 

space of the club is a fellow Englishwoman, and that, according to Fane, Thapa 

has overstepped the boundaries between what is considered permissible and 
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prohibited behaviour. Her transgressive focus on bodies—the bodies of 

Englishwomen as well as Indian men—works toward promoting the narrative of 

India as an exotic and dangerous place in need of the civilizing effects of British 

occupation.  

What the Eden sisters and Fane chose to write about in their letters home 

to England as well as the mode of representation present in these letters has 

shaped what I have referred to as parlour orientalism in this chapter. Parlour 

orientalism, which emerges from and consequently elevates the private sphere of 

domestic and domesticated spaces, produces a mode of representation that 

operates in a cyclical fashion. Women like Fane and the Edens exert power by 

refashioning India in the likeness of England through the performance of social 

customs, class hierarchies, and aesthetics. In doing so, they depict the domestic 

sphere in India as a representational space of Englishness, which they then use as 

a juxtaposition to what they deem as exotic, foreign, barbaric or otherwise 

uncivilized elements of life in India. From the comparatively powerless position 

of an Englishwoman in the masculine rule over India, they reinforce their own 

ability, through the domestic sphere, to exert power over Indian spaces and people 

through the narration of their gaze, their actions, and their beliefs.  

 

Conclusion  

In an early scene in A Passage to India, Adela Quested frets that “the true 

India slid by unnoticed” and she “would see India always as a frieze, never as a 

spirit” (48). As this chapter has argued, the “real India” that remained so elusive 
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to Adela in the early twentieth century was already a foregone impossibility. 

Indeed, Forster’s language here reinforces this conclusion. Already established as 

an aestheticized object in the personal writing of women like Isabella Fane, Emily 

Eden, and Fanny Eden, the India of Adela’s imagination is a direct byproduct of 

the India constructed within the parlours of nineteenth-century colonial 

residences. The genre of personal writing, I have argued, reproduces imperialism 

in the colonies through an aestheticized control over colonized space—an 

aesthetic decision that reduces a multidimensional place to an imagined one-

dimensional space—and illuminates a paradox inherent to the treatment of 

women’s writing in the nineteenth century. The nostalgic letter, characterized by 

sentiment and emotion and produced within the private sphere of the home, is at 

its very core a highly politicized form of literary production that serves to 

promote imperialism within the domestic space of the private sphere in both the 

colonies and in England.  

The inherent politics of the personal letters and journals of the figure of 

the memsahib showcases the difficulty of defining the public sphere as wholly 

separate from the private sphere as well as separating the genres of personal 

writing and travel writing. The mobilities that imperialism made possible for 

women like Fane and the Eden sisters engendered a new approach to travel 

writing motivated less by the discovery of the foreign and more about the 

imposition of the familiar in comparison to the exotic through the feminine gaze 

of parlour orientalism. Fane and the Edens produce colonized space as exotic, 

unknown, and alien while at the same time reproducing colonized space in the 



77 

 

idiom of familiarity and thus transform spaces of the public sphere into spaces 

defined by the private sphere. By writing from the “various positions of 

subjectivity” that include the self-as-domestic woman, the self-as-adventurous 

woman, and the self-as-agent of empire, these women firmly entrench otherwise 

“feminine” duties of domestication and the construction of home at the center of 

narratives of travel. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

 

Feminine Cartographies:  

Immigrant Travels in Jean Rhys’s Voyage in the Dark 
 

Introduction 

 Shortly after Anna Morgan, the protagonist of Jean Rhys’s fictional 

autobiography, Voyage in the Dark (1934), arrives in England, she finds herself in 

a quasi-hallucinatory state in which she cannot distinguish between her current 

life in England and her childhood in Dominica. Narrating her reactions to moving 

through and living in a foreign place, Anna reflects, “Sometimes it was as if I 

were back there and as if England were a dream. At other times England was the 

real thing and out there was a dream, but I could never fit them together” (Rhys 

8).50 Anna’s inability to differentiate a stated “there” of Dominica and an implied 

“here” of England indirectly reinforces a colonial distinction between center and 

periphery; however, her cognitive navigation between dream and reality also blurs 

the geographic and temporal boundaries that distinguish colonial periphery from 

imperial metropolis. Unable to “fit them together,” Anna moves through states of 

figurative and literal darkness in her travels to and within England, specifically 

London. Throughout the novel, Anna remains caught in a liminal space between 

her memories of Dominica and expectations of life in the metropole, a space that 

 
50 Rhys takes up this dream-like description of England frequently in her work, most 

famously through the voice of Antoinette in Wide Sargasso Sea (1966), who asks the 

unnamed Rochester figure: “‘Is it true…that England is like a dream?’” (47).  
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resembles Rhys’s description of England as “this curious limbo” in her 

unpublished “Essay on England” (qtd. in Thomas 91).51 

 In this chapter, I examine Voyage in the Dark as a narrative of travel that 

challenges colonial distinctions between “here” and “there” as well as the social 

order of the imperial metropole. Returning to Elizabeth Bishop’s question of 

home, “wherever that may be,” I consider how travel can work toward 

destabilizing constructions of place, identity, and belonging through a reading of 

Anna’s “voyages” in the novel. By framing Anna’s immigration to and travels 

within England as a “voyage,” a particular kind of travel harking back to early 

exploration by sea, Rhys situates Anna within a trajectory of interconnected 

imperial mobilities ranging from historical British exploration of the West Indies 

to twentieth-century colonial immigration to the metropole. As a particular mode 

of travel that involves the traversal of vast distances, the voyage has historically 

communicated the promise of expanding the mind through the exploration of far-

flung locales across the globe. Within the context of Anna’s immigration to 

England, the voyage serves as a vehicle through which Rhys can instead collapse 

geographies of empire and unsettle straightforward understandings of race, class, 

and gender.   

 By looking at Anna’s multiple voyages throughout the novel—which 

include a transatlantic crossing, travels throughout England, and nostalgic 

“travels” into memories of home—and paying attention to the social immobilities 

Anna faces in London, I argue that Rhys’s novel reverses the formula of the 

 
51 Throughout Rhys’s corpus, depictions of England as a hostile, unknowable space 

prevail.  
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colonial travel narrative. Colonial travel narratives, like the epistolary accounts of 

the “memsahibs” explored in the previous chapter, typically detail accounts of 

travel from the imperial “center” to the colonial “periphery” and frame the latter 

as exotic spaces to be domesticated. Instead, Rhys, through Anna, remaps 

England in the idiom of the “foreign,” or unknown. Equally important, through 

Anna’s voyages to and within England, Rhys communicates a feminine 

experience of loneliness, alienation, and sexual exploitation in which the colonial 

woman traveler submits to—rather than conquers—the terrain through which she 

moves. These experiences certainly set Rhys’s novel apart from male colonial 

narratives of travel and exploration, which are often characterized by a sense of 

intrepid adventure and a masculine confidence that exerts spatial mastery over a 

landscape. Rhys thus charts Anna’s travels to and within England, specifically 

London, through a gendered mode of mapping I refer to as a “feminine 

cartography.” Marked by real and imagined impediments to mobility, feminine 

cartography is expressed through spatial representations that articulate a tenuous 

relationship between nostalgic constructions of home and imperial configurations 

of identity and belonging. Through her focus on gendered spaces that are also 

constituted via class and sexuality, Rhys’s feminine cartography produces 

England as a hostile, inaccessible place and Dominica as familiar and knowable, 

thus reversing imperial concepts of center and periphery, “here” and “there.” In 

addition, Anna’s ambiguous racial identity, which I will examine at the beginning 

of this chapter, plays a crucial role in the reconceptualization of space that is at 

the core of Voyage in the Dark.  
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Rhys’s feminine cartography of immigrant exploration, which she depicts 

through a dialectical relationship between mobility and confinement, relies 

heavily on descriptions of both urban and domestic environments. They expose 

the false promise of England—as a space of opportunity—that circulated in the 

West Indies in the first half of the twentieth century. Though much has been 

written about the intertextual allusions made in Voyage in the Dark, and 

particularly the fact that Anna is reading Emile Zola’s Nana (1880) at the 

beginning of the novel, critics have not paid as much attention to other elements 

such as Rhys’s intertextual allusions to paintings, prints, and figurines as well as 

historic travel records.52 Read together, these allusions scattered throughout the 

novel provide a very particular version of historical accounts of British 

exploration. I read these visual signifiers of femininity, class, and constructs of 

white “Englishness” as a form of “mapping” an alternative London—a London 

that curtails Anna’s actual movements and also bars her from accessing the 

upward social and economic mobility that her upbringing in Dominica had led her 

to expect.  

Through a reading that focuses also on Rhys’s intertextuality with 

narratives of exploration, such as the volumes compiled by Richard Hakluyt, I 

propose that the feminine cartography through which Rhys traces Anna’s 

mobilities within London subverts modes of mapping influenced by imperial 

 
52 For an in-depth engagement with parataxis in the novel, see Nicole Rizzuto, “Realism, 

Form, Politics: Reading Connections in Caribbean Migration Narratives” (2011). In this 

chapter, I expand upon Mary Lou Emery’s focus on “ekphrastic passages and fleeting 

allusions” in relation to Rhys’s depiction of migrant women’s labor in “The Poetics of 

Labor in Jean Rhys’s Caribbean Modernism” (2012) and situate Rhys’s aesthetic 

allusions within the study of travel writing.  
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understandings of geography. Like the travelogue, maps can be read as providing 

information on and reproducing histories of global exploration and imperial 

expansion. In fact, by the twentieth century, much of the world’s surface had been 

mapped and remade to reflect such expansion. As Lesley Cormack argues in 

Charting an Empire (1997), discourses of geography “provided a key to an 

imperialism that stressed the superiority of English people and customs and the 

knowability, controllability, and inferiority of the wider world” (11). The map of 

Anna’s London, by contrast, is a map of an inaccessible metropole where barriers, 

or “unclimbable walls” (Rhys 147, 172), of gender and class as well as national 

and cultural (un)belonging relegate the immigrant explorer to the social and 

geographic outskirts of the city. Rhys’s particularly gendered cartographic 

representation of life in England serves a twofold purpose: to highlight the 

socioeconomic obstacles faced by colonial women in the metropole and to 

dismantle imperial configurations of “center” and “periphery” that position 

London as the civilized metropolis of a welcoming Mother Country. 

In my analysis of how “feminine cartography” stages London as a hostile 

space through which the colonial woman traveler moves, I situate this chapter 

within recent scholarship in the field of Travel Writing Studies that has focused 

on the role that travel plays in Rhys’s engagements with modernism and empire.53 

Citing the perpetual states of unbelonging that Rhys’s heroines inhabit, Andrew 

 
53 See Joyce Kelley, Excursions into Modernism: Women Writers, Travel, and the Body 

(2016); Alexandra Peat, Travel and Modernist Literature: Sacred and Ethical Journeys 

(2010); Anna Snaith, Modernist Voyages: colonial women writers in London, 1890 – 

1945 (2014); and Andrew Thacker, Moving through Modernity: Space and Geography in 
Modernism (2003), as well as Geographies of Modernism: Literatures, cultures, spaces 

(2005) edited by Peter Brooker and Andrew Thacker. 
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Thacker, for example, proposes that Rhys offers an “alternate literary geography 

to that of travel writing in the 1930s” (Moving through Modernity 194). He 

contends that her modernist novels, which focus less on specific places and more 

on the movements of their protagonists, should be read as examples of “anti-travel 

writing, where the travel is enforced, always between sites and with no return” 

(194). My reading of Voyage in the Dark likewise situates Rhys’s novelistic 

approach to travel as at odds with 1930s travel writing. As I have explored 

elsewhere, this decade saw a surge in the popularity of travel writing, which 

evolved into an amorphous genre—what Paul Fussell refers to as a “sub-species 

of memoir” (Abroad 203)—dominated by a privileged class of traveling men.54 

Furthermore, I read the autobiographical nature of interwar travel writing as a 

continuation of what Carl Thompson refers to as the “inward turn,” a shift in 

focus from place to the traveling self that began to characterize travel writing at 

the turn of the nineteenth century (Travel Writing 108). On the importance of 

leisure and class privilege to the desire for escape that characterized 1930s travel 

writing during this time period, Charles Burdett and Derek Duncan write, “the 

prospect of going abroad intimated freedom and even the possibility of becoming 

 
54 See my 2016 article “The Impossible ‘Pure Scientist’: Travel, Representation, and the 

Self in Louis MacNeice’s I Crossed the Minch,” in which I call attention to the 

difficulties of defining the genre of travel writing as it evolved in the ‘30s. In addition, I 

should note that despite the narrative of traveling men that has defined the era of interwar 

travel writing, a privileged class of traveling women were also writing and publishing in 

the ‘30s. See Janet Montefiore’s Men and Women Writers of the 1930s: The dangerous 

flood of history (1996). She describes travel writing in the ‘30s as a genre defined by 

writers who were “born into Woolf’s ‘Leaning Tower’ of education, class, and gender 

privilege” (175) and contends that much-studied women travel writers of this period, 

such as Rosa Macaulay, Freya Stark, and Rebecca West, “all belong to the privileged end 

of the upper middle class” (180).  
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someone else, albeit for a limited time. The actual destination was secondary to 

the promise it held out for self-invention” (6). The autobiographical nature of 

Voyage in the Dark illustrates the commonalities it shares with interwar travel 

writing and Rhys’s fragmented exploration of identity is certainly emblematic of 

the deliberate unsettling of the genre employed by travel writers of the ‘30s.55 

However, Rhys challenges—and indeed departs from—the predominant narrative 

of masculine pursuit of leisure and adventure found in many interwar travel 

books. Instead, in Voyage in the Dark she focuses on travel associated with 

immigration, and the attendant obstacles that prevent the possibility of 

autonomous self-invention for Anna; namely, her descent into poverty and 

perpetual homelessness. In doing so, Rhys provides a colonial woman’s 

counternarrative to the mobilities associated with a privileged class of tourists 

traveling away from (and returning to) England in the first half of the twentieth 

century.   

Focusing specifically on Anna’s travels within Voyage in the Dark, I 

consider the relationship between exploration, immigration, and the concept of 

home to conceptualize the ways immigration functions as a counternarrative to 

the mobilities typically associated with tourism. Barry Curtis and Claire 

Pajaczkowska, in reflecting on the difference between narratives of tourism and 

immigration, write, “the opposite of tourism is not ‘staying at home,’” but rather 

the travels associated with immigration (202).  Immigration, as they emphasize, is 

 
55 That Rhys drew heavily on personal experience in her fiction has been well-

documented, perhaps most notably by biographer Carole Angier in her short study, Jean 

Rhys (1985), and her seminal biography, Jean Rhys: Life and Work (1990).  



85 

 

a form of one-way travel, and stands in direct opposition to tourism. A key feature 

of this distinction is the idea of home, which functions, especially for the 

immigrant, as both a concrete place and an abstract space of belonging: for 

immigrants, as Curtis and Pajaczkowska argue, “travel forwards with no promise 

of a restored home” (203). Indeed, Rhys specifically establishes Anna’s one-way 

travel in the text when Anna’s Uncle Bo argues that her return to Dominica is 

impossible in an epistolary exchange with her stepmother, Hester:  

But as soon as [Anna’s father] was dead, you chose to sell the place and 

leave the island...You know as well as I do that there is not the remotest 

chance of her ever being able to earn any money for herself out here.    

(60-61) 

As the novel makes clear the impossibility of Anna’s “restored home” in 

Dominica through her memories of “back there” that interrupt the narrative 

present, Rhys simultaneously indicates the immigrant’s rupture with home as well 

as her desire for it.  

Both the explorer and the tourist actively consume the places to which 

they travel; however, Anna’s immigrant exploration results in her destination 

consuming her instead. As life in London negatively impacts Anna in body and 

mind, she retreats into her memories of Dominica as a ballast against the rejection 

in the present to remember a level of belonging that remains just out of her reach. 

Through her depiction of Anna’s homelessness and subordination to the sexual 

politics of the metropole, Rhys’s multilayered collapsing of both time and space 

produces a counternarrative of travel defined not by the thrill of discovery, 



86 

 

adventure, and pleasure, but rather by the experience of displacement, anxiety, 

and instability.  

 

A “Curious Limbo” 

Rhys begins her narrative of Anna’s voyages in medias res: Anna has 

already traveled across the Atlantic, lived with her stepmother Hester in 

Cambridge while attending school, and joined a chorus company in London, 

which transported her to “exotic” locations across the country like Newcastle and 

Southsea, where the novel began, before her return to London. To Anna, England 

appears a cold, grey monotonous space of perpetual movement where “the towns 

we went to always looked so exactly alike” (8). Similarly, the London that Anna 

inhabits is characterized by a seemingly interchangeable series of boarding-house 

rooms, interiors of restaurants, hotels and lovers’ houses, and depressing, dank 

streets that blend into one another. Anna’s understanding of the city is 

underscored by her desire as an outsider to make sense of her surroundings. She 

observes that in London, “all the houses outside in the street were the same—all 

alike, all hideously stuck together—and the streets going north, east, south, west, 

all exactly the same” (103). For Anna, specific distinctions between English 

towns and London streets do little to differentiate her experience of gendered 

alienation from both the places she moves through and their inhabitants.  

Existing within the “curious limbo” that is England, Anna’s identity 

remains caught among racial categorization, geographic points on the map, and 

periods of time in her own life as well as in her family history. Anna’s equivocal 
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relationship to race along the lines of Homi Bhabha’s “not quite/not white,”56 

construction of colonial identity has been much studied, though in Anna’s case 

that construction is more precisely, “not quite/not white” enough.57 I would like to 

add that Anna’s status as a Creole woman who remains just outside of English 

culture represents the psychic difficulties of immigration from the colony to the 

imperial metropole; in particular, the ways in which leaving home unmoors Anna 

temporally and geographically. Dominica is simultaneously the point of departure 

in Anna’s actual, physical voyage to England and the desired point of return in 

her nostalgic, psychic voyages into her memories. Reminiscing about standing on 

the deck of the ship bound for England, Anna narrates, “It was when I looked 

back from the boat and saw the lights of the town bobbing up and down that was 

the first time I really knew I was going” (32). Anna practices a doubly-backward 

gaze that interrupts her forward movement in the present timeline of the novel as 

she recalls the moment she turns back to contemplate her departure from 

Dominica. Though Rhys relegates Anna’s voyage to England to intermittent 

flashbacks throughout the novel, the oceanic space between her former home and 

her future destination not only signifies the physical separation but also her 

divided identity of a Creole woman. In both memory and lived reality, Anna 

remains paralyzed within a liminal, or what Caren Kaplan calls “inbetween,” 

 
56 See Homi Bhabha, The Location of Culture (1994), p. 91. 
57 For example, Emery claims that Anna “occupies at first a threshold position between 

black and write races” (22) in Jean Rhys at “World’s End” (1990). Adlai Murdoch has 

situated Anna’s “inbetween” racial identity within Bhabha’s analysis of colonial identity 

in “Rhys’s Pieces: Unhomeliness as Arbiter of Caribbean Creolization” (2003) and has 

argued that Anna is “unhomed” and “out of place” in both her white Creole identity and 

her desire to be black “The Discourses of Jean Rhys: Resistance, Ambivalence and 

Creole Indeterminacy” (2015). 
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identity,58 thus illuminating Rhys’s engagement with a homelessness both 

existential and literal through Anna’s voyage “in” to England and “within” the 

metropolitan space of London.  

Anna’s divided self also informs her nostalgia for Dominica and how she 

presents herself in England. As Mary Lou Emery explains, white Creoles’ descent 

from a slave-owning plantocracy contributes to a doubled sense of homelessness: 

“They may feel close to a black culture that they cannot be part of and that can 

only resent them, and they may still look to a ‘mother’ country that long ago 

abandoned them and still considers them inferior” (World’s End 13). Anna meets 

parallel experiences of unbelonging in both Dominican and English societies. In 

Dominica, her family’s history of slave ownership precludes her acceptance by 

the black population there. She recognizes that her desire for friendship with her 

family’s black servant, Francine, whom she idolizes, will go unreciprocated: 

Anna notes, “of course she disliked me too because I was white” (Rhys 72). 

Anna’s problematic appropriation of black culture and identity—communicated 

through multiple depictions of her desire to be black because, she claims, “[b]eing 

black is warm and gay, being white is cold and sad” (31)—corresponds to a desire 

for belonging outside of white, English culture in her home country of Dominica. 

The source of this desire is Anna’s emerging rejection of Englishness, which will 

become fully realized only after she has immigrated to and lived in England. Her 

stated hatred of being white directly corresponds to her assessment of her English 

stepmother: “Being white and getting like Hester, and all the things you get – old 

 
58 See Caren Kaplan, “Deterritorializations: The Rewriting of Home and Exile in Western 

Feminist Discourse” in Cultural Critique, No. 6 (1987), 187-198.  
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and sad and everything” (72). Once in England, Anna’s description of Hester’s 

“English lady’s voice with a sharp, cutting edge to it” further illustrates the 

differences between white Creole and white English identities (57). After she has 

lived in England for some time, Anna attempts to claim ownership over this 

difference through her vocal insistence that she is “a real West Indian…fifth 

generation on my mother’s side” (55). 

 It is the act of immigrating to England, however, that calls Anna’s white 

racial identity into question. As a colonial British subject who possesses the right 

to travel to and live in England, Anna is granted entry into England without 

having access to English society. Her family provided her with the means of 

traveling to England, but once there she is ill-equipped to fully grasp her 

surroundings or understand English culture and finds herself faced with an 

environment that is unfamiliar and often hostile. In England, she finds herself 

unable to fully assimilate into white English society due to financial barriers of 

class and the fact that she is racially coded as “Other” by those with whom she 

interacts. Her friends mark her as “foreign” throughout the novel, as evidenced by 

one of the chorus girls with whom Anna works and briefly lives, Maudie, whose 

lack of knowledge of the geography of empire is made evident by her claim that 

Anna “was born in the West Indies or somewhere” (13). For Maudie, it matters 

little where Anna is from, be it a specific point on the map or “somewhere,” only 

that she is not from England. Her stepmother, Hester, doubts Anna’s racial purity 

as she suspects her mother possesses mixed-race heritage—which Anna 

adamantly denies—and Maudie refers to her as “the Hottentot” (13). The 
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casualness with which Maudie mentions this derogatory epithet speaks not only to 

the ways in which racism is inscribed within everyday “white” speech, but also to 

how deeply ingrained historical practices of coding black women as hyper-

sexualized have become in English society by the early twentieth century. While 

in England, Anna internalizes these assessments of her racial identity as well as 

the racist rhetoric that accompanies them. She becomes acutely aware of her 

outsider status as a Creole woman when she convinces herself that a policeman 

“stared at [her] like a damned baboon – a fair baboon, too, worse than a dark one 

every time” (148). The impossibility of gaining acceptance into black Dominican 

society, which stems from Anna’s ancestral ties to the slave-owning plantocracy, 

and the marginalization she experiences in England directly contribute to how 

Anna perceives herself in this exchange. The incongruity of Anna’s stated desire 

to be black and her vocal refusal of mixed-race heritage speaks to the ambiguity 

that surrounds her racial identity (and internalized racism), an ambiguity that 

informs how she positions herself and moves within English spaces throughout 

the novel. 

 

The Voyage In 

 The voyages Anna undertakes illustrate the connection between Voyage in 

the Dark and two subgenres of travel writing: narratives of what Doris Lessing 

and Louise Bennett-Coverley would later call “reverse immigration” and 

“colonization in reverse” respectively, and histories of exploration and 
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colonization.59 Rhys’s nonlinear treatment of time—her reliance on a series of 

flashbacks and dream sequences—produces a psychic topography of Anna’s 

travels that layers memories, personal musings, and observations over geographic 

locations, thus blurring the boundaries between home and away. At times, this 

topography is difficult to navigate, as Rhys crowds her narrative with cited 

material and allusions to texts both real and imagined. Voyage in the Dark, thus, 

is a complex, layered, intertextual narrative about identity and travel that fuses 

Anna’s journey with Rhys’s own life story, as well as histories of imperial, 

cultural exchange.  

In the following passage, Rhys juxtaposes Anna’s introduction to the 

English landscape through the window of a passenger train with Anna’s 

recollection of what appears to be a school textbook definition of Dominica’s 

cartography and landscape:   

Lying between 15º 10' and 15º 40' N. and 61º 14' and 61º 30' W. ‘A 

goodly island and something highland, but all overgrown with woods,’ 

that book said. And all crumpled into hills and mountains as you would 

crumple a piece of paper in your hand—rounded green hills and sharply 

cut mountains. 

A curtain fell and then I was here. 

 
59 See In Pursuit of the English (1960) by Doris Lessing and “Colonization in Reverse” 

(1966) by Louise Bennett-Coverley, that latter of which humorously addresses the 

colonizer’s ironic fear of being colonized by its subjects. In addition, Jed Esty names the 

waves of immigration from the colonies to England in the years preceding and following 

the Second World War “reverse colonization” in A Shrinking Island: Modernism and 

National Culture in England (2004).  
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. . . This is England Hester said and I watched it through the train 

window divided into squares like pocket-handkerchiefs . . .  (17)  

Within the space of this brief flashback, Rhys superimposes Anna’s arrival to 

England onto the arrival of British explorers to Dominica. She merges the 

categories of explorer and immigrant through the image of the stage curtain, 

which is itself an echo of the beginning of the novel and the reader’s introduction 

to Anna’s life in England: “It was as if a curtain had fallen, hiding everything I 

had ever known” (7). This curtain could be read in a number of ways: as a 

partition between Anna’s childhood in Dominica and adulthood in England, or as 

evidence that Anna’s life in England is merely a performance of English identity 

that will never be authenticated by her lived experience. Or, given the original 

title for the novel, Two Tunes, the curtain could signify that Dominica and 

England are two acts in the play of Anna’s life—acts that become, and indeed 

always were, inextricably merged as the novel continues.   

 It is this latter interpretation of the passage I take up in my reading of the 

intersection of histories of travel and Anna’s tenuous relationship to place. While 

others also have commented on this passage, noting Rhys’s reference to 

Christopher Columbus’s voyage to and subsequent renaming of Dominica and 

especially his exchange with Queen Isabella in which “he crumpled up a piece of 

parchment in his hand and threw it on the table” in response to her request for a 

description of the island, I offer a divergent reading (Angier 1990, 3).60 This 

 
60 See Teresa O’Connor, Jean Rhys: The West Indian Novels (1986); Thacker, Moving 

through Modernity (2003), Anna Snaith, Modernist Voyages: Colonial Women Writers in 
London, 1890—1945 (2014), and Joyce E. Kelley, Excursions into Modernism: Women 

Writers, Travel, and the Body (2016).  
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iconic moment has figured prominently in the postcolonial rewriting of the 

legacies of empire in the Caribbean.61 What has not received attention is the cited 

material that Rhys includes in her description of Dominica and in her pointed 

reference to “that book” from which it came.    

In the early twentieth century, MacMillan republished Richard Hakluyt’s 

The Principal Navigations, Voyages, Traffiques, and Discoveries of the English 

Nation, a collection of accounts of British travel across the globe. Originally 

published between 1589 and 1600, Volume Ten, issued in 1904, includes “The 

Voyage of sir Amias Preston and Captaine George Sommers to the West Indies, 

begun in March 1595: wherein divers ylands, cities, townes, and forts were part 

taken and ransomed, and part burned,” which contains the following description 

of the interior of Dominica:  

Here in refreshing of our men, we found an hot bath joyning to a cold river 

side: wherein our sick men bathed themselves, and were soone recovered 

of their sicknesses. This is a goodly yland, and some-thing high land, but 

al overgrowen with woods. (215-216, emphasis mine) 

It appears likely that Rhys must have encountered Hakluyt’s description through 

its citation by historian Sir Charles Prestwood Lucas in his text, A Historical 

Geography of the British Colonies, Vol II: The West Indies (1905). Lucas credited 

Hakluyt and expanded upon the latter’s topographical description in offering his 

 
61 For example, in “On Seeing England for the First Time” (1991), Jamaica Kincaid 

addresses Columbus’s restructuring of the Americas, writing, “That the idea of something 

and its reality are often two completely different things is something no one ever 

remembers; and so when they meet and find that they are not compatible, the weaker of 

the two, idea or reality, dies. That idea Christopher Columbus had was more powerful 

than the reality that he met and so the reality he met died” (37). 
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own assessment of “the beautiful island of Dominica” (noting the standardized 

modern spelling): 

In the words of an old description, it is ‘a goodly island and something 

highland, but all overgrown with woods.’ . . . Dominica has a rich soil, is 

well wooded, and very well watered. The high mountains and deep ravines 

are clothed with rich virgin forest, in which are valuable timbre-trees and 

various kinds of game . . . (163-164) 

In his frequent references to Hakluyt, Lucas communicates a historical 

perspective that is imbued by a nostalgic reflection on the “might” of the British 

Empire that echoes the imperialist agenda of Hakluyt’s work. That Rhys follows 

Lucas’s model in the passage I cited earlier indicates that the most accurate 

citation for “that book,” as Anna puts it, would be Lucas’s quote, rather than 

Hakluyt’s documentation of the original.  

 Nonetheless, it is noteworthy that Rhys refers, even if through a tertiary 

source, to a British explorer’s description of Dominica before she alludes to 

Columbus’s assessment of the island. 62 Hakluyt’s motivation for cataloguing and 

publishing The Principal Voyages, which is almost exclusively comprised of 

accounts of British explorers, was explicitly political. His project was that of 

imperialist rivalry and revision: Hakluyt privileged narratives of British 

exploration in his catalogue and contributed to an explicitly nationalist, English 

purview of the world by wresting the narrative of global exploration and imperial 

 
62 In addition to quoting this conquest-era source, Rhys gives latitude and longitude 

coordinates that appear to be taken directly from novelist and travel writer Charles Henry 

Eden’s The West Indies (1880), which details Dominica’s beauty, histories of French and 

British occupation, and the Carib population.  
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expansion away from continental Europeans such as Marco Polo, Columbus, and 

Vasca da Gama.63 In a celebration of imperial modes of knowledge production, 

Hakluyt’s narrative centralizes Britain within the Age of Exploration. Through the 

inclusion Hakluyt by way of Lucas in her description of Dominica, Rhys is, in 

fact, exposing that both Anna’s and her own frame of reference for “home” was in 

some part filtered through a specifically English imperial perception.  

Likewise, Rhys’s (and within the fictional autobiographical mode, Anna’s) 

experience of growing up in a white Creole family in colonial Dominica was 

informed by the project of reproducing Englishness in the colonies. On the British 

who lived in colonial Dominica, Angier writes, “they lived in a little England, and 

thought always of England, not here, as home. Even after many generations, they 

brought their clothes and food, their books, their newspapers and ideas out from 

England. . .” (1990, 5). Furthermore, just as Hakluyt collected second-hand travel 

accounts—that is, he didn’t actually travel to the places catalogued in The 

Principle Voyages but rather established himself as an authority on travel based 

on the stories of others—Rhys relies on second-hand knowledge of the “Mother 

Country” imported to Dominica. Within the “little England” of Dominica, Rhys 

developed an idealized vision of England early in her childhood and read 

exclusively English books and in her imagination constructed England as a place 

of “glamour and excitement” (Angier 1990, 21).64 Even an idealized vision is 

 
63 See Nandini Das, “Richard Hakluyt” in The Oxford Handbook of English Prose 1500–

1640 (2013) and Matthew Day, “‘Honour to our Nation’: Nationalism, The Principal 

Navigations and Travel in the Long Eighteenth Century” in Richard Hakluyt and Travel 

Writing in Early Modern Europe, edited by Daniel Carey and Claire Jowitt (2012).  
64 Angier identifies Walter Scott, Arthur Conan Doyle, and Emily Brontë as Rhys’s 

favorite authors in her childhood (1990, 21) and in yet another instance of the blurred 
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inherently political: the England of Rhys’s (and by extension Anna’s) imagination 

is an explicitly raced and classed space defined by a white bourgeois subjectivity, 

which Rhys communicates in Voyage in the Dark through the objects that travel 

from England to Dominica.  

After spending some time in England, Anna recalls a moment in her 

childhood when she was forced to wear “brown kid gloves straight from England, 

one size too small” (41) to church and the accompanying discomfort of failing to 

fit—literally and figuratively—into molds of English propriety.65 An 

advertisement for “Biscuits Like Mother Makes, as Fresh in the Tropics as in the 

Motherland, Packed in Airtight Tins” (149) she encountered as a child depicts a 

young girl and boy eating currant-studded biscuits in an idyllic, pastoral setting 

that includes “a tiny green tree and shiny pale blue sky…And a high, dark wall 

behind the little girl” (149). The image of the dark currants juxtaposed against the 

pale dough of the biscuit mirrors Anna’s place in English society, further 

reinforcing a sense of difference she internalizes and the language of “us vs. 

them” that she employs to describe the English: “[t]he damned way they look at 

you” (147). Reflecting on her memory of the advertisement, Anna further 

highlights this difference, explaining, “But it was the wall that mattered. And that 

used to be my idea of what England was like. ‘And it is like that too,’ I thought” 

(149). The advertisement is arguably meant to convey, literally, the promise of 

 
boundaries between author and character, Anna recalls “the bookshelf with Walter Scott 

and a lot of old Longmans’ Magazines” in her father’s library (70). 
65 In a parenthetical aside, Anna narrates: “(While you are carefully putting on your 

gloves you begin to perspire and you feel the perspiration trickling down under your 

arms. The thought of having a wet patch underneath your arms – a disgusting and a 

disgraceful thing to happen to a lady – makes you very miserable.)” (42). 
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authentic English provisions traveling to the West Indies. What Anna realizes 

upon arrival, however, is that it instead promotes a symbolic vision of England as 

a space of belonging for some and exclusion for others. For those who cannot 

scale the “unclimbable walls,” access to a home—both in terms of belonging to a 

community and establishing a permanent physical residence—remains 

impossible. The disappointment Rhys felt upon arrival to England is transferred to 

Anna, who had already begun questioning the value of “Englishness” as a child in 

Dominica.66 There are obvious echoes of Rhys’s own feelings of marginalization 

in her depiction of Anna’s marginalized social position and especially in the ways 

in which she positions Anna in English space.  

Anna’s disappointment with the disparity between idealized visions of 

England formed in childhood and the lived reality of her life in England guides 

my reading Anna’s perception of England. After her initial view of England from 

the train, Anna’s assessment shifts; rather than recollecting another explorer’s 

account of Dominica, as she had done previously, she instead adopts the voice of 

the explorer documenting her arrival to a foreign land: 

[It had] a small tidy look . . . everywhere fenced off from everywhere 

else—what are those things—those are haystacks—oh are those 

haystacks—I had read about England ever since I would read—smaller 

meaner everything is never mind—this is London—hundreds and 

thousands of white people white people rushing along and the dark houses 

all alike frowning down one after the other all alike all stuck together—the 

 
66 In Jean Rhys (1985), Angier describes Rhys’s initial introduction to life in England, 

writing, “The first, worst disappointment had happened: England had let her down” (19). 
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streets like smooth shut-in ravines and the dark houses frowning down—

oh I’m not going to like this place I’m not going to like this place I’m not 

going to like this place—you’ll get used to it Hester kept saying I expect 

you feel like a fish out of water but you’ll soon get used to it— (17) 

Anna’s descriptions of the rural landscape outside of the city and the urban 

cityscape of London contains several tropes made familiar by the exploration 

narratives I referenced earlier. She makes note of such “foreign” topographical 

elements as the haystacks with a sense of wonder, as would a newly arrived 

explorer encountering strange flora and fauna. In addition, Anna’s account of both 

the urban landscape and population of London transforms the city into a place of 

danger and hostility where everything is “smaller meaner.” Indeed, her 

description of the cityscape bears an uncanny resemblance to Lucas’s descriptions 

of the Dominican landscape, particularly her images of “streets like . . . shut-in 

ravines” wending between the ominous houses of London, which appear to 

parallel his “deep ravines” cutting a path through Dominica’s “rich virgin 

forest.”67  

Unlike the Dominica Hakluyt portrays as a space of healing and recovery, 

the London of Rhys’s literary construction provides no comfort. Instead, the 

combination of abrupt uses of punctuation and stream-of-consciousness insights 

into Anna’s mind produces a sense of disorientation. Even so, she can be read as 

more courageous than English counterparts who had been daunted by the 

topography of Dominica; Anna, upon her arrival to the port city of Southampton 

 
67 As this chapter will later examine, the “rich virgin forests” of Dominica in Lucas’s 

description manifests in Anna’s body through signifiers of purity and virginity. 
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after her transatlantic voyage, bravely ventures into England.68 By juxtaposing a 

view of Dominica through British eyes with a view of England through British-

Dominican eyes, Rhys illustrates an aspect of Anna’s dual identity. As the 

descendent of white Creole planters who had settled in the West Indies in the 

centuries following the Age of Exploration but maintained cultural and familial 

connections to England, she is both a product of exploration and a type of 

modern-day explorer in her own right.  

 

Exploring England, Mapping London 

Rhys’s depiction of the England through which Anna moves produces a 

“feminine cartography” of urban space. The details of domestic interiors of 

London, as well as the material objects within them—namely, the explicitly 

gendered paintings and other aesthetic objects that populate the rooms she 

inhabits—function as a map within the novel. Anna is not only an explorer, she is 

also quite specifically an immigrant urban explorer who charts the metropolitan 

topography as though a foreign landscape and decodes the site through a series of 

material clues found within interior spaces. Like the representational power of 

early modern exploration narratives, Anna’s account of England similarly 

privileges the outsider’s view of a new land, even as this view is mediated 

through a subject-position defined by gender, class status, and colonial 

unbelonging. Such a mediated positional view, of course, wields considerably less 

power than that of her historical predecessors. What should be noted, however, is 

 
68 For example, Lucas writes that the Earl of Cumberland, “found the island too woody to 

muster his men upon it” (164, n3).  
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that Rhys’s cartographic reordering of space is in fact subversive in many ways. 

First, Rhys rewrites English space as foreign and alien, which serves to combat 

the categorization of Anna and the West Indies as an exoticized Other by English 

characters throughout the novel. Second, unlike imperial travel writers, Rhys pays 

close attention to feminized domestic spaces, thereby making hitherto ignored 

areas integral to territorial mapping. And, finally, Rhys’s feminine cartography 

effectively illustrates the tension between a single, colonial woman’s mobility and 

that same woman’s stasis, or confinement, by providing a counternarrative to 

ideals of English civility and propriety. In parallel to her physical movements 

from (chastening) immigration to England to (promiscuous) migrancy within 

London, Anna’s identity shifts from virginal chorus girl to prostitute as the novel 

progresses. This vexed feminine cartography, as I demonstrate below, operates 

through a series of visual allusions to aesthetic objects steeped in the rhetoric of 

gender, sexuality, and class.  

These visual signifiers of womanhood not only mirror Anna’s outsider 

status, they also underscore the connection between acts of travel and gendered 

identities. In fact, Rhys predicates the transatlantic crossing that initiates Anna’s 

immigration to England on her gender and incipient sexuality. In one of Anna’s 

many retreats into memory, she alludes to when she was “unwell for the first 

time”—that is, the onset of her menstrual cycle (68). On this day, Anna is alone at 

her family home, Morgan’s Rest, with her servant, Francine and her stepmother, 

Hester, each of whom discuss her changing body with her. Anna remembers 

feeling that “it seemed quite all right” after her conversation with Francine (68). 



101 

 

However, Rhys presents the account of Anna’s exchange with Hester in a much 

more disjointed manner, narrating only Anna’s side of the conversation, 

punctuated by ellipses, and writing that Anna “began to feel awfully miserable, as 

if everything were shutting up around [her]” (68). Rhys then juxtaposes Anna’s 

menstrual cycle to the image of ships at sea and preliminary discussions about her 

eventual move to England, writing:  

So I stopped the hammock and lay there, looking at the sea. There were 

white lines on it, as if ships had just passed.  

 At half-past twelve we had breakfast and Hester started talking 

about Cambridge. She was always talking about Cambridge. 

 She said she was sure I would like England very much and that it 

would be a very good thing for me if I were to go to England. (69) 

The act of travel evoked here through the waves left on the ocean’s surface by the 

ship functions not as a broadening of horizons but rather as a continuation of the 

confinement Anna feels after her discussion with Hester. Rhys implicitly 

identifies Anna’s budding sexuality as the impetus for her journey to the 

presumed civilized center of empire and thus communicates the voyage as a 

method of protecting (and policing) the feminine body: by removing her from a 

tropical (and thus purportedly sensual) environment in which the Morgan family 

has blurred the colonially imposed racial boundaries of sexuality and kinship, 

Hester implies that perhaps only travel to England can preserve Anna’s sexual and 

racial purity. Later in the novel, Hester accuses Anna of “beginning to turn out 

badly”—a reference to Anna’s sexual liaisons with older men—and reaffirms her 
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belief in the restorative powers of England, claiming, “But I did think when I 

brought you to England that I was giving you a real chance” (65). However, as 

Anna’s voyages throughout the novel illuminate, life in England is no more 

civilized than life in Dominica and contrary to Hester’s belief, immigration to 

England does not turn out to be “a very good thing” for Anna. In addition to being 

marked as “foreign” because of her Creole identity, the racialized inscriptions on 

her body made by women like Hester and Maudie—not to mention Walter, who 

refers to her as his “rum little devil” during their sexual liaisons (52, 55)—further 

sexualize Anna. Alongside her travels within England that lead to her 

transformation from the newly arrived naïf, nicknamed the “virgin” by a fellow 

chorus girl, to a life of prostitution, the intersection of race, sexuality, and gender 

within Anna’s alienation in England manifests in interior spaces populated by 

aesthetic objects that communicate confinement of and control over the feminine 

body. 

As the events of the novel unfold, Anna’s exploration of London leads her 

to inhabit the darkest corners of the city. Unlike the flâneur, a figure, Anne 

McClintock reminds us, that is typically coded as a masculine traveler traversing 

the feminized space of the city, Rhys’s feminine cartographer, in many instances, 

appears to be static.69 Despite the fact that Anna is constantly moving from 

 
69 See Anne McClintock, Imperial Leather: Race, Gender and Sexuality in the Colonial 
Contest (1995), specifically “The Gendering of Urban Space,” 81-83. Analyzing the male 

urban explorer who was introduced to the city by women—first through nurses and maids 

and later through the urban working class, including milkwomen, street-sellers, and 

prostitutes—McClintock writes that the city “was mapped as a feminine space” and 

“reclaimed as a male, middle-class territory” (82). For McClintock, the feminized city 

functions, like a “discovered” landscape in accounts of exploration, as a space to be 

penetrated and conquered in the service of a pleasure-seeking bourgeois man. 
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boarding-house to boarding-house and often engages in a form of flânerie, 

punctuated by specific references to streets, parks, and train stations across 

London, the novel devotes a great deal more real estate, so to speak, to depictions 

of Anna confined by and to the coffin-like interiors of the multiple boarding-

houses she inhabits. Much like the towns to which Anna travels with the chorus, 

these domestic spaces look indistinguishable from one another and begin to blur 

into each other in her mind. Take, for example, the first London boarding-house 

to appear in the novel, which is located on Judd Street in the run-down 

neighborhood of Saint Pancras.70 Anna describes her room here as having “a cold, 

close smell . . . like being stuck in a small, dark box” (25), a description that 

echoes her reaction to the onset of menstruation when she felt the world “shutting 

up around” her. In both instances, sexuality and confinement are quite closely 

associated with each other. These are neither accidental nor even isolated 

associations in the novel. For, when her landlady accuses her of being a “tart,” 

notifying her that she must find other accommodations, Anna recalls “The Iron 

Shroud” (1830), William Mudford’s gothic short story about a noble Italian hero 

who is tortured day after day in a contracting iron chamber. Evaluating her 

physical surroundings, Anna notes, “‘I believe this damned room’s getting smaller 

and smaller,’ I thought. And about the rows of houses outside, gimcrack, rotten 

looking, and all exactly alike” (30). Continuing her characterization of England as 

all “alike” and equating her confinement as a woman to the city itself, Anna 

 
70 This neighborhood, located south of Camden Town, was counted among London’s 

many slums in the early twentieth century. See sociologist Charles Booth’s project, Life 

and Labor of the People in London for an in-depth account of the slums of London. 
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subverts any attempt to differentiate the inherently performative gender roles she 

inhabits, first as a chorus girl, then as a “kept woman” and, later, as a prostitute; 

as the foundation for her growing claustrophobia, London too is “gimcrack”: 

deceptive in its appearance, simultaneously showy and unsubstantial.71  

In addition to producing sensations of confinement, the interior spaces 

Anna inhabits represent the highly sexualized, and rigid, gender roles foisted upon 

her by her increasingly precarious financial state. Though she appears to be an 

urban explorer wandering the city, it would be a mistake to think of her as a 

flâneuse; her movements do not parallel but significantly differ from the classic 

male flâneur. For one, Anna does not necessarily have untrammeled access to the 

feminine landscape of the city; rather, she becomes enclosed by it, her movements 

restricted to not only a limited portion of the London cityscape, but also to the 

often-dismal interior spaces that punctuate her wanderings. We also see her 

movements between bedrooms, dinner clubs, and hotels increasingly defined by 

her engagement with gendered forms of sexual labor. Anna struggles to exert a 

sense of agency as she succumbs to the role of virginal chorus girl to be 

subordinated by the men with whom she enters sexualized economic exchanges. 

While in Southsea, she meets Walter Jeffries, an older man with whom she enters 

into a liaison that in today’s parlance would be categorized as “survival sex”—

that is, a commercial exchange of sex and money. In the early stages of this 

liaison, Walter provides Anna with the financial means to afford a room in a 

somewhat nicer boarding-house on Adelaide Road, near the Chalk Farm Tube 

 
71 Gimcrack, with this same definition, was also used as an insult to women as late as the 

18th century.  
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station. Located just north of Primrose Hill, Anna’s new lodgings are certainly an 

upgrade from her previous Judd Street address, a move that makes her friend 

Maudie observe: “You’ve got swanky rooms” (44).  

One manifestation of that “swank” is the painting “Cherry Ripe” that 

hangs “over the washstand” in Anna’s bedroom (44). It is, of course, a copy of 

John Everett Millais’s 1879 painting, “Cherry Ripe,” featuring a young girl 

wearing a white dress, a pair of black lace gloves, and a bonnet accented by pink 

ribbons that match a pink sash and pair of shoes. She sits against a dark woodland 

background with her hands clasped between her dangling legs, her gaze directed 

at the viewer, her head tilted slightly to the viewer’s right. Her heavily rouged 

cheeks accentuate her pale white skin and grey-blue eyes, and her lips, stained a 

dark pink, turn up slightly at the corners in what appears to be a coy half-smile. 

Laurel Bradley analyses the painting through the lens of late Victorian imperial 

expansion, suggesting that the sentimental, feminine (and feminized) image of the 

young girl functions as “imperial propaganda” that both inspires nostalgia for a 

seemingly idyllic past and provides a visual representation of what the English 

soldier “pledged to protect” (192).72 In addition, the painting has been usefully 

read as explicitly sexual and pedophiliac. Pamela Tamarkin Reis reads both the 

title of the painting (“Cherry Ripe”) and the body language of the girl as 

“constitut[ing] a nonverbal request for sexual liaison” (204).73 While my reading 

 
72 See Bradley, Laurel. “From Eden to Empire: John Everett Millais’s ‘Cherry Ripe.’” 

Victorian Studies. 34.2 (1991), 179-203.   
73 See Reis, Pamela Tamarkin. “Victoria Centerfold: Another Look at Millais’s ‘Cherry 

Ripe.’” Victorian Studies. 35.2 (1992), 201-205. Bradley published a response to this 

article in which she claimed that though Reis’s readings of the painting may have been 
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of the role the painting plays in Voyage in the Dark draws on both Reis’s and 

Bradley’s analyses, I contend that “Cherry Ripe” functions in several different 

ways. It is significant that the painting is specifically positioned in Anna’s 

bedroom, “facing . . . another picture of a little girl in a white dress with a blue 

sash fondling a woolly dog” (44). Together, these paintings function as a reminder 

to Anna of her ambiguous, even contradictory, place in the British Empire; she is 

at once innocent, even virginal and a sexual and sexualized figure. Walter’s 

friend, Vincent, for example, refers to her as “my infantile Anna” (80). When read 

in conjunction with the strategically positioned picture of a young girl whose blue 

sash recalls Christian representations of the Madonna figure veiled in blue, 

Vincent’s diminutive for Anna further stresses the way in which she is coded in 

terms of virginity. While submitting herself to sexual exploitation in and by the 

imperial metropole, Anna must present an outward image of youthful beauty and 

purity.   

Indeed, it is the purity of Anna’s virginal body that makes her highly 

desirable in a world of sexual exchange. In the moments preceding their first 

sexual encounter, Walter claims that virginity is “the only thing that matters” (36), 

implying that a large of part of Anna’s appeal to him lies in her presumptively 

chaste feminine “purity.” Images of “purity” confront Anna throughout the novel. 

Rhys further stresses the correlation between sexuality in the imperial center, 

youth, and virginity when Anna notices a newspaper advertisement for “Purity 

Cocoa” during the exchange with Hester wherein she chastises Anna for 

 
over the top, she nonetheless agreed with her premise. See Bradley’s “Reply to Pamela 

Tamarkin Reis” in the same issue of Victorian Studies, p. 206.  
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“turn[ing] out badly.” During two separate lulls in the conversation, Anna’s mind 

wanders to the advertisement: “‘What is Purity? For Thirty-five Years the Answer 

has been Bourne’s Cocoa.’ Thirty-five years. . .Fancy being thirty-five years old. 

What is Purity? For Thirty-five Thousand Years the Answer has been. . .” (59). 

Furthermore, earlier in the novel, when Anna first meets Walter, he is surprised to 

find out that Anna is eighteen, having had believed her to be much younger when 

he bought her two pairs of stockings. The conjunction of buying her stockings as 

a prelude to “buying” her sexual favors, thus, defined their relationship as an 

exchange of material goods and sex before it even began. Upon hearing her age, 

Walter’s friend remarks, “He knew you’d be either eighteen or twenty-two. You 

girls only have two ages” (13). Given the context, the women being categorized 

as “you girls” are those who exchange sexual liaisons for financial support and in 

that market exchange, the currency of youth—or being eighteen—has added 

value. Furthermore, within this sexual marketplace that commodifies virginal, or 

“pure,” feminine bodies, Anna’s sexual currency is inextricably bound to both her 

youth and her exotic identity as a Creole woman. While her move to the boarding-

house in Primrose Hill, made possible by her status as Walter’s “kept woman,” 

indicates a slight upward move on the social ladder, the presence of the paintings 

in the room, especially “Cherry Ripe,” is a reminder of Anna’s tenuous place as a 

racially ambiguous, colonial woman in metropolitan society. Rhys, however, 

imbues Anna with a modicum of awareness of her precarious social position. 

With “Cherry Ripe” looming above her as a warning and reminder, Anna also 

discovers pages written by the man who occupied the rooms before her that read, 
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“Loathsome London, vile and stinking hole. . . ” (47). Despite the marginally 

improved conditions of her living arrangements, London, like the rows of houses 

that line its streets, remains a “gimcrack” space. 

Rhys’s continued visual allusions throughout the novel call into question 

Anna’s perceived social mobilities, often emphasizing the futility of movement. 

This relationship between mobility and stasis is further reinforced when Walter 

takes Anna on a weekend trip outside of London, to a hotel near the Savernake 

Forest in Marlborough. In their hotel suite, Anna notices a series of prints that 

portray a nostalgic and idealized version of middle class life:  

In the bedroom there were prints—‘The Sailor’s Farewell’, ‘The Sailor’s 

Return’, ‘Reading the Will’ and ‘Conjugal Affection’. They had a calm, 

sleepy look, as if they were drawings of stuffed figures—the women very 

tall and plump and smiling and tidy and the men with long legs and bushy 

whiskers; but the placid shapes of the trees made you feel that that time 

must have been a good time. (77) 

The paintings, by George Morland (1790), Thomas Stothard (1798), Robert 

Wilkie (1820), and Robert Smirke (1799) respectively, depict stages of domestic 

life including romantic love and melodramatic partings (The Sailor’s Farewell), 

scenes of familial bliss (The Sailor’s Return and Conjugal Affection), and, finally, 

death and the passing on of financial legacies (Reading the Will). The idealized, 

even idyllic scenes illustrated in the prints mirror Anna’s own idealized reaction 

to the English countryside. When Walter takes Anna on a romantic stroll through 

Savernake Forest, Anna comments, “I didn’t know England could be so beautiful” 
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(77). Like the idealized portrayals of romance, marriage, and family, the beauty of 

the forest represents a false promise of a pastoral escape from the city. 

Furthermore, an earlier vision of stags’ heads—the spoils of a hunting 

expedition—hanging from the walls in the hotel dining room whose “enormous 

glass eyes stared past” Anna and Walter (77) has already foreshadowed the 

impossibility of bourgeois marriage between them. Anna knows she is but a 

trophy for Walter and that their time together was always destined to be brief, 

which she expresses through the fatalistic language she uses to describe their brief 

moments together—“You shut the door and you pull the curtains over the 

windows and then it’s as long as a thousand years and yet so soon ended” (79).  

  The events that follow Anna’s realization of the fleeting nature of time; 

that is, her realization that her relationship with Walter has an expiration date, 

stand in direct contrast, for the most part, to the scenes depicted by the prints in 

the hotel bedroom. Anna finds out that Walter is traveling to New York on 

business and will be gone for a few months. In lieu of the emotional leave-taking 

of Morland’s painting in which the lovers embrace each other on the cusp of the 

sailor’s departure, Anna accompanies Walter to his house, which for Anna is an 

inherently hostile space that she had earlier described as “quiet and watching and 

not friendly to me” (36), and they unsentimentally sleep together. Walter tells 

Anna to “take care of [herself]” and in a rather comedic and anticlimactic twist on 

The Sailor’s Farewell, Walter blesses Anna and then coughs, to which Anna 

responds with a noncommittal “Oh, yes. Oh, rather” and departs (Rhys 89). 

Walter’s later actions also foreclose the possibility of the happy reunion depicted 
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in The Sailor’s Return. Not only does he break off the liaison, he does so by 

proxy: via a letter written by Vincent. (We could, of course, read the letter as a 

partial realization of Reading the Will since Vincent encloses a check for twenty 

pounds to cover Anna’s immediate expenses and indicates that Walter would be 

willing to financially provide for her for a short amount of time.)  

The end of her liaison with Walter, and the loss of the semblance of 

financial stability that came with it, propels Anna into a state of uncertainty that 

results in yet another displacement. She departs her boarding-house in Primrose 

Hill with no real destination in mind—“Anywhere will do, so long as it’s 

somewhere that nobody knows” (100)—and finds herself descending the social 

ladder as she ends up in a boarding-house in Camden Town, not far from her 

original lodgings on Judd Street. Her room there stands in direct contrast to the 

scene of domestic harmony of Conjugal Affection. The painting captures a well-

to-do family surrounded by fine furniture, artwork, and windows that offer 

expansive views of a thriving city. The window of Anna’s room, by contrast, is 

“like a trap” and she catalogues the objects within it, observing, “The mantelshelf 

was crowded with china ornaments—several dogs of various breeds, a pig, a 

swan, a geisha with a kimono and sash in colours and a little naked woman lying 

on her stomach with a feather in her hair” (104). Nestled in this disordered 

collection of farm animals are the figurines of the geisha and the naked woman, 

which signal Anna’s transition from “kept woman” to professional prostitute. 

These figurines not only jolt the reader into taking stock of Anna’s current 

precarious situation, they also serve to relegate to the past the idealized middle-



111 

 

class life that she had imagined but always knew Walter would not provide for 

her.   

Opportunities for renewal throughout the novel, thus, are consistently met 

with visual counternarratives of stasis, confinement, and decline. Anna moves yet 

again when she decides to take up her friend Ethel’s offer of a room and a job as a 

“manicurist” at 227 Bird Street in Marylebone, a respectable enough 

neighborhood that hides the true purpose of Ethel’s “masseuse” business. 

Immediately upon arrival, Anna takes note of the façade of propriety and middle-

class respectability Ethel has imposed on the flat, observing newly upholstered 

furniture, fresh white wallpaper and paint, a piano in the sitting room, and a 

bedroom for Anna that Ethel describes as “dainty” (132). But just as the series of 

prints in the hotel room she shared with Walter communicated a false promise of 

domesticity, Ethel’s flat and job offer presents the false promise of upward social 

mobility. In the dining room, where Anna provides manicures for her clients, 

hangs the Cries of London, Francis Wheatley’s illustrated etchings of members of 

the working class, mainly women, including milkwomen and street vendors 

selling vegetables, fish, and flowers, among other consumables.74 In these prints, 

Wheatley provided an idealized, sentimental view of London’s laborers that stood 

in contrast to works like Henry Mayhew’s account of London’s working and 

impoverished classes in London Labour and the London Poor, first published in 

 
74 Though the genre of “Cries,” which often depict urban laborers, was pervasive in 

England throughout the long nineteenth century, I draw on Emery’s hypothesis that the 

“Cries” to which Rhys refers were likely made by Wheatley: “Wheatley’s prints, first 

published in 1795 and republished as an illustrated book in 1924, would have been 

familiar to many readers when Voyage in the Dark appeared 10 years later” (2012, 437). 
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1851. Wheatley’s poor, unlike Mayhew’s gritty sketches, more closely resemble 

the “very tall and plump” women in the domestic scenes described earlier and 

bear the rosy-cheeked countenance of the young girl in Millais’s “Cherry Ripe.” 

The prints in Ethel’s home signify that Anna now firmly belongs to the urban 

working class, a category in which McClintock places prostitutes alongside 

milkwomen and street-sellers, and also function as the inevitable culmination of 

the previous aesthetic allusions that punctuate Anna’s map of London.75  

The visual component of Rhys’s feminine cartography speaks to the 

integral role that sight—and the power of the traveler’s gaze—plays in narratives 

of travel. However, there exists a tension in the mode of visual appropriation of 

space in Voyage in the Dark. Anna’s negotiation between what she sees and how 

she is seen also functions as a reminder of the marginalization and unbelonging 

experienced by the colonial outsider in English society. Typically, narratives of 

travel showcase the traveler’s control over pictorial representation of the places to 

which they visit. Similarly, Anna exerts a level of mastery over space by defining 

both English landscapes and interiors as “all alike” and, unlike her childhood 

practice of voraciously reading about England, she actively avoids written 

accounts that mirror her gendered identity and social standing through her refusal 

to read while residing in England. In a consideration of the precarity of her 

relationship with Walter, she recognizes the impermanence of their relationship: 

 
75 Furthermore, that Anna has transitioned from kept woman to amateur prostitute to 

professional prostitute is made explicit by the reference to Aubrey Beardsley’s “dirty 

drawings” (170). Beardsley was a controversial artist during the Art Nouveau period 

known for his erotic drawings, such as those made to accompany Oscar Wilde’s play, 

Salome (1891). 
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“Everybody says the man’s bound to get tired and you read it in all books. But I 

never read now, so they can’t get at me like that, anyway” (74). Nonetheless, the 

static objects in the boarding-houses she inhabits—elements of interiors over 

which she has no control—undercut her authority over spatial representation and 

function as inescapable visual signifiers of her marginalized position in a society 

in which she loses control over her body. The logic of the metropole that Anna 

inhabits and moves through highlights Anna’s unstable social standing and 

racially ambiguous identity as a Creole woman. Although Anna is confined to 

London, in particular interior spaces within London, throughout much of the 

novel she remains relegated to a space outside of bourgeois whiteness that 

prevents her from gaining access to social and economic upward mobilities 

through marriage or “respectable,” gainful employment.  

 

Imperial Immobilities and the Consumed Explorer 

By charting Anna’s travels in London through a feminine cartography, 

Rhys positions Anna’s voyages as at odds with typical narratives of travel 

associated with exploration and tourism. Rhys positions Anna in a state of 

constant, unsettling, movement between the multiple interiors to which she is 

confined throughout Voyage in the Dark, thus defining her travels not by the 

pursuit of recovery, refreshment, and leisure, but instead by the looming 

possibility of Anna’s financial collapse. Early on in the novel, Anna divides 

English society into two categories, those who have money and those “without 

any money, the ones with beastly lives” who “swarm like woodlice” (26). Here, 
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the poor represent a dehumanized, “beastly” population who, much like Anna, 

“swarm” from place to place in search of home and stability. After she moves into 

Ethel’s house, Anna observes, “But I stopped going out; I stopped wanting to go 

out. That happens very easily. It’s as if you had always done that—lived in a few 

rooms and gone from one to another” (140-141). The financial difficulties Anna 

faces place her squarely in this “beastly” category and allude to a shift between 

her identity as an immigrant and the lived reality of her migrancy, as evidenced 

by her peripatetic wanderings from boarding-house to boarding-house. Whereas 

the immigrant travels, ostensibly, from a former home in one country to the 

projected future new home in another country, the migrant enters a state of 

ongoing homelessness that precludes any sense of permanent belonging and 

serves as yet another form of static confinement.  

Despite Anna’s perpetual movement from place to place, the aesthetic 

objects that decorate the rooms she inhabits reinforce her social and economic 

stasis—even the last flat she inhabits located in “swanky” Langham Street has 

Wheatley’s Cries of London hanging in the bedroom, which serves as a constant 

reminder of the oscillation between mobility and stasis that defines Anna’s 

residence in London. At one point, Ethel chastises Anna for her constant 

complaints about the London weather and asks her why she doesn’t just leave. 

Anna’s comical response, “I can’t swim well enough, that’s one reason” (145), 

helps to emphasize the impossibility of return. However humorous on the surface 

her retort may be, it alludes to the one-way nature of her transatlantic crossing to 

England: without the means to purchase a return fare, not to mention the 
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wherewithal to rebuild a life in Dominica, Anna is truly stranded and isolated in 

England. Additionally, she remains confined to a relatively small section of 

London. Anna’s habitations are a map of seedy boarding-houses, flats, and other 

interior spaces she inhabits, and this map illustrates an urban triangulation that 

extends northwest from Saint Pancras through Camden Town to Primrose Hill, 

southwest to near the eastern border of Hyde Park and back east to the 

neighborhood of Marylebone. Much like the rooms she inhabited in the shabby 

boarding-houses of the first part of the novel, the limited space of London she 

moves through is claustrophobic, stifling, and coffin-like. Confined within 

particular, quite limited parts of the city, she constructs what de Certeau calls a 

“practiced place” (117); that is, a space defined by performative mobilities. 

Countering ideals of English civility and propriety, Anna’s movements 

throughout the imperial metropole effectively situate degradation and 

socioeconomic immobility at the core of defining English space, a space that 

threatens to consume her in both body and mind.  

The explorer and tourist actively consume the places to which they travel 

for economic gain and personal pleasure. By contrast, Anna’s journey from “kept 

woman” to professional prostitute, as she travels in and around London, charts 

how she is physically and emotionally consumed by her destination. Her 

embodied “exotic” identity as a white Creole colonial woman, in the context of 

the imperial center, functions as a commodity on which she is forced to rely as 

she struggles to survive in London. Following her break-up with Walter, as Anna 

delves deeper into the world of prostitution, the metaphorical walls of London 
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close in around her and it is as if London consumes her. At the end of the second 

part of the novel, Anna ponders the possibility of renewal through an imaginary 

exchange with her family’s servant, Francine:  

I’ll say Francine I’ve had such an awful dream—it was only a dream she’ll 

say—and on the tray the blue cup and saucer and the silver teapot so I’d 

know for certain that it had started again my lovely life. . . and every now 

and again thinking I only dreamt it it never happened. (135)  

The reference to the Cries of London that begins the next part, however, undercuts 

the possibility of Anna’s hope for a better life. This third part of the novel charts 

Anna’s disintegration. She engages in a brief liaison with an American man 

named Carl, which, too, ends as did her relationship with Walter: he departs 

London to return to his wife and family, leaving Anna a paltry five pounds for her 

troubles. As the novel progresses, we see her bringing anonymous clients home 

with her. One such encounter results in her becoming pregnant with an unwanted 

child, and she nearly dies after a botched abortion attempt. The language Rhys 

employs to describe Anna’s initial signs of pregnancy, a morning sickness “like 

seasickness, only worse” (162), explicitly connects Anna’s present condition to 

her initial voyage to England and implicitly communicates the inevitability of her 

decline. She had embarked on a voyage to England predicated on her menstrual 

cycle and budding sexuality. So it is fitting that her voyages within London nearly 

come to an end with an unwanted pregnancy, a parasitic presence conceived as a 

result of economic desperation and sexual exploitation, consuming her from the 

inside out. 
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Conclusion: “This isn’t the only place” 

As I have indicated throughout this chapter, Anna recollects an imagined 

England she constructed while living in Dominica and relies on memories of a 

home that is no longer tenable while living in London. Anna both rejects the 

language of center and periphery and collapses the binary of home and away as 

her life in London stagnates and then enters a perpetual state of potential demise. 

At one point, Anna rejects the idealized notion that England is the desired 

imperial destination and considers leaving London, claiming, “The names of all 

the places I could go went round and round in my head. (This isn’t the only place 

in the world; there are other places. You don’t get so depressed when you think 

that.)” (159). Later in the novel, an acquaintance, D’Adhémar, attempts to 

comfort her in the days leading up to her abortion by saying, “T’en fais pas, mon 

petit. C’est une vaste blague,” or, “Don’t worry, my child. It’s a big joke” (176, 

translation mine). Within the context of the scene, D’Adhémar is merely 

deemphasizing the potential dangers of an illegal abortion. However, his 

pronouncement seems like an apt reading for Anna’s life in London, in which 

prostitution, pregnancy, and a nearly-fatal abortion in no way resemble the ideal 

she had constructed before traveling there.  

 As Anna’s life unravels and her sense of homelessness intensifies, she 

further questions her reality and the distinction between home and away seems to 

dissolve altogether. Rhys narrates this moment through hallucinatory prose that 

depicts a morning sickness-inspired fever dream in which the bed heaves like a 

ship at sea:   
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I dreamt I was on a ship. From the deck you could see small 

islands – dolls of islands – and the ship was sailing in a dolls’ sea, 

transparent as glass. 

 Somebody said in my ear, ‘That’s your island that you talk such a 

lot about.’ 

 And the ship was sailing very close to an island, which was home 

except all the trees were all wrong. These were English trees, their leaves 

trailing in the water. I tried to catch hold of a branch and step ashore, but 

the deck of the ship expanded. (164) 

The dream ends with Anna feeling “powerless and very tired” from the realization 

the she “had to go on” before rising “into a climax of meaningless.” From that 

point on, she “kept dreaming about the sea” (165).  

Through the imagery of a dream-turned-nightmare, Rhys communicates 

Anna’s complex relationship to both travel and the concept of home. The dream 

begins on a hopeful note as the ship heading toward an archipelago could 

ostensibly be traveling in the direction of the West Indies, but the topographical 

imagery that follows challenges such an optimistic reading of homecoming. 

Rather, the ship simultaneously represents her voyage “in” to England and her 

desire for a voyage “out” to Dominica, the latter voyage made possible by the 

rendering of the Atlantic Ocean as a “dolls’ sea,” thus collapsing the expansive 

space of the Atlantic into something miniature, dainty, and easily traversable. The 

physical reality of the unnamed island, though, complicates the possibility of 

return. Covered in English topography, the Dominica of Anna’s dream, I suggest, 
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contains three interconnected meanings. First, the trees could also be read as an 

invasive species, which invokes the histories of exploration and conquest that 

produced Anna. Second, given Anna’s alienated position as an outsider with no 

financial solvency in England, the trees could indicate that there is no escape from 

England possible for Anna, further supported by Anna’s admission that she 

continues to dream of the sea, a means for departure. And finally, on a broad 

level, the trees represent the merging of landscapes, a combination of the London 

she imagined from Dominica and the Dominica she remembers while living in 

London. Her inability to distinguish Dominica from England reinforces Anna’s 

divided identity as a Creole immigrant and thwarts the possibility of progress, 

upward social mobility, and self-invention.  

Both conclusions of Voyage in the Dark, the ending in the published 

manuscript as well as the more traumatic ending of Rhys’s original draft support 

these last two readings. In the original version, Rhys depicts Anna as thinking 

“I’m not here I’m there I’m not here I’m there” (384) as she submits to memories 

of home “before everything is blotted out and darkness comes…” (389).76 In this 

version, Anna ultimately dies after rejecting England, her only possible departure. 

In the published version of the novel, Anna physically survives, remaining in 

England in what can be conceived of as a purgatory, or, to use Rhys’s language, 

“limbo.” Lying down after nearly dying from complications of the abortion and 

watching the light filter in beneath the door, Anna thinks, “I lay and watched it 

and thought about starting all over again. And about being new and fresh. And 

 
76 See The Gender of Modernism: a critical anthology (1990) edited by Bonnie Kime 

Scott.  
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about mornings, and misty days, when anything might happen. About starting all 

over again, all over again…” (188). Importantly, Rhys maintains the punctuation 

from her earlier draft, and I view the ellipses as an invitation to read the novel, 

and Anna’s life, cyclically. Though “anything might happen,” the cycle of Anna’s 

voyages to and within England and social immobility are a seemingly inevitable 

outcome. The cyclical nature of Anna’s voyages within England highlights a 

darker truth about the imperial metropole of the supposed “Mother Country” in 

which colonial British subjects are not welcome and will not be granted easy 

access to economic and social mobilities once there.  

*  * * 

Anna’s voyages to and within England highlight a state of perpetual 

wandering over which she has little control. By mapping England through what I 

have called a feminine cartography, Rhys simultaneously genders the acts of 

travel and exploration and calls into question the established (masculine) routes 

and forms of colonial travel. In Voyage in the Dark, Rhys charts the challenges 

that women travelers, particularly colonial immigrant women, faced in the early 

twentieth century. Both Anna and the novel, I have argued, exist within the 

interstitial space between stasis and mobility, between belonging and 

unbelonging, and between visual and literary depictions of place and identity. It is 

within this particularized space that I read the novel’s complex engagement with 

travel. Rhys offers a bleak view of the impossibility of being at home or voyaging 

out, caught as these travelers are between racialized imperial and economic 

classes. And yet, identifying the voyaging associated with immigration as an 



121 

 

especially gendered act through feminine cartographies of space contributes to the 

labor of destabilizing imperial social hierarches of gender, race, and class as well 

as geographic distinctions between home and away. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



122 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

 

“Laborious Thinking” on the Road: 

Dervla Murphy’s Domestic Ethnography in A Place Apart 

 
 

 

Introduction 

 
There was nothing in Ireland that I felt I had to get away from, either as a person or a 

writer. On the contrary, it was the place I had to get back to, wherever I went. 

–Dervla Murphy, A Place Apart 

 

 In the midst of the Troubles in 1976,77 Irish travel writer Dervla Murphy 

cycled across County Cavan and, for only the second time in her life, crossed the 

border that separates Northern Ireland from the Republic of Ireland.78 Upon 

approaching the border, Murphy stops at a local pub in Cavan for refreshment and 

conversation with the publican. A member of the old Irish Republican Army 

(IRA), he finds an easy scapegoat in the Provisional IRA, or “Provos,” to blame 

for escalating the violence of the Troubles and negatively impacting his 

 
77 In the 1970s, Northern Ireland was in the throes of The Troubles, a period of intense 

sectarian violence and political discord between mainly Catholic nationalists who wanted 

to be united with the Republic of Ireland and mainly Protestant loyalists who wanted to 

remain part of the United Kingdom. The attack on the People’s Democracy March from 

Belfast to Derry by the Protestant Ulster Special Constabulary in January, 1969, which 

sparked rioting across the country by both Catholic and Protestant populations, is often 

regarded as the beginning of the Troubles. For a concise history of Northern Ireland in 

the twentieth century, see Making Sense of the Troubles: The Story of the Conflict in 
Northern Ireland (2002) by David McKittrick and David McVea. In addition, Elizabeth 

Shannon’s I Am Ireland: Women of the North Speak Out (1977), particularly the chapter 

titled “The Way it Was,” addresses the oftentimes violent conflict between the Irish and 

the Ulster planters in the seventeenth century. 
78 Murphy’s first trip to Northern Ireland occurred in 1973 and lasted “precisely thirty-six 

hours” according to her foreword to A Place Apart (11). Her second trip to Northern 

Ireland, which along with subsequent travels across the border forms the basis for her 

travelogue, occurred just four years after “Bloody Sunday,” when thirteen civilians were 

shot and killed by the British Army during a civil rights March in Derry in January 1972. 
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business.79 To explain the publican’s singularly-focused ire toward the Provos, 

Murphy claims: “This over-simplifying always happens when a situation is both 

very complex and very emotional; it’s a retreat from laborious thinking into easy 

feeling” (56). Though Murphy mentions these concepts—“laborious thinking” 

and “easy feeling”—only in passing, I take them as the foundation for my analysis 

of her travelogue, A Place Apart: Northern Ireland in the 1970s (1978). The 

difference between “easy feeling” and “laborious thinking” is the difference 

between reaction and reflection. Easy feeling, characterized by a lack of 

imagination and curiosity that leads to dogmatic adherence to deeply ingrained 

political ideologies and cultural biases, renders mutual communication and 

understanding nearly impossible. Laborious thinking, on the other hand, is the 

practice of humanistic social inquiry that seeks to understand, interrogate, and 

even destabilize political binaries of north and south, Orange and Green, 

Protestant and Catholic. Laborious thinking, thus, is a complex, critical mode of 

both intellectual and emotional commitment to the act of undoing personal biases 

and myths produced by centuries-long conflicts that have led to the current state 

of political impasse in Northern Ireland when Murphy traveled there in the late 

1970s. Simply put, laborious thinking is a form of work. As such, the term forms 

the basis for this chapter’s focus on the ways in which travel and its etymological 

root “travail”—that is, demanding and sometimes painful labor in both the 

physical and mental sense—coincide not only in Murphy’s journeys throughout 

 
79 The Provisional IRA emerged when the Irish Republican Army split into factions 

following the events of 1969.  
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Northern Ireland, but also in her self-reflexive exploration of her own pre-

conceived notions about place, history, and politics.  

In this chapter, I argue that the intimate and difficult nature of Murphy’s 

travels—that is, her decision to write about a place geographically and 

metaphorically close to home coupled with her decision to pursue mobilities that 

place her in direct physical contact with the occasionally dangerous sociopolitical 

landscape—communicates a willful decision to transcend easy feeling in favor of 

practicing laborious thinking. Travel is an inherently political and politicized act, 

as I have argued throughout this dissertation. In Murphy’s case, the political 

dimensions of travel are the direct outcome of a practice of laborious thinking that 

allows her to address not only the lived impact of the quotidian violence of the 

Troubles but also to reimagine Northern Ireland as place where a peaceful future, 

regardless of how distant it may be, remains a possibility. 

 The impetus behind Murphy’s decision to travel to and write about 

Northern Ireland stemmed not only from her ignorance of the conflict in the north, 

but also from a desire to overcome her indifference to it altogether. In Garret 

Daly’s 2016 documentary, Who is Dervla Murphy?, Murphy admits that the 

attitudes she held about the Troubles before her travels to Northern Ireland bear a 

striking resemblance to the easy feeling she critiques in the publican mentioned 

above. In the documentary, she claims that thinking about the north was an 

“emotionally draining” process and that, before committing to making a 

prolonged journey through the country, she “felt guilty about not only not 

knowing, but actually not caring all that much” about the Troubles—a feeling she 
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attributed to many people living in the Republic. Her non-relationship to Northern 

Ireland and the quickness with which she dismisses critically engaging with the 

conflict there has come up in her other travels. During her travels to South India 

and Baltistan in the early seventies, Murphy received a number of questions about 

the partition of Ireland. In many cases, she neither knew how to respond nor felt 

as though the answers she provided were sufficient. “Wherever I went,” she 

writes in A Place Apart, “people asked me why Christians were fighting in 

Ireland. To which I replied impatiently that I did not know myself. It never 

occurred to me that this reply, from an Irish woman betrayed an attitude both 

stupid and unkind; even, some might say, irresponsible” (11). Compounded by 

her frustrations with “bone-headed” Northern Irish politicians arguing on the 

radio, Murphy’s inability to sufficiently address questions about the tensions 

between Catholics and Protestants in Northern Ireland became the driving force 

behind a literary project “conceived, by shame out of repentance” (11). What 

emerged from this desire to overcome easy feeling was a year of cycling back and 

forth across the border and subsequently a travelogue that interrogates ideas of 

home, constructs of national belonging, and the immutability of borders both real 

and imagined. 

 Before her travels to Northern Ireland, Murphy had already made a name 

for herself as an intrepid traveler with a spirit for adventure. Perhaps most famous 

was her first publication, Full Tilt: Ireland to India with a Bicycle (1965), which 

recounts her cycling journey across Europe, Iran, Afghanistan, Pakistan, and 

India. While her writing career spans five decades of travel across five continents, 
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it is A Place Apart marks Murphy’s first explicitly political engagement with both 

her Irish identity and travel between Ireland and Northern Ireland.80 As a genre 

that is often intimately connected with the politics of looking, representation, and 

identity formation, the travelogue serves as a particularly effective vehicle for 

interrogating one’s own culture.81 What Murphy shows us is that a travelogue that 

remains close to home can actively work toward dismantling political myths that 

sow violent discord in a society marked by histories of empire and colonial 

occupation. Through an examination of Murphy’s Irish travelogue, I situate travel 

within the interstices between the public and private spheres where concepts of 

home, nation, and cultural belonging merge in occasionally uneasy ways. What 

emerges from these travels is an exploration of the extent to which sectarian 

violence, political divisions, and class shape the production of home as a 

contested, and even unfamiliar, space. Unlike the epistolary travel writing of the 

“memsahibs” explored in the first chapter which, I argue, contributed to the 

reproduction of upper-class English domesticity in colonial India as a form of 

exerting control over the “foreign,” Murphy’s text signals a physical and 

ideological return—of “get[ting] back to” Ireland in order to better comprehend it. 

 
80 Although recent scholarship has interrogated the representations of the Troubles in 

poetry and fiction, considerably less attention has been paid to the role that travel writing 

plays in comprehending the political landscape of Northern Ireland during this time and 

Murphy’s travelogue has yet to garner substantial scholarly response. On the literature of 

Northern Ireland, see Elmer Kennedy-Andrews Writing Home: Poetry and Place in 

Northern Ireland 1968-2008 (2008), Adam Hanna Northern Irish Poetry and Domestic 

Space (2015), and Representing the Troubles: Texts and Images, 1970-2000 (2004) 

edited by Brian Cliff and Éibhear Walshe. 
81 In Travel Writing (2011), Carl Thompson stresses the subjectivity of the travelogue, 

which makes readers “keenly aware not just of the places being visited, but also the 

author’s response to that place, and his or her impressions, thoughts, and feelings” (14). 
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Cultural understanding, thus, emerges from within a putative shared history and 

identity. Though Murphy’s travels have taken her across the globe, in A Place 

Apart she focuses a rooted connection to Ireland and thus travel becomes as a 

means of rethinking ideas of home and developing a sense of national belonging. 

My use of the term “home” here should be read as neither a willful erasure of the 

border between Northern Ireland and Ireland nor a nostalgic celebration of a 

mythic “Eire” that knows no borders.82 Rather, I invoke it to gesture toward an 

intimate and complicated connection between the two countries forged through a 

shared history marked by legacies of empire and the internal divisions produced 

in the wake of Irish independence, civil war, and eventual partition. Such a 

complex relationship is made clear by the title of Murphy’s travelogue and her 

subsequent claim that nearly “every feature in Northern Ireland’s situation 

contains a paradox” (105): refusing to adhere to simplistic classifications, she 

positions Northern Ireland as simultaneously a place apart from and a part of 

Ireland.  

 Contested spaces produce contested accounts. The genre of travel writing, 

in which the boundary between detached reportage and autobiographical impulse 

often becomes porous and, at times, disappears altogether, presents a unique 

opportunity for questioning the possibility of objectivity. In her attempt to fully 

inhabit and represent the paradox that is Northern Ireland, Murphy utilizes an 

eyewitness account of her journeys across the border—a more intimate and 

 
82 Regarding nomenclature and the often-tendentious practice of naming, Murphy writes: 

“Some of [the Unionists] were rather peeved when I pointed out that ‘Eire’ means 

‘Ireland’ in Gaelic and for English speakers to employ it is either inane or – if it is used to 

describe the Republic – inaccurate” (47-48).  
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personal mode—in order to considers both sides of the political divide. 

Unsurprisingly, she finds that when politics, violent histories, and emotions 

collide, stories often contradict one another. Calling attention to the difficulty of 

discerning “truth” from “fiction” in Northern Ireland, Murphy writes: 

In a situation that has developed out of centuries of fear, distrust, 

resentment, and contempt, the enquiring outsider is given an enormous 

amount of biased misinformation. I discarded as ‘likely to be inaccurate’ 

at least 75 percent of the ‘facts’ I collected. But this does not mean that my 

collection is worthless; the manner in which facts are consciously or 

unconsciously distorted, can be very illuminating. (13) 

Here, Murphy establishes herself in an authoritative role in which it is the travel 

writer—and not, as she mentions, the media, politicians, or friends who begged 

her to “forget Ulster” (13)—who becomes the arbiter of accuracy, or “facts.” By 

presenting her account as a “collection,” Murphy highlights the value of empirical 

evidence and, as this chapter will illustrate, the role that interpersonal connection 

plays in discerning worth in conflicting accounts. Traveling through and writing 

from within this space of contested histories and borders, Murphy claims that A 

Place Apart is “simply an honest portrayal of emotions – [her] own and other 

people’s” (11). Murphy’s conflicting “truths” offers the reader a glimpse into the 

manner in which she represents both herself and the communities with whom she 

comes in contact. The manner of her representations—that is, her assessment of 

“consciously and unconsciously distorted” information—slowly moves from easy 

feeling to laborious thinking as well from mere “collecting” to a deeper 
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reckoning. Though she categorizes herself as the “enquiring outsider” here, as I 

will show throughout this chapter, the language Murphy employs as well as her 

participation in a shared cultural memory of violence and conflict belies a 

straightforward reading of the traveler as outsider. Instead, Murphy’s investment 

in emotion communicates the ways in which she sees herself as imbricated in the 

cultural landscape of Northern Ireland. Furthermore, Murphy’s intimate travels 

mirror gendered modes of ethnography especially steeped in practices of social 

exploration that characterized women’s travel narratives in the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries as well as practices of domestic ethnography in which 

explorations of the other become intertwined with explorations of the self.  

 The result of Murphy’s transition from “easy feeling” to “laborious 

thinking” in A Place Apart is a multivalent account of Northern Ireland that 

blends recollections of growing up in the Republic with family connections to the 

IRA; histories of colonial occupation with more expected elements of the 

travelogue; depictions of the landscape, interviews with locals, and anecdotes of 

hardships encountered on the road. Taken as a whole, A Place Apart plays not 

only with natural and national boundaries, it also destabilizes generic boundaries 

of memoir, ethnography, travelogue, and political commentary. Murphy’s travels 

bring her into contact with the various communities she attempts to inhabit—

communities that view her as an “enquiring outsider” at best and an informer at 

worst. These encounters propel Murphy in her pursuit of objectivity, which is also 

inspired by a desire to overcome the biases she initially holds about Northern 

Ireland. Throughout her journeys into and across Northern Ireland, Murphy 
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repositions the language of discovery within the self and stresses the role that 

travel plays in engendering empathy and compassionate understanding within a 

larger project of political engagement. Through a mode of laborious thinking 

intended to portray the humanity of each community affected by the Troubles, 

Murphy produces a domestic ethnographic travelogue that promotes solidarity 

and illustrates the fluidity of national borders.  

 

“Laborious thinking” along the border 

 In 1920, the Government of Ireland Act divided Ireland into two countries, 

Northern Ireland and Southern Ireland. When the Irish War of Independence 

ended with the Anglo-Irish Treaty in 1921, the partition of the two countries was 

cemented: Southern Ireland became the Irish Free State (later the Republic of 

Ireland) and Northern Ireland, which then had a Protestant, Unionist majority, 

opted to remain part of the United Kingdom. The political partition of Ireland 

remained a national and geographic border site of contention for the vast majority 

of the twentieth century.83 In his introduction to a collection of reflections on the 

border by artists, writers, politicians, and community leaders, The Border: 

Personal Reflections from Ireland, North and South (1999), Paddy Logue 

addresses the multiple, often contradictory, meanings contained within the border 

between Northern Ireland and Ireland. Offering a snapshot of how reactions to the 

border have evolved throughout the twentieth-century, he writes: 

 
83 The Good Friday Agreement, which ended most of the violence of the Troubles, was 

signed in 1998.  
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For some in the North it is a barrier that protects them from poverty and 

popery. For some in the South, it is a barrier that protects them from 

violence and sectarianism. For others on the island, it’s a barrier to unity, 

peace, and prosperity. For some it is an international frontier. For others, it 

is a minor, local irritant. Many have died attacking it, others have died 

defending it. It is clear that the Border, like other barriers of skin, gender, 

religion and place, has thrown up its quota of ignorance, prejudice, and 

phobia. All people on this island live in its shadow. Until very recently, 

most Irish people tended to identify themselves politically and culturally, 

and were identified as such by others, by their attitudes to the Border.     

(7-8) 

The inconsistencies associated with the national border that Logue describes here 

directly parallels the slippage between the terms “border” and “partition” that 

occurs in both Murphy’s descriptions and those of the people she interviews. For 

some, it is a “local irritant” put into place by politicians long ago forgotten. For 

others, it is a stark reminder of decades of political, social, and economic 

disenfranchisement. These disputed, and inconsistent, perspectives complicate 

Murphy’s project of accurate representation and illuminate the problem of 

traveling through politically fraught territories: how can the travel writer produce 

an objective assessment of place when its population offers conflicting viewpoints 

of the current political landscape?  

While offering a sympathetic ear to those with whom she comes in contact 

during her travels, Murphy maintains the critical distance of the outsider to allow 
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for a careful parsing of objective and subjective representations of the current 

conflict. In an early chapter titled, “Journal of Borderline Cases,” Murphy charts 

her cycling path between Counties Fermanagh, Tyrone, and Londonderry 

(referred to as “Derry” throughout the rest of this chapter). She records near-daily 

diary entries that call attention to the disjunction between the national border, the 

physical geography that is seemingly oblivious to the stark division of legal 

partition, and the cultural familiarity on either side of it. One of her “case studies” 

is the aforementioned publican in County Cavan and his personal reminiscences 

about a time in which the border was little more than a formality. Citing 

commercial and economic cooperation between the Irish and Northern Irish 

governments as well as “people everywhere getting less religious,” he contends 

that “the border would’ve faded off the map by the end of the century” were it not 

for the “Provo bastards” (56). As little as ten years prior, he continues, “people on 

both sides just didn’t feel the border mattered any more” (56). In his conception 

of the recent past, the publican seems to divorce the border from its historical 

implementation as though the partition of Ireland and Northern Ireland was little 

more than a distant reminder of a compromise between members of the British 

and Irish parliaments. Furthermore, his reduction of the national border to a trivial 

line drawn by politicians that would have ceased to hold any meaning whatsoever 

if only the Irish nationalists had left it alone represents the limitations of easy 

feeling, which impedes an objective assessment of both the past and the present.  

 Murphy interprets the publican’s memory of a desired, even fabled past as 

indicative of what she calls the “fading border” theory: an objectively 
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questionable memory that situates the contemporary moment of political and 

sectarian division in direct opposition to a borderless past. In a footnote, she 

writes: “During later wanderings in the counties of Leitrim, Cavan, Monaghan 

and Donegal I often came across this ‘fading border’ theory – or perhaps I should 

say ‘memory’” (56). Given that the border was established just over fifty years 

prior to Murphy’s travels in Northern Ireland, some of the people with whom she 

converses would realistically remember a pre-border childhood. For example, 

Murphy expands on the fading border theory after spending time with Betty and 

Sam, a Protestant couple in Fermanagh who vacation in Donegal for brief respites 

from the quotidian stress of political strife. Reflecting on their claim that 

Fermanagh residents abide by the motto of “Live and Let Live” as well as 

conversations with Protestants and Catholics alike, Murphy finds that “many of 

those who grew up pre-partition still see the border as contrived and undesirable, 

something imposed on innocent country-folk by a bunch of squabbling 

politicians” (64). Correcting “theory,” or a constructed, debatable idea, to 

“memory” stresses the uneasy relationship between the past and the present 

among communities that live along the border. It may certainly be preferable to 

nostalgically think back to life before partition and proclaim a borderless past than 

to address the lived reality of how violence is maintained and enforced along the 

border (especially in conversation with an “enquiring outsider”).  

In the cases of the publican and the couple from Fermanagh, resisting the 

border by reducing it to an “undesirable” inconvenience amounts to a retreat into 

escapism that echoes the quickness of easy feeling: a focus on the geographic and 
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cultural familiarity on either side of the border allows for an opportunity, however 

brief, to ignore the ongoing conflicts that characterize this contentious space. 

Indeed, despite the “Live and Let Live” attitude expressed by Betty and Sam, it 

comes to light that Sam belongs to the Orange Order, a semi-secret Protestant 

unionist fraternal order named for William III (William of Orange), and is 

concerned about the possibility of a Catholic family buying a nearby farm and 

thereby ceding a foothold to the Provos so close to the border. Thus, the lesson to 

be learned from Murphy’s “borderline cases” is not so straightforward. Coupled 

with a nostalgic view of the past, an individual’s perspective on the border is 

inherently fluid and depends largely on how the border impacts their everyday 

lived experience, not to mention whether they see the border as “contrived” or as 

an affront to the political and cultural fabric of their identity.  

The difficulty of representing inconsistent views on the border requires, 

and reinforces the importance of, empirical witnessing made possible by travel. 

Murphy’s experience of crossing the national border that divides County Cavan in 

the south and Country Fermanagh in the north serves as a voyage into laborious 

thinking. She recognizes that she can both be bemused and irritated by a sign that 

functions as a “reminder that the Republic refuses to recognise the state of 

Northern Ireland and still claim jurisdiction over the whole island of Ireland” 

(57). Laborious thinking, which demands a resistance to over-simplification, is 

further complicated by the fact that, as Murphy claims, “Northern Ireland induces 

contradictory moods” (66) and such contradictory moods influence the way she 

represents the landscape she traverses. Take, for example, her initial description 
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of the border, which resists the substitution of facile “memory” for harsh reality 

that characterizes the fading border theory. “There is nothing to mark the border,” 

she writes, “if there were it would long since have been blown up unless heavily 

guarded day and night” (57). Murphy immediately follows this reference to 

violence with the tranquility of the natural landscape, writing, “Yet a more 

peaceful countryside could not be imagined. Rolling farmland – contented cows – 

quietness – hay smells – churns by the roadside” (57). Here, Murphy imbues her 

description of the landscape that surrounds the border with a touristic gaze that 

nonetheless actively resists a one-dimensional representation of Northern Ireland 

and instead constructs a reality defined by the coexistence of seemingly 

incompatible elements. Her claim that such a peaceful landscape “could not be 

imagined,” for example, demands closer inspection. Beyond functioning as a 

descriptive turn of phrase, it appears that Murphy is commenting on the negative 

implications that a lack of imagination has on the way a place is perceived by 

outsiders looking in. By contrasting the implicit violence of the unmarked border 

with the serene beauty of the surrounding landscape, Murphy challenges 

expectations of and preconceived notions about Northern Ireland—both her own 

and her readers’—to illuminate the complexity and contradiction inherent to the 

project of representing a place both familiar and foreign within her own 

imagination.  

In A Place Apart, Murphy makes her negotiation between “easy feeling” 

and “laborious thinking” evident on the first page, therefore introducing the 
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ideological baggage she carries with her across the border. Relying on the escapist 

tendencies of easy feeling, she writes: 

To me, in County Waterford, Northern Ireland was merely a squalid little 

briar-patch swarming with human anachronisms – who often seemed sub-

human – and seething with dreary dissensions punctuated by ghastly 

excesses. Since there seemed to be nothing anybody could do about it, it 

was best forgotten. (11, emphasis mine) 

Murphy’s disgust, evidenced by the excess of language here, exposes both 

ignorance about the population and fear over the possibility that the violence of 

the Troubles might eventually “seethe” into the south given the closeness—both 

geographic and cultural—between the Republic and Northern Ireland. Murphy 

later dismisses the attitudes expressed above as inaccurate and, as I mentioned 

before, irresponsible in their reliance on stereotyping instead of first-hand 

knowledge. Nonetheless, her inclusion of this critical stance marks an important 

first step of not only her literal travels across the border, but also her metaphoric 

journey toward overcoming personal bias. The “easy feeling” that defines her 

initially negative perception of Northern Ireland communicates how a lack of 

imagination and critical engagement produces a one-dimensional representation 

of place. Travel and the act of seeing for oneself, Murphy argues, can allow those 

who harbor similar fears bred by “the maggots of bigotry” to learn “what really 

goes on, as distinct from what the media choose to tell [them]” (12). This is 

admittedly an optimistic take on the redemptive potential of travel. However, the 

text that follows this admission of bias is a practice of laborious thinking in which 
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Murphy communicates a moral imperative of travel especially steeped in both 

self-reflection and community engagement.  

In particular, the two chapters that succeed the foreword of A Place Apart, 

“Jottings on the Way” and “A Few Small Clarifications,” further illuminate the 

moral imperative of “laborious thinking” by providing valuable context—both 

personal and historical—for Murphy’s travels across the border. In the former, 

Murphy addresses the overwhelming sensation of detachment produced by the act 

of composing a travel diary about the country she calls home. Musing on the 

figurative distance she experiences during this process, Murphy considers the 

evolution of her own “Irishness”: 

Is this what is fashionable to call ‘loss of identity’? Can’t be helped, even 

if it is. And there are compensations. It’s a form of somewhat belated 

growing-up – being weaned from the Mother Ireland on whose not 

entirely infection-free milk so many of my generations were reared. A lot 

of Irish people are now going through this process. The Northern Troubles 

have forced us to reconsider our personal versions of nationalism. (22) 

Murphy’s reference to “Mother Ireland,” the matriarchal symbol of Irish 

nationalism who is often conceived of in terms of sacrifice or grief, is especially 

pertinent here since, throughout much of the travelogue, she highlights the role 

that national and cultural myth play in identity construction and ways in which 

these myths “are used daily to justify distrust and resentment of ‘the other side’” 

(192). As Murphy makes clear with her admission of hostility toward Northern 

Ireland, understanding the presence and source of ideological myths is necessary 
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to a mode of travel that demands cultural competency. Thus, Murphy foregrounds 

the act of travel in A Place Apart with a form of self-reflection that relies on the 

often-difficult process of disentangling national and familial histories from both 

each other and from the present moment.  

* 

Dervla Murphy was born in Lismore, County Waterford in 1931, just a 

decade after the Anglo-Irish Treaty was signed. Her familial background offers a 

snapshot of some of the “contradictory moods” inspired by Northern Ireland and 

the project of depicting a place both so like and unlike home. Though Murphy’s 

parents were both Dublin-born Irish Catholics, she nonetheless grew up 

surrounded by conflicting political ideologies on both sides of her family. Her 

father, Fergus, was raised by a staunchly Republican family: he had spent three 

years in prison during his youth for hiding weapons in his garden and his father, 

who was imprisoned after the Easter Rebellion, went on a hunger strike in 1918 in 

order to gain status as a political prisoner. However, by the time Murphy was 

born, her father had settled into a quiet life as a librarian and aspiring novelist in 

Lismore. Her mother, Kathleen, came from a family with mildly Unionist 

leanings—or, as Murphy specifies, a “Redmondite” affiliation; that is, those who 

favored Home Rule within the government of the United Kingdom—and 

Murphy’s maternal grandparents never approved of Kathleen’s marriage to 

Fergus. As Murphy would later write in her autobiography, Wheels within 

Wheels: The Making of a Traveller (1979), “the two families were never more 

than distantly polite…Happily these prejudices left me unaffected. I grew up fond 
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of both families, unquestioningly accepting their covert mutual hostility as a fact 

of Irish life” (34-35). From a young age, she learned a lesson that would serve her 

well in her future travels: political difference and familial bonds were not 

mutually exclusive, and that it was possible to feel a sense of belonging with both 

sides of her politically divided family.   

 Murphy complicates the “fact[s] of Irish life” in “A Few Small 

Clarifications,” a chapter that explores the rigidity of political dogma and merges 

the familial and political landscapes of her youth. In it, Murphy considers the role 

religion has played in her own life—she was raised Catholic but drifted away 

from the church when she was in her twenties and was never pressured by her 

family to return—as well as the social fabric of Irish life. She reflects on the ways 

in which politics infiltrated her home in both a literal and figurative sense in 

retelling a momentous occasion from her youth and provides a potted history of 

the conflict in Northern Ireland. To articulate the role that politics plays in the 

formation of Irish identity, she establishes the fundamental difference between 

Irish and English ideologies of law and order by recollecting a childhood memory 

of a “drama [that] was a direct product of Irish history” in which subordination to 

the law proved to be incompatible with moral judgment (31). An innate sense of 

rebellion, Murphy indicates, is a prevailing characteristic of being Irish.  

In 1944, when she was twelve years old, Murphy’s parents sheltered Pat 

(an alias for Charles Kerins), a member of the IRA wanted for the murder of a 

Dublin detective. Pat had been sent to Murphy’s home by her paternal aunt “who, 

never having recognised the validity of the post-Treaty Irish Government, was an 
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active supporter of the illegal IRA” (29).84 Much to Murphy’s surprise, in a 

subversion of her matrilineal and patrilineal political ideologies it is her father 

who expresses displeasure with housing a wanted murderer while her mother 

takes a moral stand for protecting a young man tarnished by his own “sick 

idealism” (30). Murphy reflects on this time of harboring a criminal and the 

elation she felt regarding her friendship with Pat, juxtaposing his idealism with 

the valuable life lessons he imparted to her (such as reading a map and the 

importance of conserving endangered wildlife). A few months after Pat had taken 

his leave of the Murphy family, he was tried and hanged for murder. On this same 

day, the mail delivery brought Murphy a letter from him, in which he had 

enclosed a silver ring that she “wore constantly from that moment until [her] 

fingers and [her] ideals outgrew it” (35). Reflecting on her reaction to news of his 

death, she writes: “It was against the nationalist tradition in my blood to mourn 

such deaths for that would have been to imply that the sacrifice was not 

worthwhile” (35). Murphy’s claim that nationalism is a tradition that shaped her 

childhood and also an ideal to be outgrown highlights the ever-evolving nature of 

identity in which laborious thinking is necessary to the recalibration of “personal 

versions of nationalism.”  

 
84 See Wheels within Wheels: The Making of a Traveller. Murphy addresses her aunt’s 

most recent political activities, writing: “When the present round of the Troubles began in 

Northern Ireland, Aunt Kathleen was soon to be seen in the Republican ghettoes of 

Belfast. Perhaps she merely went north as an ‘observer’, but that seems unlikely. It would 

not surprise me to discover that although well over seventy, and in poor health, she was 

gun-running. Where there are godfathers there can also be godmothers. And to this day 

the name ‘Dr Kathleen’ brings an affectionate gleam—and occasionally even a tear—to 

the eye of many a Provo” (127).  
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Following the anecdote about Pat, Murphy provides a brief overview of 

the conflict in Northern Ireland that spans seventeenth-century conflicts between 

the Scots Presbyterian Planter and Gaelic Ulster populations, the conquest of 

Ulster by William of Orange, and the current divisions among Republican 

Catholic and Loyalist Protestant communities alike. Murphy’s decision to follow 

this personal narrative with a historical account of the conflict Northern Ireland is 

particularly telling of the ways in which national and familial histories intersect. 

Murphy’s critical assessment of a nationalist discourse wrapped up in an all-

encompassing symbolic matriarch coupled with her description of her family’s 

domestic ideological conflicts work toward reinforcing a perspective of the 

Troubles as a violence that is familial: a divided house staged on a national scale. 

By arranging “A Few Small Clarifications” to include a brief snapshot of her 

family history and the larger geopolitical scope of Ireland and Northern Ireland as 

inextricably linked narratives, Murphy produces a text that constructs a porous 

boundary between the past and the present as well as between the familiar—even 

familial—and foreign. 

 

Murphy’s Ethnographies and the “Traveller’s Rewards” 

Throughout her career, Murphy has championed and worked toward 

practicing a mode of travel that promotes intercultural exchange and 

communication. In an essay titled “Foot Notes: Reflections on Travel Writing,” 

published in 1992, Murphy differentiates the traveler from the tourist and outlines 

a philosophy that defines tourism and travel as mutually exclusive practices: 
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Tourism is intrinsically incompatible with travelling. The traveller’s 

rewards are natural beauty—and silence, space, solitude—and also, no less 

importantly, spontaneous human-to-human contact with the locals, free of 

exploitation by either side. The traveller merges temporarily with a region 

and its people, as tourists cannot do. (126, emphasis mine) 

Her critique echoes the concepts of easy feeling and laborious thinking that she 

introduced nearly two decades earlier in A Place Apart. The tourist’s inability—

and perhaps unwillingness in some cases—to engage with local communities 

beyond the surface level of transaction is a particular point of contention for 

Murphy in this essay. She defines the traveler, on the other hand, by the ability to 

act on a desire to immerse herself in both the natural and cultural landscape of her 

destination. Importantly, though, Murphy recognizes the finite amount of time the 

traveler has to achieve this goal—or “reward”—and this temporal constraint 

illustrates the tension between acting like an insider and remaining an outsider.  

 In her travels to and throughout Northern Ireland, Murphy postures the 

possession of insider historical knowledge but remains, in the eyes of the 

Northern Irish, a perpetual outsider. Indeed, she begins A Place Apart from the 

perspective of the outsider by narrating the ideas about Northern Ireland she held 

before traveling there, admitting that it feels more “unknown” than the places 

around the globe to which she has traveled because, in adulthood, she finds it 

difficult to comprehend “sectarian assassins as part of one’s own way of life” 

(19). The difficulty this combination of apprehension and unknowability poses to 

the project of merging with a place further motivates Murphy’s decision to travel 
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to Northern Ireland, as does her desire to apply a philosophy built on finding 

people trustworthy despite feeling afraid. 

 In an attempt to overcome obstacles of fear and not-knowing, Murphy 

actively eschews touristic sensibilities during her travels and calibrates her 

movements toward the goal of learning how to merge with her surroundings. To 

begin with, she mostly dispenses with the isolation of automotive mobilities in 

favor of traversing the landscape by bicycle and, when her wheeled companion 

(for a bicycle named Roz after Don Quixote’s horse that has accompanied 

Murphy on nearly every journey she has taken is surely a companion) needs 

repairs, by foot. She stays in local inns when necessary but shows a preference for 

the intimacy of staying in the homes of local hosts introduced to her through a 

network of mutual acquaintances and finds the pub to be an especially useful site 

for interpersonal exchange. In fact, much of Murphy’s time in Northern Ireland is 

spent in pubs as she attempts to gain the trust of several, diverse local 

populations.85 Within these spaces, she must be aware of her surroundings at all 

times in order to properly merge with both the region and the community, an 

arduous process that involves looking and listening for certain signifiers of either 

Catholic Republicanism or Protestant Loyalism; for example, a sign in Gaelic on 

 
85 In his review of A Place Apart for The Times Literary Supplement, “Truths of the 

taproom” (1978), Brian Inglis specifically cites Murphy’s drinking prowess, for lack of a 

better term, as a reason for her ability to engage with the locals: “the best way, and often 

the only way, to make contact was to go to local bars; and only her capacity to sink pints 

of stout enabled her to stay in them long enough to thaw the reserve of the other drinkers” 

(407). Moreover, Inglis contends the fact that Murphy is a woman traveling by bicycle 

(most journalists, of whom the Northern Irish were wary, traveled by car) also helped her 

make friends with the locals a bit more quickly.   
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the wall or a reference to the Orange Order by nearby patron. On this, Murphy 

writes:  

I was displeased to find myself adapting so quickly to the divide – call it 

religious, ethnic, economic, or what you will. But it’s so central to life in 

the North that the outsider at once feels compelled to allow for it. Not to 

do so would simply show insensitivity to the local atmosphere. And could, 

conceivably, be dangerous. (58)  

In addition to exhibiting a heightened sensitivity to and awareness of her 

surroundings here, Murphy communicates a mode of travel that lacks the frivolity 

of tourism and instead relies on—and indeed requires—“laborious thinking” 

about not only the place to which one travels but also how one safely inhabits a 

possibly hostile and dangerous space. Without the knowledge and understanding 

of her surroundings produced by “laborious thinking,” Murphy would find the 

task of temporarily merging with her surroundings to be difficult at best, and 

deadly at worst.  

 In many ways, Murphy’s narrativizing of her attempts to “merge 

temporarily” with her surroundings as well as her reframing of conversations with 

locals as case studies locates A Place Apart within the paradigm of ethnographic 

travel writing. While the beginning of the travelogue depicts the action of “getting 

there” that James Clifford associates with travel, her experiences across Ulster 

begin to represent the emotionally and physically involved process of “being 

there,” or “dwelling,” he associates with ethnography (Routes 23).86 Dwelling and 

 
86 See “Travelling Cultures” in Routes: Travel and Translation in the Twentieth Century 

(1997), 17-46.   
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the fieldwork involved in ethnography, Clifford argues, are linked concepts. The 

ethnographic fieldworker is “adopted” by the local population and the field 

becomes “a home away from home, an experience of dwelling which includes 

work and growth, the development of both personal and ‘cultural’ experience. 

Ethnographers, typically, are travelers who like to stay and dig in (for a time)” 

(Routes 22). Murphy’s descriptions of her encounters with local populations, an 

outcome of “dwelling,” as well as her intimacy with the local population 

constitute the fieldwork necessary to deciphering the complexity of cultural, 

political, and sectarian differences that characterize the Troubles. It is certainly 

noteworthy, for example, that Murphy alludes to a tradition of ethnographic travel 

to Northern Ireland and implicitly includes herself within this tradition in the 

retelling of a conversation she had with a man at a pub in Derry. Recalling a time 

when each patron would imbibe with his gun on the counter beside him, he tells 

Murphy: “‘You should have come up then. We had journalists and book-writers 

and professors and Communists and anarchists and all sorts. From everywhere 

they were coming to “study” us’” (80). There are certainly correlations between 

Murphy’s mode of travel that relies on “laborious thinking” and the forms of 

ethnographic inquiry described by her drinking companion.87 Murphy engages in 

what Clifford calls “participant observation” (Predicament 180)—or, as she 

 
87 Murphy’s travels correspond to James Clifford’s analysis of the connections between 

travel and ethnography in The Predicament of Culture (1988) and Routes (1997). 

Specifically, Clifford’s distinction between ethnography and anthropology comes to 

mind: “A modern ‘ethnography’ of conjunctures, constantly moving between cultures, 

does not like its Western alter ego ‘anthropology,’ aspire to survey the full range of 

human diversity of development. It is perpetually displaced, both regionally focused and 

broadly comparative, a form of both dwelling and travel in a world where the two 

experiences are less and less distinct” (Predicament 9).  
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writes in A Place Apart, “outsider participation”—as she dwells both within and 

beyond the events of the Troubles in her travels and on the page (Predicament 

34). After realizing that she has developed a knack for distinguishing Catholics 

and Protestants based on appearance, or, she proposes, “aura,” Murphy qualifies 

her self-awareness over enacting the role of participant-observer to “study” the 

locals: “one would prefer not to react to other human beings in sectarian terms but 

this is what Northern Ireland does to travellers” (73). She goes on to explain this 

somewhat dubious claim by comparing it to a game she plays while traveling in 

England where she scans the crowd and is more or less successful in her ability to 

spot a fellow Irish person. While in Northern Ireland, she grounds her talent for 

discernment in the claim that a “Catholic face seems on the whole more 

humorous, more happy, and less ‘controlled’” (73). What emerges from these 

claims is a tenuous mediation between asserting an intimate insider knowledge—

the ability to recognize a fellow countryperson in England and a fellow Catholic 

in Northern Ireland—and maintaining the stance of the outsider by identifying 

herself with a broad class of “travelers.”  

 Several factors contribute to Murphy’s fluid, and even convenient, 

oscillation between the outsider’s act of travel and the purported insider’s act of 

dwelling. As an outsider traveling through and writing about both sides of the 

Troubles, Murphy enjoys numerous privileges that allow her the navigate the 

geographic and cultural landscape of Northern Ireland with relative ease. The ease 

of mobility that undergirds her border crossings illustrate the power the outsider, 

particularly someone who poses no imminent threat to the men stationed at the 
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gardai checkpoints, possesses to come, observe, and leave at will. To that point, 

the fact that Murphy is writing a book works as a protective shield she can trot out 

when necessary—as is the case when a Provo named Maire interrogates her 

reasoning for asking questions in a pub in Belfast. In other instances, her literary 

purpose for being in Northern Ireland serves as a form of currency to be 

exchanged for stories from the locals, particularly when she is drinking in 

Protestant pubs where the locals are a bit hostile to her southern accent and Irish 

forename.88 In addition, and no less important, her decision to travel by bicycle 

offers her a twofold benefit. Not only does it allow her to crisscross the border 

without obstruction in her rural wanderings—at one point she realizes that she had 

“crossed the border seven times within a few hours” in her travels throughout the 

mainly agrarian communities between Carrickmacross in Ireland and South 

Armagh in Northern Ireland (177)—but it also marks her as a slightly more 

benevolent outsider as it is difficult (though certainly not impossible) to hide a 

bomb in a bicycle basket.  

 Murphy certainly capitalizes on the privileges that come with presenting 

oneself as an “enquiring outsider” during her travels in Northern Ireland. But, the 

uncanny resonances of the familiarities of “home” that Murphy encounters along 

the way produce a representation of both herself and the landscape marked by 

 
88 On the difficulties of communication in these instances, Murphy writes: “When for half 

an hour grunts and nods, with heads averted, are the only responses from my fellow-

drinkers, I am sometimes tempted to give up. Yet if I burble on about the weather and 

inflation and the scenery, and then mention that I hope to write a book about Northern 

Ireland, the barriers almost always suddenly go down. And when they do, it is 

astonishing how freely people talk, as though they have been waiting years to meet an 

outsider who wanted to hear their point of view” (72). 
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instances of affinity and disorientation alike. Such a dialectical representation of 

space along the lines of home and “a place apart” resembles Clifford’s 

“paradoxical, misleading formula” of participant observation, which involves “a 

continuous tacking between the ‘inside’ and the ‘outside’ of events” that mediates 

between “grasping a sense of specific occurrences and gestures empathetically” 

and “stepping back to situate these meanings in wider contexts” (Predicament 

34). In her negotiation between intimate gestures of kinship and broader moments 

of reflection to reassess notions of Irishness and, as mentioned earlier, “personal 

versions of nationalism,” Murphy problematizes a singular reading of the 

“enquiring outsider”: her version of this role is not wholly indicative of 

ethnocentric, exoticizing travel that is so often the byproduct of ethnographic 

inquiry. In keeping with her claim that Northern Ireland inspires paradox and 

contradiction, Murphy claims a sense of belonging in some parts of the country 

and confronts the stark realization elsewhere that a correlation to home would be 

a far too strenuous stretch of the imagination. Take, for instance, South Armagh, 

where Murphy moves freely across the border with little impediment. This 

borderline place where “the temperament is conspicuously Southern” and the 

Catholics there who have “steadfastly ignored Partition…are never going to 

resign themselves to their constitutional fate as British subjects” inspires in her a 

sense of comfort: “I had not really left home” (234).  

A consideration of Belfast, a city that emerged from British conquest and 

developed by British industrialism, on the other hand, elicits a wholly different 

reaction. In the following passage, which I will quote at length, a form of 
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laborious thinking emerges in the difficult work of holding two contradictory 

thoughts in one’s mind and recognizing the validity of both:  

Watching the shadowy Antrim Hills appearing along the horizon I felt 

confused. This was my first approach to Northern Ireland from Britain and 

of course I felt that I was going back to my own island. Yet I was not 

going home…All rather disconcerting. As the coastline of Ireland’s most 

industrialised corner became clearer I remembered Macaulay’s reference 

to William III’s rendezvous with Schomberg at Belfast: ‘The meeting took 

place close to a white house, the only human dwelling then visible, in the 

space of many miles, on the dreary strand of the estuary of the Lagan.’ 

Absurd and inconvenient as it may seem, there are two distinct Irish 

traditions within this minute island inhabited by scarcely four and a half 

million people. And the creation of Belfast, on the dreary estuary of the 

Lagan is the work of only one of them. (282, emphasis original)  

This particular journey to Belfast occurs near the end of the year Murphy spent 

traveling back and forth between Ireland and Northern Ireland and marks the only 

instance in her narrative where she describes traveling to Northern Ireland from 

outside of the island. The geographic distance that traveling by ferry across the 

North Channel serves as a fitting metaphor for the critical distance she employs to 

complicate ideas of home. She recognizes that however she may feel, claiming 

ownership over the island in total does not equate to an immediate sense of 

belonging. Furthermore, the historical context of her reflection on Belfast 

specifically and Irishness more broadly bears mentioning. The rendezvous she 
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remembers reading about took place less than a month before the Battle of Boyne, 

which has reached mythical status in the tradition of the Orange Order, and is 

certainly noteworthy. However, that the reference comes from Sir Thomas 

Babington Macauley’s celebration of empire, The History of England from the 

Accession of James the Second (1848), signifies that Protestant Belfast (and 

Northern Ireland) is as deeply inscribed in the British and Unionist cultural 

imaginary as resisting British Rule is in the Irish and Republican cultural 

imaginary. Murphy’s detour into the discourse of history, which occurs in several 

instances throughout A Place Apart, makes clear to her and to the reader that both 

sides of the Troubles have a vested claim over the region. Different, even 

competing, perspectives on history reinforce the wider context in which she 

interprets the Troubles and its effects on both Protestant and Catholic 

communities—the very communities she attempts to embed herself in to better 

understand the formation of Northern Ireland.  

Moving from the broad scope of history, the path of Murphy’s 

ethnographies represent a continuous inward trajectory: she moves from urban 

exploration to interviews within domestic spaces to a consideration of the self in 

which the distinctions between the traveling subject and the object of her study 

begin to collapse. During her first tour of Belfast, her interactions with the local 

population as well as her consideration of the dangers of moving through and 

inhabiting, however briefly, sites of violent conflict illustrate the process of 

adapting to—and dwelling within—Northern Ireland. Murphy’s introduction to 

Belfast is situated against the backdrop of the July marching season, the largest 
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Orange Order march that brings with it heightened levels of tension and sectarian 

violence. In addition, recent news of a Catholic pub owner who was shot and 

killed in his sleep by a member of the Provos for the crime of serving pints to 

British soldiers during a heatwave also informs her stay there. Such a tragedy is at 

the forefront of Murphy’s mind because a few weeks before her arrival, her host 

Jim, a Catholic doctor, had crossed an invisible boundary of sectarian politics, 

putting his life in risk in order to help a British soldier who had been shot and 

wounded by a sniper.89 “As I went to bed my first night,” Murphy writes, “it 

occurred to me that I might wake up dead. A gunman could break in and shoot me 

in my sleep, mistaking me for my brave host” (124). Murphy’s retelling of this 

ghastly murder and subsequent reflection on her own potential danger function 

neither to sensationalize the tensions of the Troubles nor to position herself in the 

role of adventurous traveler. Rather, these details serve to highlight the everyday 

violence through which Murphy must navigate as she attempts to merge with the 

landscape—both cultural and physical—of Northern Ireland.  

 Prior to Murphy’s arrival in Belfast, a friend had given her a copy of the 

“British Army Tribal Map of Belfast, which marks the ghetto areas orange and 

green,” and advised her to study it carefully (124). Before she explores the Green 

Belfast by herself—a form of “dwelling” in its own right—Jim takes her on a tour 

of the of the Catholic ghettos by car, not unlike the tour guides that ushered 

groups of middle-to-upper class Londoners through the slums of Whitechapel and 

 
89 As Murphy makes clear in the Foreword to A Place Apart, she uses aliases to refer to 

named individuals in order to protect their identities.  
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Shoreditch in the late nineteenth century.90 At one point, the car nears two 

children arranging cardboard boxes in the middle of the road and Murphy 

expresses horror at the twinned thoughts of children playing either with make-

believe carboard replicas of bombs or, as Jim indicates is not beyond the realm of 

possibility, with the real thing.91 Alongside the political “guidebook” given to her 

by her friend, this tour serves as another form of knowledge imparted on Murphy 

to better allow her to negotiate the social cityscape of Belfast. Though she parts 

from Jim “a little apprehensively,” Murphy finds herself warming to the city: 

“Everyday life in Belfast takes some getting used to, yet contrary to my 

expectations I found the city quite attractive” (126). Following this visual 

assessment of the city that verges ever so slightly on mirroring the tourist gaze, 

Murphy switches gears—both literally and figurative—to embark on a solo 

cycling tour of Belfast with the goal of moving beyond witnessing at a distance to 

participating in an immersive, experiential engagement with local communities 

affected by the Troubles.  

 Two visits that Murphy pays to the homes of grieving families illuminates 

the ethnographic undertones of her travels within Belfast. By way of introductions 

made by a community worker, Murphy spends an afternoon with Tom and Maire, 

a couple in their forties whose son was “executed” the previous year as a 

 
90 Regarding the role of chaperones and tour guides in Victorian slum travel, see Seth 

Koven, Slumming: Sexual and Social Politics in Victorian London (2004).  
91 Here and elsewhere throughout A Place Apart, Murphy’s observations take on a 

subtext of “think of the children”—a sentiment she repeats while speaking about her 

travels through Northern Ireland in Who is Dervla Murphy—so it is perhaps unsurprising 

that when Eland reissued the travelogue in 2014, the editors chose an image of children 

playing in front of armed guards for the cover image. 
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punishment for leaving the “Stickies”—that is, the Official Marxist IRA—

because he “refused to shoot someone with whom he had grown up on the same 

street and gone to school” (127).92 The following day, Murphy meets with 

“another bereaved mother” (127), Aine, a Catholic woman who had also lost a 

son to sectarian violence. Aine’s son Frank was murdered in his home for the 

“crime” of being engaged to a Protestant woman—it is presumed that his assassin 

“thought it his duty to prevent a Protestant girl’s child being brought up in the 

Romish faith” (128). In both cases, Murphy enacts the role of a participant 

observant who challenges a straightforward dichotomy of “insider” and 

“outsider”: she is not only invited into the homes of Maire and Aine, but she is 

also made to feel less like an interviewer and more like intimate confidante. 

Murphy makes clear Maire’s hospitality, writing that she “wiped bright yellow 

cake crumbs and a smear of tomato ketchup off the leatherette and invited me to 

be comfortable beside her” before relating her family’s tragedy (126). Likewise, 

Aine insists that Murphy stay for dinner to continue their conversation about both 

Frank and the chronic unemployment caused by anti-Catholic discrimination.  

 These examples, like many others throughout A Place Apart that portray 

Murphy’s intimate access to spaces denied to outsiders like the “journalists and 

book-writers” who traveled to Northern Ireland to study the locals, also 

 
92 The Official Marxist IRA is the modern incarnation of the Irish Provisional Army. As 

Murphy later discusses, the feud between the Provos and the Stickies impacted several 

families in Belfast. A few days after conducting these interviews, Murphy sits in on a 

Provo Sinn Fein meeting along with several mothers who had recently lost sons to the 

feud (132). At one point during the meeting, two women whose lives were negatively 

impacted when their husbands joined conflicting sides beg for a truce between the two 

factions.  



154 

 

complicate Clifford’s “inadvertently masculinist” theorization of ethnography, 

which does not always address how “traversals are always already gendered” 

(Holland and Huggan 111).93 Although Murphy’s travelogue presents a narrative 

steeped in the practice of participant observation, she also belongs to a larger 

tradition of women’s travel writing that dates back to the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries. In particular, the relative ease with which she is able to 

navigate the domestic spaces of the homes of Catholic and Protestant families 

alike places her in the position of what Mary Louise Pratt calls the “social 

exploratress.”94 Unlike women such as Isabella Fane and Emily Eden, whose 

travels depended on their relationship to the men in their lives, social 

exploratresses embarked on their own journeys as opposed to traveling as 

feminine companions. This is not to say that social exploratresses shared no 

similarities with these women, especially since domestic interiors played a 

prominent role in their travel narratives as sites of specifically feminine “modes of 

constituting knowledge and subjectivity” (Pratt 159). Eschewing “the goal-

directed, linear emplotment of conquest narrative” of their male counterparts, 

social exploratresses privileged cyclical mobilities between their temporary 

residences on the road and the homes they visited, mediating ethnographic 

research and writing strategies through their focus on the connection between the 

social and political within spheres of domesticity (Pratt 157-158). In the role of 

social exploratress, Murphy practices “social exploration as political practice” 

 
93 See Tourists with Typewriters: Critical Reflections on Contemporary Travel Writing 

(1998) by Patrick Holland and Graham Huggan, specifically “Gender and Other 

Troubles,” 111-156.  
94 See Imperial Eyes, specifically “The Exploratrices Sociales,” 155-164.  



155 

 

(Pratt 160) by embedding herself within the communities she endeavored to 

understand in a depth that contrasts her initial assessment of Northern Ireland as a 

place to be ignored or, worse, forgotten altogether. Additionally, her engagement 

with and representation of the lived reality of women like Maire and Aine 

function as a counternarrative to predominant political discourses that represent 

Catholic populations through the lens of Protestant bias, such as the 1969 speech 

by Lord O’Neill95 that Murphy references following her visits to these families. In 

it, O’Neill argues for civil rights in Northern Ireland by making the specious 

claim that without equal access to employment opportunities and home 

ownership, the Catholic population in Northern Ireland will continue to “rear 

eighteen children on National Assistance” (130). Unlike O’Neill’s condescension 

that illustrates “how Orangeism marks a man for life,” the details of Murphy’s 

social exploration provide a more well-rounded perspective of the hardships faced 

by Catholic families and communicate the coexistence of critical distance and 

emotional intimacy (130).  

Furthermore, the gendered mode of ethnography in which Murphy 

participates is especially steeped in a practice referred to as “domestic 

ethnography” within several fields of academic inquiry. In scholarship on travel 

writing, studies of domestic ethnography typically center on British women’s 

travel to “the east.” In her study on western travel to the Arabian Peninsula in the 

last four decades, Billie Melman analyzes an “ethnography of everyday life” in 

which “the experience of travel was textual even as travellers claimed, and in 

 
95 Here, Murphy is referring to Terence O’Neill, the fourth Prime Minister of Northern 

Ireland.  
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many cases drew on, actual experience and sometimes participant observation” 

(110). To explain how “domestic ethnographies thus evolved as a largely 

feminine genre,” Melman turns to Lady Mary Wortley Montagu as an early 

“blueprint” for this mode of travel and travel writing, particularly since Montagu 

was able to access spaces from which men were barred, like the harem, and 

placed detailed accounts of the feminine domestic sphere at the center of her 

epistolary travel narrative, Turkish Embassy Letters, published posthumously in 

1763 (111).96 In this spatial conceptualization, domestic ethnography is not 

simply an ethnography of the ordinary, but specifically an ethnography of the 

feminine.  

 Elsewhere, the term has been deployed to further complicate Clifford’s 

dichotomous construction of the “insider/outsider” binary of the traveler-

ethnographer. Documentary film scholar Michael Renov is credited as coining the 

term in his study on documentary films centered on the family, where he posits 

 
96 To date, Montagu’s pioneering approach to western women’s travel writing remains 

central to studies on the intersection of travel, ethnography, and the domestic sphere. For 

further engagements with women’s narratives of domestic ethnography, see also Emma 

Short’s introduction to the 2015 themed issue of Journeys, “Women writing travel, 1890-

1939,” and Barbara Cooke’s contribution, “The adventures of Miss Ross: interventions 

into, and the tenacity of, romantic travel writing in Southwest Persia,” 54-74. Drawing on 

Melman’s definition, Cooke writes: “It may then be categorized as a ‘domestic 

ethnography,’ a typically feminine genre of travel writing that, by Ross’ time, had 

established itself as ‘distinctly middle class.’ Domestic ethnographies became a principal 

means of writing about the Muslim world because they were able to uncover the ‘secrets’ 

of the harem and other spaces that were strictly off-limits to the travelling white male 

(Melman 2002: 111-112). According to Susan Bassnett (2002: 229), exclusion from these 

spaces led to an ‘eroticisation of the unfamiliar’ that domestic ethnography could help 

redress, by, for example, rejecting ‘clear-cut distinctions between private spaces, 

identified with women and taken to signify powerlessness, and public ones’ (Melman 

2002: 112)” (57). 
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that domestic ethnography is an ethnography defined specifically by 

“consanguinity and co(i)mplication” (141).97 He writes: 

By co(i)mplication, I mean both complexity and interpenetration of 

subject/object identities. To pursue the point yet further, one could say that 

domestic ethnography is a kind of supplementary autobiographical 

practice; it functions as a vehicle of self-examination, a means through 

which to construct self-knowledge through recourse to the familiar other. 

(141) 

Similar to studies on the ways in which women’s accounts of travel work toward 

demystifying the “foreign,” in this conceptualization of domestic ethnography, “it 

is the all-too-familiar rather than the exotic that holds sway” and “representations 

of self and other are simultaneously if unequally at stake” (142). Constructing a 

domestic ethnography of the family, in both the literal and figurative sense, 

involves the intimate and sometimes uncomfortable process of blurring the 

boundaries between self and other, thus producing “discursively unstable” 

narratives that teeter on the brink of autobiographical subjectivity and 

ethnographic objectivity (153).   

My reading of “domestic ethnography” in Murphy’s A Place Apart draws 

on both discourses—travel writing and documentary filmmaking—and my 

conceptualization of the “domestic” resides at the intersection of home, nation, 

and constructs of cultural belonging. Furthermore, in the context of the Troubles 

 
97 See Renov, “Domestic Ethnography and the Construction of the ‘Other’ Self,” 140-

155, in Collecting Visible Evidence, edited by Michael Renov and Jane Gaines, U. of 

Minnesota Press, 1999.  
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as a violence that is familial in nature—that is, a violence impacting communities 

that have been historically intertwined for several centuries—the domestic 

ethnography that defines Murphy’s experience is Northern Ireland is inextricable 

from the identity of the traveler. Thus, Murphy’s specific brand of domestic 

ethnography is inherently tied to her construction of travel as a practice in 

“laborious thinking,” which demands an engagement with both the self and the 

communities she inhabits that resists simplistic categorization. 

  In relation to her interviews with and narrative depiction of women like 

Maire and Aine, Murphy resists the oversimplification of “easy feeling” when she 

refuses to reduce them to stock figures within the narrative of the Troubles. She 

actively avoids perpetuating the trope of “Mother Ireland” in her depiction of 

maternal grief in the face of tragedy and thus elevates her representation of these 

women above the reduction of woman to national allegory so common to 

literature about the Troubles.98 For example, much to Murphy’s surprise, Maire 

resists temptations to dwell in bitterness toward her son’s killer, instead 

expressing that she “prays to God above not to be that way” because “what good 

would it do, to have another mother with all this sadness on her?” (127). 

Likewise, Aine and her husband “are the sort of Belfast people one rarely hears 

of” because, despite losing their son to the sectarian divide between Catholics and 

 
98 See Jayne Steel’s chapter, “Politicizing the private: women writing the Troubles” in 

Representing the Troubles: Texts and Images, 1970-2000 edited by Brian Cliff and 

Éibhear Walshe. She critiques the “predominantly male-authored texts that J. Bowyer 

Bell has dubbed ‘Troubles Trash’” that rely on stereotypical representations of women, 

such as “the long-suffering domestic drudge” and the embodiment of a “‘sacrificial 

Mother Ireland’” (55).   
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Protestants, they actively disagree with and refuse to see the benefit of the IRA’s 

actions since the Troubles began (129). 

In both cases, Murphy foregrounds representations of women who subvert 

expectations of gendered grief. Similar to the figure of the “social exploratress,” 

she uses a type of ethnographic merging with her surroundings, interiors both 

domestic and commercial into which she is invited, again and again in A Place 

Apart to subvert preconceived expectations about the people who live in Northern 

Ireland. Traveling through a religiously-mixed town in County Armagh, Murphy 

visits the private home/occasional pub of a Protestant farmer named George, 

whom Murphy describes as “without bigotry” and as representative of “a 

Protestant type one meets often but hears too little about, so much more 

‘newsworthy’ are the Loyalist paramilitaries and Orange politicians” (179). 

Murphy and George are joined by a neighboring Catholic farmer, Pat, and, in a 

scene of sectarian tranquility that both Pat and George stress is a rarity in 

Armagh, the three share pints and conversation about the long-lasting impact of 

the Troubles. At the end of their visit, George warns Murphy against the “easy 

feeling” of believing those who claim to be unbothered by the Troubles, 

beseeching her to “Remember this – it may be something a stranger doesn’t notice 

but it’s true. Everybody in Northern Ireland – everybody – has been branded by 

our experiences since ’69” (180). Aside from serving as moment in which 

Murphy’s own biases about “Orange” bigotry are continually challenged by the 

people she meets, the significance of this exchange lies in its implicit message 
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that even localized instances of peace and comradery bear the weight of the 

region’s history of violent conflict.  

 Indeed, as soon as the conversation between George and Pat shifts more 

explicitly to the exhaustion caused by the violence of the Troubles, “a sort of 

Pavlov reaction” prompts a swift redirection in the conversation (180). Murphy 

surmises that it was her presence as a curious outsider that led to a discussion of 

topics northern “Protestants and Catholics fear to tread together” (180). A 

consideration of Murphy’s approach to a mode of travel inflected by domestic 

ethnography begs the question: how does a shared history of colonialism and 

British military occupation between not only the communities of Northern Ireland 

but also between the communities on either side of the national border further 

complicate Murphy’s negotiation between her personal and cultural histories? 

Furthermore, given the resemblance between Murphy’s access to such intimate 

exchanges and the domestic inquiries of the social exploratress, is laborious 

thinking a gendered task?  

 

Women’s Work in the Wake of Empire: Laborious Thinking and the 

Domestic Ethnographer  

 Murphy has expressed that she sees herself as neither a postcolonial travel 

writer nor a postcolonial subject. Responding to this issue in an interview, she 

claims: “I see myself as Irish, or probably European….I travel in the awareness of 

my belonging to a Western culture, a European culture; I think of myself as a 
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European woman.”99 Taken within the context of Murphy’s travels across the 

Middle East and African continent, this statement communicates Murphy’s 

awareness of her place within a long line of western white women writing about 

their travels across the globe, particularly to countries with histories of colonial 

occupation. And yet, the specific geographical, political, and cultural context of A 

Place Apart challenges Murphy’s refusal to correlate Irishness with 

postcolonialism. Here, Frank Ferguson’s claim that Ulster-Scots Northern Irish 

writers exist within a “double postcolonial condition,” a negative liminal state in 

which they are neither Irish nor British, seems like an apt model to follow (3).100 

Within the “discursively unstable” narrative mode of domestic ethnography, I 

propose that Murphy, too, can be read as existing in a liminal subjectivity 

between identifying as a white European woman when she travels outside of 

Ireland and reconciling with her own Irishness—inclusive of histories of 

conquest, violence, and occupation—while traveling through Northern Ireland. 

For Murphy, part of “getting back” to Ireland involves accessing elements of her 

identity that leads to moments in which she addresses ideological engagements 

with histories of British rule and deep-rooted biases steeped in mythic constructs 

of national belonging.    

 A mediation between these two subjectivities emerges both in Murphy’s 

reflection on Anglo-Irish history writ large and in her confrontation of her own 

 
99 See Kati Stammwitz, “‘Turning the Telescope in the Other Direction’: Four Interviews 

with Post-Colonial Travel Writers. Pico Iyer, Frank Delaney, Dan Jacobson, and Dervla 

Murphy” (1999) in EESE: 

http://webdoc.gwdg.de/edoc/ia/eese/artic99/stamm/1_99.html#fn2.   
100 See Frank Ferguson, ed. Ulster-Scots Writing: An Anthology, Dublin: Four Courts 

Press, 2008.  

http://webdoc.gwdg.de/edoc/ia/eese/artic99/stamm/1_99.html#fn2
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biases. Scattered across the pages of A Place Apart are references to remnants of 

empire that illustrate a last gasp, so to speak, of British imperialism. A man from 

whom Murphy hitches a ride in County Armagh, for example, implicitly alludes 

to the shrinking British empire in his assessment of the relationship between the 

British soldiers stationed in Northern Ireland and the Provos: “‘They’ve been 

beaten into the ground all over the world but it’d be the last bloody straw if they 

let it look like a wee handful of Paddies had ’em beaten here’” (237). Earlier in 

the text, Murphy’s language is much more explicit regarding the relationship 

between Britain and Northern Ireland. Traveling to Derry for the first time, she 

notices the housing estates where the British soldiers’ families live and finds out 

that the wives of British soldiers are bussed to Unionist-friendly towns when they 

need to do their shopping. Commenting on the plight of these contemporary 

helpmeets with a hint of humor, Murphy writes, “What a life for those wives and 

young children! All the boredom and tension of being posted in a rebellious 

colony without the compensation of getting to know some exotic corner of the 

globe” (76).101 These references ultimately culminate in a consideration of the 

Irish Question born out of the 1800 Act of Union; that is, the question of Ireland’s 

sovereignty and colonial status—a question that Murphy cannot fully answer. 

Echoing the mantra of eight hundred years of Irish subjugation (a reference to the 

Anglo-Norman Invasion of Ireland in the twelfth century), Murphy comes to the 

 
101 Elsewhere in A Place Apart, Murphy draws direct comparisons between Loyalist rule 

in Northern Ireland to white rule in Rhodesia (197) and notes the “condescension in rural 

Irish attitudes towards the remnants of Ascendancy” (19). 
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conclusion that Britain “can never realistically be regarded by Irish people as a 

‘foreign country,’” writing:  

It is not my intention to sound patronizing; by now I feel a great respect as 

well as a deep affection for the Northern Irish. But we are all in this 

muddle together, like it or not, and we must help each other to get out of 

it. The Northern Problem is – one hopes – the last act in that Anglo-Irish 

tragedy which we have been enacting for centuries past on the stage of our 

two islands. (302)102  

The language Murphy employs here is especially telling. The implication of her 

subtle transition from the singular “I” to the collective “we” is twofold: first, it 

communicates both the traveler-ethnographer’s tenuous “insider/outsider” status 

of participant observer; and second, it alludes to Murphy’s sense of belonging to a 

cultural and familial Irishness that transcends political boundaries while, 

importantly, avoiding an overly-simplistic dismissal of national borders. Instead 

of promoting a false equivalency between a shared cultural memory and insider 

status, Murphy communicates an affinity (whether desirable or not) between not 

only Northern Ireland and Ireland, but also between Ireland and Britain that stems 

 
102 See also Declan Kiberd, Inventing Ireland: The Literature of a Modern Nation (1995), 

specifically “Ireland and the End of Empire,” 251-262. On the relationship between 

Ireland and England, Kiberd writes: “Most obvious, perhaps, was the sheer duration of 

the colonial occupation, which lasted more than seven centuries. Set against that, 

however, was the close proximity of Ireland to England: affinities of climate, 

temperament and culture made it hard for the English to treat the Irish consistently as 

their absolute Other and led to attempts, such as the Act of Union in 1800, to assimilate 

the occupied land into a United Kingdom. To some this seemed a benign offer of 

membership in one of the greatest organizations in human history: to many others it was 

the most insidious of all oppressive tactics […] Ireland was so penetrated that, apart from 

a few scattered areas of the western seaboard, it had ceased to exist as an “elsewhere” in 

the English mind” (Kiberd 251).  
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from a deeply-ingrained historical bond centuries in the making. Furthermore, 

Murphy’s stress on communal action and support further illustrates the ways in 

which an empathetic mode of travel based on “laborious thinking” constitutes a 

metaphoric journey in which her initial disgust for Northern Ireland is 

transformed into a deep-rooted appreciation for both its landscape and people.  

 Such a journey is not without its setbacks. Also scattered throughout the 

pages of A Place Apart are moments in which Murphy makes clear that her biases 

run a bit Green—perhaps due to the “not entirely infection-free milk” of Mother 

Ireland. She critiques the ideological blinders worn by communities on either side 

of the sectarian divide; for example, her claim that “Provo thinking” is inaccurate 

because “Provos don’t think; they inherit fixed attitudes” illustrates the 

importance Murphy places on critiquing sources of nationalism (230). 

Nonetheless, throughout the text, she appears to be having an argument with her 

own “fixed attitudes.” In several instances throughout the text, she is quick to pick 

up on the bigotry of “the oppressive Orange cloud” and express shock at the 

violence perpetuated by Loyalist paramilitary groups (101). However, in a 

moment of self-awareness, Murphy also textually performs the process of 

overcoming her biases. She writes: “By the time I left Northern Ireland, some of 

my best friends were Orangemen – and I write that sincerely, with my tongue 

nowhere near my cheek” (104). In an assessment of Northern attitudes that could 

very well be read as an ethnography of the self, Murphy claims that “there is no 

such thing as objectivity about Northern problems, except among a tiny minority 

of intellectuals” (121). Having already admitted that the “1916 myth, like malaria, 
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is in [her] bloodstream” (43), Murphy produces a text invested in detangling myth 

from reality that illustrates yet another Northern Irish paradox: an impossible 

objectivity that demands the traveler must dwell in her own subjectivity in order 

to move beyond it.   

 This move from “easy feeling” to “laborious thinking” is perhaps best 

illustrated by Murphy’s theorization of a patriotism founded on compassion 

instead of ancestry. Despite claiming that she feels “no patriotic involvement in 

the Northern conflict” given her familial ties to the Provos and ancestral link to 

the Easter Rising, Murphy recognizes that sometimes one’s family history has an 

intangible power over the senses. Upon admitting that the sight of the Union Jack 

outside of a factory in the majority-Catholic and Republican county of Derry 

caused her to feel “irrational resentment,” Murphy acknowledges the presence of 

two Irish traditions in her recognition that Unionists (Loyalists) who live in 

Northern Ireland have roots there that go back three hundred years to the arrival 

of their planter ancestors and that Northern Ireland is just as much of a home for 

them as it is for Republicans (99). Differentiating between nationalism and 

patriotism, Murphy writes:  

My definition of patriotism is an awareness of loving and belonging to a 

place, whether or not the vagaries of politics decree that it belongs to you 

at any given date. Thus I can feel patriotic about Northern Ireland – as I 

never could about England – without feeling possessive. People feel and 

think and react in such various and often contradictory ways on different 
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levels – and maybe politicians made such messes because they try to get 

everybody operating neatly on one level. (99, emphasis original)  

In her separation of the concepts of patriotism and possession, Murphy is able to 

express an intimate connection to a country that is not necessarily “her own” but 

is nonetheless a place to which she can feel a sense of belonging. Placing 

particular emphasis on the idea of belonging, Murphy’s definition of patriotism 

problematizes an ethnographic mode that maintains an imbalance of power 

between the outsider and her subject of study. Instead, she reinforces a domestic 

ethnographic mode of merging representations of the self with representations of 

the other. The power that she might have possessed as an outsider looking in 

collapses as she builds a sense of belonging based on her experiences of 

“dwelling” in Northern Ireland. Her travelogue, thus, contains multiple 

perspectives of the insider looking out: both her own and those of the people she 

interviews. An active deconstruction of nationalist identities bound by geographic 

and political borders is integral to Murphy’s approach to travel, which transforms 

the act of ethnographic fieldwork into a process of cultural kinship and solidarity 

built on laborious thinking about notions of home and the complexities of a 

nation’s history.   

 Equally important to this conceptualization of a compassionate patriotism 

is Murphy’s critique of politicians’ inability to properly react to and govern a 

space of contradiction. Part of the laborious thinking that goes into developing a 

love for, and belonging to, place is the ability to understand that no individual in a 

society wracked by trauma is without complication. To that point, a particularly 
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harrowing experience Murphy had while traveling across Belfast illustrates the 

impossibility of viewing society and the individuals that comprise it through a 

singular lens. While cycling between Catholic and Protestant neighborhoods on 

the Queen’s Highway, Murphy finds herself caught at an Ulster Defence 

Association (UDA)103 checkpoint. Instead of turning around, Murphy defends her 

right to use the road and asks for permission to pass. The moment the UDA leader 

hears her southern accent, he orders her to stay put after violently kicking and 

damaging Roz. Before allowing her to pass, he and his men subject Murphy to an 

onslaught of verbal sexual assault: 

For the next twenty-three minutes…I stood in the middle of the road being 

pornographically insulted at intervals by those thirty men. This was an 

extraordinarily effective method of mental torture. It eventually reduced 

me to tears of humiliation though by normal standards I am a tough old 

boot. I would have preferred a beating-up. As it was, I knew that if I did or 

said nothing provocative I was in no danger. (218) 

Despite the discomfort and anger this experience caused Murphy, she exerts 

textual control over the incident and asserts that it was “enormously instructive” 

(219). In the middle of the attack, Murphy recognizes one of the UDA members 

to be a young man with whom she shared pints at a local pub a few days before. 

Though he gives no indication that he recognizes her—and is, in fact, one of the 

most vocal participants in this instance of abuse—Murphy succeeds in finding 

 
103 The Ulster Defence Association, or UDA, is a legal Protestant Parliamentary 

organization that was formed to combat Republicanism. They worked covertly with the 

Ulster Freedom Fighters, which was an illegal paramilitary organization, to avoid being 

outlawed.  



168 

 

comfort in his presence. In her mind, he serves as proof that an individual can be 

separated from the herd mentality that governs violence and prejudice. To further 

explain the humanity she sees in this man, Murphy argues that he “is not even 

truly bigoted or he would have never talked to me as he did in that pub. But he is 

a man of low intelligence and minimal education and therefore is susceptible to 

every sort of social and moral infection. He, too, is a victim – as who, in Northern 

Ireland, is not?” (219).    

 Murphy’s descriptions of both herself and the young man volunteering for 

the UDA are especially noteworthy, particularly in the ways they overlap. In 

assessing her own tendency toward the bias later in A Place Apart, Murphy 

surmises about the possibility that “local emotion was infectious” to explain her 

resentment toward the presence of British soldiers in County Armagh, an area she 

describes as virulently anti-British (229). In addition to finding common ground 

with the young man, Murphy also purposefully avoids the narrative trope of 

woman-as-victim in her claim that she would “have preferred a beating-up”—

which can also be read as an implicit admission that she could better withstand 

it—as well as in her rhetorical move of shifting the focus of victimization from 

herself to the young man. Not only does this move exemplify Murphy’s 

compassionate approach to a form of participant observation that seeks to 

understand political division in Northern Ireland, but it also indicates a complex 

approach to exploring her position of woman traveler within the self-

representative mode of domestic ethnography. For women travelers in the 

nineteenth century, leaving the domestic sphere was a rebellious act in itself and 
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the women who undertook specifically solo travel were seen as eccentric at best, 

and as lacking feminine propriety at worst. Thus, it is not uncommon for the 

travel narratives by Murphy’s predecessors to elide incidents of assault like the 

one described above and, as Foster and Mills argue, “sexual attack is often 

something which is most marked in women’s travel writing paradoxically because 

of its absence” (173).104  

Murphy’s decision to include this incident of gendered violence in her 

travelogue is a form of combatting woman’s silence in both the literary realm of 

travel writing and the public sphere of politics. Her engagements with gender and 

sexuality in A Place Apart are brief; however, her description of the assault also 

allows her an opportunity to participate in a much larger conversation on the role 

that religion plays in sexual violence and the schisms within feminism in the 

1970s. Addressing Ireland’s “weird national sex-life,” which included the 

continued prohibition of contraception and abortion at the time of her writing A 

Place Apart, Murphy posits: “Even if one doesn’t accept a direct link between 

sexual frustration and aggression, Irish Christianity’s anti-sex complex must have 

some very peculiar effects on some unfortunates” (23). She also uses the UDA 

incident to briefly allude to and question debates surrounding feminism and 

pornography when she claims: “The anti-censorship advocates of ‘porn for all’ 

might profitably reflect on such examples of the connection between porn and 

violence – something I had often heard about without ever expecting to observe 

it” (218-219). Murphy, who eschews the label of “feminist” much she does the 

 
104 See Shirley Foster and Sara Mills, eds., An anthology of women’s travel writing 

(2002), specifically “Women and Space,” 172-180. 
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label “postcolonial,” uses her own experience here not to come to a specific value 

judgement, but rather to question woman’s place in an ever-changing society.105 

By broadening the definition of victimization—and who counts as a 

victim—to include everyone in Northern Ireland, Murphy dispels with a 

straightforward correspondence of woman to victim. Readers familiar with the 

political landscape of Northern Ireland in the 1970s will immediately recognize 

the parallel between Murphy’s experience at the UDA checkpoint and the anti-

terrorism tactics employed by the British military. In Shattering Silence: Women, 

Nationalism, and Political Subjectivity in Northern Ireland (1997), Begoña 

Aretxaga articulates the impact such practices had on Catholic women, writing: 

During the early 1970s, women were required to open their coats at 

military checkpoints as part of the security measures against terrorism. 

Male visual inspections of the female body were sometimes accompanied 

by sexual comments. To Catholic women the act of opening their coat to 

the intent gaze of a strange man amounted to an act of undressing with 

concomitant feelings of embarrassment, degradation, and guilt. (Aretxaga 

132) 

 
105 See Rosita Boland, “Dervla Murphy, 82: ‘What do I think of politicians? A pile of 

f**king s**ts’” in The Irish Times (May 10, 2014). Murphy states: “I wouldn’t really call 

myself a feminist. When the whole women’s lib thing happened I was hardly ever in 

Ireland, or Europe, so it passed me by. Obviously I cheered when I heard of women 

going to Belfast and bringing back condoms, but I can’t say I was ever part of it. Where I 

do get fiercely feminist is about abortion. I hate the idea, but, even more, I hate the idea 

of forcing women to carry and deliver a baby they don’t want. I think it’s outrageous that 

you have a whole load of men making those decisions, in church and politics, especially a 

load of celibate men.” See https://www.irishtimes.com/life-and-style/people/dervla-

murphy-82-what-do-i-think-of-politicians-a-pile-of-f-king-s-ts-1.1789737. 

 

 

https://www.irishtimes.com/life-and-style/people/dervla-murphy-82-what-do-i-think-of-politicians-a-pile-of-f-king-s-ts-1.1789737
https://www.irishtimes.com/life-and-style/people/dervla-murphy-82-what-do-i-think-of-politicians-a-pile-of-f-king-s-ts-1.1789737
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Murphy’s experience mirrors the description of Catholic women’s psychological 

degradation—for she views the sexualized verbal litany the UDA members 

launched at her as a form of torture. However, her mode of self-representation 

resists a “construction of women as allegory of the nation and the long 

establishment of sexuality as a battleground of political relations” which had been 

deployed by men in Northern Irish society on either side of the sectarian divide to 

subjugate women in the early 1970s (Aretxaga 151). On a broader level, Murphy 

calls attention to the vulnerable position of women in Northern Ireland regardless 

of religious affiliation as a valuable first step toward working to overcome a such 

a singular perspective. Similar to her refusal to liken the women she interviewed 

in Belfast to allegorical representations of a grieving “Mother Ireland,” Murphy 

also refuses to inhabit the role of national allegory herself. 

 Nonetheless, I would be remiss if I failed to point out the maternal 

undertones of Murphy’s engagement with the young man in the UDA specifically, 

and the “youngers…[who] become more and more aggressive” among the ranks 

of the UDA and British army alike (220). Immediately before narrating her 

experience with the paramilitary checkpoint, Murphy describes an interaction she 

had with several young children between the ages of six and eight who recognized 

her as “the lady with the bike” in a Catholic slum in Belfast (215). Upon finding 

the children lighting bonfires inside of an abandoned, heavily-vandalized home, 

Murphy uses her presence as an exciting outsider to lull them away from their 

destructive—and dangerous—play, only to witness the arrival of some slightly 

older adolescents whose brutally violent treatment of the younger children leaves 
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Murphy in a state of shock. This observation prompts her to reflect on her own 

position as a mother to an eight-year-old child. She claims that “this is the age at 

which they need to be rescued from their circumstances” because, as she notes, 

they will likely be “confirmed, professional vandals” within a few years and, after 

that, the next generation of Republican paramilitaries (216).106 The narrative 

juxtaposition of the image of Murphy “cuddl[ing] a whimpering seven-year-old” 

on a debris-strewn sidewalk in a Belfast slum with her recognition of the UDA 

member’s victimhood is striking and, importantly, should not be reduced to 

fleeting moments of a woman’s “maternal instinct.” Rather, by framing her 

interactions with the members of the politically polarized communities of Belfast 

through the labor of compassion associated with motherhood, Murphy calls upon 

a maternal identity that transcends national and sectarian division to serve as yet 

another strategy for resisting “easy feeling.” Thus, she calls upon her own 

experience with motherhood to stress the integral role that women play in 

championing communal exchange and discourses of peace in Northern Ireland. 

 So it is unsurprising that immediately following her exchange with the 

UDA, Murphy shifts the focus of her travelogue to a rally and march organized by 

the Peace People, a political movement largely comprised of women from both 

Protestant and Catholic districts of Belfast. Murphy travels to the rally on a 

Protestant “Peace Ladies” bus and notes the women with whom she traveled 

 
106 Murphy’s concern for the children of Northern Ireland comes up several times. After 

observing a group of adolescents caught up in a drunken revelry in a Protestant slum 

during the July Orange Marches, she admits to feeling the “blackest despair” she had yet 

to experience during her travel, writing: “The scales are so weighted so heavily against 

these children” and the generations to follow (285).    
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waved and cheered at other passing Peace buses, “and the cheering was that much 

louder for a Catholic bus” (221). Before reaching the march, Murphy writes, “a 

tremendous atmosphere of unity and hope had been generated” (221). At the 

rallying point, Murphy joins approximately 20,000 marchers and notes moments 

of solidarity between the cheering Catholic onlookers and groups of Protestant 

participants intermingled throughout the march. Though the day is not without 

incident—Provo onlookers, mostly young men, fling foul gestures and comments 

at the marchers (particularly those they recognize) and a bomb explosion at a 

nearby depot brings the British army to the marching route—Murphy focuses her 

narration of the march on moments of kindness. Observing the patrols of British 

soldiers, she notes their friendly demeanor with the Peace People, writing: 

At one stage a girl from a Catholic ghetto was walking with me. As we 

passed a tall young soldier she smiled at him and said, ‘We’ll soon have 

yous out of a job!’ The soldier smiled back. ‘I hope so!’ he said – with a 

depth of feeling which gave those three syllables an extraordinary 

eloquence. Had the girl dared in her home district to treat a Brit as another 

human being she would have been ‘suitably punished’. I felt then that the 

Peace Movement was worthwhile, even if it never achieved anything more 

than these small gleams of humanity through the clouds. (223) 

Here, the phrase “suitably punished” calls to mind the Republican practice of 

publicly shaming Catholic women who dated (or were suspected of flirting with) 

British soldiers by shaving off all of their hair and/or by tarring and feathering 
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them.107 However, in this specific moment, Murphy focuses instead on the 

possibility of discourse between opposing political sides and offers her readers a 

glimpse, fleeting as it may be, of a potential future: a future that does not abolish 

cultural, political, and social divisions, but rather one in which two opposing 

factions can live side by side within the national borders of a contested space. For, 

as Murphy indicates earlier, “one has to look far ahead when considering 

Northern Ireland. To think only about the present and the immediate future is to 

invite despair” (27). And though Murphy addresses debates over the efficacy of 

the Peace People elsewhere in A Place Apart, her final thought on the matter is 

one of hope for a continued push toward unity through laborious thinking: “The 

effect of the Peace People’s thinking and feeling against violence must not be 

overlooked however little confidence is now generally felt in the Movement as an 

organisation. Thought and emotion have their own force” (305).  

 From addressing her own biases to considering the value of emotion to the 

mission of the Peace People, Murphy shows her readers that domestic 

ethnography not only centers on particularly feminine spaces, but also challenges 

the ways that certain forms of labor are valued. Like the proverbial “women’s 

work” that is never done, laborious thinking is not a linear, process with a finite 

end. Rather, it resembles the cyclical, “endless labor that has to be repeated 

because whatever is done always gets undone” that characterizes Gayatri Spivak’s 

theorization of “women’s work” (89).108 Murphy does not propose a facile 

 
107 Seamus Heaney forcefully depicted this practice in his 1975 poem, “Punishment.” 
108 See Maria Koundoura, “Naming Gayatri Spivak” (Interview) in Stanford Humanities 

Review (Spring 1989), 1(1), 84-97.  
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solution to the Troubles (to do so would be disingenuous). Instead, she reorients 

her reader’s focus to the forms of labor necessary to the process of imagining and 

working toward a future in which peace may be achievable. Refuting the 

“experts” that situate economics at the root of the problem—and, incidentally, 

highlighting the expertise she gleaned from her travels—Murphy offers the 

following assessment: “But when talking with the Northern Irish – in their 

farmyards or shops or pubs or rectories or slum kitchens or country-house 

drawing rooms – it seemed to me primarily emotional/ethical/psychological” 

(304). She follows this statement with an expression of hope in the possibility for 

future generations to bring about “profound changes.” Furthermore, she reminds 

her readers of the “enormous amount of creative energy at work,” including the 

work of the Peace People and the development of new political parties divorced 

from the prejudices of earlier generations (304). Travel, as I have argued, lies at 

the core of these realizations. The intimate practices of fieldwork, which focus on 

both the landscape and the population of Northern Ireland, that characterize 

Murphy’s travels contribute to the active undoing of reductive representations of 

the Troubles and the communities affected by them. The travelogue, thus, 

emerges as a useful textual manifestation of laborious thinking steeped in a 

domestic ethnography that stresses the relationship between self, society, and 

movements through geographically-defined places and politicized spaces. 

Working within this mode of representation, Murphy underscores the role that 

travel can play in the work necessary to engendering kinship and solidarity 
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between the traveler and the local as well as between seemingly irreconcilable 

communities.   

 

Conclusions 

 Despite an early claim that A Place Apart “is not a book about politics,” 

Murphy opens her final chapter, “Not Without Hope,” with a correction of a sort: 

“I have been discovering that one cannot feel deeply about the North without 

spontaneously arriving at quasi-political conclusions or at least having quasi-

political emotions” (50, 301). The non-committal language she employs here 

verges ever so slightly on an evasiveness that echoes the problems of “easy 

feeling” and recalls Raymond Williams’s conceptualization of the “vagrant.” The 

vagrant is a reporter: “an observer, an intermediary” capable of “perceptive 

critique” of his own society but nonetheless remains a detached outsider for 

whom “it is unlikely that he will understand, in any depth, the life about which he 

is writing,” regardless of whether or not he is writing about his own society or 

class (289-290). In many ways, Murphy embodies the literary figure of the 

“vagrant” throughout her travels, in the practice of critical distance she employs 

as the “enquiring outsider” with the privilege of being able to wander back and 

forth across the border at will.  

 But what sets Murphy apart from the figure of the “vagrant” is the shift 

from political detachment to political engagement that emerges in A Place Apart 

as well as Murphy’s rooted connection to community. The product of Murphy’s 

intellectual and emotional investment in both the politics and the communities of 
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Northern Ireland reemerges as an understanding that a place need not belong to 

her in order for her to feel a sense of belonging to it. Regarding Articles 2 and 3 

of the Irish Constitution, which claimed the entire island as the national territory 

of the Republic without necessarily being enforced and were not removed until 

1999, Murphy writes:  

As archaic components of the Green Myth, they wonderfully reinforce the 

Orange Myth – and so prolong the North’s agony. To abandon our 

territorial claim to the whole island of Ireland may look like caving in, 

backing down, losing face, and all the rest. But does it matter? Does it 

matter if the Unionists/Loyalists/Orangemen seem to have won a round? 

What is so disgraceful about changing one’s aspirations? We do not live in 

an unchanging world and if a change of aspirations becomes the best way 

to help people we profess to be so interested in – well then, let’s change 

them. (303-304)  

Murphy clarifies that she does not see a constitutional amendment as a quick, easy 

fix to the problems of the Troubles, but rather as an important—albeit symbolic—

step toward the process of engendering reconciliation and peace. Further, and 

importantly, the focus of her proposal is wholly oriented toward a commitment to 

the communities she moved through and briefly dwelled in: a call for changing 

the narrative of Irish sovereignty over Northern Ireland is a commitment to 

helping the people she just spent a year getting to know on a deep interpersonal 

level.  
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 A Place Apart marks a distinct shift toward the overtly political in 

Murphy’s approach to both travel and travel writing; however, practices of 

“laborious thinking” extend beyond her travels to Northern Ireland. Concerns 

over community, division, and the impact of everyday violence emerge in her 

later travelogues that deal with conflicts around the globe, such as her work on 

Palestine, Rwanda, and England’s working class cities.109 As I have argued in this 

chapter, Murphy travels to interrogate societal and national division and to 

promote knowledge production steeped in a domestic ethnography that focuses on 

both the traveler and the communities through which she moves. Though the 

months Murphy spent in Northern Ireland between 1976 and 1977 are by no 

means the end of the Troubles, what we can glean from her travelogue is the 

importance of laborious thinking to the project of political engagement and to 

developing a sense of communal belonging that transcends national borders.  

 In closing, I would like to propose a way of situating Murphy—and travel 

writing—within the discourse of writing about the Troubles. In the inaugural issue 

of the journal, The Crane Bag, published in 1977, editors Mark Patrick Hederman 

and Richard Kearney coined the term “the fifth province” to describe an 

imaginative space that promoted discourses of cultural solidarity and unity. “This 

province, this place, this centre,” they wrote, “is not a political or geographical 

position, it is more like a disposition” (qtd. in Kearney 100).110 Three years later, 

the Field Day Company adopted this concept in their mission to promote unity 

 
109 For example, see Visiting Rwanda (1998), A month by the sea: encounters in Gaza 
(2013), and Tales from two cities: travel of another sort (1987).  
110 See Richard Kearney, Postnationalist Ireland: Politics, Culture, Philosophy (1997). 
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through art and literature. Though this aesthetic and political philosophy predates 

the publication of A Place Apart, I suggest that her compassionate and honest 

portrayal of both sides of the political divide in the north entrenches the genre of 

travel writing within an aesthetic philosophy of the political and social efficacy of 

literature. Traveling across borders both real and imagined, Murphy offers us a 

type of “how-to” guide for negotiating the lived experience of political discord: 

she reminds us that the ideas of home and community are constructs we create 

and maintain both in the face of and as a result of polarizing violence and conflict. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 

“A tourist is an ugly human being”: 

The Anti-Guidebook as Spatial Reclamation in Jamaica Kincaid’s A 

Small Place 
 

  

Introduction  

 

 Caribbean travel guides paint a seemingly monolithic picture of the region 

replete with now-familiar, even-expected, images of white-sand beaches, 

crystalline blue seas, secluded resorts, and welcoming locals. A recent edition of 

Lonely Planet Caribbean Islands (2017), for example, promises the 

“quintessential Caribbean, full of candy-colored villages, a rum-infused 

mellowness and bright-eyed locals that greet you with wide smiles” to tourist-

readers considering a vacation in Antigua. Likewise, the editors of Insight 

Guides: Antigua & Barbuda Pocket Guide celebrate Antigua’s “endless stripes of 

gleaming white and pink-sand bays, warm turquoise waters and the welcoming 

smiles and laughter of the locals.” The images conjured up by these descriptions 

reiterate a carefully constructed fantasy of the Caribbean, a representational 

regime that allows these guidebooks to retrofit an entire region to create, 

reinforce, and accommodate its customers’ imagined desires.  

However, what the editors of Lonely Planet and other similar publications 

now laud and market as the “quintessential” Caribbean is neither “natural” nor 

purely the fantastical vision of potential vacationers. This Caribbean, the one 

touted by guidebooks, was instead produced by a conjunction of historical, 

economic, and technological dynamics in the mid-twentieth century. The 

convergence of these various elements transformed the region into the tropical 
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destination for leisure travelers from North America, the United Kingdom, and 

Europe. In the 1960s, the newly independent West Indian nations struggled to 

recover from the economic collapse in the aftermath of World War II, not to 

mention the ecological devastation produced by centuries of monoculture 

cropping, extraction of resources, and the neglect and abandonment of the region 

as developed economies turned their attention to other regions. The 

“quintessential Caribbean”—the one found in Lonely Planet and other similar 

guidebooks—emerged from the region’s turn to tourism as a response to this 

collapse. This turn was made all the more possible when advances in aviation 

rendered air travel from the so-called developed world affordable, enabling an 

increasingly stable Euro-American middle class to travel internationally.  

 Guidebooks published by Lonely Planet, Fodor’s, and Insight, to name a 

few, speak directly to this emerging class of tourist as well as to the shift from 

colonial to postcolonial socioeconomic realities of the region. Not only does the 

guidebook produce the destination the tourist expects, but it also constructs the 

tourist within a particular model of bourgeois mobility: male, able-bodied, 

privileged, and in possession of enough disposable income and time to indulge in 

the pleasures of leisure travel. The editors of Fodor’s Essential Caribbean (2019) 

point to this construction when they cite Antigua’s famed “365 sensuous beaches” 

and write that the “wonder of Antigua…is that you can still play Robinson Crusoe 

here.” Their specifically imagined tourist—one seemingly compelled to engage in 

a type of Crusoe cosplay during their Antigua vacation—is defined by a desire to 

“get away from it all” coupled with a romanticized (and inaccurate) vision of 
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Crusoe as the castaway who is no longer bound by the doldrums of quotidian life. 

Fodor’s entices the tourist-reader with the allure of simplicity of life in a tropical 

clime—not to mention the opportunity to be served by a fleet of eager-to-please, 

modern-day “Fridays” on the grounds of an all-inclusive resort. Thus, whether or 

not the reader of a guidebook conforms to the particular model outlined above, it 

is the guidebook’s aim to produce the desire for and tantalizing possibilities of 

leisure travel in its wider reading audience.   

 In his influential The Production of Space (1974), Henri Lefebvre 

contends that among the elite and, especially, would-be elite, escapist fantasies 

along with nostalgia for notions of simplicity and tradition fuel “mass migration 

of tourist hordes” to popular destinations—such as those along the 

Mediterranean—leading to their destruction. When these destinations are 

transformed into commodities for the outsider, over-tourism results in “space 

being consumed in both the economic and literal senses of the word” (122). 

Lefebvre’s critique of consumption is consonant with Renato Rosaldo’s definition 

of “imperialist nostalgia,” which I referenced in the first chapter of this 

dissertation in relation to the fictional Adela Quested. In the context of tourism in 

the Caribbean, the tourist takes on the role of the colonizer who desires a paradise 

unaltered by modernity. Judith Raiskin, in her essay, “No One Belongs Here 

More Than You,” makes clear the long-lasting impact of such “imperialist 

nostalgia” on tourism in the Caribbean, arguing, “Tourist promotions exploit this 

nostalgia, encouraging travellers to desire and pursue fantasies of Otherness and 
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the imagined relations of cross-cultural encounters” (271).111 Indeed, the editors 

of Lonely Planet pander to such nostalgic visions of colonial history when they 

write, “…you’ll discover that there’s a distinct English accent to [Antigua]. 

You’ll find it in the bustling capitol of St. John’s, in the salty-glamorous English 

Harbour, and in the historic forts and other vestiges of the colonial past.” The 

allusion to Crusoe in Fodor’s and the description of Antigua’s “distinct English 

accent” in Lonely Planet establish reassuring familiarity while maintaining the 

exoticism of the Caribbean. Read together, these passages demonstrate how travel 

guides suppress awareness of the violence of colonialism and instead refashion 

colonial histories through the rose-tinted glasses of nostalgia and fading, “salty-

glamorous” grandeur. Like Adela Quested’s impossible desire to see the “real 

India,” the tourist’s desire to experience the “quintessential Caribbean” remains 

bound to fantasies of empire, while ignoring its brutal legacies.  

 In this chapter, I examine tourist mobilities to and throughout the 

Caribbean alongside Jamaica Kincaid’s postcolonial critique of travel and 

tourism, A Small Place (1988). In this text, Kincaid deconstructs the 

representational mode of the guidebook and exposes the overt connections 

between Antigua’s colonial past and leisure capitalism’s role in forming Antigua 

as a playground for tourists. Published seven years after Antigua and Barbuda 

gained independence from England, A Small Place has come to occupy canonical 

status within postcolonial literature and especially in travel writing. Although 

 
111 See Renato Rosaldo, Culture and Truth: The Remaking of Social Analysis (1989) and 

Judith Raiskin’s “No One Belongs Here More Than You: Travel Ads, Colonial Fantasies, 

and American Militarism” in Post-Empire Imaginaries? Anglophone Literature, History, 

and the Demise of Empires (2015), edited by Barbara Buchenau and Virginia Richter.  
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Kincaid addresses the figure of the tourist and provides descriptions of 

sightseeing, resorts, and local customs, she nonetheless produces a text that is a 

salvo against the genre of the guidebook and offers a searing critique of the 

interdependent institutions of tourism and neocolonialism. A Small Place is 

organized in four linked sections that alternate between first- and second-person 

points of view, the first of which is possibly the most well-known for its direct 

address to the tourist-reader. In the three sections that follow, Kincaid recalls 

moments from her childhood, juxtaposes histories of colonial and postcolonial 

Antigua, and offers a hopeful, if yet-to-be realized, glimpse of the future. Through 

these various narrative modes, Kincaid wrests Antigua away from the 

representational methodologies of the guidebook to illuminate the neocolonial 

underpinnings of contemporary tourist travel throughout the Caribbean.112  

The genre of Kincaid’s text is difficult to categorize. In her engagement 

with travel and place, Kincaid merges elements of memoir, historical writing, 

jeremiad, and a critique of colonial ideology. Furthermore, while this dissertation 

has thus far focused on first-hand accounts of travel, Kincaid’s text remains 

anomalous: it is a narrative of travel but unlike the other texts I analyze, in this 

instance the author imagines the travels of others instead of recounting her own. 

My contention is that, at its core, A Small Place is an anti-guidebook. A genre 

whose roots trace back to the early nineteenth century, the anti-guidebook is both 

 
112 Though Kincaid’s specific focus is on tourism in Antigua, A Small Place resonates 

with the lived impact of leisure travel across the region. For example, she modified 

portions of the text for use in Stephanie Black’s 2001 documentary Life and Debt, which 

juxtaposes the tourist industry in Jamaica with the crippling effects of IMF tariffs on the 

Jamaican economy and livelihood of the local working class.  
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a reaction to the guidebook’s focus on imbuing the tourist with a mastery over 

foreign spaces and a historically, politically, and culturally informed exploration 

of the narrator’s subjectivity. In her version of the anti-guidebook, Kincaid offers 

an account of an imagined vacation in which she ventriloquizes the desires of the 

tourist—conceived of as explicitly white and affluent—and the language of the 

guidebook that produced those desires by addressing the conditions that produce 

both tourism and the tourist. In addition to offering her readers an explicit guide 

on “how-not-to” travel, Kincaid launches a forceful assault on the sensibilities of 

leisure travel before shifting the attention of the narrative inward to her own 

upbringing in colonial Antigua. Quite remarkably, Kincaid offers her relentless 

criticism while also deploying a level of intimacy between the reader and the 

narrator through her use of the second-person point of view: “If you go to 

Antigua…” (3). Unlike criticism that focuses primarily on Kincaid’s indictment 

of the tourist in the first section, I employ a holistic approach to A Small Place to 

examine the nuances of Kincaid’s generic experimentation and how shifts in 

genre help to construct a critical stance against systemic inequities of wealth and 

access to travel that places the tourist in a position of power.113 The four linked 

sections repeatedly show how the contemporary moment is connected to both 

remote and more recent pasts. In what follows, I first lay out a brief history of the 

commodification of the Caribbean as a tourist destination and provide context for 

the anti-guidebook genre before shifting my attention to A Small Place. I do so to 

 
113 Here I am reminded of Rhonda Frederick’s insightful engagement with pedagogy, 

Kincaid, and race, “What if you're an 'incredibly unattractive, fat, pastrylike-fleshed 

man'?: teaching Jamaica Kincaid's A Small Place” (2003) in College Literature.  
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situate Kincaid’s critique of the tourist within a larger critique of travel, histories 

of colonialism, and their connection to spatial representation.  

Through discursive engagements with the tourist industry, the figure of the 

tourist, and through snippets of autobiography, Kincaid helps the reader (and 

arguably herself) reimagine the place that she once called and arguably remains 

“home.” Her prolonged absence from Antigua—she left for the United States in 

1965 and wrote A Small Place after her first trip back about two decades later—

affords her a dual perspective of insider and outsider, of “travelee” and traveler. 

Additionally, through her use of the second-person point of view and focus on 

Antigua as both her childhood home and contemporary popular tourist 

destination, Kincaid simultaneously inhabits the role of outsider, or tourist qua 

colonizer, and critiques this role. This strategy—of looking in and looking out as 

an outsider/insider—results in a narrative that methodically unsettles the generic 

formula of the guidebook and challenges imperializing representations of space. 

As even the brief quotes I offered earlier demonstrate, guidebooks cultivate the 

Caribbean in the idiom of colonial familiarity—e.g. celebrating resort hotels for 

their plantation-era architecture and encouraging potential tourists to “play 

Crusoe”—while also constituting the Caribbean as an idyllic “other” of North 

America or Europe through their focus on pristine landscapes and creation of 

escapist fantasies. In A Small Place, Kincaid instead reveals the ways in which 

modern-day practices of tourism are complicit with both histories of imperial 

violence and ongoing systemic oppression in the Caribbean. Kincaid, I argue, 

employs the critical and subjective genre of the anti-guidebook alongside the 
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imagined leisure travel of the text’s putative tourist to reclaim the space of 

Antigua from the colonial imaginary—both past and present. Writing against 

discourses of imperialist nostalgia, she reveals how representations that depend on 

the singular perspective of the tourist and the tourist industry constitute an 

imagined, incomplete, and destructive narrative of the region.  

 

A Beautiful “Prison”: Tourist Mobilities and the Production of Paradise  

Throughout A Small Place, Kincaid represents Antigua as a home that has 

been trespassed, first by European explorers, then by the English, and now by an 

influx of foreign tourists. Referencing the fraught history of the region, she writes 

that “Antigua is a small place, a small island. It is nine miles wide by twelve miles 

long. It was discovered by Christopher Columbus in 1493. Not too long after, it 

was settled by human rubbish from Europe” (80). The image of “human rubbish,” 

which encapsulates colonizer and tourist alike, further reinforces the shift from 

the colonial history of the Caribbean to its neocolonial present as the desired 

vacation locale within the tourist imaginary. Raiskin articulates this connection 

forcefully, writing, “tourists, then, are only the latest intruders” amongst a long 

line of “European explorers, colonists, and anthropologists” (273). Kincaid’s 

multiple references to “human rubbish” throughout A Small Place also function as 

a foundation for her critique of the inextricability of Antigua from histories of 

English colonization, which produced (and continues to produce) a view of 

Antigua filtered through and revolving around England. For, as I indicated earlier, 

the “Englishness” of Antigua remains an element highlighted by popular 
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guidebooks. Lonely Planet, for example, highlights Nelson’s Dockyard—to 

whom Kincaid refers as “an English Maritime criminal” (24)—as “Antigua’s top 

sightseeing draw.”  

To draw further connections between waves of neocolonial “human 

rubbish” (tourists) and colonial “human rubbish” (the English), Kincaid shifts her 

narrative to autobiographical recollection. Speaking of the Antigua she knew as a 

child, Kincaid delves into a critique of “all this fuss over empire” and provides 

her own explanation for its eventual demise: “they should have never left their 

home, their precious England, a place they loved so much, a place they had to 

leave but could never forget. And so everywhere they went they turned it into 

England; and everybody they met they turned English” (24). The Antigua of 

Kincaid’s memories is a space already fashioned in the likeness of English culture 

and values, a view she explains further by directly addressing her reader: “Have I 

given you the impression that the Antigua I grew up in revolved almost 

completely around England? Well, that was so. I met the world through England, 

and if the world wanted to meet me it would have to do so through England” 

(33).114 As Kincaid’s text shifts back and forth between first- and second-person 

points of view, she makes clear the impact of the outsider’s perspective on 

 
114 See also Kincaid’s essay, “On Seeing England for the First Time” (1991) in 

Transition, 32-40. Before describing her first visit to England, Kincaid opens the essay by 

citing the various influences of English culture on the lived reality of Antiguans, 

including her father’s sartorial choices, the food that was served in her home, the names 

of city streets, and the histories she learned in school. In her claim that “[she] had long 

ago been conquered,” Kincaid makes explicit the ways in which colonial education led to 

her very “erasure” (34).   
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shaping Antigua and the deeply rooted connections between histories of 

colonialism and contemporary developments in Caribbean travel and tourism.  

* 

The Caribbean was transformed into a tourist playground in the twentieth 

century. But before it became a highly desirable destination, the region had 

already been captured by the imagination of writers from the United Kingdom as 

an exotic and also a wealth-producing region.115 As critics such as Mimi Sheller 

have pointed out, early European accounts of the Caribbean,  

…drew on a range of precedents, such as the biblical Garden of Eden, the 

classical garden of the Hesperides, and the Renaissance botanical garden. 

Islands have a particular resonance in the imagining of paradise, due to 

their intangible qualities of separateness, exclusivity, and holism” (Sheller 

13).116 

Indeed, as Sheller shows, as early as the seventeenth century, the European and 

North American cultural imaginary constructed the islands of the Caribbean as 

idyllic, primitive places—or “utopian fantasies of tropical fecundity and 

sustenance without labour”—that provided sanctuary from the pressures of 

modern society (13). Such “fecundity,” though, was not without drawbacks. As 

Krista Thompson notes, by the nineteenth century “the West Indies were widely 

stigmatized as breeding grounds for potentially fatal tropical diseases” and fears 

 
115 See Maria Riddell, Voyages to the Madeira, and Leeward Caribbean Isles: with 

Sketches of the Natural History of these Islands (1792); Maria Nugent, Journal of a 

Residence in Jamaica (1801-1805); James Hakewill, A Picturesque Tour of the Island of 

Jamaica (1825).  
116 See “Demobilizing and remobilizing Caribbean Paradise” in Tourism Mobilities: 

Places to play, places in play (2004), edited by Mimi Sheller and John Urry, 13-21.  
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of contracting malaria, cholera, and yellow fever kept many British and North 

American travelers away from the region (4).117 In the late nineteenth century, 

resort hotel owners in Britain’s Caribbean colonies began to highlight utopian 

fantasies of leisure and escape and downplay preconceived notions of the islands 

as “primitive” and dangerous in their promotion of a burgeoning tourism industry 

there. This strategy continued through the early twentieth century as tourism 

promoters, in their bid to attract wealthy travelers, actively sought to combat these 

fears with representations of the Caribbean that both “heightened the tropicality of 

the islands” and “conveyed a domesticated version of the tropical environment 

and society” (Thompson 7). Aggressive marketing strategies by vested interests 

like the United Fruit Company, which ran the Great White Fleet and held 

financial stakes in hotels in Jamaica, ushered in the era of “banana-boat tourism,” 

an era of sea travel that lasted from 1899 to the 1930s in which ships carried 

tourists and bananas alike back and forth between North America and the 

Caribbean (Martin 239).118 The United Fruit Steamship Service marketed the 

 
117 See An Eye for the Tropics: Tourism, Photography, and Framing the Caribbean 

Picturesque (2006). 
118 See James W. Martin, “The United Fruit Company’s tourist business and the creation 

of the ‘Golden Caribbean’, 1899-1940” (2015) in the Journal of Historical Research in 
Marketing, 238-262. The Great White Fleet was a predecessor to today’s modern cruise 

ships and by the 1920s, over 70,000 passengers from North American traveled to the 

Caribbean on these ships. The United Fruit Company’s carefully constructed fantasy of 

the Caribbean began with the design of their ships: “The Steamship Department made 

concerted efforts to create shipboard spaces and climates that mediated tourist encounters 

with the tropics. Palm courts, the leaf-walled sitting rooms on many company ships, 

surrounded passengers with luxuriant foliage and cane furniture, a décor designed to 

immerse passengers in a tropical setting from the moment they stepped on board” (Martin 

242). For additional resources on the impact of the United Fruit Company on the 

development of Caribbean tourism, see Martin, “Mapping an empire: Tourist 

cartographies of the Caribbean in the early twentieth century” (2011) in Early Popular 

Visual Culture, 1-14, and Robert E. Wood’s “Global Currents: Cruise Ships in the 
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region, especially Jamaica, as the “Golden Caribbean” by publishing promotional 

materials, including a monthly magazine of the same name from 1902 to 1910 

that advertised Jamaica as the ideal “health resort” destination.119 At the center of 

the company’s publicity campaign was “the juxtaposition of hurly-burly 

metropolitan life with the pleasant climate and tranquil pace of life of the 

Caribbean, which promoters claimed could palliate modern illnesses and stresses” 

(Martin 258). The representational strategies employed by these promoters, which 

capitalized on the simultaneity of the exotic and the familiar in order to construct 

the Caribbean as a sought-after destination for travel, find their echoes in the 

guidebooks written later the twentieth century. Purported regenerative effects of 

the sea air and warm climate coupled with advertisements that promote the 

Caribbean as a haven for relaxation and retreat continue to influence how the 

region is marketed to tourists to this day.  

Indeed, beginning in the second half of the twentieth century, utopian 

representations of the Caribbean as a labour-less space served as particularly 

attractive promotional images in tourism advertisements. As Raiskin notes, 

“travel advertisements play on the promise of escape from labour – the labour of 

the traveller, not the local population” to attract middle-class tourists for whom 

increased prosperity made leisure travel possible (276). She continues, writing: 

“the tourist plays at occupying an historical position of privilege while 

 
Caribbean Sea” in Tourism in the Caribbean: Trends, developments, prospects (2004), 

edited by David Timothy Duval, 152-171.  
119 The United Fruit Company also romanticized the history of pirates in Cruising the 

Caribbean in the Wake of Pirates (1915) and commissioned travel writer William McFee 

to write The Gates of the Caribbean: The Story of a Great White Fleet Caribbean Cruise 

(1922). 
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simultaneously actually occupying the position that demands the service and 

labour of the underclass” (277). Such escapist fantasies are rooted in colonial 

hierarchies of plantation labour ranging from slave labour to poorly-compensated 

labour post-emancipation and made possible by modern-day vacation packages 

that center on the idealized space of the resort hotel. Following the eco-collapse of 

the agricultural industry across the Caribbean, working in the tourist industry and 

especially for resort hotels became one of the few viable sources of employment 

available to local populations. In his study on the role that colonial servitude plays 

in Caribbean tourism, Alfred Wong makes the connection between the plantation 

and the resort hotel explicit, likening workers in the service industry to “the 

monoculture plantation workers during the colonial days.”120 In fact, as Olivier 

DeHoorne et al. note, by the end of the 1980s, “the tourism economy began to 

compensate for the traditional plantation revenue in the Caribbean” and by 2007, 

74% of Antigua and Barbuda’s GDP came from tourism revenue.121 

Perceptions of the Caribbean as place to which the tourist can travel to be 

pampered and waited on by a warm and welcoming class of service workers are, 

as Raiskin argues, “formed by political histories that guarantee present power-

relations and help ensure their continuation into the future” (272). Thus, the 

tourism industry transformed the Caribbean into a space of pleasure defined by 

the ways in which tourists—groups of leisure travelers primarily from the global 

 
120 See “Caribbean Island Tourism: Pathway to Continued Colonial Servitude” (2015) in 

Études caribéennes.  
121 See Olivier DeHoorne, Christelle Murat, and Nathalie Petit-Charles,“International 

tourism in the Caribbean Area: Current Status and Future Prospects” (2010) in Études 

caribéennes.  
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north traveling to the global south—can exert their power over the region and 

engage in a performance of class mobility that may not be readily available to 

them at home.122 That is, the opportunity to be pampered by a retinue of 

“servants” made by possible by the shift from plantation labour economies to 

tourist labour economies became a major draw of the region.  

Furthermore, the patterns of movement that characterize tourist mobilities 

intersect with what Sheller cites as the “plantation complex,” which “entailed a 

huge mobilization of plants, people, ships, material resources, foodstuffs, 

technologies, know-how, and venture capital” (14). Sheller continues, arguing 

that “the modern Caribbean came into being out of these mobilities” (14). Similar 

to the routes of the banana boats that became the precursor for modern-day cruise 

travel, the historical routes of the “plantation complex” paved the way for the 

routes taken by tourists from North America to the Caribbean in the present day. 

In my analysis here, I contend that the increased access to and ease of travel made 

possible by the material wealth of the middle- and upper-classes of the global 

north produces a lineage of mobilities that directly corresponds to the lineage of 

“human rubbish,” beginning with Columbus and culminating in modern-day 

tourists, explored within Kincaid’s anti-guidebook.  

 
122 June Jordan famously explored the effect of tourism on perceptions of class in her 

1982 essay, “Report from the Bahamas, 1982.” Positioning herself within “this weird 

succession of crude intruders that, now, includes me and my sisters from the North,” 

Jordan reflects on the ways in which inhabiting the role of the tourist necessarily 

distances her from the people who serve her, particularly via the figure of Olive, a maid 

who works at the hotel where she has chosen to stay (7). The class-based power she 

possesses as a tourist renders false the possibility of automatic connection based on 

Jordan’s Afro-Caribbean ancestry.   
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The patterns of movement that characterized European exploration and 

colonization of the Caribbean have given way to routes associated with leisure 

travel that have led to an influx of North American, British, and European tourists 

across the region. At the intersection of movement, desire, and economic ability 

lies hypermobility, a term coined by geographer John Adams that implies “it may 

be possible to have too much of a good thing” (95).123 Hypermobility has become 

synonymous with the excess of travel born out of technological advancements 

such as the prevalence of commercial flights beginning in the twentieth century 

that have led to mass- and, in some cases, over-tourism across the globe. In the 

case of the Caribbean, the shift from elite tourism promoted by institutions like 

the Great White Fleet to the rise of mass, middle-class tourism corresponds 

directly to the rise of accessible, relatively inexpensive air travel from the 1960s 

to the 1980s and the popularity of the cruise industry beginning in the 1990s.124 

An increasingly hypermobile class of tourists and the Caribbean’s reliance 

on the revenue they generate has had a profound impact on written and visual 

representations of the islands. A desire for the Edenic thus led to the 

transformation of real places into imagined, representational spaces to be 

consumed both economically and aesthetically. Lefebvre describes the 

 
123 See The Social Implications of Hypermobility in the OECD Project on 

Environmentally Sustainable Transport (1999) as well as Adams’s 2001 RSA lecture, 

“The Social Consequences of Hypermobility.” 
124 On the effect of the cruise industry on Antigua, Wong writes: “Mass tourism in the 

Caribbean began in earnest in the 1980s when air travel became economically accessible 

to middle-class North Americans and Europeans. By the 1990s, large-scale sea cruises 

became commonplace for these class of tourists” (paragraph 2). Same-day visitors that 

disembark cruise ships account for a 20% increase in the daily population of St. John’s 

Harbour in Antigua.” 
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relationship between desire, consumption, and space with regard to “areas set 

aside for leisure,” writing, “Desire…has no particular object, except for a space 

where it has full play: a beach, a place of festivity, the space of the dream” (353).  

Such dreams, or fantasies, are based on what John Urry calls the tourist gaze, 

which presupposes a foundational knowledge about a place constructed and 

reinforced by “non-tourist practices” like the advertisements, television, 

newspapers and magazines cited by Raiskin above. “Places are chosen to be 

gazed upon,” Urry writes, “because there is anticipation, especially through 

daydreaming and fantasy, of intense pleasures, either on a different scale or 

involving different senses from those customarily encountered” (Tourist Gaze 3). 

Representations of the Caribbean speak directly to the power of the tourist’s 

desire for (and “daydreams” about) beauty and leisure in dictating how island 

spaces throughout the region are represented to the traveling public. Kincaid’s 

claim that “[i]t is as if, then, the beauty—the beauty of the sea, the land, the air, 

the trees, the market, the people, the sounds they make—were a prison” (79) thus 

corresponds to hierarchies of power in which the desire and gaze of the tourist 

exert mastery over Antigua: preconceived expectations about a place lead to its 

very transformation into a space that lives up to those expectations. 

A Small Place is a short but complicated engagement with the issues I 

have been discussing so far and Kincaid’s “prison” metaphor operates on two 

levels: broadly, as a critique of the tourism industry writ large, and specifically as 

an indictment of the damaging effects of tourism in the Caribbean. According to 

Adams, one of the negative social consequences of hypermobility is the eventual 
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obliteration of cultural and geographic diversity on a global scale. On the 

correlation between hypermobility and what he refers to as the “Hilton-McCulture 

effect”—that is, an increasingly corporatized homogenization of the globe—

Adams contends that hypermobility speeds up the commodification of indigenous 

cultures, producing “tourist spoil” in which hitherto “unspoilt” global destinations 

that travel writers direct their readers to visit become “transform[ed] into 

something indistinguishable from any other popular tourist resort” (122). As a 

result of the modern obsession with relatively inexpensive and easy travel, Adams 

claims that “[o]ur sense of place will disappear” as we focus more on the act of 

getting to a place than on the place itself, and “when we get there we increasingly 

will discover there is no ‘there’” (122). The idea of an explicitly stated “there,” or 

unique destination to which an increasingly affluent and mobile class of tourists 

travel, has been reduced to what DeHoorne et al. refer to as a “tourist bubble.” 

Caused directly by an increase in mass tourism, “tourist bubbles” are places that 

have been transformed by tourist desires into “unforeign space[s]” marked by “a 

loss of uniqueness of a location.”125 Generalized desires for “paradise,” inclusive 

of the white sand beaches and turquoise waters referenced in and marketed by 

guidebooks like Fodor’s, Lonely Planet, and Insight Guides, have led to a 

preponderance of vacation packages that reduces places like Antigua to 

domesticated sites defined by consumption and pleasure.  

 
125 See also Christopher de Bellaigue’s, “The Ends of Tourism?” published by The 

Guardian in June 2020. On the impact of contemporary tourism on locations across the 

globe, he writes: “In the past 10 years, the curse of ‘Venetianisation’ – the hollowing out 

of a place, as it fills with tourist-termites – has beset city after city, as budget airlines and 

Airbnb have brought a weekend somewhere cobbled within reach of millions.” 
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 On the effect of tourism on the Caribbean, Thompson addresses the 

relationship between perceptions of place and the construction of representational 

spaces. Her theory of “tropicalization,” defined as a homogenizing 

aestheticization of the islands of the Caribbean that produces a set of identical 

images that could stand in for any individual island, is consonant with both 

Adam’s and DeHoorne’s arguments. In particular, Thompson’s critique of the 

reduction of individual island nations to a region reimagined through the lens of 

“paradise” further stresses the ways in which “tourist bubbles” obscure any 

reference to a “particular national territory” (DeHoorne et al.). In addition to 

describing the ways in which Caribbean islands were refashioned to best cater to 

touristic consumption, Thompson’s definition of tropicalization encompasses “the 

social and political implications of these representations on actual physical space 

on the islands and their inhabitants” (5). Focusing specifically on an emerging 

tourism industry in Jamaica and the Bahamas beginning in the late nineteenth 

century, Thompson situates pictorial domination over the Caribbean islands 

within technological advancements in photography. The power that “non-tourist 

practices” of postcards, posters, and other promotional materials held over both 

society and landscape contributed to how “tourism was central to extending a kind 

of disciplinary gaze onto these colonial societies” (Thompson 17). Like a pictorial 

prison, the photographic images employed by colonial officials and the ruling 

elite across the region in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries 

promoted a sanitized, highly-stylized vision of the Caribbean that reduced the 
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colonized population to picturesque—and subdued—elements of the scenery.126 

The disciplinary gaze enforced by visual narratives of the colonial era have led 

directly to neocolonial marketing materials that privilege images of colonial 

grandeur and Afro-Caribbean servitude to, as Raiskin contends, promote a “fairy-

tale of colonial order” (276). In A Small Place, Kincaid employs the generic 

experimentation of the anti-guidebook to interrogate this “fairy tale” and the 

shortsightedness of the tourists who seek, whether consciously or not, to inhabit it 

in their travels. 

 

The Postcolonial Anti-Guidebook 

The back cover and opening pages of the Farrar, Giroux and Strauss 

paperback reprint of Jamaica Kincaid’s A Small Place (2000) are filled with 

statements of acclaim. Salman Rushdie celebrates her control over language, 

calling the text “a jeremiad of great clarity and force,” while Michiko Kakutani 

and Caryll Phillips call attention to the poetic sensibilities with which Kincaid 

represents the Caribbean. In an implicit rejection of the separation between the 

public and private spheres, Kakutani highlights Kincaid’s “understanding of how 

politics and history, public and private events, overlap and blur.” Phillips 

positions Kincaid as a reliable “witness to what is happening in our West Indian 

 
126 To further explain this way of seeing, Thompson calls upon the picturesque aesthetics 

of eighteenth-century writers like William Gilpin, who presented a pictorial model 

through which Britain’s landscape should be viewed and aestheticized. Seekers of the 

Caribbean picturesque need only to hold up a metaphorical Claude Glass, which in our 

contemporary moment would be replaced with the digital camera or, more likely, mobile 

phone, to view the Caribbean island as an aesthetic object, reducing it to a postcard (or 

now, Instagram) image. 
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backyards.” An unattributed quotation from The Philadelphia Inquirer proclaims 

that A Small Place “tells more about the Caribbean in 80 pages than all the 

guidebooks.” What is particularly striking about these blurbs, albeit a marketing 

device, is the inconsistency with which their writers attempt to categorize 

Kincaid’s text as well as the questions they raise regarding how the text should be 

read. 

Debates about how to classify Kincaid’s text have been central to 

academic reception of A Small Place. Morten Hansen has argued for reading A 

Small Place as a modern epic due to its focus on rewriting history and its attention 

to contemporary narratives of globalization. Regarding the relationship between 

form and content, Corinna McLeod calls attention to the generic ambiguity of the 

text, writing: “In its density, the physical text becomes a metaphor of Antigua” 

(78). In Leslie Larkin’s engagement with the rhetorical relationship between 

reader and author, Kincaid’s text-as-anti-guidebook receives a passing mention.127 

Within the field of Travel Writing Studies, A Small Place represents what John 

Culbert has called a text of “postcolonial revolt” due to its overt indictment of 

slavery, colonialism, and postcolonial corruption (147).128 Indeed, Kincaid’s 

forceful attack on the discourses of tropical island paradises and histories of 

empire takes the shape of a jeremiad against the tourist, particularly in the first 

section of the text. For Kincaid, the tourist is far from a generalized figure; rather, 

 
127 See Hansen, “‘A World of Something’: Jamaica Kincaid and the New Global Epic” 

(2016) in Comparative Literature, 31-44; McLeod, “Constructing a Nation: Jamaica 

Kincaid’s A Small Place” (2008) in Small Axe, 77-92; and Larkin, “Jamaica Kincaid’s ‘A 

Small Place’ as Literary Agent” (2012) in Callaloo, 193-211. 
128 See Culbert’s “Jamaica Kincaid and the Politics of Travel” in Women, Travel Writing, 

and Truth (2014), edited by Clare Broome Saunders.  
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he is a specifically-imagined figure who embodies North American (and 

European) white, bourgeois subjectivities produced by the type of guidebooks 

mentioned earlier. Kincaid’s tourist functions as a symbolic proxy for the 

damaging effects of the tourism industry on the Caribbean and is emblematic of 

Antigua’s colonial past and neocolonial present. Kincaid’s refusal to cater to the 

tourist situates A Small Place within a tradition of postcolonial travel writing that 

seeks to write back to Western, Eurocentric travel writing, and which includes 

authors like Caryll Phillips, Edwidge Danticat, Salman Rushdie, and Amitav 

Ghosh.129  

Although there is no singular definition of postcolonial travel writing, the 

model of “countertravel writing” proposed by Patrick Holland and Graham 

Huggans remains influential and is particularly useful to the project of 

interrogating Kincaid’s generic experimentation in A Small Place.130 By looking 

closely at writers whose identities have been historically marginalized along the 

lines of gender, sexuality, race, and class, Holland and Huggans write that 

“countertravel writing…pits itself against the dominant Eurocentric model” (21). 

It constitutes a postcolonial aesthetic project defined by the narrative impulse to 

challenge travel writing’s historic complicity with cultural imperialism (48). 

 
129 See Caryll Phillips’s The European Tribe (1987), Edwidge Danticat’s After the 
Dance: A Walk Through Carnival in Jacmel, Haiti (2002), Salman Rushdie’s The Jaguar 

Smile: A Nicaraguan Journey (1987), and Amitav Ghosh’s In an Antique Land: History 
in the Guise of a Traveler’s Tale (1992).  
130 In his introduction to the recently-published The Cambridge Companion to 

Postcolonial Travel Writing (2018), Robert Clarke explores the difficult task of defining 

the term. Claiming that postcolonial travel writing is composed of an “eclectic and 

expansive corpus of journey literature,” Clarke cites a broad genre that includes global 

authors dealing with an array of issues such as the contemporary moment of globalization 

and ongoing legacies of empire and colonialism (1). 
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Nonetheless, Holland and Huggans continue, texts such as Kincaid’s “remain 

complicit with the tourism they denounce” and thus illustrate the generic 

restrictions of travel writing (52). By contrast, as Janie Berault argues, Kincaid 

“reconfigures the travelogue’s form through the articulation of a rooted local 

perspective which decentres knowledge production” to produce a new 

understanding of the legacies of colonialism and the current moment of 

globalization in Antigua (2). Similar to Holland and Huggans, though, Berault 

also contends that countertravel narratives operate both within and against 

imperial traditions of travel writing.131  

My own reading of A Small Place is informed by these rich critical 

engagements. My emphasis, however, is on placing Kincaid’s text alongside 

contemporary guidebooks to assess the work of undoing in A Small Place. I 

situate Kincaid within a tradition of travel writing that explicitly rejects popular 

tourism, the anti-guidebook, to reveal the ways in which imagined travel can be 

deployed to deconstruct discourses of both tourism and place. Take, for instance, 

the recent edition of the Fodor’s Essential Caribbean referenced earlier in the 

chapter. In the opening pages of the guidebook, the editors ask the potential 

tourist to make an educated decision about which island to visit by offering a 

bird’s-eye view of the region with easily digestible snapshots of each island 

nation. Their descriptions of individual islands showcase the almost comic 

conundrum of attempting to meet tourists’ demands for an “authentic” experience 

while also appealing to their desires for a domesticated version of tropicality. On 

 
131 See Janie Berault’s recent article for Interventions, “Navigating an Unequal World: 

Jamaica Kincaid’s A Small Place as Counter-Travel Narrative” (2018).  
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Antigua and Barbuda, they write, “Don’t go for local culture, because all-

inclusives predominate. Lovely as they are, these islands are more for tourists 

than travelers.” In addition to the ways in which this description situates readers 

firmly within the realm of leisure travel, what is especially noteworthy here is the 

assumed knowledge and class privilege the editors bestow upon the tourist for 

whom they write. Similar to the ways in which a guidebook imagines a 

destination, it also imagines the identity of the hypermobile, middle-to-upper class 

tourist whose travels are confined to the luxurious spaces of all-inclusive resort 

hotels, “tourist bubbles” that are purposefully constructed to diminish any need or 

desire to experience “local culture.” As opposed to Guadeloupe, which tourists 

should visit if they “want to experience [Creole] culture,” or Jamaica, which 

tourists should avoid if they “can’t deal with the idea that a Caribbean paradise 

still has problems of its own to solve,” Fodor’s constructs Antigua as the ideal 

vacation destination to satisfy the desires of the tourist who simply wants a 

change of scenery without the accompanying challenges that confronting a new 

culture supposedly pose to the enjoyment of leisure travel.  

Kincaid, on the other hand, directly and unyieldingly confronts her reader 

with images that complicate the “lovely” Antigua highlighted by Fodor’s to 

foreground the “problems” that guidebook writers and tourists often willfully 

overlook. She repeatedly calls attention to the beauty of Antigua only to 

undermine such a simplistic view of the Caribbean picturesque by manipulating a 

familiar convention of travel writing: the arrival scene. Arrival scenes, Pratt 

argues, “serve as particularly potent sites for framing relations of contact and 
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setting the terms of its representation” (Pratt 78-80). The visualized arrival scene 

is a familiar element of travel writing wherein the traveler happens upon a new, 

“foreign” landscape and presents a subjective description of a place rendered as a 

visual painting, a beautiful object to be consumed. In A Small Place, this stock 

scene is rendered unfamiliar, even uncomfortable. For, unlike the typical 

guidebook, Kincaid makes clear the complicity of the modern-day seeker of the 

Caribbean picturesque when she critiques singularity of the tourist’s desires. After 

beginning her arrival scene by addressing the reader, “you might say, What a 

beautiful island Antigua is, more beautiful than any of the other islands you have 

seen,” Kincaid quickly pivots her reader’s gaze to the decidedly less-beautiful to 

stress a level of willful ignorance in the touristic view of Antigua (3). A “very bad 

road, very much in need of repair,” a school that a tourist might mistake for a 

latrine, and a hospital “staffed by doctors that no actual Antigua trusts” are among 

the first views Kincaid’s imagined tourist encounters on the drive from the airport 

to the hotel (5, 8). From the very start, she shatters utopian fantasies of the 

Caribbean through the images she chooses to highlight in her modified arrival 

scene.  

Contradicting the clichéd representations of the Caribbean and critiquing 

the ignorance and shortsightedness of the tourists who flock there, Kincaid 

rewrites the physical and cultural landscape of Antigua away from the singular 

perspective of the colonizer, both past and present, that has become a mainstay of 

contemporary guidebooks on the Caribbean. Instead, she distinguishes between 

images of “natural” beauty and the built environment; that is, sites that 
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communicate the lived experience of local Antiguans. In contemporary 

guidebooks, the former, the so-called natural beauty, of course is commodified for 

tourism whereas the latter is obfuscated for the same reason. By revising the 

arrival scene to include the lived experience of Antiguans, and in particular, the 

details of neglected and derelict infrastructure, Kincaid prompts her reader to 

question notions of “authenticity” and to ask which is the “real” Antigua. In doing 

so, she constructs a narrative that not only refuses to cater to the tourist’s 

expectations and desires, but also rejects them altogether. By forcing her readers 

to look upon precisely that which they would otherwise ignore, Kincaid reveals 

the confrontational nature of the anti-guidebook as well as how the genre makes 

clear the politics of tourist sensibilities. Put more bluntly, the anti-guidebook lays 

bare the fiction of cosmopolitan tourism that pervades traditional guidebooks.   

Like the guidebook, the anti-guidebook also has a long history. As a sub-

genre of travel writing, the anti-guidebook emerged in the early nineteenth 

century alongside the publication of the first modern guidebooks by Karl 

Baedeker and John Murray in 1835 and 1836 respectively, and belongs to a larger 

tradition of travel writing that critiques the commercialization of tourism. In his 

study of tourism in the long nineteenth century, James Buzard uses the “generic 

descriptor” of the anti-guidebook to define texts that both resist 

commercialization of travel that characterized the Age of Tourism and interrogate 

the effects of modernity.132 Two examples include William Wordsworth’s Guide 

to the Lakes (1810), which sought to represent place “free of cliché” (30), and 

 
132 See The Beaten Track: European tourism, literature, and the ways to culture, 1800-

1918 (1993). 
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E.M. Forster’s Alexandria: A History and a Guide (1922), an “anti-guide” that 

“lays stress on the distant past’s indicting connection with an early twentieth-

century present” (327). More contemporary iterations of the anti-guidebook genre 

include the vast array of “A Local’s Guide to…” articles that purport to offer 

readers key insights into experiencing the “real” place or essays in which the 

author expresses a heightened awareness of not perpetuating stereotypical tourist 

behaviour. Indeed, Kincaid’s text has inspired a modified version of this 

contemporary take on the anti-guidebook in Monica Drake’s article for the New 

York Times travel section, “Jamaica Kincaid’s Antigua” (2016). In it, Drake 

eschews the authority of the guidebook in favor of the advice bestowed upon her 

by local guides. In this chapter, my interest lies in expanding upon these 

definitions in order to reveal the complexity of a genre that both resists tropes of 

travel writing and embraces the relationship between travel writing and the 

subjective traveler. 

Guidebooks claim accuracy of information, precision of detail, and 

objectivity to quite literally produce a place within the imagination of the tourist. 

In contrast, the anti-guidebook privileges what Dervla Murphy would call the 

“traveller’s rewards” of merging with a landscape and its people over satisfying 

the tourist’s desires for a pre-packaged image to be consumed. Furthermore, the 

anti-guidebook purposefully rejects the lack of “any great interest in the 

subjectivity of the traveller-narrator” that characterizes modern guidebooks 

(Thompson, C. Travel Writing 97). Rather than relying on the seemingly objective 

content of the guidebook, especially its lists of sites, restaurants, and 
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accommodations options like raw data collected in the service of the tourist, the 

anti-guidebook announces itself as a subjective literary form that both rejects the 

consumptive gaze of the tourist and positions the individual perspective of the 

traveler-narrator at the center of its narrative. Kincaid, for example, interrupts her 

second-person critique of the tourist to redirect the reader’s attention to the 

identity of the traveler-narrator—“we Antiguans, for I am one” (8)—and thus 

foregrounds her intimate connection to Antigua within her critique of the 

privileged mobilities of the tourist who travels there. A Small Place reinforces a 

rebellious subjectivity that has long been a mainstay of travel narratives that reject 

the practice of tourism and participates in a polemical critique of empire and 

colonialism.133  

Within the parameters of the anti-guidebook genre, Kincaid certainly 

negotiates between the perspectives of insider and outsider throughout A Small 

Place and, as this chapter will later explore, provides a critique of postcolonial 

Antiguan society that partially resembles her jeremiad against the tourist. As I 

have defined it here, the anti-guidebook is a purposefully subjective genre 

merging autobiographical exploration with inquiries into place and culture. In 

addition, I contend that the project of writing about home through the genre of the 

anti-guidebook also presents unique challenges to representing a place that has 

long been dominated by the perspective of the colonizing outsider. Kincaid’s 

postcolonial anti-guidebook is riven by expressions of lament and frustration over 

 
133 For example, see the recent Detours: A Decolonial Travel Guide to Hawai’i (2019) 

edited by Vernadette Vicuña Gonzalez and Hōkūlani Aikau.  
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the realization that Antigua remains in a state of occupation despite gaining 

independence from the United Kingdom. She addresses this emotional impact 

from the dual perspective of native Antiguan and Antiguan-American, producing 

a narrative subjectivity that looks outward to histories of colonialism that have 

produced the neocolonial tourist and inward to both Antiguan society and her 

place in it. 

 

“They do not like you”: Representing the Tourist  

 In addition to challenging the typical guidebook’s representation of island 

“paradises,” Kincaid’s anti-guidebook eschews a friendly rapport with her 

readership—a standard feature of most guidebooks. Lonely Planet and Insight, to 

take two quick examples, reinforce perceptions of a smiling, mellow, and 

welcoming local population. As readers of Kincaid’s text know only too well: 

mellow and welcoming A Small Place emphatically is not. In fact, Kincaid’s now-

infamous and oft-quoted claim, “a tourist is an ugly human being” (14) appears to 

have reached the status of fait accompli among contemporary audiences today.134 

Certainly, it is easy for modern-day readers to imagine the figure of the tourist as 

an ignorant, culturally insensitive pleasure-seeker whose sole aim is to escape the 

quotidian boredom of their life. Kincaid’s description of the tourist also echoes a 

 
134 To this point, at the moment of writing this, there have been recent waves of anti-

tourism protests across Europe in cities like Barcelona and Venice as well as 

government-mandated closures of popular coastal destinations like Maya Beach in 

Thailand and Boracay in the Philippines. Events like these have brought to the fore the 

negative economic and environmental impacts that over-tourism has on popular vacation 

destinations across the globe, not to mention the everyday impact on local populations 

who see their homes transformed into sites of consumption that cater to foreign desires. 
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well-established tradition in Travel Writing Studies of delineating between the 

supposedly “good” traveler and “bad” tourist.135  

 In their work on travel and tourism, Paul Fussell’s and James Buzard’s 

assessment of the negative qualities associated with tourism and the tourist 

resonate with Kincaid’s critical stance. Fussell’s tourist gravitates toward cliché 

and is motivated by the desire “to raise social status at home and to allay society 

anxiety; to realize fantasies of exotic freedom; and most important, to derive 

secret pleasure from posing momentarily as a member of a social class superior to 

one’s own” (42). Buzard situates the tourist within a similar pursuit of cliché and 

comfort in his claim that tourists are “cautious, pampered unit[s] of a leisure 

industry” who travel “en masse, remaking whole regions in their homogenous 

image” (2). The tourist, in seeking the pleasure of familiarity (in, say, what we 

would now refer to as “vacation packages”), imposes characteristics of home on 

the destination to which they travel, thus transforming what Elizabeth Bishop 

calls “imagined places” into domesticated spaces. Such pleasure is inherently 

rooted in the performance of wealth and power that, as Kincaid asserts, stems 

from and serves as a continuation of histories of colonial violence and occupation.  

 Kincaid’s imagined tourist certainly illustrates many of the well-trodden 

critiques made by Fussell and Buzard, especially regarding the hypermobile 

figure who follows conventions, seeks pleasure in cliché, and contributes to 

transforming specific places into homogenous spaces that mirror their own desires 

 
135 See the now-seminal texts that delve into categorizing different types of travel: Paul 

Fussell’s Abroad: British Literary Travelling Between the Wars (1980) and James 

Buzard’s The Beaten Track (1993). 
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and preconceived expectations. Indeed, Kincaid forces her readers to confront 

themselves in the image of the “ugly human being” through the second-person 

point of view, thus shocking them into considering their own complicity in tourist 

practices. However tempting it may be, though, to fixate on Kincaid’s more overt, 

physical descriptions of the ugly tourist, particularly the image of “incredibly 

unattractive, fat, pastrylike-fleshed” (13) men and women who traverse Antigua’s 

beaches and luxury resorts, the ugliness of the tourist outlined in A Small Place is 

far more complex. Furthermore, the effect of Kincaid’s claim when A Small Place 

was published and its resonances over three decades later should not be 

underestimated. Her specific critique of tourism delves much deeper into systemic 

issues of inequality across the globe and serves as a reminder of the continued 

sway that discourses of tourism, in relation to both the guidebook and anti-

guidebook, hold over representations of places and local cultures.  

At the center of Kincaid’s provocative statement about the tourist, I argue, 

is a twofold critique of the hypermobility associated with tourism and of the 

solipsistic worldview of tourists who cannot, and in many cases refuse to, see past 

their own experience. Speaking directly to the tourist, Kincaid makes the 

following clarification: 

An ugly thing, that is what you are when you become a tourist, an ugly, 

empty thing, a stupid thing, a piece of rubbish pausing here and there to 

gaze at this and that, and it will never occur to you that the people who 

inhabit the place in which you have just paused cannot stand you… (17, 

emphasis mine) 
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Through her use of second person point of view, Kincaid makes clear the intended 

tourist to whom she speaks: “a North American—to be frank, white” (4). In 

addition, her inclusion of the specific term “rubbish” implicates the modern-day 

tourist within a historical lineage of colonial occupiers that date back to the 

“human rubbish” that settled Antigua following the arrival of Columbus. Kincaid, 

however, has no qualms with who the tourist is in their day-to-day life and indeed 

clarifies “ordinarily, you are a nice person, an attractive person” earlier in this 

section (15). Rather, she specifies that ugliness is a result of becoming that is 

conditional on the moment in which the second person addressee of the text 

transitions “from being that nice blob just sitting like a boob in your amniotic sac 

of the modern experience to being a person visiting heaps of death and ruin…to 

being a person lying on some faraway beach” (16). Larkin alludes to this moment 

of metaphorical birth in A Small Place to reinforce that “tourist subjectivity is not 

stable and pre-existing” and the differences between tourists and Antiguan locals 

is a result of “material circumstance” (198). What I would like to add and 

emphasize is the particular circumstances of Kincaid’s critique are integral to 

reading A Small Place as an anti-guidebook that speaks directly to the figurative 

descendants of the colonial bad actors who “should have never left their home.” 

Thus, the figure of the “ugly human being” is the symbolic locus of her larger 

critique of the conditions of mobility that produce the tourist and the ways in 

which these conditions are grounded in interwoven histories of economic and 

colonial power.   
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 It is the mobilities steeped in class and racial privilege enjoyed by “ugly 

human beings,” and not simply the tourists themselves, that Kincaid so forcefully 

vilifies.136 Thus, she employs the genre of the anti-guidebook to interrogate the 

very mobilities on which traditional guidebooks rely. Alongside her focus on the 

moment of becoming in her description of the tourist, conditional language 

defines Kincaid’s approach to the anti-guidebook in the first section of A Small 

Place. The text begins by communicating the dependency of the tourist on a 

privileged mode of hypermobility—“If you go to Antigua as a tourist” (3, 

emphasis mine)—and this conditional statement offers readers a textual c(l)ue that 

they must decipher in order to fully grasp the processes by which tourism 

transforms otherwise “nice” people into “ugly human beings.” (If you are bored 

with the quotidian travails of life, if “the banality of your own life is very real to 

you” (18), if “that awful feeling of displacedness comes over you” (16), then you 

might desire a tour.) As Kincaid stresses, it is the ability to act on this desire that 

differentiates the hypermobile tourist from the static “native”:           

For every native of every place is a potential tourist, and every tourist is a 

native of somewhere. … Every native would like to find a way out, every 

native would like a rest, every native would like a tour. But some 

natives—most natives in the world—cannot go anywhere. They are too 

poor. They are too poor to go anywhere. They are too poor to escape the 

 
136 Within the historical context of Caribbean tourism, see Wood’s analysis of the Great 

White Fleet as symbolic vessels of imperial rule and “U.S.-style racial discrimination” in 

which black Caribbean passengers were forced to “occupy inferior cabins and eat early 

before the white passengers – and often be denied bookings at all” (153).  
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reality of their lives; and they are too poor to live properly in the place 

you, the tourist, want to go… (18-19)  

By repeating the phrase “they are too poor,” Kincaid correlates social mobility 

and class to the spatial mobilities associated with tourism. By reinforcing that 

everyone is a “native” when they are at home, she both recognizes the potential 

for mobility held by all “natives” and constructs a type of us vs. them binary 

between the Antiguan local and the North American (or European) tourist in 

which the latter can move fluidly between these identities whereas the former 

cannot transcend the boundary between them so easily. 

 The problems of hypermobility also inform my reading of the second 

major issue that Kincaid critiques in this section: the limited perspective of the 

tourist and the role of that perspective in the transformation of one culture’s home 

into a space that caters to the outsider’s desires. With this consequence in mind, I 

turn back to Kincaid’s critique of the tourist. In addition to calling attention to 

hypermobility as the leading factor that contributes to the ugliness of the tourist, I 

propose that Kincaid thus positions hypermobility as a prevailing force that 

constructs the tourist’s worldview. Similar to her resistance to tropicalized 

representations of Antigua, Kincaid critiques the role that the tourist plays in such 

representations by continuing to manipulate how they see both themselves and 

Antigua throughout her anti-guidebook.  

 Take Kincaid’s modified version of the arrival scene mentioned above, in 

which she imagines a tourist taking in the impossibly verdant landscape of 

Antigua from their seat on an airplane and momentarily growing concerned over 
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the possibility of rain ruining their vacation. In addition to manipulating what the 

tourist sees, Kincaid questions how they see and illustrates the connection 

between hypermobility and a limited world view. Speaking directly to her reader, 

Kincaid writes, “since you are a tourist, the thought of what it might be like for 

someone to live day in, day out in a place that suffers constantly from drought, 

and so has to watch carefully every drop of fresh water used…must never cross 

your mind” (4). Kincaid employs a type of reverse psychology in this instance 

that simultaneously reinforces the limited worldview of the tourist and challenges 

the tourist to think beyond it. Like her delineation between the conditions that 

create hypermobile tourists and maintain “native” immobility referenced above, 

Kincaid constructs a dichotomy between those who consume pleasure and those 

who produce the conditions for pleasurable consumption. She further reinforces 

this distinction by calling attention to what the tourist will visualize while on 

vacation, writing, “[y]ou see yourself taking a walk on the beach, you see yourself 

meeting new people (only they are new in a very limited way, for they are people 

just like you)….You see yourself, you see yourself…” (13). In the world that 

Kincaid constructs, the tourist travels between self-enclosed spheres of home and 

away wherein they recreate the comforts and securities of home through the 

people with whom they choose to interact while traversing the space of a 

perceived tropical paradise.  

Kincaid transforms the tourist—and tourism more generally—into a 

spectacle by reversing the direction of the tourist gaze. Though she provides her 

reader with vivid descriptions of Antigua, it is the tourist rather than the local or 
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landscape who is the object of a prying, and even invasive, narrative gaze 

throughout A Small Place. Kincaid further stresses this inversion by calling 

attention to the tourist’s predilection to “gaze at this and that” when she describes 

the tourist gaze in relation to the Antiguan “native” as well as the ways in which 

the “native” returns that gaze. The tourist is “a person marveling at the harmony 

(ordinarily, what you would say is backwardness) and the union these other 

people (and they are other people) have with nature” (16). But, as Kincaid 

reminds her tourist-reader, “behind their closed doors they [Antiguans] laugh at 

your strangeness” and, importantly, “they do not like you” (17). Through a 

paraliptic emphasis on what the tourist will not see (or hear for that matter)—

including critiques of the tourist’s appearance, customs, and accent—Kincaid 

manipulates her tourist-reader’s self-perception and renders their gaze powerless. 

Furthermore, she ventriloquizes the problematic observations of the tourist in 

order to subvert the typical narrative of voyeurism associated with the tourist 

gaze: here the voyeur no longer occupies the privileged position of looking 

without being seen. Rather, this treatment of the tourist places them in the 

position of being watched by both narrator and reader of the text. The tourist-

reader must then reflect further on their actions beyond merely looking inward to 

their own desires that they project upon a destination.  

 Her assertive tone in A Small Place not only calls attention to the 

limitations of the tourist gaze, but also works to illuminate the connections 

between histories of exploration and conquest and modern-day practices of 

touristic “invasion.” By continually speaking directly to the tourist through a 
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second-person point of view that is oftentimes antagonistic, Kincaid forces the 

tourist-reader to reconsider their subject position and complacency within an 

industry that perpetuates forms of neocolonialism under the cloak of recreation 

and pleasure. Indeed, the tone of her critique has been well-documented.137 What 

I would like to reinforce here is the importance of Kincaid’s caustic critiques of 

the tourist to the larger project of disrupting imperial modes of mobility and 

literary representation through the genre of the anti-guidebook. In addition, the 

complexities of Kincaid’s dual critique of the tourist and Anglo-Eurocentric 

representations of the Caribbean illuminate the ways in which the anti-guidebook 

positions both the tourist and the traveler-narrator as its subject and raises the 

ultimate question: Can one travel without becoming a tourist? As the following 

section will explore, Kincaid’s answer appears to be a type of “yes, but…”; that 

is, yes one can travel with the express purpose of eschewing the problematic 

perspective of the tourist, but elements of such perspectives very well may be 

inevitable in some small measure.  

 

 

 
137 In “Anger in a Small Place: Jamaica Kincaid’s Cultural Critique of Antigua” (1995), 

for example, Keith Byerman comments directly on the passage cited earlier in this section 

in which Kincaid refers to the tourist as a “piece of rubbish.” Claiming that Kincaid’s text 

employs the “aesthetics of anger,” Byerman argues that “[j]ust as the Eurocentric 

perspective reduces the colonized to objects of ridicule and abuse, so here the visitor 

from that outside world is made the object of derision by the natives” (92). Recently, in 

“‘Making a Spectacle of Yourself”: The art of anger in Jamaica Kincaid’s A Small Place” 

(2018), Claudia Marquis refers to the dialogue between the first- and second-person 

points of view as a “textual argument” (148) wherein “two persons engage in 

conversation, a dialogue that might conclude in a shift of views, or compromise, on 

matters in issue” (155). 
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“Antiguans returning to Antigua”: Representing Contested Subjectivities  

 When Kincaid briefly mentions “Antiguans returning to Antigua after a 

long absence,” she alludes to her own access to and relative ease of travel as well 

as provides a brief meta-reflection on her prolonged absence from Antigua (44). 

At this point in the text, she has shifted her focus from the tourist to herself as 

well as to the political and cultural landscape of Antigua at the time of her visit in 

the 1980s. Similar to Dervla Murphy’s simultaneous claim to insider knowledge 

and outsider status explored in the previous chapter, Kincaid discursively 

performs a dual insider/outsider role in relation to the subjects of island space, the 

figure of the tourist, and the local population of Antigua in her anti-guidebook. 

Kincaid, however, exists outside of an “either/or” paradigm of “tourist” and 

“native”; instead, one should understand her position within a tenuous negotiation 

between insider and outsider. She inhabits several identities at once: Antiguan, 

Antiguan American, former “native”-turned-traveling author, and so on. Within A 

Small Place, this positionality offers Kincaid the opportunity to refashion Antigua 

as simultaneously familiar and foreign. A performance of multiple subjectivities 

also allows her to both reclaim Antigua from the singular perspective of the 

tourist “intruder” and to critique the contested space of a place she once called 

home from a perspective influenced by geographic and temporal distance. In 

addition to engaging directly with the tourist in order to critique the larger social, 

cultural, and political issues at stake with the tourism industry, she also confronts 

the role that this industry plays in the economic and cultural landscape of Antigua. 

Thus, she forces her readers to hold two thoughts in their heads at the same time: 
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tourism is at once “ugly” and a necessary lived reality of the people who call 

Antigua home.  

Kincaid constructs an anti-guidebook that defies the expectations readers 

might have of the traditional guidebook through generic experimentation and 

literary representations of space that require storytellers to “act and situate 

themselves in space as active participants” (Lefebvre 294). One of the ways in 

which she situates herself in the reconstructed space of Antigua depicted in A 

Small Place is through this negotiation of multiple subjectivities. As noted by 

McLeod, Kincaid’s position within multiple identifications amounts to a “strategy 

of doubleness” in which Kincaid employs the second person “you” to distinguish 

between native and tourist, narrator and reader, and also uses “the ironic second 

person ‘you’ to create a commentary on neocolonialism in which the narrator also 

assumes the role of metafictional colonizer” (McLeod 80, 81). There are certainly 

moments in which the language Kincaid uses in her first-person reflections 

mirrors the language of her critique of the neo-colonizing tourist. Kincaid opens 

the third section of the text, which focuses primarily on the lasting effects of 

colonialism and postcolonial political corruption in Antigua, with the following 

statement:  

And so you can imagine how I felt when, one day, in Antigua, standing on 

Market Street, looking up one way and down the other, I asked myself: Is 

the Antigua I see before me, self-ruled, a worse place than it was when it 

was dominated by the bad-minded English and all the bad-minded things 

they brought with them? (41) 
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I read this brief dialogue, which strays from the confrontational tone that 

characterized the first section of the text, as a moment of identification—and even 

fleeting kinship—with the perspective of the outsider, especially since she 

addresses her comments here to the tourist-reader. Instances such as this that 

illustrate Kincaid’s equally polemical engagement with the presence of corrupt 

government officials have garnered criticism, particularly of the authorial and 

geographic distance from which she writes her reflection on Antigua. In “A Small 

Place Writes Back” (2002), poet Jane King argues that Kincaid places herself “in 

a unique position able to understand the tourist and the Antiguan and despise both 

while identifying with neither” (895).  

 However, in my view, Kincaid’s dual identification with both colonized 

insider and colonizing outsider is inextricably bound to the project of writing 

about contested spaces. My reading of her critical stance is more generous than 

King’s though does not yet go so far as McLeod’s. Here, Gillian Beer’s 

engagement with the island as a contested space conducive to “inside-outside 

relationship[s]” is particularly useful to considering how Kincaid inhabits 

multiple subjectivities throughout her anti-guidebook (22). What Beer calls 

“discursive doubling,” which describes tense relationships between “self-

description and description of the other” as well as states of “observing and 

inhabiting” (22, 23), stresses the importance of language and the written text to 

understanding Kincaid’s engagement with Antigua in A Small Place.138 In 

confronting the difficulties of writing about a place she once conceived of as 

 
138 See “Discourses of the Island” in Literature and Science as Modes of Expression 

(1989), edited by Fredrick Amrine. 



219 

 

home—and perhaps still does given the “bitterness and shame” that accompanies 

her reflection on the state of Antigua upon her return (41)—when histories of 

colonialism and a contemporary tourism industry have transformed it into a 

playground for the hypermobile middle to upper classes, Kincaid must come to 

terms with her own position of belonging to that privileged class. By situating 

herself as both tourist in and “native” to Antigua, Kincaid uses the genre of the 

anti-guidebook to reflect on, and indeed confront, states of belonging and un-

belonging that characterize her relationship to Antigua.  

 In particular, Kincaid’s specific engagement with language and with the 

difficulties of writing about her motherland without a mother tongue illustrates 

the tension that characterizes “discursive doubling” and communicates the fraught 

act of situating oneself in a contested space. Reflecting on the colonial education 

she received as a child in Antigua, and the role that British colonialism played in 

not only reinforcing the singularity of the English language, but also in the theft 

of a possible mother tongue, Kincaid writes:  

For isn’t it odd that the only language I have in which to speak of this 

crime is the language of the criminal who created the crime? And what 

can that really mean? For the language of the criminal can contain only the 

goodness of the criminal’s deed. The language of the criminal can explain 

and express the deed only from the criminal’s point of view. (31-32) 

Kincaid’s critique of language and the question of to whom language belongs 

addresses the issue of access. Reinforcing the ways in which her own personal 

history is bound to histories of English imperialism and colonialism, Kincaid 
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expresses anger, rage even, over the fact that the imposition of the English 

language robbed her and her fellow Antiguans access to a local culture unsullied 

by English influence. To further complicate this issue, Kincaid places herself in a 

liminal space between the criminal and the victim: the limitations of language cast 

her in the role of colonized victim whereas the act of writing in the criminal’s 

language forces her to inhabit the figure of the colonizer rather than, as McLeod 

posits, allows her to assume this role. As a form of “discursive doubling” made 

possible by writing both about and within the space of an island, Kincaid’s use of 

the second-person point of view as well as the images she employs to combat a 

“tropicalized” narrative of tourism constitute a manipulation the criminal’s 

language in which she attempts to write her way out of the voice of the colonizer. 

 Utilizing the narrative technique of the second person point of view allows 

Kincaid to use polemical anti-discourses of tourism to map the lived reality of 

black Antiguans, both past and present, onto the landscape of an imagined, idyllic 

paradise. Kincaid returns to the idea of theft and places it within the context of the 

modern tourism industry to present an alternative to the narrative of 

tropicalization imposed on Antigua by centuries of first European, then North 

American travel to the Caribbean. She situates the tourism industry within larger 

arguments against the theft of land and people. Referencing the command that an 

unnamed hotel has over the land that surrounds it, which implicitly calls to mind 

images of behemoth resorts scattered along the beaches of Antigua, Kincaid 

writes: “Even though all the beaches in Antigua are by law public beaches, 

Antiguans are not allowed on the beaches of this hotel…and soon the best 
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beaches in Antigua will be closed to Antiguans” (57-58). In another engagement 

with hotel spaces, she explicitly correlates tourism, particularly the hospitality 

industry, to waste and implicitly draws parallels between modern day tourism and 

histories of colonialism and the Atlantic slave trade. Kincaid reminds her tourists 

that they should neither consider the effects of tourism on the infrastructure of 

Antigua, nor the bodily waste they produce, writing:  

You must not wonder what exactly happened to the contents of your 

lavatory when you flushed it….Oh, it might all end up in the water you are 

thinking of taking a swim in; the contents of your lavatory might, just 

might, graze gently against your ankle as you wade carefree in the water, 

for you see, in Antigua, there is no proper sewage-disposal system. But the 

Caribbean Sea is very big and the Atlantic Ocean is even bigger; it would 

amaze even you to know the number of black slaves this ocean has 

swallowed up. (13-14) 

Here, Kincaid constructs a representational space that reimagines a luxury hotel 

bathroom as a space of violent, rather than pleasurable, consumption (though 

indeed the two are difficult to separate). By referencing the Middle Passage in 

conjunction with a critique of the waste, or “rubbish,” produced by tourism, 

Kincaid rewrites the space of travel away from the narratives of tourism-for-

pleasure, and demands that her readers consider their own privileged mobility in 
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comparison to the forced mobility that millions of enslaved Africans endured 

during the height of the Triangular Trade.139  

 The connection between enslavement and tourism becomes even more 

explicit through Kincaid’s critique of the Mill Reef Club, a resort that has 

historically relied on Antiguan labour while simultaneously barring Antiguan 

admission. Given the implications about modern-day tourism that Kincaid’s 

reference to the Middle Passage raises as well as the influence of the “plantation 

complex” on late twentieth and twenty-first century mobilities of tourism, it 

becomes difficult to view the Mill Reef Club, where in the not-so-distant past 

black staff members were only granted access to the resort’s beach to serve the 

white guest population, as merely a benign hotel.140 She then situates her critique 

of the Mill Reef Club within an analysis of “small events” in Antigua that range 

from specific moments such as the founding of the Antigua Trades and Labour 

Union in 1939 to a more broad definition of “event” that includes the event of 

slavery, the event of emancipation, and the event of tourism. Regarding the 

“event” of slavery, Kincaid writes: “In Antigua, people speak of slavery as if it 

had been a pageant full of large ships sailing on blue water, the large ships filled 

 
139 In addition, Kincaid’s focus on the Middle Passage here reinforces Clarke’s definition 

of postcolonial travel writing as an aesthetic project that “bears witness to involuntary 

and coercive mobilities” (12). 
140 Even today, the Mill Reef Club employs archival images of predominantly white 

guests served by black employees—depicted, always, as smiling—on its website to 

attract potential new members, which parallels Kincaid’s description of the Club as it was 

run in the twentieth century: “And then there was another place, called the Mill Reef 

Club. It was built by some people from North America who wanted to live in Antigua 

and spend their holidays in Antigua but who seemed not to like Antiguans (black people) 

at all, for the Mill Reef Club declared itself completely private, and the only Antiguans 

(black people) allowed to go there were servants” (27).     
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up with human cargo—their ancestors” (54). Kincaid’s description here resonates 

with her earlier abstraction of small places, peoples, and events in which “people 

in a small place see the event in the distance heading directly towards them” (52). 

Given the predominant focus on tourists and tourism in the first section of A Small 

Place, one cannot help but imagine a cruise ship on the horizon carrying an influx 

of tourists that will inevitably become people “visiting heaps of death and ruin 

and feeling alive and inspired at the sight of it” (16). Emancipation, Kincaid 

claims, is conceptualized as a recent event in Antigua, “as if it happened just the 

other day” (55). She continues, constructing a link between emancipation and the 

Mill Reef Club via the Hotel Training School in Antigua:  

The word “emancipation” is used so frequently, it is as if it, emancipation, 

were a contemporary occurrence, something everybody is familiar with. 

And perhaps there is something in that, for an institution that is often 

celebrated in Antigua is the Hotel Training School, a school that teaches 

Antiguans how to be good servants, how to be a good nobody, which is 

what a servant is. In Antigua, people cannot see a relationship between 

their obsession with slavery and emancipation and their celebration of the 

Hotel Training School… (55) 

The link between slavery, (perceived) emancipation, and the neocolonial forces of 

the tourism industry are made abundantly clear in this description: with few 

economic opportunities available on the island beyond working for the industry 

that imports hordes of “ugly human beings” each year, the most coveted career 

option promotes servitude and subjugation. The Hotel Training School thus 
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functions as a funnel, draining native Antiguans from their own domestic spaces 

to the domestic spaces constructed in the service of the tourist.  

Furthermore, the movement of Antiguans from the local sphere to the 

tourist sphere mirrors the movement of funds on the island, which becomes 

abundantly clear through a structure that makes multiple appearances throughout 

A Small Place: the library. Damaged in “The Earthquake” of 1974, the building 

that once housed the library still showcases a “REPAIRS ARE PENDING” sign 

fourteen years later (8, 9). This sign is pregnant with meaning in relation to 

Kincaid’s critique of Antiguan infrastructure, local education and literacy on the 

island, and the investment of economic and cultural capital in Antigua. To further 

inform this critique, Kincaid relates an exchange she had with a woman whose 

family had helped to establish the Mill Reef Club. Though this woman “had been 

mentioned to [Kincaid] as someone who was very active in getting the old library 

restored” (47), Kincaid’s narration of the exchange focuses more on the power 

differential between herself and this woman, between black Antiguans and white 

members of the Mill Reef Club. The conclusion to their discussion is, 

unsurprisingly, disappointing. Kincaid writes:  

In any case, this woman and her friends at the Mill Reef Club wanted to 

restore the old library, but she said she didn’t know if they would be able 

to do so, because that part of St. John’s was going to be developed, turned 

into little shops—boutiques—so that when tourists turned up they could 

buy all those awful things that tourists always buy… (47-48) 
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The notion of development is particularly noteworthy here and resonates with 

Kincaid’s larger critique of the immense financial influence that outsiders wield 

in Antigua. Elsewhere in A Small Place, Kincaid calls attention to “Syrian and 

Lebanese nationals [who] own large amounts of land in Antigua” on which 

condominiums to be sold to a North American and European client base as well as 

commercial properties rented to the Antiguan government for profit are built (62). 

Kincaid makes clear that the exorbitantly high rents paid to these real estate 

developers-turned-landlords by the Antiguan government “could have bought the 

building (the library on Market Street) many times over” (63). By highlighting the 

control that powerful outsiders supported by a corrupt government have over the 

distribution of funds across the island, Kincaid situates her critique of the tourist 

and tourism within a larger critique of systemic oppression and inequity. Rather 

than develop the educational and intellectual opportunities—symbolized by the 

library—a minority that holds the majority of the wealth coursing through the 

island focuses on the cultivation of an industry that relies on the labor of “good 

nobod[ies],” thus perpetuating a continued and permanent servant class among the 

local population of Antigua.   

 Kincaid reflects upon this cycle of servitude in relation to the idea of 

“small events” and the treatment of time on the island. “To the people in a small 

place,” she writes, “the division of Time into the Past, the Present, and the Future 

does not exist” (54). In this description, Kincaid criticizes a lack of forethought 

among Antiguan politicians and locals, likening “the people in a small place” to 

“children being shown the secrets of a magic trick” (54). On the provocation of 
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this description of Antiguans, Anthony Carrigan writes, “Kincaid’s narrator 

mimics the primitivist stereotypes of early island ethnographers that are 

embedded in touristic fetishization of native cultures” in order to “[frame] them as 

equally blinkered ‘primitives’” alongside the tourists she critiques earlier in the 

text (124).141 Conversely, Sam Vasquez argues for reading Kincaid’s text as 

exemplary of a “counterdiscursive humour,” writing that Kincaid’s “explorations 

in her book…provide an apt model for humour’s ability not only to seemingly 

replicate limiting stereotypes, but also to expose and explode such 

representations” (80).142 My reading of Kincaid’s narrative stance and use of 

problematic stereotyping in A Small Place aligns more closely with Vasquez’s 

focus on the ways in which Kincaid manipulates representation of both Antigua 

and its population, and I would also like to stress that Kincaid positions herself 

within these vexed representations.  

 The majority of the section that deals with “people in a small place” is 

composed in the third person point of view and Kincaid exhibits a level of 

authorial distance between herself and her subject of inquiry. However, the 

subjectivity and inward reflection (configured as the “inward turn” elsewhere in 

this dissertation) of Kincaid as traveler-narrator pervades the background of her 

representation of the Antiguan population. Placing herself in the position of 

 
141 See Postcolonial Tourism: Literature, Culture, and Environment (2011). Carrigan 

stresses that “clichéd stereotypes of the timeless natives are hereby refashioned and 

applied to touristic participants in western modernity” in A Small Place (124). 
142 See “Travelling Humour Reimagined: The Comedic Unhinging of the European Gaze 

in Caribbean Postcards” (2012).  
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witnessing—“I look at this place…I look at these people”—Kincaid redirects her 

gaze inward: 

I cannot tell whether I was brought up by, and so come from, children, 

eternal innocents, or artists who have not yet found eminence in a world 

too stupid to understand, or lunatics who have made their own lunatic 

asylum, of an exquisite combination of all three. (57) 

Though the text quickly pivots back to critiques of both tourism and political 

corruption in Antigua, this brief moment of questioning reveals the potential of 

the anti-guidebook to provide space for self-reflection and the opportunity to 

inhabit multiple subjectivities under the auspices of travel. Here, Kincaid uses the 

subjective mode of the anti-guidebook to situate herself among “the people in a 

small place.”  

Moreover, I contend that Kincaid’s references to stereotyping and 

abstractions of time work toward dismantling centuries-old notions of the 

Caribbean as a primitive and idyllic utopian space. Utopias, as Michel Foucault 

argues in “Of Other Spaces” (1986), cannot exist because they “are sites with no 

real place” and “fundamentally unreal spaces” (24). In analyzing abstract space as 

rooted in real geographic place, he constructs the paradigm of heterotopia to 

define spaces of otherness “which are something like counter-sites, a kind of 

effectively enacted utopia in which real sites, all the other real sites that can be 

found within the culture, are simultaneously represented, contested, and inverted” 

(24). Addressing the impact of leisure capitalism and discourses of tourism on 

spatial representations of the physical, social, and cultural landscape of Antigua 
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allows Kincaid to construct a contested view of Antigua that resonates with a 

contested representation of herself. In her engagement with time where the proper 

noun of Past, Present, and Future are no longer distinct from one another, Kincaid 

collapses temporal space in order to communicate that histories of the slave trade 

and subsequent emancipation, the violence of the plantation system, and colonial 

occupation are no longer relegated to Antigua’s past, but instead brought to fore 

of her critique of tourism and political corruption. Rather, the newly-independent, 

postcolonial Antigua of Kincaid’s A Small Place is a space in which resort hotels 

have replaced plantations and performative gestures of welcoming the tourist by 

“good servants” have replaced racist, historic depictions of the “happy slave.” The 

temporal borders between a colonial past and a neocolonial present become 

porous and blurred in Kincaid’s configuration of Antigua as a tourist destination 

that caters to the needs of the outsider. Thus, she questions the possibility of 

postcoloniality in a space bound by violent imperial histories that have found their 

modern-day counterpart in invasive practices of tourism. In doing so, she 

constructs a representational space and, importantly, self that is also heterotopic in 

nature, a space, Foucault argues, that contains several incompatible sites side by 

side (26).  

 

Conclusion 

 As I have argued, the anti-guidebook is not without its limitations. 

However, Kincaid utilizes the genre of the anti-guidebook to reimagine the 

relationship between tourist and local in relation to the tourist industry in Antigua 
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and in relation to herself. The final section of A Small Place communicates a 

modification of the master-slave, or tourist-local, dialectic that has been present 

throughout the text. Claiming that “all masters of every stripe are rubbish”—

which mirrors the descriptions of explorers and tourists referenced earlier in this 

chapter—and “all slaves of every stripe are noble and exalted” (80), Kincaid 

relocates her text in the present day in which the masters left (“in a kind of way”) 

and the slaves were freed (“in a kind of way”). Though she by no means produces 

a complete revision of her earlier stance on the ugliness of tourists, Kincaid does 

end her text on the topic of collective humanity. Casting her glance forward, she 

writes: 

Of course, the whole thing is, once you cease to be a master, once you 

throw off your master’s yoke, you are no longer human rubbish, you are 

just a human being…So, too, with the slaves. Once they are no longer 

slaves, once they are free, they are no longer noble and exalted; they are 

just human beings. (81)  

The conditional use of “once” mirrors the conditions by which a tourist is formed 

and implies that this idyllic collectivity has yet to happen. However, the 

cautiously hopeful tone of this concluding section stands out in an otherwise 

polemical text and communicates the potential of the anti-guidebook genre to 

reimagine tourism beyond the confines of neocolonial representational 

methodologies.  

The final section showcases the rhetoric of anti-imperialist nostalgia for a 

future that has yet to be fully realized. She writes back against the colonizer and 
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replaces the narrative of the power hierarchies of colonizer and colonized, master 

and slave, with a narrative of humanity. By recognizing individuals—former 

masters and former slaves, tourists and natives—as, simply, human beings, 

Kincaid represents a possibility that lies beyond the binaries of domination and 

subordination and constructs a narrative representational space that combats the 

singular perspective constructed by the tourist.  

Such forward thinking by Kincaid in the late 1980s certainly resonates 

with current discourses on tourism and improving tourist-local relationships in 

popular vacation destinations. In their recent article for Yes! Magazine, “Are We 

Doing Vacations Wrong?” (2019), Bani Amor addresses the uneven exchange of 

power between tourists and locals of popular destinations in the Global South, 

including Mexico, the Caribbean, and South America. To combat tourist practices 

steeped in legacies of empire, Amor stresses the need for a shift in travel that 

demands practices like avoiding internationally-owned resort hotels and instead 

prioritize supporting locally-run businesses. On the subject of ethical tourism and 

decolonizing travel culture, Amor proposes a new philosophy of travel:  

If we center host cultures and follow their leads in how to—and how not 

to—engage with their lands as guests, if we complicate the idea of who 

travels and why and truthfully map the colonial legacy of the travel genre, 

we just may be able to tap into travel’s storied revolutionary potential.143 

Amor’s use of the conditional “if” is especially noteworthy here and offers a new 

perspective on Kincaid’s critique of the conditions that form the tourist. 

 
143 See https://www.yesmagazine.org/issue/travel/2019/05/20/vacation-decolonize-

radical-travel-better-guest/.  

https://www.yesmagazine.org/issue/travel/2019/05/20/vacation-decolonize-radical-travel-better-guest/
https://www.yesmagazine.org/issue/travel/2019/05/20/vacation-decolonize-radical-travel-better-guest/
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According to Amor, actively confronting the neocolonial aspects of contemporary 

tourism, and, importantly, striving to be a better guest in someone else’s home 

country can produce a new mode of travel that fosters stronger global 

communities. 

 Earlier in this chapter, I addressed the continued force of Kincaid’s 

assertion that “a tourist is an ugly human being,” and I would like to conclude 

proposing another legacy of A Small Place that corresponds to Amor’s call for 

tourists to be better guests in the places they visit. It has been over thirty years 

since A Small Place was first published and the Caribbean remains a top 

destination on the bucket list of millions of would-be tourists each year—a trend 

that does show any signs of abating anytime soon.144 But perhaps Kincaid’s anti-

guidebook, when read alongside contemporary discourses of decolonizing travel, 

can serve as an inspiration for travel of a different sort. In a recent article on the 

potential for A Small Place to usher in a new era of literary tourism in Antigua, 

Rita Baleiro and Sílvia Quinteiro propose that developing a literary tourism sub-

industry in Antigua will “[contribute] to the establishment of the identity [or 

place] longed by Jamaica Kincaid’s narrator” (684).145 Furthermore, because a 

literary tourist is “distinct from the one depicted in Kincaid’s narrative,” and 

defined instead by conscious consumer habits and legitimate desires to 

 
144 According to the National Travel and Tourism Office, over 8 million U.S. citizens 

traveled to the Caribbean in 2018. 

https://travel.trade.gov/tinews/archive/tinews2019/20190402.asp Recently, despite the 

global COVID-19 pandemic, several Caribbean nations reopened to international 

travelers, including Antigua and Barbuda, Jamaica, and the Bahamas, among others.  
145 See Rita Baleiro and Sílvia Quinteiro, “A small place, by Jamaica Kincaid: 

envisioning literary tourism in Antigua” (2019) in the Journal of Tourism and Cultural 

Change, 676-688.  

https://travel.trade.gov/tinews/archive/tinews2019/20190402.asp
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respectfully experience local cultures and landscapes, Baleiro and Quinteiro claim 

that “(m)ost literary tourism experiences foster encounters, and therefore 

contribute to the dissolving of barriers that usually separate tourists and locals” 

(682, 684). Though it is important to clarify that this study focuses on the 

potential of literary tourism to provide a model of travel that combats the 

consumption, waste, and exploitation typically associated with tourism in 

developing countries, I read the cautious optimism of this study in conversation 

with Kincaid’s surprising—and even shocking—hopeful glance toward the future. 

Perhaps once a new class of tourists not so ugly as their predecessors emerges, the 

anti-imperialist nostalgia of Kincaid’s closing section may become a reality. And 

if that happens, then the reviled tourist may very well become “just a human 

being.”  
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CODA 

 

“Home, wherever that may be”: 

Reimagining travel in the twenty-first century 
 

 

At the end of my final chapter, I placed Jamaica Kincaid’s forward-

looking conclusion to A Small Place in conversation with recent proposals for 

ethical tourism. In particular, Bani Amor’s claim that paying close attention to 

how we move through the home countries of others works toward undoing the 

vast power differential between tourists and locals, returning us to Elizabeth 

Bishop’s questions of travel with which this dissertation began. To this point, I 

would like to close with a consideration of how situating home at the center of 

both travel and travel writing corresponds to new inquiries within the field of 

Travel Writing Studies and has the potential to radically shift how we move 

through and write about the world around us. Such a shift should necessarily lead 

to the following questions: What will travel in the twenty-first century look like? 

And perhaps more importantly, what should travel in the twenty-first century look 

like? 

Although we are already two decades into the twenty-first century, I 

contend that the global events of 2020 serve as an inflection point for rethinking 

the relationship between travel, mobility, and place in this century. The World 

Health Organization’s declaration of the COVID-19 pandemic in March 2020 and 

the attendant measures to stop community spread that followed have 

fundamentally altered how large portions of the global population move through 
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and situate themselves in space. For those able to work from home, the 

boundaries between the public and private spheres began to dissolve. In the 

months that followed, global tourism came to an abrupt halt, and Elizabeth 

Bishop’s claim that travel is “never wide and never free” went from the poetic to 

the prophetic. Confinement—via stay-at-home orders, citywide shutdowns, and 

restrictions on travel—became a defining feature of quotidian life. Indeed, 

newspaper and magazine writers began to question the future of travel, 

specifically if there would be a future of travel.146   

Such speculations lack imagination, as evidenced by recent trends in 

Travel Writing Studies that shift our attention from the global to the local. In his 

contribution to The Routledge Research Companion to Travel Writing, “Vertical 

Travel,” Charles Forsdick takes up Michael Cronin’s prior claim that “vertical 

travel is temporary dwelling in a location,” wherein the traveler fully inhabits “the 

particulars of place either in space (botany, studies of micro-climate, exhaustive 

exploration of a local landscape) or in time (local history, archaeology, folklore)” 

(Cronin qtd. in Forsdick 100). Vertical travel, which involves “slowing down” to 

participate in “a process of multisensory rediscovery of the everyday,” is a mode 

of travel born out of confinement (Forsdick 100). Examples of vertical travel 

range from reacquainting oneself with previously ignored, or overlooked, aspects 

of the spatial dimensions of the areas around one’s home to rethinking domestic 

 
146 Selected examples include Paula Hardy’s “Where now for travel? Lonely Planet 

closures point to an uncertain future” (April 20, 2020) and Christopher de Bellaigue’s 

“The end of tourism?” (June 18, 2020), both published in The Guardian, a multi-article 

feature in The New York Times titled “The Future of Travel: How the industry will 

change after the pandemic,” and John Marcus’s “How travel will be different after the 

pandemic” (June 11, 2020) in The Boston Globe.   
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travel within the borders of one’s home country. During “lockdown” in the United 

Kingdom, for example, a group of volunteers, including geographers, amateur 

route checkers, and walking aficionados, came together to begin developing a 

comprehensive map of Britain’s footpaths in an attempt to “connect all of Great 

Britain’s towns and cities.”147 Modes of vertical travel not only intimately reorient 

individuals to the places they call home, but also engender a level of curiosity in 

the domestic that was previously reserved for “non-domestic cultures” (Forsdick 

100).  

In both theory and practice, vertical travel opens up several possibilities 

for recuperating travel from the histories of empire and colonialism explored in 

this dissertation. The physical constraints under which much of the globe has been 

placed during the pandemic might offer us an opportunity to rethink and reset, so 

to speak, travel. That is, after spending so much time at or close to home, how 

might we put Amor’s call for ethical travel into practice and reconsider our 

movements through the homes of other cultures? Or, put another way, how might 

vertical travel provide us with a model for decolonizing both travel culture and 

travel writing?  

I would like to propose that the ways in which vertical travel reorients the 

scope of global travel to the spatial dimensions of home corresponds to this 

dissertation’s focus on how narratives of travel work toward collapsing spaces of 

empire. The ongoing, sometimes cyclical work undertaken by postcolonial 

narratives of undoing colonial and colonizing representations of space is 

 
147 See https://slowways.uk.  

https://slowways.uk/
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consonant with Mary Louise Pratt’s reading of the “decolonization of 

knowledge,” which “should not and cannot be seen as a telos, that is, a project 

with a fixed outcome that we will recognize when we get there” (220).148 

Nonetheless, there are steps that can be practically applied to the act of travel to 

get closer to a decolonized “outcome,” and contemporary travel writers have 

taken to the equalizing (albeit imperfectly so) space of the Internet to generate a 

conversation on how to rethink and actively decolonize travel. In an article for 

Bitch Media, for example, Amor outlines strategies for decolonizing travel, 

including advice on how to best educate oneself about a region and avoid 

exploitative tourist-based economies, and reminds their readers that “when we 

deny [travel’s] political implications, we reestablish it as a tool of coloniality and 

become complicit in its oppressive chain.”149 Elsewhere, Amor stresses the 

importance of travel within the local rather than global sphere, arguing that 

decolonization begins at home: “With a combination of staying put, learning our 

histories, and getting to know our neighbors, we can become better global 

neighbors—and then better global guests.”150 I situate Pratt in conversation with 

Amor to articulate the importance of decolonizing both the practice of travel and 

scholarship on travel writing.  

Despite their vast differences in time period, geographic location, and 

perspective on empire, all of the women explored in this dissertation took ideas of 

 
148 See Mary Louise Pratt’s “Afterword” in The Cambridge Companion to Postcolonial 

Travel Writing, pp. 217-230.  
149 See Bani Amor, “Check Yourself Before You Wreck Someplace Else: A Guide to 

Responsible Summer Travel” (June 21, 2019) on www.bitchmedia.org.  
150 See Bani Amor, “Are We Doing Vacations Wrong?” (May 20, 2019) on 

www.yesmagazine.org. 

http://www.bitchmedia.org/
http://www.yesmagazine.org/
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home with them in their travels. As I have articulated, they moved through and 

wrote within the space between “home” and “away.” In some cases, as I 

examined in the first chapter, this resulted in narratives that sought to reshape the 

colonial periphery in the model of the imperial center. In more contemporary 

narratives that mediate representations of place, people, and culture through the 

vantage point of home, though, the travel writers explored here sought to develop 

a more intimate understanding of the spaces through which they moved and, in 

some cases, inhabited. In my examination of a trajectory of travel writing that 

spans colonial and postcolonial temporalities, I have illustrated both the role that 

histories of empire have played in shaping the genre of travel writing and the 

ways in which the genre makes possible the ongoing project of extricating travel 

from those very histories. By framing travel as a feminine act of domesticating 

space and of the “women’s work” of undoing, my dissertation highlights how the 

continued study of women’s mobilities and narratives of travel contributes to the 

work of reimagining both travel and the genre of travel writing beyond the 

constraints of empire. 
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