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“HOW WHITE SHE Was!":
RACE, GENDER AND GLOBAL CAPITAL IN
THE LIFE AND TIMES OF BEATRICE GRIMSHAW

Julic Evans

Recently, certain feminist scholars commitied o theorigsing difference hove prioritised
the collective need to confront the interests of global capital a8 an urgent focus for
justice struggles,! While structural analysis has often informed conventional critiques
of western feminism, this strategic reconfiguration reflects increasing alarm st the
widespread costs of globalisation.

With different interests in mind, two such scholars, Chandra Talpade Mohanty and
Sars Ahmed, direct attention to the importance of maserial analysis in their otherwiss
broad-mnging engagements with inequality and discrimination, seeking al once to
acknowledge vet also exeesd race, class, and gender divisions. When revisiling her
clussic text “Under Western Eyes”, Mohanty takes the opportunity 10 commect impréssions
orising from her carly exposé of feminism's Eurocentrism, that difference should be
valorised over commonality? Rather, Mohanty clarifies, we must undesstand “how
specifving difference allows us to theorize universal copcerms more Tully™, This refined
concepiual framework underpins her broader goal of bridging ferninist academic and
political activities so that “women of different commumities and identities™ can begin o
build solidarity across borders.' Mohanty wrote anxiously in 2003 about the necessily
of & universul anti-globalisation feminist practice at a time when matedal and political
processes, while always central to her work, had become “more brutal, exacerbating
economic, meinl and gender inequalitics, and thus, .. reed o be demystified, re-examimead,
and theorized”.*

Similatfy, in outlining the risks apparent in what she regards a¢ the potentially
nareissistic preoccupations of “critical” whiteness smudies? Sarm Almed calls on
scholurs and activists to engage with racism not so much as an attitude of mind, which is
simply susceptible to therapeutic psychological “comrection”, but a3 a far more complex
“on-going reality™, whose resilience to refonm reflects its deeply structural provenance
Accordingly, such a task requires determined “interventions in the political economy
of race”, supported by o detniled understanding of how racism in the present, as in the
past, “distributes resources and capacities unegeally amongst otheps™ ®

In the following account of the writings and activities of Beasirice Grimshaw,
I seek to support the force of these anguments by grounding the contemporary concerns
of Mohanty and Ahmed i an carlier global economic context. In line with established
scholarship on race, gender and imperinlism,” Grimshaw’s early twentieth-century lexis
further demonsirate how race and gender were deeply imbricated in the production
of the very social inequalities upon which empire depended. The historical analysis
therefore addresses at the outset Ahmed’s concem that race continues to gain purchase
in the present “only by being cut off from histories of labour, s well as histories
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of circulation and exchange™® The discussion then moves on o consider gender's
distinctive engagements with race in the colonies. Though similarly grounded in netions
of brolegical essentialism, race and gender developed in response to colonialism in
particular ways, supporting Mohanty’s claim that “capital as it functions now depends
om and exacerbates racist, pairiarchal and heteresexist relations of le™*

The discussion traces the intersections between certain popular discourses of difference,
both reflected and produced in Grimshaw™s texts, and the project of establishing a
globalsed market economy, evident in Britzin's so-called civilising mission throughout the
Pacific in the early twentisth century. Accordingly, the analysis seeks fo resiore 1o race is
material correlates, forestalling the pewerful propensity of race, both now and in the past,
1o suggest that physical appearance rather than subject position delermined its operations
historicaily.” In so doing, it demonstrates the significance of place in articulating the
purposes of difference and, therefore, the additional salience of Mohanty's concern about
the ne=d to lmk “everyday life and local gendered contexts and ideologies to the barger,
transnational political and economic structures and ideclogies of capitalism™,"

Grnmshaw's writings indicate that these founding discourses of difference not oaly
Fostered a range of British economic interests far from bome. Such representations of
the region’s indigenous peoples alse supported the imperial prefensions of the new
Commonwealth of Austrelin, which cast its own colonizsing gaee nortlywards wowards the
peoples and resources of Papua™ew Guinea, as well as inwards towards those it had
already dispessessed. At different times and places in the Pacific, the interests of capital
sought variously to displace local populations and exploit their resources, and were
supporied, oo, by the brutal regimes of indentured labour recruitment and employment
practices, which crisscrossed the region Accordingly, specifying the correlation
between these broad-based economic imperatives and the discursive operations of race
end gender in a seemingly localised context provides compelling evidence thar the
mterests of capital have indeed long been global.

BEATRICE GRIMSHAW

Beptrice Grmshaw led on unconventional life as a single woman, challenging the
gender norms of lele nineteenth-century Brifam te work and travel in the Pacific.
Bom in Morthern Ireland in 1870, she took advaniage of the opportunifics available
b the “Mew Womaon™ ut the end of the century, gaining higher education and assering
her individuality, contrary te stereotypical Wictorian notions of femininity. Some scholars
¢laim she had hitle wleological affinity with feminism,” vet her life choices implicitly
¢ontested women’s role i the patmarchal order, In flouting these personal constraints,
Grimshow's writings and actions nevertheless meinforced and produced powerfil
ntions of Europesn superiority, and the socinl ond economic privilege it endorsed,
both 1 homne and abroad,

At the beginning of her coreer Grimshow worked a5 a joumalist in Dublin, In 1902,
at the age of thirty-two, she moved to London to fake wp a position in the literary
deportment of the Cunard shipping line. Eventunlly she spent several vears travelling
throughoud the Pacific, scting 85 a publicist for government and commercinl interests
and producing pewspaper articles for the Doily Graphic, Svdeey Morning Herald
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and Pearsons Magozine, In 1907 Grimshaw published ber first reflections on these
adventures — fn the Stronge South Seay wod From Fiji to the Cannibal fslandy — and
a novel called Faiti of the Ivlandy, She also visited Australin and travelled throughouw
Papua, which eventually became her bome for the next twenty-seven years. Retining in
1936, she moved w Bathirst, Ausiralia, where she died m 1953, It was mumoured thai
she was once engaged, and although speculation also surrounded her relationship with
Australia’s Lieutenant-Governor in Papua, Hubert Murray, she never married,
Grimshaw’s literary ouput as both a journalist'publicist and a novelist was prodigious
and, given iis imperialist context, was oflen explicitly politicl. According to Susan
Gardner, Grimshaw “gave orders 10 [Australian Prime Minister] Alfred Deakin on bow
to colonise Papua, run Northern Australia and gin control over the New Hebrnides and
Mew Caledonia, as if the Pacific Ocean were a family pond™" [n 1908, she sought an
Australizn Government commission (o atiract investment to the North of Austmlin, ciing
For the Strauge Foath Seas as prool of her success in such enterprises; “[ can certainly get
settlers for the North of Australia, the place atracts myself very strongly, which makes it
meore likely that [ shall do my best work in writing about o™
Deakin emploved her 1o write setilement and investment literature for Australia’s
recently acquired territory of Papun (Tormecly Brtish New Guinea)'® Indeed, hes
influence as a jounalist and publiciat is reflected in her comment to Denkin that
I am acting as occazional correspondent (hy special amangement) for
The Times and 1 have sctive and intelligent agents in London, nlso in
Sydney, who place anyihing | may send them in the mest effective manner,
In fact, when | need it, | have a very satisfaciory system of disseminating
any desired information or impression widely through the press of the
world, not necessasily undes my own signamre ... 1 will do my best ...
for Ausiralian interests, '™
Her personal relationship with Hubert Murray provides further evidence of her
close mssociation with the Australisn colonial administration. According to Gamdner,
contemporary newspaper photographs “show her virtually living in Government House™
in Papua.” As she was a notable figure in Murray's own correspondence,’™ such claims
to influence were perhaps not exaggerated. Certainly her articles were published n
newspapers with large circulations, which, as Roger Thompson confitms, served to imform
contemporary government policy and public attitudes; “Newspapers were .., virally the
only sources of information abowt such isswes [external affairs, pamicularly the Posific
Islands] ... editorial cuttings were often filed with Australian government documents
dealing with Pacific lslands questions™
Grimshaa’s novels were similarly widely reacd She is listed as ong of the besi-known
women novelists of her time by the NMew Ssah Waley Bookssall? which published three
of the forty books she wrote. Sixteen of her popular novels were set in Papun or New
Guines, nine in the Pacific Islands. Her first Papuan novel, When the Red Gods Call
{1911} was reissued and translated several times over the next twenty years, The 1928
mation picture The Adorable Cwtcast was based on her 1922 novel Cownr of te Coral
Seas. Many stories were serialised in the Australian Woween s Weekly while she reached
an even wider audience through occasional world tours and radio broadeasts, organised
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by her London publishers. Gardner claims Grimshaw exeried “colossal contemporary
influence™ not just in Ausiralia and Papua but also in Britain and the United States, where,
even during the Depression years, she was paid 51,000 for a short story in a magazine, ™
It iz zignificant that Grirehaw's work was popular in the metropols
a8 well as in the colonies. According to Henrika Kuklick, novels such as
Grimshaw's enabled the non-specialist ethnographers back home o be
cotertzined a5 well as to be reassured of the ments of their own way of
life™# Kuklick argues further that by the first decades of ihe twenticth
ceniury, Europeans wera sufficiently numerous in the colonies o become
“imward-looking™ and were eager to create and consume images of
themselves that conformed to metropolitan standards and identities, no
matier how these may have conflicted with colonial realitics. James
Boutilier confirms this more general observation, drawing particular
attention o Grimshaw's popularity in the Solomon Islands and the ways
in which ber novels confirmed and created new identities for the Europsean
women who lived there ™
The following discussion nddresses a selection of three of Beairice Grimshaw's
novels: Hiven the Red oy Call (1911), set in Bratish Mew Guinea/Australian Papua; My
South Sea Sweerheart {1921) set in various mid-Pacific 1slands of Polynesia; and Conn
of the Cowral Sean (1922), set in the fictiions Mew Cumberlands, Melanesin® In cach
of these novels, Grimshaw calls on prevailing nofions of mcinl difference, significantly
miflected by place and pender, to portray Ewropeans as clearly superior to the indigenoos
population. I hope that the risk of reiterating their offensiveness here i mitigaied
somewhat by the importance of demonstrating both the explicitness of such integrated
dizscursive frameworks and their comrelation with o range of colonial endeavours
throughout the Pacific region in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.

RACE, PLACE AND GENDER

Discourses of differénce colling on notions of race, place and pender imterrelole
throughout the novels, vet each plays o distinctive role in establishing and upholding
Europenn pre-eminense m the region, In My South Sea Sweethears, Australian-bom
Dara, livimg out her father’s Enlightenment idesl on o Pecific iskond, close o nature and
for from the cormupting imfluences of civilisation, “had to the full the meial pride of the
white girl reared smong coloursd people™® When faced by the “murderous Maluite
men' she finds comfort in the only thing she had which they had not: “a while man’s
brain™* In Conn &f the Coral Seas, Deidre Boese, an Insh girl seeking her destiny in
the Mew Cumberlonds, experienced the “solidarity of race felt by all Europeins who
live among dark people™,™ while in When te Bed Gody Call, Hugh Lynch, an Insh
adventurer in Brtish New Guinen, feels that there was something “immensely flattenng
in the deference paid to & solitary while in a crowd of derk skins all the world over™®
Reflecting the colonist's chamcteristic anxiety about miscegenation, Lynch regards
himself as having commitied “the unforgivable sin — felly”™ of mamying a “nitive
woman™." Despite coring for his il and pregnant wife, Lynch felt enormous relief at
her miscarmage: “The thought of a little half caste boy or girl = a child with woolly
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hair and flat nose, that would nevertheless bear my own likeness — worse, might
even look like my dear dend mother, or my father — was almost revolting o me™ %
Grimshaw deplores those who “go over” mther than “maintnin their race™ and Lynch
eveniually Minds true fove in the new Govemnor’s doughter, Stephanie, who represented
“ihe whole world of while women to those few solitury men of Port Moresby, who
had all of them wives or sweethearts or sisiers with white skins and straight hair
somewhers a long way away"™

The mun characters throughout the novels illustrate Mohanoty's contention that
“eolonisation almost invariably implies ... o discursive or political suppression of the
helerogeneity of the subjeci(s) in question™™ Grmshaw's lorgely undifferentiated
porirays]l of the indigenous peoples of the region accords, too, with Marianna
Tergovaik's notion of “primitivist”™ discourse: “Primitives are like children, the tropes
say. Primitives are our unfamed selves, our id forces — libidinous, trational, violent,
dangerous, Primitives wre mystics, in tune with nature, part of its harmonies. Primitives
pre free. Prirmitives exist al “the fowest cultural levels”; we ocoupy the highest ...

Reflecting on her early marriage, Dara is mortified to heor another European woman
comument that “Nobody marnes af those absurd ages but natives™." In Conn of the
Cenrerl Secrs, Deddre, Nincling hersell siumbling throwgh a dancing ground full of “shrined
and painted fiends, and the brooding bat-vullure images, with the hideous smell of the
braining-stones rising up about her”, asks her hero Conn, “Why are il these devils and
natives and the batg the same 2011 of thing, and why ane they ol like Fursey?™ In reply,
Conn equates hig epemy, the evil white man Fursey, with the “avil principle in nature™:
“Because ... they really are the one thing, The bals and birds and fiends are the natives'
embodiment of the evil principle in nature, And they're mostly evil themselves, And
Fursery, the swine, is bad — clear through".™

In Bhen the Red Gods Coll, British Mew Guinea i described as “on unexplored
wildemess of cannibal savages, about the best place on the face of God's earth™™ In
choosing a “Mission gir™ over a “wild hintle savage™ for his wife, Hugh Lynch reflects on
the Mission's influence: “you must fifl & native’s mind up with something or other, if you
wani {0 keep hin or ber owt of mischief; and some of the things they taught her — not 1o eat
dogs ar cats or buman beings; not 10 buy chirms from sorcerers (o kill her enemies; what to
do with a piece of soap; low to make bread and sew clothes — were really useful”*

The catablishment of place is a particularly potent discursive strotegy in the novels,
Both Britain and Australia are viewed as synonymous with civilisation, while the islands
are their polar opposites. Grimshaw draws heavily, too, on the common contemporary
assumptions about the so-called “Polynesion/Melanesian™ distmction,!' When the Red
Gods Call and Cowe of the Coral Seas are 321 in Melanesia where “Things, on opposite
sides of carth, at opposite ends of history, seerned 1o meet and mingle™,* She employs the
tropes of blackness, ovil and darkness o establish the Melanesians a5 more uncivilised,
more primitive, and potentially more dangerous than the lighter=colounsd, “capable of
being civilized™ Polynesians: “Tahiti is honey, Mead, perbaps — she intoxicates you, too,
dioes Tahiti, gently — sweetly. Buf the Cumberlands — ah, the Cumberiands! They're like
a wicked, beautiful, black and scarlet sunsed, the kind that goes before an earthquake or a
typhoon ... far away at the end of the Pacific, at the end of all things known™ "
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