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This paper is work in progress based on my PhD research, which takes a narrative approach to different representations of history.  It is about my use of oral histories in research, and these are of white British women who lived in east Africa prior to independence.  These women mostly lived in Kenya, however I have also spoken with women who lived in Uganda, Northern Rhodesia, which is now Zambia and Nyasaland, which is now Malawi, however they are all now living in Britain.  They are aged between 60 and 90, depending on when their experience of east Africa started; some of them were born there, some went out to work, and some made the journey with their husbands.  In this paper then, I want to discuss some of the problems and ideas that have come out of my use of these oral histories alongside other historical documents.  In particular, I am concerned with the ways that histories are recorded at a certain time and how these different representations of past events may conflict with the memories of people they represent.  This is where the ordered and disordered element of colonial history comes in.

This paper will first outline the area of my study.  I’m then going to look at what is actually being represented in these histories; look at some definitions of colonialism and postcolonialism; I will play some examples from my oral history recordings; and then conclude by talking about some implications they have for history.

Context and area of study

Colonial East Africa is interesting for a number of reasons.  But because interactions between the past and the present fascinate me, one reason in particular are the overt references to ‘race’ within this region that give insight into the relationship between the British metropolis and its imperial fringes.  One example of this is the area in Kenya, once known as the White Highlands, which is very near the Great Rift Valley.  In addition a large Indian population was established in Kenya, a direct result of British colonial policy and the coming of Indian independence.  Yet this element of Britain’s history is still relatively unknown amongst the British public.  Social memory in this case, seems fast fading.  Anyone who has used oral history however, will realise that now, is in fact an important time from which to remember and gain insight into the ways these women narrate their experiences.

There are also a number of links between gender and colonialism that I consider.  To begin with, many accounts have highlighted the masculinity emphasised by colonial projects.  Encouraging settlement in what we now know as Kenya in the early 1900s, Lord Delamere and Sir Charles Eliot, Commissioner of the East Africa Protectorate, described it as ‘White Man’s Country’ (Frost 1978: 8).  However these references to gender and race were later adapted, as a quote taken from Elpeth Huxley’s book demonstrates:  Describing Delamere’s mission, in 1948, she wrote that this white dominion should be ‘prosperous, loyal to the crown, offering to men and women of the British race new outlets for the spirit of adventure, and to Africans the example of industry and the leadership they needed to conduct them from the primitive tribalism in which they had lived…to a more civilised and improved form of existence’ (Huxley 1948: 62).  So here, women ‘of the British race’ are included in the settlement programme, which directly refers to the ‘primitiveness’ of Africans and the role model the British were to provide, as part of their adventure.

The subject of settlement in particular can be seen to relate to gender, as Janiewski describes how the arrival of white women demonstrated that the newcomers or colonisers were actually staying (1998: 58).  Huxley’s statement reflects women’s involvement in national (re)production within the colonies, based upon their position as the emotional and religious centres of households, living this supposedly more ‘improved’ way of life.  This suggestion has been supported in other ways, considering that women participate in the ideological reproduction of ethnic and national boundaries through their biological reproductive ability (Yuval-Davis and Anthias 1989: 7).  Demonstrating efforts to encourage national reproduction, Ronald Hyam has discussed a circular sent by the colonial office discouraging what they called ‘immoral relations with native women’ (1991: 168).  So in terms of overcoming their male domination, Philippa Levine describes that schemes to bring in white women were seen ‘as critical for the colony’s long-term survival’ in terms of the ‘policing of white male sexuality (2004: 151; 90).

A transition to postcolonial analysis, has arguably allowed for more complex conceptions of the relationship between gender and colonialism.  Looking at the women’s participation, Hammerton describes how the ways they were enticed to leave their home countries, were borrowed ‘from the masculine framework of adventure and mission, although with due concessions to the discourse of femininity’ (2004: 173).  A contradiction exists here between the masculinity of empire and the negotiated femininity that women were to convey.  Women’s complicity is therefore evident as their presence bolstered the imperial image.  At the same time however, they resisted the feminine roles the imperial state usually positioned them in, first and foremost by leaving the metropolis (Procida 2002), and there is a quotation from one of the interviews demonstrating this later on.

An interesting case I have found here is how the different status each area had, affects the way women see their roles.  While Kenya was a colony, meaning that settling on the land by ‘Europeans’ was allowed, Uganda was a protectorate and therefore many white women who were in Uganda do not feel that they were colonial.  Likewise Nyasaland, now Malawi, was also a protectorate.  Settling on the land was not allowed and I have found that these women have a different awareness of attitudes to colonialism, as they were closer to the metropolis in many ways, they would return on leave and didn’t stay there for such long periods.  The interesting thing for me is how the various justifications for being where they were, permeates into their stories and histories.

These women have been represented in various media in conflicting ways.  British women in the colonies have been seen as a distraction, tempting ‘men away from…more important pursuits’ (Levine 2004: 137).  They have also been scapegoats for the failures of empire.  We are reminded here of the book and subsequent film White Mischief, as well as the lively character, Beryl Markham, in Figure One below.  You can see their portrayal as glamorous women, however resisting dormant roles by shooting and flying, respectively.
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Figure One: Scene from the film White Mischief; and Beryl Markham steps out of her aeroplane.

The time between the two World Wars also provides a contrasting situation and the independence accelerated for women by their efforts during the Second World War meant that the Empire was seen as a place in which aspirations could be lived out following the War (Hammerton 2004).  Women were therefore able to contribute to the further development of the colonies as well as having their input on the changing face of colonialism post-World War Two.  This was around the time that Elspeth Huxley wrote the quote given earlier, about ‘men and women of the British race.’  The image of women being used in some senses unwittingly to propagate the Empire, or instigating its demise, therefore doesn’t reflect the liberating uses to which women put it.  We are reminded that while ‘men expressed their autonomy through migration; women achieved theirs through migration’ (Chamberlain 1997: 90).  Reflecting this, the Colonial Office began to encourage marriage more, rather than expecting their single male employees to undertake their terms before returning to Britain to marry.  Younger, companionate marriages became accepted as a place for women’s partnership in the Empire was conceived more and more, particularly through the use of settlement societies (Blakeley 1988).  Improved career prospects, marriage prospects and greater freedom, travels and adventure were some of the encouraging aspects for women (Levine 2004: 87).

I want to emphasis here however, that it was clearly a certain type of woman that was encouraged.  While race was one important quality, as indicated in the Elspeth Huxley quote, certain other qualities would also have been seen as desirable.  The qualities of femininity described in many written accounts however, don’t always tally with the toughness, ingenuity and adaptability I have heard the women I’ve spoken to, talk of.  And this is particularly the case for women going out before the end of the Second World War.  Descriptions of the depression period also emphasise hardships.  In addition though, in earlier settlement, class and status would have been an important factor.  Below is a quote from an account written by a white woman who lived in Kenya describing her arrival after a period of leave in Britain.  Here, she’s describing the fact that although passports were an irritating expense, she didn’t mind because ‘it is so important to keep out undesirables and "poor whites", the first of whom are a bad example in a native country, and the second a drain on the colony's resources’ (Brodhurst-Hill 1936: 2).  So I think some women were aware that an ideal type of woman did exist and was required to some extent.
What is being represented in history?

Having given some of the context to this study, I now want to move on to look at how I’ve been using oral history in this area.  One particular focus of this paper is the interaction between past and present that I’ve observed.  The women formed their stories of their past from the present, and this was very evident as their understanding of how they’ve been represented in history becomes incorporated into their story.  I believe that this has implications for the representations of research participants.  As the texts that we use to document lives become static, I want to question whether we somehow inertly confine participants to a time, or label, that we might apply, therefore limiting the meaning of that life to other readers.

Some important definitions influence my approach and these go right back to question exactly what texts I’m using in this research; and what is being represented in these histories.  Edward Bruner provides a series of distinctions in life history that I have found useful, which relate to ‘life as lived (reality), life as experienced (experience),’ which is possibly a more subjective interpretation of the reality we live within, ‘and life as told (expression)’ (1986: 6).  I think these distinctions are important to make when working with different sources and we could often be clearer about differences between what we are using, what we hope to affect and how this is going to be possible.  So I think this has to be through some kind of interaction between experience and expression.  Bruner further suggests that ‘an expression is never an isolated, static text’ (ibid: 7), and by this, he implies that we often need to isolate expressions and present them as static in research.  I feel that there is a conflict then, between reality, experience and expression, because although expression is spatially and temporally positioned, its recording sets limits on its potential.  I would ask then, whether it is possible for a narrative of history or from research, to traverse time, as the life does?  Through my research into colonial history, I’ve found that the terms ‘colonial’ and ‘postcolonial’ demonstrate this difficulty of representing movement in time.

Colonial or postcolonial?

Within postcolonial theory, I would identify two formats that criticism usually takes.  The first is a more sceptical approach to the term ‘postcolonial’ and the second is more approving.  More sceptical approaches have issue with the temporal dimension that the prefix ‘post-’ brings to the word ‘colonial.’  For Ella Shohat, it suggests a ‘passage into a new period,’ which is problematic as the power structures of colonialism still function (1992: 101).  Worse still, Anne McClintock suggests that this notion has the danger of prematurely celebrating a pastness of colonialism, thus obscuring continuities of power (1992: 88).  The prefix ‘post-’ shifts from a clear axis of power that ‘colonialism’ described, to an axis of time that doesn’t distinguish between what she calls beneficiaries and casualties of colonialism, (McClintock 1992: 85-6).  Vastly different chronologies are collapsed into one another and the sharing of a common condition that the term can be used to describe, becomes doubtful.

Moving on to more approving views of postcolonialism, is the suggestion that a change in relations has taken place to some extent and therefore ‘we are able not simply to oppose them but to critique, to deconstruct and try to ‘go beyond’ them’ (Hall 1996: 254).  This idea of going beyond is an important one in such approaches and suggests that the temporal element of the term doesn’t simply disguise power; rather it plays a vital role in challenging it.  This would include some of the analyses I mentioned earlier, that have looked at relationships between gender and colonialism.  Writers such as Ania Loomba propose that the term doesn’t signify the demise of colonialism, but should be viewed ‘more flexibly as the contestation of colonialism and the legacies of colonialism’ (1998: 12).  So, a whole range of continuities as well as contrasts, are denied in many uses of ‘postcolonial.’
  This is demonstrated in the ordered and disordered points that come out of the different oral histories I have been working with.

When beginning collecting and working with these narratives, I felt that it was acceptable for participants to be called ‘colonial’ and I think the main reason for this was to identify them as colonisers as opposed to colonised women.
  However, this term has become increasingly problematic for me, as I am now asking whether using this word to describe their lives, limits their movement in time.  It may imply that their experiences differ substantially from colonised groups; but then just as postcolonialism denies a past, does calling these women ‘colonial’ limit their movement, both by positioning these stories of their lives in the past, as well as limiting their movement from it?  I believe that this has implications for the way that these elements of British history are recorded and what we choose to fully acknowledge, or would rather assign to a past and deny the present existence of.  I’m going to pick up on some implications for the recording of history towards the end of this paper, but next I want to look at the women’s reaction to the word colonial.

I initially knew that there would be differences between my own interpretation of colonialism, and the interpretation of the women I was to encounter.  I found that resistance to the term was particularly salient for the women who I spoke to or interviewed, and broadly speaking, two reactions were prompted: The majority had no problem with the term itself, but they did have problems with the way ‘colonialism’ or ‘colonisation’ had been represented; a further minority questioned whether their role could be called ‘colonial.’  This was more so for those women who had not lived in colonies, as Kenya was, but in territories or protectorates such as Northern Rhodesia, Nyasaland or Uganda, as I mentioned before.  Although quite rare, I did encounter some uncomfortable suspicion of what exactly I was going to be doing with anything they said to me.

I also found that their stories differed from many popular representations of such women.  You may have heard of the book and film White Mischief shown in Figure One.  This is a commentary on the ‘Happy Valley’ style of life lived by a small minority of Kenya settlers in the White Highlands area.  It was heavily criticised in the UK during the 1920s and 30s and just to give you an idea, this paints the image of a drug-taking and wife-swapping community, which earned a bad reputation and many settlers are still very angry about.  Such texts that provide commentary on past events often aim to fix a reading of a particular past, to create a history.  At the same time however, such commentaries on the lives of white British women in east Africa give them a meaning that conflicts with the women’s own sense of self.  These ordered histories thus become disordered for the women themselves; and the threaten the ordered stories they’ve created for themselves.

Using oral histories

To demonstrate some of the ways that the oral histories have raised these questions for me, I’m going to play some sound recordings from them.  First, is Jessica, who when talking about her parents and upbringing, describes how her mother worked, which impacted on Jessica’s life and schooling.  I also think it’s interesting how you will hear her use the word ‘ladies,’ to describe ‘women who sat around all day,’ which may draw upon stereotypes of women who had to maintain their image of elegance and femininity in the colonies, thus differentiating themselves from the African women around them.  Jessica however, differentiates her own mother from these ‘ladies.’

“yeah, I, I, I don’t know, I mean, you know, they were there, they were consistent, they were always there for me but I was an only child, and I think not having…another sibling, you know I felt a bit more displaced, perhaps, than other children.  But Maybe Mummy felt, you know, unsafe even, even in the house…I don’t know, I don’t know.  But she worked, full-time, um, because she, you know she didn’t want to just go and have coffee.  She wanted more out of life than just having coffee with, ladies.  Um…so, and then, so that actually probably contributed to, my going away to school ‘cause at the age of six I was then sent away to boarding school”

Jessica was born in Kenya in the 1940s and in her early teens her mother was killed in a car accident, which might explain her use of the word ‘mummy’ to refer to the mother she knew at this young age, as opposed to her step-mother.  There are many other points that could be expanded upon from this sound bite, but to continue, I also feel that it demonstrates a small way that one woman’s experience of her mother would conflict with other stereotypes.  I would say that representations of such women in popular media and histories, often describe more passive characters that just followed men out to the colonies and had little interest in what was going on around them.  Adding to the different lives that everyone lived then, is the influence that the individual also reflects upon that life when telling their story.  The story, their history, is always changing.

In the next sound recording, I use Sarah’s oral history.  Sarah moved to Kenya at a very young age with her family in the late 1940s and here, she reflects upon the somewhat short-lived experience of the colonies she had, and considers that some people may have expected their experiences to last longer.  She was aware that things wont last forever and her statement that ‘things don’t ever stand still’ is telling of the difficulty of producing a colonial history, if situations and people are always changing.

“Yes but things don’t ever stand still, do they and, yes I think a lot of people did come out thinking it was going to be wonderful.  However, talking to friends who are, have gone out there now, and who have settled themselves out at Naivasha, not that I’ve seen them but we have Christmas cards, and they and they absolutely love it, because they’ve accepted it, as it is”

So she also suggests that she, and others, have accepted an independent Kenya and in many ways, this differs from the historical representations of ‘old colonials’ who refused to accept the demise of the colonies and what they saw as a downfall into the independent Kenya.  But this is something that I think very much comes with her age and differs in interviews depending upon this, as well as other factors contributing to the women’s presence in the colonies, for example their, or their husband’s work.

I have found it fascinating to compare and contrast the oral histories I’ve recorded with other representations of such women.  In the second edition of his book, Documents of Life, Ken Plummer refers to the complex and intertwined ways that life stories can be used, one of which is to investigate the story as a topic in its own right (2001), which means we would look at the development of a story as opposed to its content.  Here, he refers to an action model of storytelling that you can see in Figure Two, which attempts to illustrate the different groups and factors interacting within the telling of life stories.  As you can see, the model refers to lives themselves at the top; producers; the product, which is the text of the story itself; and the consumers or readers of a story.  This in turn, is influenced by and would also affect local context beneath them, and the wider context of meta-narratives.


Figure Two: An action model of life story telling, from Plummer 2001

When I came across this model, I felt that it accounted somewhat for the way stories were being produced today.  I was pleased to see that in the middle of the model, the product, the text of the life story, is placed in between the producers and the consumers of life stories as if on an equal level and with some kind of relationship running between them, represented by the arrows.  I am not suggesting that this model is an accurate representation of a process, however I find this a good starting point to illustrate the role that I think consumption, or the reading of stories, plays in the process of the telling of lives.

What seemed to be happening was that meta-narratives, perhaps the women’s understanding of how colonial history was seen in British society, the role of women etc, played a part in their own production of a life story.  In addition, the local context, my presence, where we were, or their use of speech to tell their story, had an influence.  As they told their story and it was recorded as a text, I feel that they were also narrating to an expected group of readers, within these contexts, and this might vary from communities who they feel would ‘understand’ their life story; and readings that might criticise, or conflict with their life story.

The next sound recording I’ve got is from Jessica again, who sounds almost like she is reading from a list of all the things that ‘colonials’ were supposed to do; she also differentiates this to the lives of people she calls the ‘good old fashioned real colonials.’  And I think you will detect a hint of sarcasm; or at least awareness of a stereotype here.  She goes on to state that it has given her a wonderful range of experiences, one that isn’t conceivable in the UK.  And this is a very common theme that comes out of stories; particularly when reflecting upon and comparing with lives here in the UK.

“It was a fairly hard life to lead…but you had the privileges in terms of, you know the, the servant and, the clubs, you know because, you went to play tennis, and you went to play bridge and, you learnt all those, refined things.  Um, there was that, yeah, and then there were the, the good old-fashioned, real colonials, who did none of that, they, they, you know, bows and arrows and, you know, their, [laughs] their, their, you know, flexing their muscles and they’d, they’d, um, take on…like my uncle, you know, shooting, er elephants and, hippos, and, rogues of all kinds, um,  yeah that’s how it, that’s how.  So yeah, it teaches you all kinds of, strange, strange and wonderful things, that somebody living in, you know, English suburbia… [I finish off ‘just would never have’]”

Such reflections on what life would have been like in the UK, and what it is like for them now is very much influenced by the women’s ability to adapt, both personally, as well as due to other factors such as age and financial security.  Financial security was quite a big problem for many of the women, as they couldn’t take money out of Kenya when they left.  The next sound recording is from Sarah’s oral history and here, she was responding to a question I asked about the role she thought white women had played in Kenya society.  She describes the many jobs women may have had, but then, brings the conversation around to women as accessories in some sense, as having affairs.

“Um, making homes, looking after the children, um, dabbling perhaps, in things that they were good at, like, I don’t know, was there a beauty therapist 

Sarah was aware of the stereotype that she mentions was popular in Britain, hinted at by the saying ‘are you married or do you live in Kenya;’ or ‘Kiinya’ as she calls, it; and this pronunciation is a subtle, but important point that I don’t have the space to go into here.  Although aware of it, she says that things like that went over her head as a child.  This demonstrates in a sense, that different times in one’s life will create very different meanings.  And these can’t really be equated to an overall picture of ‘what life was like for colonial women.’  The women are clearly aware though, that many people will have a fixed opinion of their lives in east Africa; referring back to Plummers model, they are aware of different potential readings that might be made of their life.  As Sarah had said earlier, time doesn’t stand still.  The women got on and moved on.  Whilst their experiences remain in the past, their stories are carried through with them to the present day.  And again, this is carried out in very different ways for many reasons, with happiness, as well as sadness.  They also depend greatly on many personal factors as well as age and financial security, as mentioned earlier.

Beginning to conclude, I refer to a quote from Catherine Riessman, which expands upon the potential that I have felt sound recording offers.  Here, she describes a tension between bounded narrative segments and the life they hint towards.  As she states, ‘the “perfectly formed” stories we collect in answers to our specific interview questions are appealing.  At first blush, they seem to stand on their own even “to speak for themselves”…Bounded narratives can conceal complex realities.  Contexts are essential to interpretation, including observations of self and other.  It is misleading to rely on the texts we have constructed from interviews, our “holy transcripts” ’ (2002: 209).

Here, I think Riessman suggests that there are other contexts, spatially and temporally located, that need to be considered within analysis of the life that is being expressed.  Representations of life thus become snap-shots of a story produced in a particular time and place.  Even the sound bites from oral histories that I’ve referred to in this paper seem to ‘speak for themselves,’ but of course they are texts founded upon context, and of course, my editing.  So, the oral histories are by no means an answer to the problems I’ve come up against, but I’ve felt that they are a more direct record of the dynamic encounter.  They’ve also forced me to look more closely at what text I’ve created in my research and how this differs to other representations in other histories.

Returning to the implications that I mentioned earlier for the recording of history, is the question of whether recordings limit movement in time.  I’ve got a quote up here from Grele who states that oral history allows us to ‘explore the varieties of historical visions in far greater detail amid radically changing historical conditions’ (Grele 1998: 48).  This seems an almost idealistic view of oral history, but in some ways I feel that it is true, as it has highlighted for me the way that historical texts are formed – and change as history is brought into the present day.  Many histories still need to be heard, which I personally feel is something lacking in histories of British colonialism, however I feel that an approach is needed that acknowledges that a text is produced to represent the life and is therefore limited in many ways.  I also feel that the always-moving life needs consideration.

References

Blakeley, B. L. (1988) 'The society for the overseas settlement of British women and the problems of empire settlement', Albion, 20 (3), 421-444.
Brodhurst-Hill, E. (1936) So This is Kenya!, London, Blackie & Son Limited.
Bruner, E. M. (1986) 'Introduction', in Turner, V. W. & Bruner, E. M. (Eds.) The Anthropology of Experience. Urbana, University of Illinois Press.
Chamberlain, M. (1997) 'Gender and narratives of migration', History Workshop Journal, 1997 (43), 87-110.
Fish, S. (1980) Is There a Text in this Class? The Authority of Interpretive Communities, London, Harvard University Press.
Frost, R. (1978) Race Against Time: Human Relations and Ppolitics in Kenya before Independence, London, Rex Collings.

Grele, R. J. (1998) 'Movement without aim: Methodological and theoretical problems in oral history', in Perks, R. & Thomson, A. (Eds.) The Oral History Reader. London, Routledge.

Hall, S. (1996) 'When was 'the post-colonial'? Thinking at the limit', in Chambers, I. & Curti, L. (Eds.) The Post-Colonial Question: Common Skies, Divided Horizons. London, Routledge.

Hammerton, A. J. (2004) 'Gender and migration', in Levine, P. (Ed.) Gender and Empire. Oxford, Oxford University Press.

Huxley, E. (1948) Settlers of Kenya, London, Longmans Green & Co.

Hyam, R. (1991) Empire and Sexuality: The British Experience, Manchester, Manchester University Press.

Janiewski, D. E. (1998) 'Gendered colonialism: The "woman question" in settler society', in Pierson, R. R. & Chaudhuri, N. (Eds.) Nation, Empire, Colony: Historicizing Gender and Race. Bloomington, Indiana University Press.

Levine, P. (2004) 'Sexuality, gender and empire', in Levine, P. (Ed.) Gender and Empire. Oxford, Oxford University Press.

Loomba, A. (1998) Colonialism/Postcolonialism, London, Routledge.

McClintock, A. (1992) 'The angel of progress: Pitfalls of the term "post-colonialism"', Social Text, 31/32 Third World and Post-Colonial Issues, 84-98.

Plummer, K. (1983) Documents of Life: An Introduction to the Problems and Literature of a Humanistic Method, London, George Allen & Unwin.

Plummer, K. (2001) Documents of Life 2, London, Sage.

Procida, M. A. (2002) Married to the Empire: Gender, Politics and Imperialism in India, 1883-1947, Manchester, Manchester University Press.

Riessman, C. K. (2002) 'Doing justice: Positioning the interpreter in narrative work', in Patterson, W. (Ed.) Strategic Narrative: New Perspectives on the Power of Personal and Cultural Stories. Oxford, Lexington Books.

Shohat, E. (1992) 'Notes on the "post-colonial"', Social Text, 31/32 Third World and Postcolonial Issues, 99-113.

Yuval-Davis, N. & Anthias, F. (1989) 'Introduction', in Yuval-Davis, N. & Anthias, F. (Eds.) Woman-Nation-State. London, Macmillan.






THE WIDER CONTEXT OF ‘META NARRATIVES’





PRODUCERS


e.g. story tellers








LOCAL CONTEXT





CONSUMERS


e.g. readers





PRODUCT


e.g. texts





‘LIVES’


(unknown and unknowable)





























� Paper presented at the CSWG, University of Warwick, March 1st 2006.


� Stoler highlights the problem that these terms are trying to cover so many issues: ‘we have taken colonialism and its European agents as an abstract force, as a structure imposed on local practice.  The terms colonial state, colonial policy, foreign capital and the white enclave are often used interchangeably, as if they captured one and the same thing’ (1989: 135).  I am sure that I have been guilty of this confusion in terms and it will be important to state a clear position for the narratives I use.


� In the past, following Procida (2002), I have also referred to these women as ‘imperial.’


� My use of the word ‘communities’ is used in a similar way to that suggested by Fish (1980) and Plummer (1983; 2001).  It refers to a group that share a similar understanding and therefore would interpret an expression in similar ways.
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