SOFT-SOAPING EMPIRE

COMMODITY RACISM
AND IMPERIAL ADVERTISING

Soap is Civilization.

— Unilever Company Slogan
Doc: My, it’s so clean.

Grumpy: There’s dirty work afoot.
—Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs

SOAP AND CIVILIZATION

t the beginning of the nineteenth century, soap was a scarce
and humdrum item and washing a cursory activity at best. A few decades
later, the manufacture of soap had burgeoned into an imperial commerce;
Victorian cleaning rituals were peddled globally as the God-given sign of
Britain’s evolutionary superiority, and soap was invested with magical,
fetish powers. The soap saga captured the hidden affinity between
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domesticity and empire and embodied a triangulated crisis in value: the
undervaluation of women'’s work in the domestic realm, the overvaluation of
the commodity in the industrial market and the dwavowal of colonized
economies in the arena of empire. Soap entered the realm of Victorian
fetishism with spectacular effect, notwithstanding the fact that male
Victorians promoted soap as the icon of nonfetishistic rationality.

Both the cult of domesticity and the new imperialism found in soap
an exemplary mediating form. The emergent middle class values—monog-
amy (“clean” sex, which has value), industrial capital (“clean” money,
which has value), Christianity (“being washed in the blood of the lamb”),
class control (“cleansing the great unwashed”) and the imperial civilizing
mission (“washing and clothing the savage”) —could all be marvelously
embodied in a single household commodity. Soap advertising, in particular
the Pears soap campaign, took its place at the vanguard of Britain’s new
commodity culture and its civilizing mission.

In the eighteenth century, the commodity was little more than a
mundane object to be bought and used —in Marx’s words, “a trivial
thing.” By the late nineteenth century, however, the commodity had taken
its privileged place not only as the fundamental form of a new industrial
economy but also as the fundamental form of a new cultural system for
representing social value.” Banks and stock exchanges rose up to manage
the bonanzas of imperial capital. Professions emerged to administer the
goods tumbling hectically from the manufacturies. Middle-class domestic
space became crammed as never before with furniture, clocks, mirrors,
paintings, stuffed animals, ornaments, guns and myriad gewgaws and
knicknacks. Victorian novelists bore witness to the strange spawning of
commodities that seemed to have lives of their own, and huge ships lum-
bered with trifles and trinkets plied their trade among the colonial markets
of Africa, the East and the Americas.?

The new economy created an uproar not only of things but of signs. As
Thomas Richards has argued, if all these new commodities were to be
managed, a unified system of cultural representation had to be found.
Richards shows how, in 1851, the Great Exhibition at the Crystal Palace
served as a monument to a new form of consumption: “What the first
Exhibition heralded so intimately was the complete transformation of
collective and private life into a space for the spectacular exhibition of
commodities.” As a “semiotic laboratory for the labor theory of value,” the
World Exhibition showed once and for all that the capitalist system had not
only created a dominant form of exchange but was also in the process of
creating a dominant form of representation to go with it: the voyeuristic
panorama of surplus as spectacle. By exhibiting commodities not only as
‘goods but as an organized system of images, the World Exhibition helped



fashion “a new kind of being, the consumer and a new kind of ideology,
consumerism.” The mass consumption of the commodity spectacle was born.

Victorian advertising reveals a paradox, however, for, as the cultural
form that was entrusted with upholding and marketing abroad those
founding middle-class distinctions —between private and public, paid work
and unpaid work —advertising also from the outset began to confound
those distinctions. Advertising took the intimate signs of domesticity
(children bathing, men shaving, women laced into corsets, maids delivering
nightcaps) into the public realm, plastering scenes of domesticity on walls,
buses, shopfronts and billboards. At the same time, advertising took scenes
of empire into every corner of the home, stamping images of colonial
conquest on soap boxes, matchboxes, biscuit tins, whiskey bottles, tea tins
and chocolate bars. By trafficking promiscuously across the threshold of
private and public, advertising began to subvert one of the fundamental
distinctions of commodity capital, even as it was coming into being.

From the outset, moreover, Victorian advertising took explicit shape
around the reinvention of racial difference. Commodity kitsch made possible,
as never before, the mass marketing of empire as an organized system of
images and attitudes. Soap flourished not only because it created and filled a
spectacular gap in the domestic market but also because, as a cheap and
portable domestic commodity, it could persuasively mediate the Victorian
poetics of racial hygiene and imperial progress.

Commodity racism became distinct from scientific racism in its
capacity to expand beyond the literate, propertied elite through the
marketing of commodity spectacle. If, after the 1850s, scientific racism
saturated anthropological, scientific and medical journals, travel writing
and novels, these cultural forms were still relatively class-bound and
inaccessible to most Victorians, who had neither the means nor the
education to read such material. Imperial kitsch as consumer spectacle, by
contrast, could package, market and distribute evolutionary racism on a
hitherto unimagined scale. No preexisting form of organized racism had
ever before been able to reach so large and so differentiated a mass of the
populace. Thus, as domestic commodities were mass marketed through
their appeal to imperial jingoism, commodity jingoism itself helped reinvent
and maintain British national unity in the face of deepening imperial
competition and colonial resistance. The cult of domesticity became
indispensable to the consolidation of British national identity, and at the
center of the domestic cult stood the simple bar of soap.®

Yet soap has no social history. Since it purportedly belongs in the
female realm of domesticity, soap is figured as beyond history and beyond
politics proper.” To begin a social history of soap, then, is to refuse, in part,
to accept the erasure of women'’s domestic value under imperial capitalism.
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It cannot be forgotten, moreover, that the history of European attempts to
impose a commodity economy on African cultures was also the history of
diverse African attempts either to refuse or to transform European
commodity fetishism to suit their own needs. The story of soap reveals that
fetishism, far from being a quintessentially African propensity, as
nineteenth-century anthropology maintained, was central to industrial
modernity, inhabiting and mediating the uncertain threshold zones between
domesticity and industry, metropolis and empire.

SOAP AND COMMODITY SPECTACLE

Before the late nineteenth century, clothes and bedding washing was done
in most households only once or twice a year in great, communal binges,
usually in public at streams or rivers.® As for body washing, not much had
changed since the days when Queen Elizabeth I was distinguished by the
frequency with which she washed: “regularly every month whether she
needed it or not.” By the 1890s, however, soap sales had soared, Victorians
were consuming 260,000 tons of soap a year, and advertising had emerged
as the central cultural form of commodity capitalism."

Before 1851, advertising scarcely existed. As a commercial form, it
was generally regarded as a confession of weakness, a rather shabby last
resort. Most advertising was limited to small newspaper advertisements,
cheap handbills and posters. After midcentury, however, soap
manufacturers began to pioneer the use of pictorial advertising as a central
part of business policy.

The initial impetus for soap advertising came from the realm of
empire. With the burgeoning of imperial cotton on the slave plantations
came the surplus of cheap cotton goods, alongside the growing buying
power of a middle class that could afford for the first time to consume such
goods in large quantities. Similarly, the sources for cheap palm oil, coconut
oil and cottonseed oil flourished in the imperial plantations of West Africa,
Malay, Ceylon, Fiji and New Guinea. As rapid changes in the technology
of soapmaking took place in Britain after midcentury, the prospect dawned
of a large domestic market for soft body soaps, which had previously been
a luxury that only the upper class could afford.

Economic competition with the United States and Germany created
the need for a more aggressive promotion of British products and led to the
first real innovations in advertising. In 1884, the year of the Berlin
Conference, the first wrapped soap was sold under a brand name. This small
event signified a major transformation in capitalism, as imperial competition
gave rise to the creation of monopolies. Henceforth, items formerly
indistinguishable from each other (soap sold simply as soap) would be



marketed by their corporate signature (Pears, Monkey Brand, etc). Soap
became one of the first commodities to register the historic shift from myriad
small businesses to the great imperial monopolies. In the 1870s, hundreds of
small soap companies plied the new trade in hygiene, but by the end of the
century, the trade was monopolized by ten large companies.

In order to manage the great soap show, an aggressively entrepre-
neurial breed of advertisers emerged, dedicated to gracing each homely
product with a radiant halo of imperial glamour and racial potency. The
advertising agent, like the bureaucrat, played a vital role in the imperial
expansion of foreign trade. Advertisers billed themselves as “empire
builders” and flattered themselves with “the responsibility of the historic
imperial mission.” Said one: “Commerce even more than sentiment binds
the ocean sundered portions of empire together. Anyone who increases
these commercial interests strengthens the whole fabric of the empire.”"
Soap was credited not only with bringing moral and economic salvation to
Britain’s “great unwashed” but also with magically embodying the spiritual
ingredient of the imperial mission itself.

In an ad for Pears, for example, a black and implicitly racialized
coalsweeper holds in his hands a glowing, occult object. Luminous with its
own inner radiance, the simple soap bar glows like a fetish, pulsating
magically with spiritual enlightenment and imperial grandeur, promising to
warm the hands and hearts of working people across the globe.12 Pears, in
particular, became intimately associated with a purified nature magically
cleansed of polluting industry (tumbling kittens, faithful dogs, children
festooned with flowers) and a purified working class magically cleansed of
polluting labor (smiling servants in crisp white aprons, rosy-cheeked match
girls and scrubbed scullions)."

Nonetheless, the Victorian obsession with cotton and cleanliness was
not simply a mechanical reflex of economic surplus. If imperialism garnered
a bounty of cheap cotton and soap oils from coerced colonial labor, the
middle class Victorian fascination with clean, white bodies and clean, white
clothing stemmed not only from the rampant profiteering of the imperial
economy but also from the realms of ritual and fetish.

Soap did not flourish when imperial ebullience was at its peak. It
emerged commercially during an era of impending crisis and social calamity,
serving to preserve, through fetish ritual, the uncertain boundaries of class,
gender and race identity in a social order felt to be threatened by the fetid
effluvia of the slums, the belching smoke of industry, social agitation,
economic upheaval, imperial competition and anticolonial resistance. Soap
offered the promise of spiritual salvation and regeneration through
commodity consumption, a regime of domestic hygiene that could restore
the threatened potency of the imperial body politic and the race.
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THE PEARS' CAMPAIGN

In 1789 Andrew Pears, a farmer’s son, left his Cornish village of
Mevagissey to open a barbershop in London, following the trend of wide-
spread demographic migration from country to city and the economic turn
from land to commerce. In his shop, Pears made and sold the powders,
creams and dentifrices used by the rich to ensure the fashionable alabaster
purity of their complexions. For the elite, a sun-darkened skin stained by
outdoor manual work was the visible stigma not only of a class obliged to
work under the elements for a living but also of far-off, benighted races
marked by God's disfavor. From the outset, soap took shape as a
technology of social purification, inextricably entwined with the semiotics
of imperial racism and class denigration.

In 1838 Andrew Pears retired and left his firm in the hands of his
grandson, Francis. In due course, Francis’s daughter, Mary, married Thomas
J. Barratt, who became Francis’ partner and took the gamble of fashioning
a middle-class market for the transparent soap. Barratt revolutionized Pears
by masterminding a series of dazzling advertising campaigns. Inaugurating a
new era of advertising, he won himself lasting fame, in the familiar
iconography of male birthing, as the “father of advertising.” Soap thus found
its industrial destiny through the mediation of domestic kinship and that
peculiarly Victorian preoccupation with patrimony:.

Through a series of gimmicks and innovations that placed Pears at
the center of Britain’s emerging commodity culture, Barratt showed a
perfect understanding of the fetishism that structures all advertising.
Importing a quarter of a million French centime pieces into Britain, Barratt
had the name Pears stamped on them and put the coins into circulation —a
gesture that marvelously linked exchange value with the corporate brand
name. The ploy worked famously, arousing much publicity for Pears and
such a public fuss that an Act of Parliament was rushed through to declare
all foreign coins illegal tender. The boundaries of the national currency
closed around the domestic bar of soap.

Georg Luk4cs points out that the commodity lies on the threshold of
culture and commerce, confusing the supposedly sacrosanct boundaries
between aesthetics and economy, money and art. In the mid-1880s, Barratt
devised a piece of breathtaking cultural transgression that exemplified
Luk&cs’ insight and clinched Pears’ fame. Barratt bought Sir John Everett
Millais’ painting “Bubbles” (originally entitled “A Child’'s World”) and
inserted into the painting a bar of soap stamped with the totemic word
Pears. At a stroke, he transformed the artwork of the best-known painter in
Britain into a mass produced commodity associated in the public mind with
Pears.'* At the same time, by mass reproducing the painting as a poster ad,



Barratt took art from the elite realm of private property to the mass realm
of commodity spectacle.”

In advertising, the axis of possession is shifted to the axis of spectacle.
Advertising’s chief contribution to the culture of modernity was the
discovery that by manipulating the semiotic space around the commodity,
the unconscious as a public space could also be manipulated. Barratt’s great
innovation was to invest huge sums of money in the creation of a visible
aesthetic space around the commodity. The development of poster and
print technology made possible the mass reproduction of such a space
around the image of a commodity.'®

In advertising, that which is disavowed by industrial rationality
(ambivalence, sensuality, chance, unpredictable causality, multiple time) is
projected onto image space as a repository of the forbidden. Advertising
draws on subterranean flows of desire and taboo, manipulating the
investment of surplus money. Pears’ distinction, swiftly emulated by scores
of soap companies including Monkey Brand and Sunlight, as well as
countless other advertisers, was to invest the aesthetic space around the
domestic commodity with the commercial cult of empire.

FIGURE 5.1 RACE AND THE CULT OF
DOMESTICITY.
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EMPIRE OF THE HOME
RACIALIZING DOMESTICITY

THE SOAP

Four fetishes recur ritualistically in soap advertising: soap itself, white
clothing (especially aprons), mirrors and monkeys. A typical Pears’ adver-
tisement figures a black child and a white child together in a bathroom
[Fig. 5.1]. The Victorian bathroom is the innermost sanctuary of domestic
hygiene and by extension the private temple of public regeneration. The
sacrament of soap offers a reformation allegory whereb_y the puriﬁcation of
the domestic body becomes a metaphor for the regeneration of the body
politic. In this particular ad, a black boy sits in the bath, gazing wide-eyed
into the water as if into a foreign element. A white boy, clothed in a white
apron —the familiar fetish of domestic purity —bends benevolently over his
“lesser” brother, bestowing upon him the precious talisman of racial
progress. The magical fetish of soap promises that the commodity can
regenerate the Family of Man by washing from the skin the very stigma of
racial and class degeneration. .

Soap advertising offers an allegory of imperial progress as spectacle.
In this ad, the imperial topos that I call panoptical time (progress consumed
as a spectacle from a point of privileged invisibility) enters the domain of
the commodity. In the second frame of the ad, the black child is out of the
bath and the white boy shows him his startled visage in the mirror. The
black boy’s body has become magically white, but his face —for Victorians
the seat of rational individuality and self-consciousness—remains
stubbornly black. The white child is thereby figured as the agent of history
and the male heir to progress, reflecting his lesser brother in the European
mirror of self-consciousness. In the Victorian mirror, the black child wit-
nesses his predetermined destiny of imperial metamorphosis but remains a
passive racial hybrid, part black, part white, brought to the brink of
civilization by the twin commodity fetishes of soap and mirror. The adver-
tisement discloses a crucial element of late Victorian commodity culture: the
metaphoric transformation of imperial £me into consumer gpace —imperial
progress consumed at a glance as domestic spectacle.

THE MONKEY

The metamorphosis of imperial time into domestic space is captured most
vividly by the advertising campaign for Monkey Brand Soap. During the
1880s, the urban landscape of Victorian Britain teemed with the fetish
monkeys of this soap. The monkey with its frying pan and bar of soap
perched everywhere, on grimy hoardings and buses, on walls and shop



fronts, promoting the soap that promised magically to do away with
domestic labor: “No dust, no dirt, no labor.” Monkey Brand Soap promised
not only to regenerate the race but also to magically erase the unseemly
spectacle of women’s manual labor.

In an exemplary ad, the fetish soap-monkey sits cross-legged on a
doorstep, the threshold boundary between private domesticity and public
commerce —the embodiment of anachronistic space [Fig. 5.2]. Dressed like
an organ grinder’s minion in a gentleman’s ragged suit, white shirt and tie,
but with improbably human hands and feet, the monkey extends a frying
pan to catch the surplus cash of passersby. On the doormat before him, a
great bar of soap is displayed, accompanied by a placard that reads: “My
Own Work.” In every respect the soap-monkey is a hybrid: not entirely
ape, not entirely human; part street beggar, part gentleman; part artist, part
advertiser. The creature inhabits the ambivalent border of jungle and city,
private and public, the domestic and the commercial, and offers as its
handiwork a fetish that is both art and commodity.

Monkeys inhabit Western discourse on the borders of social limit,
marking the place of a contradiction in social value. As Donna Haraway

b

FIGURE 5.2  ANACHRONISTIC SPACE:
THE THRESHOLD OF
DOMESTICITY AND MARKET.

FYIdWT ONIdY0S-1408

215



216

DOUBLE CROSSINGS

has argued: “the primate body, as part of the body of nature, may be read
as a map of power.”” Primatology, Haraway insists, “is a Western discourse
... a political order that works by the negotiation of boundaries achieved
through ordering differences.”® In Victorian iconography, the ritual
recurrence of the monkey figure is eloquent of a crisis in value and hence
anxiety at possible boundary breakdown. The primate body became a
symbolic space for reordering and policing boundaries between humans
and nature, women and men, family and politics, empire and metropolis.

Simian imperialism is also centrally concerned with the problem of
representing social change. By projecting history (rather than fate, or God’s
will) onto the theater of nature, primatology made nature the alibi of
political violence and placed in the hands of “rational science” the authority
to sanction and legitimize social change. Here, “the scene of origins,”
Haraway argues, “is not the cradle of civilization, but the cradle of culture
. . . the origin of sociality itself, especially in the densely meaning-laden icon
of the family.”” Primatology emerges as a theater for negotiating the
perilous boundaries between the family (as natural and female) and power
(as political and male).

The appearance of monkeys in soap advertising signals a dilemma:
how to represent domeosticity without representing women al work. The Victorian
middle-class house was structured round the fundamental contradiction
between women’s paid and unpaid domestic work. As women were
driven from paid work in mines, factories, shops and trades to private,
unpaid work in the home, domestic work became economically under-
valued and the middle-class definition of femininity figured the “proper”
woman as one who did not work for profit. At the same time, a cordon
sanitaire of racial degeneration was thrown around those women who did
work publicly and visibly for money. What could not be incorporated into
the industrial formation (women’s domestic economic value) was
displaced onto the invented domain of the primitive, and thereby
disciplined and contained.

Monkeys, in particular, were deployed to legitimize social boundaries
as edicts of nature. Fetishes straddling nature and culture, monkeys were
seen as allied with the dangerous classes: the “apelike” wandering poor, the
hungry Irish, Jews, prostitutes, impoverished black people, the ragged
working class, criminals, the insane and female miners and servants, who
were collectively seen to inhabit the threshold of racial degeneration. When
Charles Kingsley visited Ireland, for example, he lamented: “I am haunted
by the human chimpanzees I saw along that hundred miles of horrible
country. . . . But to see white chimpanzees is dreadful; if they were black,
one would not feel it so much, but their skins, except where tanned by

h' 20
exposure, are as white as ours.



In the Monkey Brand advertisement, the monkey’s signature of labor
(“My Own Work”) signals a double disavowal. Soap is masculinized,
figured as a male product, while the (mostly female) labor of the workers in
the huge, unhealthy soap factories is disavowed. At the same time, the labor
of social transformation in the daily scrubbing and scouring of the sinks,
pans and dishes, labyrinthine floors and corridors of Victorian domestic
space vanishes —refigured as anachronistic space, primitive and bestial.
Female servants disappear and in their place crouches a phantasmic male
hybrid. Thus, domesticity —seen as the sphere most separate from the
marketplace and the masculine hurly-burly of empire —takes shape around
the invented ideas of the primitive and the commodity fetish.

In Victorian culture, the monkey was an icon of metamorphosis,
perfectly serving soap’s liminal role in mediating the transformations of
nature (dirt, waste and disorder) into culture (cleanliness, rationality and
industry). Like all fetishes, the monkey is a contradictory image, embody-
ing the hope of imperial progress through commerce while at the same
time rendering visible deepening Victorian fears of urban militancy and
colonial misrule. The soap-monkey became the emblem of industrial
progress and imperial evolution, embodying the double promise that
nature could be redeemed by consumer capital and that consumer capital
could be guaranteed by natural law. At the same time, however, the soap-
monkey was eloquent of the degree to which fetishism structures
industrial rationality.

THE MIRROR

In most Monkey Brand advertisements, the monkey holds a frying pan,
which is also a mirror. In a similar Brooke’s Soap ad, a classical female
beauty with bare white arms stands draped in white, her skin and clothes
epitomizing the exhibition value of sexual purity and domestic leisure,
while from the cornucopia she holds flows a grotesque effluvium of
hobgoblin angels. Each hybrid fetish embodies the doubled Victorian image
of woman as “angel in the drawing room, monkey in the bedroom,” as well
as the racial iconography of evolutionary progress from ape to angel.
Historical time, again, is captured as domestic spectacle, eerily reflected in
the frying pan/mirror fetish.

In this ad, the Brooke’s Soap offers an alchemy of economic progress,
promising to make “copper like gold.” At the same time, the Enlightenment
idea of linear, rational time leading to angelic perfection finds its antithesis
in the other time of housework, ruled by the hobgoblins of dirt, disorder and
fetishistic, nonprogressive time. Erupting on the margins of the rational
frame, the ad displays the irrational consequences of the idea of progress.
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FIGURE 5.3  BRITANNIA AND DOMESTICITY. FiGURE 5.4 NATIONAL IMPERIALISM.

The mirror/frying pan, like all fetishes, visibly expresses a crisis in value but
cannot resolve it. It can only embody the contradiction, frozen as commodity
spectacle, luring the spectator deeper and deeper into consumerism.

Mirrors glint and gleam in soap advertising, as they do in the culture
of imperial kitsch at large. In Victorian middle-class households, servants
scoured and polished every metal and wooden surface until it shone like a
mirror. Doorknobs, lamp stands and banisters, tables and chairs, mirrors
and clocks, knives and forks, kettles and pans, shoes and boots were
polished until they shimmered, reflecting in their gleaming surfaces other
object-mirrors, an infinity of crystalline mirrors within mirrors, until the
interior of the house was all shining surfaces, a labyrinth of reflection. The
mirror became the epitome of commodity fetishism: erasing both the signs
of domestic labor and the industrial origins of domestic commodities. In the
domestic world of mirrors, objects multiply without apparent human
intervention in a promiscuous economy of self-generation.



Why the attention to surface and reflection? The polishing was
dedicated, in part, to policing the boundaries between private and public,
removing every trace of labor, replacing the disorderly evidence of working
women with the exhibition of domesticity as veneer, the commodity
spectacle as surface, the house arranged as a theater of clean surfaces for
commodity display. The mirror/commodity renders the value of the object
as an exhibit, a spectacle to be consumed, admired and displayed for its
capacity to embody a twofold value: the man’s market worth and the wife’s
exhibition status. The house existed to display femininity as bearing
exhibition value only, beyond the marketplace and therefore, by natural
decree, beyond political power.

An ad for Stephenson’s Furniture Cream figures a spotless maid on
all fours, smiling up from a floor so clean that it mirrors her reflection. The
cream is “warranted not to fingermark.” A superior soap should leave no
telltale smear, no fingerprint of female labor. As Victorian servants lost
individuality in the generic names their employers imposed on them, so
soaps erased the imprint of women'’s work on middle-class history.

DOMESTICATING EMPIRE

By the end of the century, a stream of imperial bric-a-brac had invaded
Victorian homes. Colonial heroes and colonial scenes were emblazoned on
a host of domestic commodities, from milk cartons to sauce bottles, tobacco
tins to whiskey bottles, assorted biscuits to toothpaste, toffee boxes to
baking powder.?’ Traditional national fetishes such as the Union Jack,
Britannia, John Bull and the rampant lion were marshaled into a revamped
celebration of imperial spectacle [Figs. 5.3-5.5]. Empire was seen to be
patriotically defended by Ironclad Porpoise Bootlaces and Sons of the
Empire soap, while Henry Morton Stanley came to the rescue of the Emin
of Pasha laden with outsize boxes of Huntley and Palmers Biscuits.

Late Victorian advertising presented a vista of Africa conquered by
domestic commodities.” In the flickering magic lantern of imperial desire, teas,
biscuits, tobaccos, Bovril, tins of cocoa and, above all, soaps beach themselves
on far-flung shores, tramp through jungles, quell uprisings, restore order and
write the inevitable legend of commercial progress across the colonial land-
scape. In a Huntley and Palmers’ Biscuits ad, a group of male colonials sit in
the middle of a jungle on biscuit crates, sipping tea [Fig. 5.6]. Moving towards
them is a stately and seemingly endless procession of elephants, loaded with
more biscuits and colonials, bringing tea time to the heart of the jungle. The
serving attendant in this ad, as in most others, is male. Two things happen in
such images: women vanish from the affair of empire, and colonized men are

feminized by their association with domestic servitude.
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FIGURE 6.5 INATIONAL FETISHISM.

Liminal images of oceans, beaches and shorelines recur in cleaning
ads of the time. An exemplary ad for Chlorinol Soda Bleach shows three
boys in a soda box sailing in a phantasmic ocean bathed by the radiance of
the imperial dawn [Fig. 5.7]. In a scene washed in the red, white and
blue of the Union Jack, two black boys proudly hold aloft their boxes of
Chlorinol. A third boy, the familiar racial hybrid of cleaning ads, has pre-
sumably already applied his bleach, for his skin is blanched an eery white.
On red sails that repeat the red of the bleach box, the legend of black
people’s purported commercial redemption in the arena of empire reads:
“We are going to use ‘Chlorinol’ and be like de white nigger.”

The ad vividly exemplifies Marx’s lesson that the mystique of the
commodity fetish lies not in its use value but in its exchange value and its
potency as a sign: “So far as [the commodity] is a value in use, there is
nothing mysterious about it.” For three naked children, clothing bleach is
less than useful. Instead, the whitening agent of bleach promises an
alchemy of racial upliftment through historical contact with commodity
culture. The transforming power of the civilizing mission is stamped on the
boat-box’s sails as the objective character of the commodity itself.

More than merely a vymbol of imperial progress, the domestic
commodity becomes the agent of history itself. The commodity, abstracted



FIGURE 5.6 TEA TiME COMES TO THE JUNGLE.
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FIGURE 5.8 ComMMODITY MAGIC AND THE
VANISHING OF WOMEN'S WORK.

from social context and human labor, does the civilizing work of empire,
while radical change is figured as magical, without process or social agency.
Hence the proliferation of ads featuring magic [Fig. 5.8]. In similar fashion,
cleaning ads such as Chlorinol’s foreshadow the “before and after” beauty
ads of the twentieth century, a crucial genre directed largely at women, in
which the conjuring power of the product to alchemize change is all that lies
between the temporal “before and after” of women's bodily transformation.

The Chlorinol ad displays a racial and gendered division of labor.
Imperial progress from black child to “white nigger” is consumed as com-
modity spectacle—as panoptical time. The self-satisfied, hybrid “white
nigger” literally holds the rudder of history and directs social change, while
the dawning of civilization bathes his enlightened brow with radiance. The
black children simply have exhibition value as potential consumers of the
commodity, there only to uphold the promise of capitalist commerce and
to represent how far the white child has evolved —in the iconography of



Victorian racism, the condition of “savagery” is identical to the condition of
infancy. Like white women, Africans (both women and men) are figured not
as historic agents but as frames for the commodity, valued for exhibition alone.
The working women, both black and white, who spent vast amounts of
energy bleaching the white sheets, shirts, frills, aprons, cuffs and collars of
imperial clothes are nowhere to be seen. It is important to note that in
Victorian advertising, black women are very seldom rendered as consumers
of commodities, for, in imperial lore, they lag too far behind men to be agents
of history. Imperial domesticity is therefore a domesticity without women.

In the Chlorinol ad, women’s creation of social value through house-
work is displaced onto the commodity as its own power, fetishistically
inscribed on the children’s bodies as a magical metamorphosis of the flesh.
At the same time, military subjugation, cultural coercion and economic
thuggery are refigured as benign domestic processes as natural and healthy
as washing. The stains of Africa’s disobligingly complex and tenacious past
and the inconvenience of alternative economic and cultural values are
washed away like grime [Fig. 5.7].

Incapable of themselves actually engendering change, African men
are figured only as “mimic men,” to borrow V. S. Naipaul’s dyspeptic
phrase, destined simply to ape the epic white march of progress to self-
knowledge. Bereft of the white raimants of imperial godliness, the
Chlorinol children appear to take the fetish literally, content to bleach their
skins to white. Yet these ads reveal that, far from being a quintessentially
African propensity, the faith in fetishism was a faith fundamental to
imperial capitalism itself.

THE MYTH OF FIRST CONTACT

By the turn of the century, soap ads vividly embodied the hope that the
commodity alone, independent of its use value, could convert other cultures
to “civilization.” Soap ads also embody what can be called the myth of first
contact: the hope of capturing, as spectacle, the pristine moment of originary
contact fixed forever in the timeless surface of the image. In another Pears
ad, a black man stands alone on a beach, examining a bar of soap he has
picked from a crate washed ashore from a shipwreck [Fig. 5.9]. The ad
announces nothing less than the “The Birth Of Civilization.” Civilization is
born, the image implies, at the moment of first contact with the Western
commodity. Simply by touching the magical object, African man is inspired
into history. An epic metamorphosis takes place, as Man the Hunter-
gatherer (anachronistic man) evolves instantly into Man the Consumer. At
the same time, the magical object effects a gender transformation, for the

consumption of the domestic soap is racialized as a male birthing ritual,

JYIdWT ONIdVOS-1408

223



224

DOUBLE CROSSINGS

FIGURE 6.9 THE MYTH OF FIRST CONTACT.

with the egg-shaped commodity as the fertile talisman of change. Since
women cannot be recognized as agents of history, it is necessary that a
man, not a woman, be the historic beneficiary of the magical cargo and that
the male birthing occur on the beach, not in the home.*

In keeping with the racist iconography of the gender degeneration of
African men, the man is subtly feminized by his role as historic exhibit. His
jaunty feather represents what Victorians liked to believe was African men's
fetishistic, feminine and lower-class predilection for decorating their bodies.
Thomas Carlyle, in his prolonged cogitation on clothes, Sartor Resartus, notes,
for example: “The first spiritual want of a barbarous man is Decoration, as
indeed we still see amongst the barbarous classes in civilized nations.””
Feminists have explored how, in the iconography of modernity, women's
bodies are exhibited for visual consumption, but very little has been said
about how, in imperial iconography, black men were figured as spectacles for
commodity exhibition. If, in scenes set in the Victorian home, female servants



are racialized and portrayed as frames for the exhibition of the commodity, in
advertising scenes set in the colonies, African men are feminized and portrayed
as exhibition frames for commodity display. Black women, by contrast, are
rendered virtually invisible. Essentialist assumptions about a universal “male
gaze” elide a great many important historical complexities.

Marx noted how under capitalism “the exchange value of a commod-
ity assumes an independent existence.” Toward the end of the nineteenth
century, the commodity itself disappears from many ads, and the corporate
signature, as the embodiment of pure exchange value in monopoly capital,
finds an independent existence. Another ad for Pears features a group of
disheveled Sudanese “dervishes” awestruck by a white legend carved on the
mountain face: PEARS SOAP IS THE BEST [Fig. 5.10]. The significance
of the ad, as Richards notes, is its representation of the commodity as a
magical medium capable of enforcing and enlarging British power in the
colonial world, even without the rational understanding of the mesmerized
Sudanese.” What the ad more properly reveals is the colonials’ own
fetishistic faith in the magic of brand names to work the causal power

FIGURE 5.10 THE CONQUERING BRAND NAME.
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of empire. In a similar ad, the letters BOVRIL march boldly over a colonial
map of South Africa—imperial progress consumed as spectacle, as
panoptical time [Fig. 5.11]. In an inspired promotional idea, the word had
been recognized as tracing the military advance of Lord Roberts across the
country, yoking together, as if writ by nature, the simultaneous lessons of
colonial domination and commodity progress. In this ad, the colonial map
explicitly enters the realm of commodity spectacle.

The poetics of cleanliness is a poetics of social discipline. Purification
rituals prepare the body as a terrain of meaning, organizing flows of value
across the self and the community and demarcating boundaries between
one community and another. Purification rituals, however, can also be
regimes of violence and constraint. People who have the power to invali-
date the boundary rituals of another people thereby demonstrate their
capacity to violently impose their culture on others. Colonial travel writers,
traders, missionaries and bureaucrats carped constantly at the supposed
absence in African culture of “proper domestic life,” in particular Africans’
purported lack of hygiene.” But the inscription of Africans as dirty and
undomesticated, far from being an accurate depiction of African cultures,
served to legitimize the imperialists’ violent enforcement of their cultural
and economic values, with the intent of purifying and thereby subjugating
the unclean African body and imposing market and cultural values more
useful to the mercantile and imperial economy. The myth of imperial com-
modities beaching on native shores, there to be welcomed by awestruck
natives, wipes from memory the long and intricate history of European
commercial trade with Africans and the long and intricate history of
African resistance to Europe and colonization. Domestic ritual became a
technology of discipline and dispossession.

The crucial point is not simply the formal contradictions that struc-
ture fetishes, but also the more demanding historical question of how
certain groups succeed, through coercion or hegemony, in foreclosing the
ambivalence that fetishism embodies by successfully imposing their
economic and cultural system on others.”? Cultural imperialism does not
mean that the contradictions are permanently resolved, nor that they
cannot be used against the colonials themselves. Nonetheless, it seems
crucial to recognize that what has been vaunted by some as the permanent
undecidability of cultural signs can also be violently and decisively

foreclosed by superior military power or hegemonic dominion.

FETISHISM IN THE CONTEST ZONE

Enlightenment and Victorian writers frequently figured the colonial
encounter as the journey of the rational European (male) mind across a



liminal space (ocean, jungle or desert) populated by hybrids (mermaids
and monsters) to a prehistoric zone of dervishes, cannibals and fetish-
worshippers. Robinson Crusoe, in one of the first novelistic expressions of
the idea, sets Christian lands apart from those whose people “prostrate
themselves to Stocks and Stones, worshipping Monsters, Elephants,
horrible shaped animals and Statues, or Images of Monsters.”” The
Enlightenment mind was felt to have transcended fetish worship and could
look indulgently upon those still enchanted by the magical powers of
“stocks and stones.” But as Mitchell notes, “the deepest magic of the
commodity fetish is its denial that there is anything magical about it.”
Colonial protestations notwithstanding, a decidedly fetishistic faith in the
magical powers of the commodity underpinned much of the colonial
civilizing mission.

Contrary to the myth of first contact embodied in Victorian ads,
Africans had been trading with Europeans for centuries by the time the
British Victorians arrived. Intricate trading networks were spread over
west and north Africa, with complex intercultural settlements and long
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FIGURE 5.11 IMPERIAL PROGRESS AS COMMODITY SPECTACLE.
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histories of trade negotiations and exchanges, sporadically interrupted by
violent conflicts and conquests. As John Barbot, the seventeenth-century
trader and writer, remarked of the Gold Coast trade: “The Blacks of the
Gold Coast, having traded with Europeans since the 14th century, are very
well skilled in the nature and proper qualities of all European wares and
merchandise vended there.”' Eighteenth-century voyage accounts reveal,
moreover, that European ships plying their trade with Africa were often
loaded not with “useful” commodities but with baubles, trinkets, beads,
mirrors and “medicinal” potions.” Appearing in seventeenth-century trade
lists, among the salt, brandy, cloth and iron, are items such as brass rings,
false pearls, bugles (small glass beads), looking glasses, little bells, false
crystals, shells, bright rags, glass buttons, small brass trumpets, amulets
and arm rings.* Colonials indulged heavily in the notion that, by ferrying
these cargoes of geegaws and knick-knacks across the seas, they were
merely pandering to naive and primitive African tastes. Merchant trade
lists reveal, however, that when the European ships returned from West
Africa, they were laden not only with gold dust and palm oil but also with
elephant tusks, “teeth of sea-horses” (hippopotami), ostrich feathers,
beeswax, animal hides and “cods of musk.”* The absolute commodification
of humanity and the colonial genuflection to the fetish of profit was most
grotesquely revealed in the indiscriminate listing of slaves amongst the
trifles and knick-knacks.

By defining the economic exchanges and ritual beliefs of other cul-
tures as “irrational” and “fetishistic,” the colonials tried to disavow them
as legitimate systems. The huge labor that went into transporting cargoes
of trifles to the colonies had less to do with the appropriateness of such
fripperies to African cultural systems than with the systematic undervalu-
ation of those systems with respect to merchant capitalism and market
values in the European metropolis.

A good deal of evidence also suggests that the European traders, while
vigorously denying their own fetishism and projecting such “primitive”
proclivities onto white women, Africans and children, took their own
“rational” fetishes with the utmost seriousness.” By many accounts, the
empire seems to have been especially fortified by the marvelous fetish of
Eno’s Fruit Salt. If Pears could be entrusted with cleaning the outer body,
Eno’s was entrusted with “cleaning” the inner body. Most importantly, the
internal purity guaranteed by Eno’s could be relied upon to ensure male
potency in the arena of war. As one colonial vouched: “During the Afghan
war, I verily believe Kandahar was won by us all taking up large supplies of
ENOQO’s FRUIT SALT and so arrived fit to overthrow half-a-dozen Ayub
Khans.” He was not alone in strongly recommending Eno’s power to
restore white supremacy. Commander A. J. Loftus, hydrographer to His



Siamese Majesty, swore that he never ventured into the jungle without his
tin of Eno’s. There was only one instance, he vouched, during four years of
imperial expeditions that any member of his party fell prey to fever: “and
that happened after our supply of FRUIT SALT ran out.””

Fetishism became an intercultural space in that both sides of the
encounter appear occasionally to have tried to manipulate the other by
mimicking what they took to be the other’s specific fetish. In Kenya,
Joseph Thomson posed grandly as a white medicine man by conjuring an
elaborate ruse with a tin of ENO’s for the supposed edification of the
Masai: “Taking out my sextant,” he records with some glee:

and putting on a pair of kid gloves —that accidentally I happened
to have and that impressed the natives enormously, I intently
examined the contents . . . getting ready some ENO’S FRUIT
SALT, I sang an incantation —in general something about “Three
Blue Bottles” —over it. My voice . . . did capitally for a wizard’s.
My preparations complete and Brahim [sic] being ready with a
gun, I dropped the Salt into the mixture; simultaneously the gun
was fired and, lo! up fizzed and sparkled the carbonic acid . . . the
chiefs with fear and trembling taste as it fizzes away.®

While amusing himself grandly at the imagined expense of the Masai,
Thomson reveals his own faith in the power of his fetishes (gloves as a
fetish of class leisure, sextant and gun as a fetish of scientific technology
and Eno’s as a fetish of domestic purity) to hoodwink the Masai. “More
amusing,” however, as Hindley notes, is Thomson’s own naivete, for the
point of the story is that “to persuade the Masai to take his unfamiliar
remedies, Thomson laid on a show in which the famous fruit salt provided
only the ‘magic’ effects.”” ENO’s power as domestic fetish was eloquently
summed up by a General Officer, who wrote and thanked Mr. Eno for his
good powder: “Blessings on your Fruit Salt,” he wrote, “I trust it is not
profane to say so, but I swear by it. There stands the cherished bottle on
the Chimney piece of my sanctum, my little idol —at home my household
god, abroad my vade mecum.” The manufacturers of Eno’s were so de-
lighted by this fulsome dedication to their little fetish that they adopted it
as regular promotional copy. Henceforth, Eno’s was advertised by the
slogan: “At home my household god, abroad my vade mecum.”

In the colonial encounter, Africans adopted a variety of strategies for
countering colonial attempts to undervalue their economies. Amongst these
strategies, mimicry, appropriation, revaluation and violence figure the most
frequently. Colonials carped rancorously at the African habit of making off
with property that did not belong to them, a habit that was seen not as a
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form of protest, nor as a refusal of European notions of property ownership
and exchange value, but as a primitive incapacity to understand the value
of the “rational” market economy. Barbot, for example, describes the Ekets
as “the most trying of any of the Peoples we had to deal with. . . . Poor
Sawyer had a terrible time; the people had an idea they could do as they
liked with the factory keeper and would often walk off with the goods
without paying for them, that Mr Sawyer naturally objected to, usually
ending in a free fight, sometimes my people coming off second best.”
Richards notes how Henry Morton Stanley, likewise, could not make
Africans (whom he saw primarily as carriers of western commodities)
understand that he endowed the goods they carried with an abstract
exchange value apart from their use value. Since these goods “lack any
concrete social role for them in the customs, directives and taboos of their
tribal lives, the carriers are forever dropping, discarding, misplacing, or
walking away with them. Incensed, Stanley calls this theft.”*

From the outset, the fetishism involved an intercultural contestation
that was fraught with ambiguity, miscommunication and violence.
Colonials were prone to fits of murderous temper when Africans refused
to show due respect to their flags, crowns, maps, clocks, guns and soaps.
Stanley, for one, records executing three African carriers for removing
rifles, even though he admits that the condemned did not understand the
value of the rifles or the principle for which they were being put to
death.” Other carriers were executed for infringements such as dropping
goods in rivers.

Anecdotes also reveal how quickly colonial tempers flared when
Africans failed to be awestruck by the outlandish baubles the colonials
offered them, for it wasn't long before the non-Europeans’ curiosity and
tolerance turned to derision and contempt. In Australia, Cook carped at the
local inhabitants’ ungrateful refusal to recognize the value of the baubles he
brought them: “Some of the natives would not part with a hog, unless they
received an axe in exchange; but nails and beads and other trinkets, that,
during our former voyages, had so great a run at this island, were now so
much despised, that few would deign so much to look at them.”

De Bougainville similarly recalls how a native from the Moluccas,
when given “a handkerchief, a looking-glass and some other trifles . . .
laughed when he received these presents and did not admire them. He

“% As Simpson points out: “The

seemed to know the Europeans.”
handkerchief is an attribute of ‘civilization,” the tool for making away with
the unseemly sweat of the brow, the nasal discharge of cold climates and
perhaps the tears of excessive emotion.” The white handkerchief was also
(like white gloves) the Victorian icon of domestic purity and the erasure of

signs of labor. The Moluccan’s refusal of handkerchief and mirror



expressed a frank refusal of two of the central icons of Victorian middle-
class consumerism.*

In some instances, elaborate forms of mimicry were created by
Africans to maintain control of the mercantile trade. As the Comaroffs
point out, the Tlhaping, the southernmost Tswana, having obtained beads
for themselves, tried to deter Europeans from venturing further into the
interior by mimicking European stereotypes of black savagery and
portraying their neighbors as “men of ferocious habits” too barbaric to
meddle with.”

In the imperial contest zone, fetishes embodied conflicts in the realm
of value and were eloquent of a sustained African refusal to accept
Europe’s commodities and boundary rituals on the colonials’ terms. The
soap saga and the cult of domesticity vividly demonstrates that fetishism
was original neither to industrial capitalism nor to precolonial economies,
but was from the outset the embodiment and record of an incongruous and

violent encounter.
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