A F R | CA N There are many ways someone can look at African

women throughout history. One of these ways is

to analyze photographs and postcards of Eastern
African women during the first decades of the twen-

tieth century and observe just how much gender
norms have changed. This is important because not
%"IT&)S LIJ<(.;A|:I|- yl Ié-l-r 8RRES only can we figure out how Western countries and
people thought of these African women, particularly
European countries and people, but also how the

BY ZACHARY lifestyles of these women changed over time due
WARTHAN to Western influence. They have changed in many

ways from the clothing they wore to how they are
presented, and even to how they think later in time.
| think looking at these postcards can show not only
how they were presented, but also why they are
presented this way.

Let’s start by looking at 2 postcards from
1900 and see just how they were presented. This
first postcard is titled, “Ragazza Abissina” which,
translated from Italian, means, “Abyssinian girl.” For
context, Abyssinian is a part of Ethiopia. The sec-
ond postcard is titled, “Africa Orientale - Ragarre
bilene,” which, also translated from Italian, means,
“East Africa - Bilene girls” Both of these photos
show African women not wearing much clothing,
only wearing something either around their waist
or over their shoulder. They are also shown as being
outside looking dead-on towards the camera. The
woman in the first postcard is holding a piece of
pottery while the women in the other photo doesn't
hold any objects, however there may be a chair that
the woman in the very front is sitting on.

Next, let’s look at 2 postcards from the interwar
period. This first postcard, which is from 1925, is
titled, “COLONIAL ERITREA - Madama abissinia,’
which, translated from Italian, means, “ERITREAN
COLONY - Madama Abyssinia.” This second post-
| card, which is from 1936, is titled, “Africa Orientale
Ragazza Abissina - Amatir e Unese (tipi abissini),” which, also trans-

Figure 7: Ragazza Abissina. Photograph taken by Scozzi Attilio. Taken by 1900.
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Figure 9: COLONIA ERITREA - Madama abissinia. Taken by 1925.
|

Figure 10: Africa Orientale - Amatir e Unese tipi abissini. Photograph taken by M. Decameré Taken by 1936.




lated from Italian, means, “East Africa
- Amatir and Unese (Abyssinian
types).” These postcards show
women in all white clothes, the first
woman wears shoes, and they're all
shown styled with necklaces, rings,
and other possibly pricey items. The
woman in the white is a wife of an
Italian man, which we know this due
to them being labeled as a “Madama.”
In these photos, the women’s pic-
tures are taken from a diagonal angle
from a camera with them all sitting
down inside and with most of them
not directly looking at the camera
besides for the girl on the right of the
second postcard. They are all doing
minor poses that make them look
more feminine. These last 2 post-
cards seem very distinct and differ-
ent from the other 2 postcards from
the turn of the century.

In order to figure out why
these postcards are so dramatically
different, it is important to analyze
these contrasts. To start, the most
obvious difference is their clothing.
The women in the first 2 postcards
wore very little clothing, which all
these photos show a clear front view
of these women’s breasts. Meanwhile
the women in the other 2 postcards
show them off in full clothing, includ-
ing shoes, necklaces, rings, and other
accessories. These accessories are
likely much more expensive than any
of the clothing or other accessories
that the women had in the first 2
postcards. Many of these accessories
make them look much more feminine,
which leads to the next topic: how

these women are portrayed in terms
of masculinity versus femininity. The
women in the first 2 postcards are
all shown outside with them either
in the fields or carrying poetry, which
is shown in the first postcard shown.
Meanwhile in the last 2 postcards,
they are inside, sitting down, just try-
ing to look as presentable as possi-
ble by Western standards. This also
reflects in their poses. The women
in the first 2 postcards aren’t doing
anything complex with how they are
showing themselves. They are stand-
ing straight while looking directly at
the camera. Meanwhile, the women
in the other 2 postcards all are sit-
ting down and either are shown as
seemingly relaxed, either on furniture
like in the first picture, or on some-
one else with their arm around them
like in the second picture. This poten-
tially portrays them not only as more
feminine, but also more sophisticated
than the women in the first 2 post-
cards. However, with all of these dif-
ferences, it leads to a specific ques-
tion: why portray these women the
way they did? Well, to understand
that, one must first understand the
Colonial Gender System created by
Maria Lugones.

Maria Lugones, who is a soci-
ologist and feminist philosopher
who has written much about how
Western civilizations have tried to
control African women, with a pop-
ular work of hers being about the
Colonial/Modern Gender System.
Based on Anibal Quijano’s Coloniality
of Power, Lugones uses the ideas
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that people base power on the “the
four basic areas of human existence:
sex, labor, collective authority and
subjectivity/intersubjectivity, their
resources and products™ , and “the
basic and universal social classifica-
tion of the population of the planets
terms of the idea of ‘race.”** With
these ideas, Lugones applies them
to gender and how people use sex
and gender to give certain people
power. One such way is from fem-
ininity. Many feminists, who at the
time were just the white bourgeois
women, mainly looked at women
through their own Western lens,
which was based a lot on their
own personal femininity. Women
who did not fit this idea were often
seen as “animals” and eventually
this viewing of them as lesser
caused the “heterosexual rape of
Indian [and] African slave women][.]”
African women in particular “were
characterized along a gamut of sex-
ual aggression and perversion, and
as strong enough to do any sort of
labor.”®> These descriptions do not
line up with how feminity was back
during this era. However, this was

not entirely these feminists’ fault.
This gender system also focuses a lot
on patriarchal control who controlled
who and what was seen by people.
This includes creating “the colonial
meaning of men and women|,...]the
banning of white bourgeois women
from the sphere of collective author-
ity,” and what was shown of many
of these African women.?¢ Due to
creating what they considered to be
men and what they considered to be
women, they had control over how
that was presented, which thus led
to them trying to control how African
women looked. If they were to marry
these women like some did, they
would likely want them to look more
feminine, which to them, means “sex-
ual purity and passivity.”*” However,
they also portrayed them through
sexualization. According to race and
gender academic Patricia Hill Collins,
which was quoted by Lugones, “Black
women were portrayed as being, to
use Jewelle Gomez' words, ‘sexu-
ally aggressive wet nurses.”3® This
characterization of African women
throughout history likely led many
men to having more sexualized
thoughts of these women.
Returning to the question posed
earlier: Why were these women por-
tayed in the way they were? Postcards

from Africa in general were made
for a few reasons: “distorting social
ideas, promoting empire, justifying
colonialism, and misrepresenting
indigenous peoples and cultures.”
They did this in order to “nurture the



belief in European superiority.”®” The
portrayal of the women in the post-
cards is very important to see how
they distorted social ideas, justified
colonialism, and misrepresented peo-
ple and cultures. Something impor-
tant to note is that these postcards
were made for “European and North
American audiences — without the
knowledge of the subjects,” mean-
ing that the people in these photos
did not know that these photos will
be used this way. When discussing
this with the co-curator Prita Meier

“‘CAN YOU IMAGINE A PRIVATE FAM-
ILY PHOTOGRAPH BEING TURNED
INTO A TOURIST SOUVENIR?"™

for an exhibition called, “World on
the Horizon: Swahili Arts Across the
Indian Ocean” at the Smithsonian's
National Museum of African Art,
he asked the question, “Can you
imagine a private family photograph
being turned into a tourist souve-
nir?’"4% Not only this, but it is clear
that many of the postcards were sex-
ualized. With the first 2 postcards,
the women were portrayed with their
breasts being shown to the camera.
Considering how many white men
sexualized African women, it is clear
that postcards like the first 2 were
shown in order to achieve this goal.
These women in the first 2 postcards
were also shown as more able to do
labor based on their location outside,
which helped show the idea the char-
acterization of African women shown
in Lugones of them being, “a gamut
of sexual aggression and perversion,

and as strong enough to do any sort
of labor."** The sexualization was also
done with postcards of other Eastern
African countries, not just ones in
the Ethiopian area. In some of the
postcards of Swahili women from
the exhibition at the Smithsonian’s
National Museum of African Art, the
women were given money “to stretch
out in suggestive poses.”*? This por-
trayal of the women helps strengthen
the narrative that African women are
allegedly, extremely sexual beings,
which results in European men want-
ing to “have access to these exotic
people. Especially exotic women,”
which, when combined with their
ideas of African women being “infe-
rior” to white women, likely led to not
only the justification of them coloniz-
ing these women, but also many of
the potential rapes that happened to
these women.*® This likely also led to
a great need to control these women,
and make them more inline with
Western norms. This need for con-
trol eventually leads to the portrayal
of the women in all white shown in
the latter 2 postcards.

These postcards show wom-
en as more feminine by the stand-
ards of the time with the women'’s
accessories and their overall ap-
pearance. This shift to more West-
ern ideas of femininity shows the
need men had during this time to
control African women. During
the colonial era, a lot of white men
were trying to control the “4 basic
human areas’” as described with
Quijano’s coloniality of power.* To
do this, they had to create the defi-
nitions for men and women, which
for women, was based a lot around
their femininity. So when they start-
ed doing madamism, which “is a for-
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mal cohabitation between an Italian
man and an Ethiopian woman,’ they
likely tried to control a lot more of
what the Ethiopian women had to
wear in order to make them look
more feminine.* This eventually led
to how the “Madama abissinia” was
shown.*® Even when these women
started to get less sexualized, it is
still possible that many men want-
ed these women for sexual reasons.
While the postcards for the Swahili
women were still fully dressed, they
were still sexualized according to
Meier. As she describes it, “Post-
cards were [...] meant to fulfill Euro-
pean fantasies about Swahili wom-
en, [...] ‘They wanted a sexualized,
sensual image of Africa.”¥ This
can likely be broadened to include
much more than Swahili woemn
when you consider the 4 postcards
shown and discussed here. While
this sexualization helped further
the exploitation of African women,
they can be seen much differently
by others, whether it be the women
in some of the pictures, or African
people who see these photos to-
day.

The colonization of Africa
affected it much more than how
women dressed and how they
were thought of by colonizers , but
also how the women themselves
thought and acted. When it comes
to the Swahili postcards, some of
them were actually commissioned
by women, where they still did
more sexual poses. They did this
in order to rebel against the famil-
ial traditions and expectations they
had placed on them. As stated by
Meier, “For the [person in the por-
trait], it was a beautiful, playful or
even humorous portrait."#® This is

Figure 11: Zanzibar Beauty. Photograph taken by A.C. Gomes & Son. Photograph taken before 1900.



important because it shows that
women were influenced by West-
ern ideas in some ways. To see how
they did this, let’s look at this post-
card. The photograph was taken
before 1900, but the postcard was
printed between 1907 and 1908. It
is labeled, “Zanzibar Beauty,’ and is
from the Smithsonian Museum of
African Art, specifically the exhibi-
tion, “World on the Horizon: Swa-
hili Arts Across the Indian Ocean.”
She is shown in a dark-colored garb
that is styled in very traditional East
African patterns, as well as wearing
some bracelets and necklaces. She
is facing the camera, with a smile on
her face with her hands on her hips.
This would be seen as something
very feminine by Western stand-
ards, but her expression differs from
the women who were also shown in
a very feminine way in the 3rd and
4th postcards. This feels more play-
ful compared to the 4 postcards
shown earlier, just as they were
described earlier by Schreiber. The
clothing these women wore, while
covered “with elaborate patterns
that might seem to be traditional
to East Africa,” were still made in
factories from North America and
Europe.* This shows how women
living along the Swahili Coast at the
time did take some influence from
Westernization, allowing them
more freedom with how they ex-
press themselves. According to the
book written by Meier titled, “The
Surface of Things: A History of Pho-
tography from the Swahili Coast,’
going to take pictures at a studio
was considered a “popular leisure
activity.”® This form of expression

reflects the start of an era of both
Western influence, but the com-
bining of it with their own culture
that when shown to “people from
Mombasa or Zanzibar look at these
images, they focus on the beauty
and elegance and see the photo-
graphs as historical documents.”>?
Maiar believes that these postcards
not only, “tell us about the history
of photography in a seemingly far-
away place, like the coast of Africa,
[...], ‘But they also tell us a story
about women's fashion'’>?

When looking at these post-
cards from 1900s East Africa, it can
be easy to see just how much they
were used to affect the African
women of the land. They were used
by colonizers to sexualize women,
push an agenda of colonization, and
to manipulate how we saw African
women as a whole. However, that
only tells part of the story. While all
women were subjected to the neg-
ative parts of this treatment, some
women were influenced by it posi-
tively by using it as a way to express
themselves freely. This would influ-
ence future generations in much
more positive ways. While the Eu-
ropean gaze was the more impor-
tant part of these postcards, it's still
important to see both the positives
and negative parts of postcards to
get a full understanding of them
and why they were important for
the presentation of these women.
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