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At a time when the United States is renewing its ties to its own im-
perial past and making peace with itself, it becomes imperative to re-
view certain gendered constructions and expressions of its national
identity from early twentieth-century popular culture that govern-
ment officials and the media are seeking to revive today. Gender on
Ice examines the powerful and continuing cultural investment in the
legacy of the so-called discovery of the North Pole in 1909 and the
ongoing celebration of “great” white explorers such as Robert Peary
as “heroes” of the national culture. This study documents the persis-
tence of this legacy into the present in its examination of a wide
range of discourses drawn from popular science magazines, promo-
tional documentaries, science reports, photographs, and novels.
Working within a tradition of cultural studies, deriving a major in-
spiration from Donna Haraway’s Primate Visions and Edward Said’s
Orientalism, Gender on Ice takes what might seem a very localized
subject and shows how it opens up all the central questions today in
cultural studies around gender, nationhood, the politics of imperial-
ism and postimperialism, race and male homosocial behavior, and
the social relations of science. The book is also intended to be a con-
tribution to current debates around multiculturalism regarding the
definition of what is “American” and who is “American.” Thus, in my
focus on Matthew Henson, the black American who accompanied
Peary to the so-called North Pole, I critique the forms of naticnalism
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endorsed by official US. histories that Systematically exclude men
and women of color. My project will add another dimension to this
discussion, as there has been relatively little work on examining the
relation between national identities, gender, science, US. imperial-
ism, and popular culture. This study challenges official definitions
and constructions of US, national identities as exclusively white and
male. My work brings together scholarship in the humanities (ethnic
studies, history of photography, literature, and women’s studies) and
the social sciences (anthropology and history of science); theories of
discourse as elaborated by Michel Foucault and Fredric Jameson,
studies of travel and colonialism (James Clifford, Peter Hulme, Mary
Pratt, Bruce Robbins, Edward Said); theories of nationalisms (Bene-
dict Anderson, Paul Gilroy, Homi Bhabha, George Mosse, and Gayatri
Spivak); gay and postcolonial studies (Richard Dyer, Kobena Mercer,
and Simon Watney), and feminist approaches to gender, homosocial
relations, technology, and colonialism (Cynthia Enloe, Donna Har-
away, Susan Jeffords, Caren Kaplan, Anne McClintock, Chela Sando-
val, Eve Sedgwick, Lynne Segal, and Ella Shohat).

The purpose of the book’s project is also to put a feminist analysis
to work on US. nationalism and colonialism, an area that has only
recently taken into account the workings of gender, as in the anthol-
ogy Nationalisms and Sexualities, Although earlier texts such as
Benedict Anderson’s Imagined Communities and Homi Bhabha’s
collection Nation and Narration have widened the field of discourse
on nationalism in the past decade, what is absent from their theory is
an understanding of the way that nationalist events are tied to
broader questions of gender. The book makes an intervention by
foregrounding these connections in the way that it links the imperial
gesture of polar exploration to questions of gender and ties these
issues to models of masculinity as well as race.

What follows is a case study rather than a highly theoretical work
on the subject of gender and US. colonial discourse, Colonial dis-
course here refers generally to the rhetorical strategies used to man-
age and control popular scientific knowledges in the course of us.
€xpansion and domination. This approach puts emphasis on the
ways in which early-twentiem-century discourses are reworked in
the context of la[e-twentieth—century politics. Though the scope of
the book is historical, it might prove a disconcerting study for US.
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historians, for it is written within a tradition of cultural studies thallt
takes as its starting point the political concerns set by.the przsent. '
also reverses the trend of traditional history.: it dearls with geil' or :Iitnis
race and takes popular culture sericusly as its subject of ana ysifl.e i
worth pointing out that neither the popular cultural te):jts nﬁr e
erary ones cited in the Introduction are meant to be read as his N,
or “iiterary" in a simple sense. They are irrcludecr as momemsastu-
developing national colonial discourse, whrcrr I wrrl l:rrguf(:j wail;s1 w
ally symptomatic of the main trends of U.S. imperia 1srrrlth Llir 155 e
earlv ‘twentieth century. The study critiques hovs.z the No Po ol
eral‘emptiness made polar exploration appear in the dommz;nrm °
dia as an intrinsically pure field of knowledge rather than as a ot ol
colonial discourse. For example, what was repressed from r.rcllozl e
dia accounts was how the Inuit (Eskimo) people who resi er u;] :
nearby region were exploited by polar explorer Robert I}(;ar}, ;zeir
Coercod entire Inuit villages to work for him by contro mgh their
trade. The strategies Peary employed to keep Lh‘e I[nuits under hlihsu
pervision were fairly common colonial strategies, even thoug' : EY
were neither authorized by the U.S. government nor accompanied by
ial administration.
) [iflocx(f)i}r(t):;?labsence of contemporary Inuit accounts has made mo
more or less exclusively dependent on the very U.S. texts thzﬁ consti-
tute the discourse of colonialism. Therefore tfre boroen fahs.upor;
the rhetorical tools available for critiquing this limited ¢ Olee tli)e
texts. This is very briefly the book’s project and focus. Some o o
issues that arise from this description are pursued further in the
In:ﬁ:ucci[ilscr);gard for the conventional bourrdaries of diSCil[))]l'lr}l]arg
practices has made me indebted to the advrce of both .pu .15 el_
scholarship and the help of colleagues and friends working in cu
turlailrsrtrueczlslszrially gratefu! for the intellectual guidance and supﬁ)v(l)lx;)t
given by James Clifford. My special thanks to Dorma Harawalyl, 0
made me attentive to the workings of popular sc1onco as Jve talsX «
the complexity of gender and race relations operatrng m_these Zvér.
Also, I would like to thank Hayden White for working with me
the years and sharing his knowledge.
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Introduction

A Passion for Blankness:
US. and British Polar Discourse

1n Joseph Conrad’s Hear? of Darkness, Marlow, while writing about
Africa, brings in an unexpected reference to the North Pole:

Now when 1 was a little chap 1 had a passion for maps. 1 would loock
for hours at South America, or Africa, or Australia, and lose myself in
all the glories of exploration. At that time there were many blank
spaces on the earth, and when 1 saw one that looked particularly
inviting on a map (but they all look that way) 1 would put my finger
on it and say, “When I grow up 1 will go there. The North Pole was

one of these places, I remember.

As long as the North Pole remained imperfectly charted and still re-
mote from the knowledge of the West it had a romantic appeal, by the
very fact of its blankness on a map. On Marlow’s childhood map
blankness suspends all the ordinary information that usually makes
up geographical space and invites him to reinscribe divisions be-
tween nations. It is as if the adult Marlow imagines himself a child
with 2 box of crayons, able to color in the map any way he likes.
When it comes to coloring in the blank parts, he will not be subject to
the disapproval that any child would hear whose crayon wandered
past the edge of France into Germany, or who wanted 10 divide Po-
Jand by coloring it half green and half blue. If he was forbidden to
color in the known parts in any way he chose, he was permitted to do
what he liked with the blank spaces, which were all brought together
1o the same plane of representation. The very blankness of these



