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Views on Europe: Gender Historical and Postcolonial Perspectives on Journeys,
edited by Lilli Riettiens and Elke Kleinau, is a selection of essays providing
an analysis of travel history through a gendered lens. As the editors mention,
‘the history of travel was constructed and described almost exclusively as
a history of “European”, male mobility, without however explicitly making
the gender and whiteness of the travellers a topic.” (1) The book wishes to
challenge this precedent by viewing Europe through the eyes of travellers
from outside Europe, following a postcolonial analysis. The importance of
a postcolonial analysis derives from the very limitations of a Eurocentric,
white (and privileged) historiography that sees the Western white male
as universal.

The contributors have engaged with both primary and secondary sources,
which makes the edited volume particularly interesting: Béatrice Hendrich’s
chapter on Suat Dervis contains valuable information about her life
through a rich engagement with primary source material in Turkish.
An interesting point concerns the obscuring of certain details by Dervis
herself to portray a more attractive image of herself. Indeed, Dervis’ self-
marketing or ‘hysterophimia’ (concern with one’s posthumous legacy) is
fascinating in itself and could be further researched. Equally, Florian Grafl’s
article focuses on the importance of cuadros de costumbres (vignettes of
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everyday life) as a media for the circulation of common knowledge. The
cuadyos, written by Europe-educated Hispanic authors within the context
of colonisation, portrayed Europe as the source of all cultural sophistication.

This portrayal of Europe as the epitome of high culture is evident in several
other articles in the volume: Meritxell Simon-Martin’s article focuses on
Nisia Floresta’s travel writing. Through the lens of hybridity theory, the
author conveys the complexity of identity as seen in Florestas writing.
The latter, born in a criollo family, has a hybrid cultural identity; a criollo
in Brazil, yet an exotic inferior version of Europeanness in Europe. Her
views on Europe, critical as they may seem, were formed within a European
epistemic paradigm and do not represent a challenge to European identity.
Moreover, Claudia Opitz-Belakhal’s article analyses Persian traveller Mirza
Abu Taleb’s views on Europe. In his travelogue Abu Taleb criticises the
European other but simultaneously essentialises the Asian self, expressing
himself with European ‘Enlightenment’ language.

Yet the idea of Europe as a monolithic entity is flawed. This becomes evident
in Miruna Bacali’s article, which focuses on the construction of Europe in
Dumitru Tsepeneags book Hotel Europa. Europe’s character is not seen
as something static. The different characters in the book hold different
experiences and as they encounter Europe they experience its differences
and imbalances.

Through the different articles, the importance of one’s positionality becomes
evident. Cecilia Morgan’s article focuses on three travel accounts: that of
a Canadian minister and writer, William H. Withrow; that of a bride during
her honeymoon, Lucy Ronalds Harris; and that of her daughter Amelia
during her stay in a boarding school in England. Each one of these writers
manifests agency in constructing an idea of Europe as an entity which
is always in interaction with dominant ideas and their own positionality as
subjects. Nishant K. Narayanan’s article on representations of Europe by
three Indian travellers also demonstrates this idea as the three travellers
choose to focus on different topics in their travelogues, from history to
architecture, while their engagement with the objects they wish to describe
manifests itself in various ways, provoking different sentiments in each
one of them. Equally, positionality should be interpreted as one’s place in
the broader context: Leila Gémez focuses on female travellers in Russia
during different periods throughout the twentieth century. These personal
accounts are written in a historically specific period, which influences the
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authors’ writing and interpretation of events. As such, their understanding
of Russia changes along with the political history of the US and the cultural
transformations taking place throughout that eventful century.

The only limitation of the book, acknowledged by the editors themselves,
concerns the travel gaps in terms of the geographical composition.
The editors mention that this absence was despite the call for abstracts in
various social networks, with the majority of contributors coming from
institutions in the global North, reflecting the unequal relations in academia
when it comes to including authors from the global South. If we aim to
decolonise knowledge, assumptions about the inclusive reach of the call
for abstracts should be challenged. Often scholars in the global South
or “peripheral”/non-prestigious institutions are not part of these social
networks, they do not learn about them, and consequently, they have no
means of ‘responding’ to the call for abstracts. This is also an empirical
observation based on my own personal experience, having undertaken
my undergraduate studies at a peripheral institution: a public university
with non-English curricula attended by the non-elite classes in Athens.
As Marton Demeter argues in Academic Knowledge Production and the Global
South, this underrepresentation of writers from the global South focusing
on the respective areas has nothing to do with the quality of their work, it is
rather a matter of a privileged positioning.

Despite this drawback, the book is an important contribution to the field
as it provides interesting information on the more complex relationship
between Europe, gender, and travelling.
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