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"Domesticating Empire" 

There is a movement afoot among historians
of the Gilded Age and Progressive Era to recon‐
ceptualize their time period as an Age of Empire.
[1] This trend stems in part from a sense that the
older labels have limited -- and nearly exhausted
-- utility in illuminating the period. But the trend
toward  foregrounding  issues  of  empire  also  re‐
flects a broader movement that of internationaliz‐
ing the study of U.S. history regardless of time pe‐
riod. Keenly aware that U.S. historians' long histo‐
ry  of  self-centered,  exceptionalist  scholarship  is
not up to the task of historicizing contemporary
transnational  developments,  a  growing  number
of  U.S.  historians  (cultural  and  social  historians
prominent among them), are calling for scholar‐
ship less bounded by the nation.[2] 

Laura Wexler's recent book, Tender Violence:
Domestic  Visions in an Age of  U.S.  Imperialism,
deserves  to  be  cited  as  an  exemplary  work  of
scholarship by both of these movements. It is an
interdisciplinary work (as one might expect from
an  associate  professor  of  American  studies  and
women's and gender studies at Yale) that weaves

together the history of photography, cultural his‐
tory,  women's  history,  and literary analysis.  The
theme  that  connects  Wexler's  wide-ranging
sources is empire. The major backdrop to her nar‐
rative is  the war in the Philippines,  but  Wexler
makes it clear that the "imperialism" invoked in
her title cannot be neatly contained -- it intersects
with  Jim Crow race  relations  within  the  United
States, efforts to assimilate and disappropriate Na‐
tive Americans, a reluctance on the part of native-
born,  middle-class  Americans  to  identify  with
working-class immigrants, and a popular ethnolo‐
gy, presented in venues such as worlds fairs, bent
on justifying Western imperial power. 

With  empire  and  its  adjuncts  as  her  ever-
present  points  of  reference,  Wexler  focuses  on
photographic  exegesis.  She  provides  a  model  of
reading  photographs  that  historians  should  ap‐
preciate,  since  context  is  of  paramount  impor‐
tance. By looking beyond the images themselves
to their production and dissemination, she makes
even seemingly sympathetic pictures of  African-
Americans,  Native-Americans,  immigrants,  and
others, appear deeply implicated in the project of



extending the power of middle-class white Ameri‐
cans. "Under certain conditions of political domi‐
nation, ordinary-looking family photographs can
be highly manipulative weapons,"  she notes (3).
As someone similarly vested in the project of re‐
casting the late-nineteenth century as an age of
empire, I found the contexts that Wexler chose to
highlight  (namely,  ones  of  imperial,  racial,  and
class privilege) to be highly germane. 

However, since Wexler had access to personal
papers and other materials not accessible to most
turn-of-the-century viewers of the images in ques‐
tion, her method appears more useful in reveal‐
ing the photographers' limited visions than in cap‐
turing the responses of the photographs' original
audiences. 

What types of photographs, then, does Wexler
interpret for her readers? She focuses on images
of domestic life -- but she interprets domestic life
broadly,  to  include  pictures  taken  in  Admiral
Dewey's  flagship,  Negro  and  Indian  boarding
schools, a Fifth Avenue studio, immigrant sanita‐
tion facilities, and the 1904 St. Louis World's Fair.
Says Wexler of her understanding of domesticity,
"Although it is common sense to think of pictures
of mothers,  babies,  and family groupings as do‐
mestic  images,  this  book takes  the position that
the presence of such figures is not necessary for
the depiction of domestic space. Domestic images
may be --  but  need not  be --  representations  of
and for a so-called separate sphere of family life.
Domestic images may also be configurations of fa‐
miliar  and  intimate  arrangements  intended  for
the eyes of outsiders, the heimlich (private) as a
kind of propaganda; or they may be metonymical
references  to  unfamiliar  arrangements,  the  un‐
heimlich intended  for  domestic  consumption.
What matters is the use of the image to signify the
domestic  realm" (21).  This  broad reading of  do‐
mesticity  helps us  understand how assumptions
about family and home arrangements could affect
interpretations of  a vast  range of  images,  but it
also positions some images -- such as photographs

of  working people performing their  jobs on the
streets of New York City -- in an ideological con‐
text that may not have been the most salient one
to contemporary viewers. 

Why  some  of  the  photographs  Wexler  ana‐
lyzes  struck  her  as  "domestic"  seems  to  have
much to do with the gender of their creators, all
of them women. Gender might make women pho‐
tographers' work seem more "domestic," at least
in Wexler's eyes, but it does not make their pic‐
tures any more benign than men's. Wexler argues
that photography, whether as profession (as in the
cases  of  Frances  Benjamin  Johnston,  Gertrude
Ksebier,  Emme  and  Mamie  Gerhard,  and  Jessie
Tarbox Beals)  or  hobby (as  in  the  case  of  Alice
Austen),  empowered  white  women  in  the  late-
nineteenth  century.  But  where  earlier  feminist
writers  have seen cause for  celebration,  Wexler
sees  cause  for  sober  reflection. She  finds  that
white  women  photographers  promoted  "Anglo-
Saxon aggression" through the medium (6). They
did so particularly effectively because of "the in‐
nocent  eye"  --  Wexler's  term for  a  gaze averted
from the politics of the household and larger soci‐
ety, a gaze more readily attributed to middle-class
white women because of their supposedly apoliti‐
cal, sheltered domesticity. The belief that domes‐
ticity could not entail brutality made these wom‐
en's  photographs  seem  all  the  more  innocent,
even  though  they  served  political  purposes.
Wexler explains the dynamic as follows "if it was
acceptable for 'lady'  photographers to be on the
scene, the scene itself must be acceptable" (42). 

As the term "innocent eye" suggests, this book
pays as much attention to what the photographers
failed to depict, as to what they did. Wexler faults
Johnston for not portraying Dewey and his crew
as violent fighters, Austen for lacking a sense of
personal implication in immigrant lives, Beals for
failing  to  challenge  the  "violent  framework"  in
which  some  people  were  "differentiated,  primi‐
tivized, and separated from the 'higher' domestic
forms of the 'white race,'" and so forth (283). At

H-Net Reviews

2



the start of the book, Wexler argues that "though a
democratic vision may not be what is  reified in
the photographs, it can be aroused in the critical
eyes  of  their  beholders"  (6).  The  ensuing  pages
take on the task of providing the democratic vi‐
sion absent from her sources. In explaining why
the "lady" photographer's eye wasn't really so in‐
nocent,  Wexler  holds  gender  accountable.  "The
denials  in  these  women's  photographs  of  the
structural  consequences of  slavery,  colonization,
industrialization,  and  forced  assimilation  devel‐
oped not as a matter of conscious policy but as a
matter of gender -- that is, as a matter of course"
(7). Such claims would be more convincing if she
compared women's  work to  men's,  for  many of
the photographs she discusses resemble those tak‐
en by men of the period. Attributing imperial my‐
opia to gender also cannot fully explain the oblivi‐
ousness towards empire that extended far beyond
"domestic" images, indeed, that has prompted re‐
cent calls to address this persistent absence in his‐
tories of the time. 

In  a  puff  on  the  back  of  the  book,  Karen
Sanchez-Eppler remarks "This is one of the most
beautifully architected academics books I know,"
and though usually wary of such effusive plugs, I
fully  agree  in  this  case.  Wexler's  close  readings
take surprising twists;  her juxtapositions are of‐
ten stunning. But Tender Violence is more than a
good  read.  It  is  a  thought-provoking  book  that
should cause readers to look at turn-of-the-centu‐
ry photographs in a new light. Although "domes‐
tic"  pictures  of,  say,  madonna-like  mothers  and
winsome babies may not be an obvious source for
understanding  imperial  dimensions  of  turn-of-
the-century U.S. culture, Wexler convincingly ar‐
gues that such images are just as relevant as (and,
in fact, closely related to) pictures of Filipinos in
the constabulary police force. Ultimately, Wexler
shows that even domesticity is deeply implicated
in the project to reconceptualize the years from
the Civil War through World War I as an age of

empire and, beyond that, to internationalize U.S.
history in general. 
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