Michael Meyer

Mungo Park in Africa: The Traveller's Embodied Self at Risk

1. Positions in Research

Research on Mungo Park tends towards three different positions, locating the traveller
in the traditions of (1) the Enlightenment, (2) Sentimentalism cum Romanticism, or (3)
both, and going beyond them. (1) Denise Brahimi considers Park as a representative of
reason and Enlightenment because he subjects his experience to rational reflection (see
153). (2) For Ashton Nichols, Park embodies the pre-colonial, polyphonic Romantic,
who already foreshadows Victorian imperialism (94). (3) In her influential book /m-
perial Eves (1991), Marie Louise Pratt introduces Park as the sentimental, experiential
traveller in opposition — and as a complement to — the scientific traveller interested in
panoramic exploration (see 75; Marsters 2, 22-25). Carl Thompson follows suit, re-
garding Park as an empirically minded but also sentimental and benevolent observer
with a view to the economic and colonial potential of the country (see "Travel Writ-
ing" 568-69; Travel Writing 118). Christoph Bode questions the alleged Romantic dis-
junction of scientific and sentimental travel accounts, stressing the interdependence of
the hermeneutic experience of the Other and the self (see 20-22). Across the board,
scholars share the opinion that Park reveals a fairly open mind towards Africans — if
not completely devoid of Western stereotypes and ideology. They stress the reciproc-
ity and shared humanity of Park’s encounters: the Western traveller discovers Africa,
as Africans discover the West in the traveller (see Bode 20-22; Brahimi 154-56;
Brantlinger 170, 173; Marsters 3; Nichols 94-95, 97, 100; Pratt 80; Thompson, "Travel
Writing" 570-71).

I would like to go beyond Pratt and Bode in focusing on the body as the basic
condition and at the same time the key problem of Park's encounter of the Other. Both
the anti-hero's embodied, sentimental fellow-feeling and his 'objective', quasi disem-
bodied empirical observation tend towards universalism and abstraction, establishing a
shared ground of humanity and objectivity. However, both of these Western discourses
end to efface the asymmetry and liminality of embodied intercultural experience in a
phenomenological sense (see Waldenfels 71). My arguments are in greater detail:

(1) The embodied self is at the centre of both the empirical and the sentimental
experience of the alien.

The fascination of Park's writing to date is based on his disconcerting expo-
sure to the alien and his experience as an alien, registering gaps and fissures
that interfere with Eurocentric formations of knowledge and identity.
Instead of reciprocal balance, asymmetric and shifting positions character-
ise Park's experience of the alien in the fields of perception, knowledge, and
power.
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2. Phenomenology of the Alien

In order to grasp the quality of Park's encounter of the Other and himself (as depicted
in his narrative), a few concepts from Bernhard Waldenfels's Phenomenology of the
Alien are useful. For Waldenfels, the extra-ordinary alien (or Other) cannot be dialecti-
cally subsumed under the umbrella of a shared and familiar order, as opposed to the
self and the other (4). In this context, distinguishing the self means separating oneself
here and now from an alien on the other side, establishing a fundamental asymmetry
(16). However, it would be wrong to establish the alien as the radical Other who or
which would be utterly beyond comprehension, but rather to notice the alien as ac-
cessible in its inaccessibility (35).

The following paragraph outlines how Waldenfels unfolds the relationships be-
tween pathos, attention, response and ethos as basic categories of the experience of the
alien, which are highly pertinent to Park's narrative: attention is necessarily selective
and begins with pathos, an occurrence that affects and involves the embodied self,
transgressing the threshold of the senses (45, 63). The contrast of the unexpected with
the familiar "brings about the tension (tensio) which permeates attention (attentio)"
(65). The subject, Waldenfels argues, "appears as patient and as respondent, [...] as
somebody who is literally subject to certain experiences" (28), and whose response
does not exhaust the affection of something or somebody. The call of the Other, "an
appeal that is directed ar someone and a claim or pretension fo something" (37), needs
to be noticed, usually by looking at and listening to someone or something. Even look-
ing away or not listening constitutes a sort of response before answering the call of the
Other (37). "Everything that appears as something has to be described [...] as some-
thing which provokes sense without being already meaningful in itself" (46). One ef-
faces the "responsive difference" (36) between what one responds to and how one an-
swers if one reduces the alien to a meaningful difference according to a familiar norm.
An appropriate response to the alien requires a creative rather than a repetitive re-
sponse (41-42). The necessary asymmetry and gap between pathos and response can
be revealed in the fissure between the description of an event and the process of
making sense of it, which always lags behind the potentially disruptive event and can-
not fully grasp its surplus (32, 41)."

Waldenfels opposes something to somebody: the singularity of the embodied self
is doubled in the embodied self of the Other (54). The doubling is asymmetrical be-
cause the Other affects us and transcends our feelings and ideas, and we are exposed to
the Other's gaze and voice, perceiving ourselves from elsewhere (55-57). However, the
experience of the alien already begins at home since our own body "continuously
evades the reflections of consciousness” (16). The experience of a stranger can turn in-
to the estrangement of experience, as the alien "might alienate us from ourselves. Hence

| Thompson addresses the problem of comprehending and communicating the unknown
that may unsettle the traveller's cultural frames of knowledge, but he does not explore
the issue in depth and does not apply it to Park in detail (see Travel Writing 66-67).
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the perpetual motivation to resist, avoid, or assimilate the alien" (3). Park's narrative
stands out because of the marked difference between his remarkable ethos of response
in the first journey, and his staunch resistance to the alien in the second journey.

I will discuss the problem of the traveller's embodied experience in the frame-
work of his mission to acquire knowledge in the beginning of Travels in the Interior
Districts of Afiica (1799) and its mapping in the appendix of the book.

3. Framing: In the Beginning Is the End

The framing of Park's book, consisting of the author's preface about his mission, which
is expanded in the first chapter, and the scientific appendix, speaks volumes about the
body and knowledge. The mission meant turning geographical and ethnographic in-
formation to advantage for the British, "opening to their ambition and industry new
sources of wealth, and new channels of commerce" (Park 2). The lengthy appendix,
which is reprinted in Marster's edition, confirms Park’s mission as it lists economic in-
formation and presents Major Rennell's "Geographic Illustrations” and map, based on
complicated calculations of Park's itinerary in combination with previous travels and
maps (see Thompson, Travel Writing 82). The mission and the map rely on, but efface,
the explorer's embodied experience.”

Park stresses how important a healthy and resilient, implicitly masculine, body is
to the dangerous venture, He was aware that he risked his life on accepting the mission
"to explore that continent by the way of the Gambia River" (1) from the African As-
sociation since his predecessor, Major Houghton, had died on the same pursuit. Park
trusts his body to persevere: "I knew that I was able to bear fatigue; and I relied on my
youth and the strength of my constitution to preserve me from the effects of the cli-
mate" (1-2). However, his experience contradicts his optimism and almost subverts the
optimistic version of 'in the end is the beginning' suggested above. The beginning of
the journey in Africa almost sets an end to his project: "I imprudently exposed myself
to the night dew, in observing the eclipse of the moon, with a view to determine the
longitude of the place; the next day I found myself attacked by a smart fever and
delirium" (Park 6), which it takes a long time to recover from. Park implicitly dis-
claims any Romantic interest in the eclipse of the moon and fashions himself as the

2 With reference to de Certeau, Lazardzig and Wagner argue that the experience of phe-
nomena is forgotten in favour of the map (see 124, 134). De Certeau juxtaposes the de-
tached, voyeuristic gaze at abstract space (/iex) from a vantage point or the gaze at a
map and the bodily movement involved in the pedestrian experience of space (espace,
see 264-65). Following de Certeau, it could be argued that Major Rennell "immobilizes
[Park's] opaque mobility in a transparent text" (de Certeau 265). However, de Certeau's
argument of the pedestrian's blind knowledge of his or her familiar city (see 265) does
not apply to Park's endeavour, whose voyeurist gaze is often foiled. Park often loses his
way, and his mobility — and survival — is dependent upon heightened sense perception
rather than blind knowledge. In the city, habitual knowledge is efficient. In an alien
space, familiar patterns of responses may be useless or even dangerous.
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objective, detached observer. The scientific project is paradoxical, as Park cannot see
the moon at the exact time when it is totally eclipsed. He can only arrive at 'objective'
empirical knowledge by paying close attention to visible — and deferred — difference
(the moon before and after its eclipse). Empirical knowledge is based on embodied ex-
perience here and now. Taken as a metaphor of his mission, geographical knowledge
of the 'dark continent' is only possible on the basis of and in abstraction from embod-
ied knowledge on the border between the visible and the invisible, the known and the
unknown.

While Park is focused on an object in the distance in order to determine his own
position, he is blind to the immediate situation that affects his total existence and puts
him into place as a stranger. From Park's perspective, the fever and the delirium repre-
sent the alien attack coming from the "night dew". However, his explanation ignores
that the fever and the delirium are his own psychosomatic response, literally turning
his body and mind into an Other beyond his control. Here, Park's affection dissolves
the Cartesian split between body and mind and undermines the basis of objective
knowledge. The observation cannot be had without the embodied observer. The blind
spot of perception makes itself felt. Park's intention is focused at defining his position
through Western knowledge, but the immediate African environment alienates his
embodied self. This narrative twist from agent to patient and the fissure between his
intentional answer and his embodied response can be taken as a mise-en-abyme of the
journey as a quest for knowledge at the danger of his life. If Thompson, following
Pratt, relates Park's passive persona to the rhetoric of the non-aggressive anti-conquest
and the creation of a sentimental bond with Africans and his readers (see "Travel
Writing", 569-70), he ignores both the masculinity implied in his struggle and the dis-
concerting pathos of his 'appropriate' embodied response to the alien.

During his prolonged convalescence, Park suffers from the "gloomy season",
"suffocating heats", the terror of an "unimaginable" number of animal sounds at night:
"a dismal concert, interrupted only by the roar of such tremendous thunder as no per-
son can form a conception of but those who have heard it" (7). The phenomenological
description registers the impact of the heat and invisible sounds (pathos, response) and
the inadequate verbal representation of the alien/ating experience (answer).

Throughout the travel book, Park presents numerous attempts at coming to terms
with his experience of the inanimate and animate Other. In many cases, his desire for a
panoramic survey of space at a distance does not yield a detached perspective with a
sense of mastery, but registers responses of alienation or even the fear of an existential
threat.

4. Landscape and Its Discontent

Mary Louise Pratt identifies the trope of the "monarch-of-all-I-survey" (205) as the
hallmark of imperial exploration narratives, but does not find it in Park's travelogue
and so ignores an important aspect of Park's visual experience of the Other. Park pre-
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sents panoramic visions, but they are anything but perfect. His prospects are often
qualified by limitations of the visual field, by the narrative sequence of events and by
the natives' reversal of the explorer's gaze. Time and again, the explorer is made aware
of his precarious position as a stranger in dangerous territory, a fact that repeatedly
focuses his attention on his individual isolation and safety, reversing the effacement of
the human subject in the total panoramic illusion of omniscience. The "I" no longer
dissolves in the totalising eye, but is made aware of the bare existence of his embodied
self.

Often, the lonely traveller is frustrated due to the sheer lack of an appropriate
vantage point or the uniformity of the landscape, which offers no landmarks and boun-
daries to the western eye. If Park climbs a tree or a hill, he often cannot discern any-
thing of value because the unfamiliar space offers neither aesthetic pleasure nor orien-
tation, the hope of food or help: "Their country itself, being an immense level, and
very generally covered with woods, presents a tiresome and gloomy uniformity to the
eye" (7). Panoramic vision often leads to dejection rather than elation when Park ob-
tains a wide view, but discovers basically nothing:

A little after noon, when the burning heat of the sun was reflected with double violence

from the hot sand, and the distant ridges of the hills, seen through the ascending vapour,

seemed to wave and fluctuate like the unsettled sea, I became faint with thirst, and
climbed a tree in hopes of seeing distant smoke, or some other appearance of a human
habitation, but in vain; nothing appeared all around but thick underwood, and hillocks

of white sand. [...] [A] sudden dimness would frequently come over my eyes [...]. A

little before sunset, having reached the top of a gentle rising, I climbed a high tree, from

the topmost branches of which I cast a melancholy look over the barren wilderness, but
without discovering the most distant trace of a human dwelling. The same dismal uni-
formity of shrubs and sand everywhere presented itself, and the horizon was as level

and uninterrupted as that of the sea. (Park 134-35)

The disorientation due to fuzzy phenomena and a level horizon is compounded by the
physiological impairment of perception. In the desert, which is apparently endless as
the sea, Park is lost. Park's response registers his unbelonging and the alienation from
his own embodied perception in a strange country and climate.

Time and again, the individual traveller experiences the reversal of a picturesque
landscape into a dangerous place — a disenchantment that reveals the precarious posi-
tion of Park as a stranger in need of help. For example, the prospect of Soolo appears
to be picturesque and delightful at first, but turns into the narrative of beauty and the
beast. The observer's elevated position does not correspond to superiority along the
lines of Pratt's "monarch-of-all-I-survey" (205), but turns into a real threat of the em-
bodied observer:

January 26th. In the forenoon, I went to the top of a high hill to the southward of Soolo,
where | had a most enchanting prospect of the country. The number of towns and vil-
lages, and the extensive cultivation around them, surpassed everything I had yet seen in
Africa. A gross calculation may be formed of the number of inhabitants in this delight-
ful plain, by considering, that the King of Kasson can raise four thousand fighting men
by the sound of his war-drum. (Park 66)
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Here, the foreigner (with his two African attendants, themselves strangers in most of
the areas they pass through) gives an estimate of the power of the ruler to raise a large
army, which somehow 'explains' his compliance with the previous humiliation and ex-
propriation at the hands of the King's son: "thinking it was highly dangerous to make a
foolish resistance, and irritate the lion when within the reach of his paw, I was pre-
pared to submit" (Park 66). Ironically, Park suffers from an inversion of the colonial
logic that informs his mission. Park, who takes a pioneering role in the British strategy
of appropriating and expropriating the Other, is confronted with a similar strategy at
the hands of the Other, which he interprets as the 'savage' law of might is right, where
the weaker animal becomes prey to the stronger. However, Park does not see how this
perspective of the Other inverts the image of superior British colonialism, which is
conceived as mutual benefit of trade and enlightenment. The passage above continues,
underlining the danger and the literal call of the wild:
In traversing the rocky eminences of this hill, which are almost destitute of vegetation, I
observed a number of large holes in the crevices and fissures of the rocks, where the
wolves and hyaznas take refuge during the day. Some of these animals paid us a visit on
the evening of the 27th: their approach was discovered by the dogs of the village; and
on this occasion it is remarkable, that the dogs did not bark, but howl in the most dismal
manner. (Park 66-67)

Here, the traveller includes himself among the villagers, who defend him and their
cattle, responding to his need of protection. The dogs turn into responsive mediators
between human beings and the wilderness, adopting the howling of the wolves. It turns
out, however, that driving away the predators could not prevent harm as several cattle
were killed in the very centre of the village, an event that can be read as an image of
the fact that intentional action can hardly contain the impact of the Other. As a stranger,
Park usually finds himself in asymmetric situations, threatened by the climate, dis-
eases, animals, and predatory human beings.

5. Inverted Investigation

Hardly any African is convinced of Park's profession of disinterested curiosity when
shown Park's instruments (see 40), the Western technology of empirical observation.
The natives are aware of the dangers of Park's journey, which can hardly be justified
by the mere motif of curiosity without any interest in a return on investment (see Park
48; Pratt 84). It is ironical that the Africans reveal a sound understanding of practical
economics and social status when they maintain that the stranger's disinterested project
would turn him into an object of ridicule in their culture (see Park 48). In turn, most
Africans’ interest goes beyond merely looking at the stranger with his curious nose and
white skin, markers of embodied difference (see Park 41).

Park's ethnographic investigation is frequently inverted by the close inspection of
the self as a stranger at the eyes and hands of others. [nstead of a quasi-omniscient,
invisible Western eye, the embodied self is subject to the gaze of the other as well as
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to expropriation and incarceration. According to Pratt, reciprocity marks these visual
exchanges (see 81), but Bode hits the point when he contends that Park is usually
turned into a victim (see 169). As an 'extra-ordinary' stranger, the explorer is not pro-
tected by the laws of the areas he traverses, but acknowledges his own Otherness when
he begs them to excuse his "inexperience and ignorance" (Park 51). The traveller be-
comes a spectacle under observation of others by day and night because as a white
man and an infidel he is perceived as an object of fear or scom (see Park 62, 64, 90,
92-95, 97). Park experiences the panopticon 'African style': kings and govemors
"survey" or "inspect" the traveller (92). Crowds observe the individual stranger, who
tries everything not to deviate from rules he is ignorant of: "I was ordered to sleep in
the open space in the centre of the tents, where every one might observe my motions"
(123). Later, Moors compel him "to ascend a high seat by the door of the mosque, in
order that everybody might see me, for the people had assembled in such numbers as
to be quite ungovernable — climbing upon the houses, and squeezing each other like
the spectators at an execution" (156-57). Repeatedly, groups of natives inspect his
clothes and his luggage: the prospective empire looks back, and in many cases, they
take from him whatever they like. Emily A. Haddad points out that in spite of the fact
that these forms of behaviour are comparable to the treatment of slaves, his whiteness
serves as a valuable marker of Otherness that saves his skin (see 134).

The low point of Park's journey is his confinement among the Moors. The dan-
gers of the desert are compounded by the threats of its principal inhabitants, the
Moors, who intentionally make him suffer: "I was a stranger, | was unprotected, and 1
was a Christian; each of these circumstances is sufficient to drive every spark of hu-
manity from the heart of a Moor" (Park 95). The narrator rhetorically tumns the tables
on the Moors when he excludes them from humanity, as they practically do with him
in his story when they confine him in a shack with a pig at the fringe of the camp (see
Park 93), let him starve (see 108), and force him to drink from a trough with the cattle
(see 111-12).

Park tries to pass the time by leaming to write Arabic and engages potential bul-
lies in teaching him Arabic characters, making them feel superior and refrain from
humiliating him (see 105-06). His learning of their language seems to make the Moors
treat the stranger more like a human being. However, the fact that they slightly di-
minish their extreme resistance to Park is less due to their ethical response to the call
of the Other but rather their recognition of Park's approach to them.

Moorish women examine his hair and white skin as a specimen of a European
and compel him to take off parts of his clothes. He can only save himself with a trick
from the ocular demonstration that as a Christian he is not circumcised (see Park 93,
100-01). These women do not want to know more about the stranger but want embod-
ied evidence to support their image of Christians. The constant taunts actually alienate
Park from himself because he envies the slave who

could still possess the enjoyment of his own thoughts; a happiness to which I had for
some time been a stranger. Wearied out with such continual insults, and perhaps a little
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peevish from the fever, I trembled lest my passion might unawares overleap the bounds
of prudence, and spur me to some sudden act of resentment, when death must be the in-
evitable consequence. (99)

Suffering makes him lose control over his body, his feelings and his mind. In Freudian
terms, he is afraid that his super-ego can no longer contain his Id. His response to the
challenge of the Other threatens to efface his embodied self in a metaphorical and
literal sense because he himself is being treated as an Other. Being deprived of food
and drink, Park's powers of perception wane (see 108), and he hallucinates (see 111).
The Moors threaten to blind him and to kill him several times. They take him for a
"spy" (Park 95) and do not believe that he just came to look for a river. Being suspi-
cious and afraid of the white man's eyes, Ali threatens to blind him by gouging his
"cat's eyes" (Park 98), a fate Ali's wife Fatima saves him from, who responds with
compassion to him (see 112-13).

One strong instance of Park's alienation from himself is when he is so furious
about his servant boy being kept in captivity that he would like to kill Ali (see 124;
Bode 182), reproducing the murderous mind he despises in Moors. But even here, he
remains different from them because his motif is sentimental attachment to his
attendant rather than pride or hate from prejudice. It is highly ironic that Park feels the
need to counter his somatic response to the other and the danger of being mistaken as
one of 'them’ in strategic performances that ultimately position him between Christian,
Muslim and pagan cultures. On his escape from captivity, Park is repeatedly taken for
a Moor due to his long beard, yellowish complexion, and ragged clothes (see 142, 148,
156, 173, 194, 273). Suspicious Moors ask him to recite a Muslim prayer in order to
see whether he is one of them. The slave trader Karfa Taura, an African Muslim,
makes him read from the Book of Common Prayer in order to discern whether he is an
Arab or a Christian (see Park 194) since his appearance is no longer a safe indication
of his identity. Haddad contends that Park's whiteness serves as a guarantee to pay
back the trader (135), an argument that is misleading since Muslim slave traders also
get credit from Karfa Taura: Park's oral demonstration 'proves’ his cultural affiliation,
which is no longer visible. In spite of Park’s demonstrative sympathy for pagan Affi-
cans, he is at pains not to be associated with them in order to protect his own position
as a believer in monotheism that is more akin to Muslim faith. He tactically complies
with the rules of Ramadan as he fasts for three days in order "to manifest a respect for
their religious opinions [... and] to screen me from the reproachful epithet of Kafir"
(Park 246). However, he does not fast for the whole of the Ramadan and sets off his
bodily compliance by reasserting the superiority of pagan Africans' humble behaviour
to "the savage intolerance and brutal bigotry" (ibid.) of the Moors. Thus, Park’s yel-
lowish complexion, his bodily response to the alien environment, leads to new com-
plications, He suffers from a double burden, the pagan Africans' fear of Moors, and the
Moors' persecution of Christians. His careful performance and verbal hedging demon-
strate that he is neither the one nor the other, affirming his identity as a European
stranger beyond the threshold of the dialectical othering of pagans and Muslims within
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West Africa. In this vulnerable position, Park often tries to avoid encounters if he can
help it. In order to protect himself from thieves and robbers (of whichever ethnicity),
Park often gropes his way through the dense bush and the forest at night, risking his
hands and eyes in the dark, if not his life (see 136-37). Thus, the stranger finds himself
in a double bind because his very body turned into a visible other, and his embodied
performance of the other (fasting) and the self (praying) mark his attempt at literally
saving his skin as an Englishman in an African order that has no place for him. How-
ever, escaping the sociocultural order that alienates him exposes him to the dangers of
an inimical environment

Being dependent upon the benevolence and charity of the Other, Park is relieved
when he is allowed to live in a hut like 'them' instead of roaming the wilderness like an
outcast. However, temporarily 'going native' does not mean that he belongs. He
remains in a liminal and an asymmetric position. In Kamalia, the Muslim slave trader
Karfa Taura gives the destitute and ill traveller shelter. Park gets used to "a smoky hut
or a scanty supper" (247), but is plagued by slanderous stories other Muslim slave-
traders continuously spread about him. Park is lucky that Karfa Taura values hospital-
ity higher than rumour or cultural difference. Park needs to wait for his return to
Gambia with a "coffle", a caravan of slaves, after the rains.

Fig. 1: Mungo Park. 4 View of Kamalia (in Park, facing 194)
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The picturesque illustration of Kamalia (see Fig. 1) places the observer at an elevated
position, apparently located on the edge of a road leading from the left of the picture
towards the town, with two African men walking down, who serve as lead-in figures.
Several groups of huts or compounds of the Bushreens (Muslim Africans) in the fore-
ground are scattered at a short distance from the pagan town. The town appears as a
neatly ordered, compact triangle of white-washed and sun-lit huts before and beside a
range of hills in the middle ground of the picture, forming a pagan centre of Western
Africa worthy of missionary intervention. The rural idyll is framed by a tree on the
right and two Africans working the smelting furnace on the left. The illustration is
based on Park's drawings, but Park is in the picture, replicating the double strategy of
the book that delivers the experience of an embodied self in narrative chapters and
proto-ethnographic records in rather descriptive chapters (see Korte 8, but she does not
comment on the illustrations). However, the illustration supplements the text with a
difference. The picture neither presents the emaciated and ragged stranger confined in
his dark and smoky hut nor his subjective view of despair. The illustration provides the
reader with the double perspective of a detached observer on the scene and the gaze of
the explorer in the scene.

The explorer is marked as an outsider who is not a member of the group. He
sports a large beard, wears the familiar hat, a short-sleeved shirt, pants and something
like a cape (and not a Western coat). His forearms and feet are naked, setting off his
white skin. The picture gives us the image of a traveller who has lost his weapons and
most of his Western clothes but certainly not his attitude and his vigorous health. The
illustration suggests that the changes are merely superficial and ignores the text, which
shows us a man at the end of his tether and at the mercy of others. The observer per-
ceives the attentive explorer under a tree on the right in the foreground of a rural idyll,
looking towards the shade on the right. His back is turned to the rural idyll, and the
spear in his hand suggests that he may watch out for potential danger coming from the
dark, protecting the group of Africans who are also resting under the tree, albeit facing
the village. Or, his fairly relaxed posture suggests that he is less afraid of the dark — the
unknown continent — than yearning to go on with his exploration since the right signi-
fies the direction of the Niger in the East. The implied attitude is opposed to his pre-
sent intention to return to the coast via the sunlit road.

On the left side of the foreground, a veiled woman and a naked baby are sitting
in the blazing sunlight near a rock. The woman supports her head with an arm as if de-
jected. If she were simply tired, she would be resting under the tree near the group of
her fellow Africans. In the context of Park's estimate that the majority of West Afri-
cans are slaves (see 220), the isolated mother and her child appear to be slaves. The
picture establishes a parallel between the figures in the foreground, a potential bond
between the enlightened European and the African mother and her child, all of whom
are strangers. The illustration invites sympathy with the mother and her child as
strangers, and empathy with the hero and his quest. In a way, the picture inverts Park's
general experience since he praises time and again how women helped him to survive.
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In many instances, Park remarks, women were "uniformly kind and compassionate"
(202), and he describes his bodily discomforts as if he was a child in need of a mother:
"Hungry or thirsty, wet or sick" (202). Here, "wet" is meant in the sense of drenched,
but the sequence of terms says more than it means. In this illustration, the mother
seems to be the outsider in need of support, re-establishing Park's masculinity (note the
raised spear) that was challenged time and again during his journey.

On his entire way back to the coast, Park can give little in return for the charity
received (as opposed to Pratt's argument). Park appears as a Christian anti-hero, who
loses everything except his life, faith and hat, as Bode writes (see 168), but this role
does not explain all of his difficulties in positioning himself in the West African social
order as an 'extra-ordinary' stranger. As a slave asks him for some victuals, Park replies
that he was "a stranger, and had none to give" (196). When the slave tells him that he
gave milk to Park when the white man was in need, Park begs for some nuts to give to
the slave. Pratt recognises the traveller's aim of achieving reciprocity (see 81), but fails
to comment on Park's position as a white man turned beggar between masters and
slaves. Park has problems to situate himself between the slaves and their traders. He
feels sympathy for the slaves, but the slaves are ordered to prepare Park's bed at night,
and he sides with their captors when he writes: "When we had finished our supper [...]
and put the slave in irons, we all lay down to sleep” (253). Some slaves confide in him
and ask many questions, others refuse to answer (see 244), maybe resisting Park's
double position of concern and complicity. For all his compassion with the plight of
the slaves (see e.g. 273), Park is dependent upon the slave trader's hospitality and pro-
tection, which he promises to reward with "the value of one prime slave" (195) upon
his return to the coast. Thus, Park’s survival is intricately related to the flourishing
trade in living flesh (see Bohls 27): he buys his own life at the expense of another's (or
his/her value in goods).

Karfa Taura's admiration of the white man's culture at the trading post and his
denigration of Africans re-establish the colonial difference (see Park 274-75), which
qualifies Park's previous perception of similarity as fellow human beings (see Juengel).
However, the traveller does not leave the continent untouched, but is marked by his
experience of the Other. Park admits to some kind of alienation from Western culture
as he cannot answer all of Karfa Taura's questions concerning the "utility and neces-
sity" (273) of Western furniture and articles. Park looks so strange that an African
lady, who used to be a white man's mistress and has 'intimate knowledge' of whiteness,
cannot but believe that the man before her is a Moor. It seems that a shave and West-
ern dress brings Park safely back into the British fold, but in the eyes of the African
trader, Park loses his masculinity with his beard. On his journey back on a slave ship
via the Caribbean, Park steps in after the surgeon died, re-assuming his double position
of concern and complicity. The new — or rather, his old — clothes cannot dispel his
health problems and his nightmares of Africa even when he is back in Scotland (see

Park 281).




178 Michael Meyer

The psychosomatic response of his embodied self to the Other keeps haunting
him, and he no longer seems to be able to feel at home in Scotland. It is possible that
he accepts a second mission to explore the course of the Niger because he wants to
make up for the previous lack of achievement (determining the course of the Niger to
its end) and because his traumatic experience of the Other drives him back. Two fre-
quent motives of traumatised individuals to cope with traumatic situations are to either
expose themselves again to the traumatic experience as victims or to inflict trauma on
others in the role of victimisers (see Van der Kolk and McFarlane 497): Park finds
himself in both roles on his second journey in spite of his conscious intention to keep
out of danger as far as possible. In a letter to his wife before setting out in Africa, he
expresses his hope that "we shall be enabled [by Providence] to slide through much
more smoothly than you expect” (Park 285). The image metonymically alludes to the
boat they carry, but also expresses Park's wish to be less afflicted by adversity than
before. Park and his followers often use their weapons to avoid paying duties, but they
cannot avoid paying their dues to the tropical country as most of them die from dis-
eases. Christoph Bode writes that the second journey shows an aggressive Park who is
no longer himself, but turns into a self-destructive Other (207-08). In terms of a radical
change of external behaviour, Bode is certainly right, but Park's psychosomatic re-
sponses to the Other from the very beginning of his first journey trigger the loss of
control over his embodied self and his innermost feelings that Park tried to recover
from; yet he continuously puts himself at risk again in his exposure to the Other until
the very end. His disappearance in the Other without a trace constitutes the ultimate
loss of the embodied self, which is foreshadowed in the fever and delirium, his first
response to the Other. In the beginning is the end.

Park's text fascinates readers because he refrains from simply endorsing Western
ideology in spite of his proto-colonial mission and his dramatisation of suffering (see
Nichols 99), which would have easily allowed him to establish a stereotypical view of
Western Africa as the primitive and savage Other of Great Britain. The text delineates
the difficulties of a perceptual grasp of the Other and of coming to terms with this ex-
perience. Park often displays sensitivity towards the Other, exploring the alien through
the ways he is affected by it and responds to it. The pathos of alien experience is not
simply denied or shrugged off at the end of the journey like putting on a clean shirt.
On the first journey, Park experiences the alienation of his embodied self, which tells
us more about the encounter of the self and the Other than 'simply' risking — and losing
— his life on the second journey.

Works Cited

Bode, Christoph. Fremd-Erfahrungen: Identitit auf Reisen. Vol. 2 of Diskursive Kon-
struktion von Identitdt in der britischen Romantik. Studien zur Englischen Ro-
mantik 7. Trier: WVT, 2009. Print.



Mungo Park in Africa 179

Bohls, Elizabeth A. Romantic Literature and Postcolonial Studies. Edinburgh: Edin-
burgh UP, 2013. Print.

Brahimi, Denise. "Mungo Park en Afrique ou l'explorateur explore." Dix-Huitiéme
Siécle (DHS) (1990): 149-58. Print.

Brantlinger, Patrick. Rule of Darkness: British Literature and Imperialism, 1830-1914.
Ithaca: Cornell UP, 1988. Print.

De Certeau, Michel. "Walking in the City" [1980]. Cultural Theory: An Anthology.
Ed. Imre Szeman and Timothy Kaposy. Malden: Wiley-Blackwell, 2011. 264-73.
Print.

Haddad, Emily A. "Body and Belonging(s): Property in the Captivity of Mungo Park."
Colonial and Postcolonial Incarceration. Ed. Graeme Harper. New York: Con-
tinuum, 2001. 149-58. Print.

Juengel, Scott J. "Mungo Park's Artificial Skin; Or, the Year the White Man Passed."
Eighteenth Century: Theory and Interpretation 47.1 (2006): 19-38.

Korte, Barbara. English Travel Writing from Pilgrimages to Postcolonial Explora-
tions. New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2000. Print.

Lazardzig, Jan, and Kirsten Wagner. "Raumwahmehmung und Wissensproduktion:
Erkundungen im Interferenzbereich von Theorie und Praxis." Méglichkeitsréume:
Zur Performativitdit von sensorischer Wahrnehmung. Ed. Christina Lechtermann,
Kirsten Wagner, and Horst Wenzel. Berlin: Erich Schmidt, 2007. 123-39, Print.

Marsters, Kate Ferguson. Introduction. Mungo Park. Travels in the Interior Districts of
Africa. Ed. Kate Ferguson Marsters. Durham: Duke UP, 2000. 1-28. Print.

Nichols, Ashton. "Mumbo Jumbo: Mungo Park and the Rhetoric of Romantic Africa.”
Romanticism, Race, and Imperial Culture, 1780-1834. Ed. Alan Richardson and
Sonia Hofkosh. Bloomington: Indiana UP, 1996. 93-113. Print.

Park, Mungo. Travels into the Interior of Africa [1799]. London: Dent, 1954. Rpt.
London: Eland, 1983. Print.

Pratt, Mary Louise. /mperial Eves: Travel Writing and Transculturation. London:
Routledge, 1992. Print.

Thompson, Carl. "Travel Writing." Romanticism: An Oxford Guide. Ed. Nicholas Roe.
Oxford: Oxford UP, 2005. 555-73. Print.

Thompson, Carl. Travel Writing. The New Critical Idiom. London: Routledge, 2011.
Print.

Van der Kolk, Bessel A., and Alexander C. McFarlane. "The Black Hole of Trauma"
[excerpt from: Traumatic Stress: The Effects of Overwhelming Experience on
Mind, Body, and Society (1996)]. Literary Theory: An Anthology. 2nd ed. Ed.
Julie Rivkin and Michael Ryan. Oxford: Blackwell, 2004. 487-504. Print.

Waldenfels, Bernhard. Phenomenology of the Alien: Basic Concepts. Trans. Alexander
Kozin and Tanja Stihler. Evanston: Northwestern UP, 2011. Print.




