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Gendering the Desert : Visions of the Orient in the Works of Isabelle Eberhardt,

André Gide, and Pierre Benoît
As three “Orientalist writers”, Isabelle Eberhardt, André Gide, and Pierre Benoît contradict the Saidiain claim that the Orient constitutes one single construction reproduced in the whole body of Western writings. Eberhardt and Gide on the one hand and Benoît on the other propose not only different attitudes  towards the racial Other, but also three ways of gendering the desert, thus showing the tight bond between the construction of racial images and gender. If, in L’Atlantide, Benoît is content with perpetuating the myth of the superb and mysterious feminine Orient, the South becomes, for both Eberhardt and Gide, synonymous with sexual and racial undecidability. While Eberhardt borrows a male identity that manifests itself in the male name ‘Mahmoud Saadi’ that she chooses for herself and the male garments in which she is often attired, Gide highlights sexual ambiguity through the sexual encounters of Michel, the protagonist of L’Immoraliste, with young male and female “indigenes”. Along with androgyny, these encounters also celebrate a racial hybridity which, in the case of Eberhardt, is illustrated through the idyll of the main characters in works like Yasmina and through her own marriage with a Muslim spahi.

These writers’ different attitudes towards Otherness can be explained by their own position on the Western cultural map. As a woman (and a natural child brought up in an anarchist environment at that) and a homosexual “immoralist”, Eberhardt and Gide write from the margins of Western culture, a cultural alienation that makes an attitude of acceptance of, and even identification with the Algerian Other possible. On the other hand, the “respectable” officer and member of the prestigious “Académie française” that Benoît is is at ease with the Manichean dichotomy West/Orient and the most commonplace clichés regarding Africa, including, of course, the traditional assumption of Western superiority. 

