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CHAPTER ONE 

OVERLAPPING 
TERRITORIES, 

INTERTWINED 
HISTORIES 

Silence from and abour rhe subjecr was rhe order of rhe day. Some of rhe silences 
were broken, and some were mainrained by aurhors who lived wirh and wirhin 
rhe policing srraregies. Whar I am inreresred in are rhe srraregies for break-
ing ir. 

ToNI MoRRISON, Playing in the Dark 

Hisrory, in orher words, is nor a calculating machine. Ir unfolds in rhe mind and 
rhe imaginarion, and ir rakes body in rhe mulrifarious responses of a people's 
culrure, irself rhe infinirely subrle mediation of marerial realiries, of underpin-
ning economic facr, of grirry objecrivities. 

BASIL DAVIDSON, Africa in Modrm History 

( I ) 

Empire, Geography, and Culture 

A ppeals to the past are among the commonest of strategies in interpreta-
tions of the present. What animates such appeals is not only disagree-

. ment about what happened in the past and .what the past was, but 
uncenainty about whether the past really is past, over and concluded, or 
whether it continues, albeit in di1ferent forms, perhaps. This problem ani-
mates all sorts of discussions--about influence, about blame and judgement, 
about present actualities and future priorities. 
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In one of his most famous early critical essays, T. S. Eliot takes up a 
similar constellation of issues, and although the occasion as well as the 
intention of his essay is almost purely aesthetic, one can use his formulations 
to inform other realms of experience. The poet, Eliot says, is obviously 
an individual talent, but he works within a tradition that cannot be 
merely inherited but can only be obtained "by great labour." Tradition, he 
continues, 

involves, in the first place, the historical sense, which we may call 
nearly indispensable to anyone who would continue to be a poet 
beyond his twenty-fifth year; and the historical sense involves a percep-
tion, not only of the pasmess of the past, but of its the 
historical sense compels a man to write not merely with his own 
generation in his bones, but with a feeling that the whole of the 
literature ofEurope from Homer and within it the whole of the litera-
ture of his own country has a simultaneous existence and composes a 
simultaneous order. This historical sense, which is a sense of the time-
less as well as of the temporal and of the timeless and of the temporal 
together, is what makes a writer traditional. And it is at the same time 
what makes a writer most acutely conscious of his place in time, of his 
own contemporaneity. 

No poet, no artist of any art, has his complete meaning alone.' 

The force of these comments is directed equally, I think, at poets who 
think critically and at critics whose work aims at a close appreciation of the 
poetic process. The main idea is that even as we must fully comprehend the 
pastness of the past, there is no just way in which the past can be quarantined 
from the present. Past and present inform each other, each implies the other 
and, in the totally ideal sense intended by Eliot, each co-exists with the 
other. What Eliot proposes, in short, is a vision of literary tradition that, 
while it respects temporal succession, is not wholly commanded by it. 
Neither past nor present, any more than any poet or artist, has a complete 
meaning alone. 

Eliot's synthesis of past, present, and future, however, is idealistic and in 
important ways a function of his own peculiar also, its conception 
of time leaves out the combativeness with which individuals and institutions 
decide on what is tradition and what is not, what relevant and what not. But 
his central idea is valid: how we formulate or represent the past shapes our 
understanding and views of the present. Let me give an example. During the 
Gulf War of 1990'-91, the collision between Iraq and the United Stares was 
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a function of two fundamentally opposed histories, each used to advantage 
by the official establishment of each country. As construed by the Iraqi Baath 
Party, modern Arab history shows the unrealized, unfulfilled promise of 
Arab independence, a promise traduced both by "the West" and by a whole 
array of more recent enemies, like Arab reaction and Zionism. Iraq's bloody 
occupation of Kuwait was, therefore, justified not only on Bismarckian 
grounds, but also because it was believed that the Arabs had to right the 
wrongs done against thein and wrest from imperialism one of its greatest 
prizes. Conversely, in the American view of the past, the United States was 
not a classical imperial power, but a righter of wrongs around the world, in 
pursuit of tyranny, in defense of freedom no matter the place or cost. The 
war inevitably pitted these versions of the past against each other. 

Eliot's ideas about the complexity of the relationship between past and 
present are particularly suggestive in the debate over the meaning of"impe-
rialism," a word and an idea today so so fraught with all sorts 
of questions, doubts, polemics, and ideological premises as nearly to resist 
use altogether. To some extent of course the debate involves definitions and 
attempts at delimitations of the very notion itself: was imperialism princi-
pally economic, how far did it extend, what were its causes, was it system-
atic, when (or whether) did it end? The roll call of names who have 
contributed to the discussion in Europe and America is impressive: Kautsky, 
Hilferding, Luxemburg, Hobson, Lenin, Schumpeter, Arendt, Magdoff, Paul 
Kennedy. And in recent years such works published in the United States as 
Paul,Kennedy's The Rise and Fall of the Great Powers, the revisionist history 
of William Appleman Williams, Gabriel Kolko, Noam Chomsky, Howard 
Zinn, and Walter Lefeber, and studious defenses or explanations of Ameri-
can policy as non-imperialist written by various strategists, theoreticians, 
and sages-all this has kept the question of imperialism, and its applicability 
(or not) to the United States, the main power of the day, very much alive. 

These authorities debated largely political and economic questions. Yet 
scarcely any attention has been paid to what I believe is the privileged role 
of culture in the modern imperial experience, and little notice taken of the 
fact that the extraordinary global reach of classical nineteenth- and early-
twentieth-century Eur9pean imperialism still casts .a considerable shadow 
over our own times. Hardly any North American, African, European, Latin 
American, Indian, Caribbean, Australian individual-the list is very long-
who is alive today has not been touched by the empires of the past. Britain 
and France' between them controlled immense territories: Canada, Australia, 
New Zealand, the colonies in North and South America and the Caribbean, 
large swatches of Africa, the Middle East, the Far East (Britain will hold 
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Hong Kong as a colony until 1997), and the Indian subcontinent in its 
entirety-all these fell under the sway of and in time were liberated from 
British or French rule; in addition, the United States, Russia, and several 
lesser European countries, to say nothing of Japan and Turkey, were also 
imperial powers for some or all of the nineteenth century. This pattern of 
dominions or possessions laid the groundwork for what is in effect now a 
fully global world. Electronic communications, the global extent of trade, of 
availability of resources, of travel, of information about weather patterns and 
ecological change have joined together even the most distant corners of the 
world. This set of patterns, I believe, was first established and made possible 
by the modern empires. 

Now I am temperamentally and philosophically opposed to vast system­
building or to totalistic theories ofhuman history. But I must say that having 
studied and indeed lived within the modem empires, I am struck by how 
constantly expanding, how inexorably integrative they were. Whether in 
Marx, or in conservative works like those by J. R. Seeley, or in modern 
analyses like those by D. K. Fieldhouse and C. C. Eldridge (whose England's 
Mirsion is a central work), 3 one is made to see that the British empire 
integrated and fused things within it, and taken together it and other empires 
made the world one. Yet no individual, and certainly not I, can see or fully 
grasp this whole imperial world. 

When we read the debate between contemporary historians Patrick 
O'Brien4 and Davis and Huttenback (whose imponant book Mammon and the 
Pursuit of Empire tries to quantify the actual profitability of imperial activi­
ties),S or when we look at earlier debates such as the Robinson-Gallagher 
controversy,6 or at the work of the dependency and world�accumulation 
economists Andre Gunder Frank and Samir Amin,7 as literary and cultural 
historians, we are compelled to ask what all this means for interpretations 
of the Victorian novel, say, or of French historiography, of Italian grand 
opera, of German metaphysics of the same period. We are at a point in our 
work when we can no longer ignore empires and the imperial context in our 
studies. To speak, as O'Brien does, of "the propaganda for an expanding 
empire [ which] created illusions of security and false expectations that high 
returns would accrue to those who invested beyond its boundaries"8 is in 
effect to speak of an atmosphere created by both empire and novels, by racial 
theory and geographical speculation, by the concept of national identity and 
urban (or rural) routine. The phrase "false expectations" suggests Great 
Expectations, "invested beyond its boundaries" suggests Joseph Sedley and 
Becky Sharp, ''created illusions," suggests Illusions pe,-duer--the crossings 
over between culture and imperialism are compelling. 



Empire, Geography, and Culture 7 

It is difficult to connect these different realms, to show the involvements 
of culture with expanding empires, to make observations about art that 
preserve its unique endowments and at the same time map its affiliations, 
but, I submit, we must attempt this, and set the art in the global, earthly 
context. Territory and possessions are at stake, geography and power. Ev-
erything about human history is rooted in the earth, which has meant that 
we must think about habitation, but it has also meant that people have 
planned to have more territory and therefore must do something about its 
indigenous residents. At some very basic level, imperialism means thinking 
about, settling on, controlling land that you do not possess, that is distant, 
that is lived on and owned by others. For all kinds of reasons it attraCts some 
people and often involves untold misery for others. Yet it is generally true 
til at literary historians who study the great sixteenth-century poet Edmund 
Spenser, for example, do not connect his bloodthirsty plans for Ireland,. 
where he imagined a British army virtually exterminating the native inhabi-
tants, with his poetic achievement or with the history of British rule over 
Ireland, which continues today. 

For the purposes of this book, I have maintained a focus on actual contests 
over land and the land's people. What I have tried to do is a kind of 
geographical inquiry into historical experience, and I have kept in mind the 
idea that the earth is in effect one world, in which empty, uninhabited spaces 
virtually do not exist. Just as none of us is outside or beyond geography, 
none of us is completely free from the struggle over geography. That 
struggle is complex and interesting because it is not only about soldiers and 
cannons but also about ideas, about forms, about images and imaginings. 

A whole range of people in the so-called Western or metropolitan world, 
as well as their counterparts in the Third or formerly colonized world, share 
a sense that the era of high or classical imperialism, which came to a climax 
in what the historian Eric Hobsb,wm has so interestingly described as "the ' 
age of empire" and more or less formally ended with the dismantling of the 
great colonial structures after World War Two, has in one way or another 
continued to exert considerable cultural influence in the present. For all 
sorts of reasons, they feel a new urgency about understanding the pastness 
or not of the past, and this urgency is carried over into perceptions of the 
present and the future. 

At the center of these perceptions is a fact that few dispute, namely, that 
during the nineteenth century unprecedented power--compared with 
which the 'powers of Rome, Spain, Baghdad, or Constantinople in their day 
were far less formidable--was concentrated in Britain and France, and later 

. in other Western countries (the United States, especially). This century 
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climaxed "the rise of the West," and Western power allowed the imperial 
metropolitan centers to acquire and accumulate territory and subjects on a 
truly astonishing scale. Consider that in 18oo Western powers claimed 55" 
percent but actually held approximately 35 percent of the earth's surface, and 
that by 1878 the proportion was 67 percent, a rate of of 83,ooo square 
miles per year. By 1914, the annual rate had risen to an astonishing 24o,ooo 
square miles, and Europe held a grand total of roughly 85 percent of the 
earth as colonies, protectorates, dependencies, dominions, and common-
wealths.9 No other associated set of colonies in history was as large, none so 
totally dominated, none so unequal in power to the Western metropolis. As 
a result, says William McNeill in The Purl'uitofPower, "the world was united 
into a single interacting whole as never before."10 And-in Europe itself at the 
end of the nineteenth century, scarcely a corner oflife was untouched by the 
facts of empire; the economies were hungry for overseas markets, raw 
materials, cheap labor, and hugely profitable land, and defense and foreign-
policy establishments were more and more committed to the maintenance 
of vast tracts of distant territory and large numbers of subjugated peoples. 
When the Western powers were not in close, sometimes ruthless competi-
tion with one another for more colonies--all modern empires, says V. G. 
Kiernan, 11 imitated one another-they .were hard at work settling, survey-
ing, studying, and of course ruling the territories under their jurisdictions. 

The American experience, as Richard Van Alstyne makes clear in The 
RiringAmerican Empire, was from the beginning founded upon the idea of"an 
imperium--a dominion, state or sovereignty that would expand in population 
and territory, and increase in strength and power."12 There were for 
North American territory to be made and fought over (with astonishing 
success); there were native peoples to be dominated, variously exterminated, 
variously dislodged; and then, as the republic increased in age and hemi-
spheric power, there were distant lands to be designated vital to American 
interests, to be intervened in and fought over-e.g., the Philippines, the 
Caribbean, Central America, the "Barbary Coast," pans of Europe and the 
Middle East, Vietnam, Korea. Curiously, though, so influential has been the 
discourse insisting on American specialness, altruism, and opportunity that 
"imperialism" as a word or ideology has turned up only rarely and recently 
in accounts of United States culture, politics, history. But the connection 
between imperial politics and culture is astonishingly direct. American 
attitudes to American "greamess," to hierarchies of race, to the perils of other 
revolutions (the American revolution being considered unique and some-
how unrepeatable anywhere else in the world) 13 have remained constant, 
have dictated, have obscured, the realities of empire, while apologists for 
overseas American interests have insisted on American innocence, doing 
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good, fighting for freedom. Graham Greene's character Pyle, in The t:JEi'et 
American, embodies this cultural formation with merciless accuracy. 

Yet for citizens of nineteenth-century Britain and France, empire was a 
major topic of unembarrassed cultural attention. British India and French 
North Africa alone played inestimable roles in the imagination, economy, 
political life, and social fabric of British and French society, and if we 
mention names like Delacroix, Edmund Burke, Ruskin, Carlyle, James and 
John Stuart Mill, Kipling, Balzac, Nerval, Flaubert, or Conrad, we shall be 

. mapping a tiny corner of a far vaster reality than even their immense 
collective talents cover. There were administrators, travellers, trad-
ers, parliamentarians, merchants, novelists, theorists, speculators, adventur-
ers, visionaries, poets, and every variety·of outcast and misfit in the outlying 
possessions of these two imperial powers, each of whom contributed to the 
formation of a colonial actuality existing at the heart of metropolitan life. 

As I shall be using the term, "imperialism" means the practice, the theory, 
and the attitudes of a dominating metropolitan center ruling a distant terri-
tory; "colonialism," which is almost always a consequence of imperialism, 
is the implanting of settlements on distant territory. As Michael Doyle 
puts it: "Empire is a relationship, formal or informal, in which one state con-
trols the effective political sovereignty of another political society. It can 
be achieved by force, by political collaboration, by economic,· social, or 
cultural dependence. Imperialism is simply the process or policy of estab-
lishing or maintaining an empire."14 In our time, direct colonialism has 
largely ended; imperialism, as we shall see, lingets where it has always been, 
in a kind of general cultural sphere as well as in specific ideological, 
economic, and social practices. 

Neither imperialism nor colonialism is a simple act of accumulation and 
acquisition. Both are supported and perhaps even impelled by impressive 
ideological formations that include notions that certain territories and peo-
ple require and beseech domination, as well as forms of knowledge affiliated 
with domination: the vocabulary of classic nineteenth-century imperial cul-
ture is plentiful with words and concepts like "inferior" or "subject 
"subordinate peoples," "dependency," "expansion," and "authority." Out of 
the imperial experiences, notions about culture were clarified, reinforced, 
criticized, or rejected. As for the curious but perhaps allowable idea propa-
gated a century ago by J. R. Seeley that some of Europe's overseas empires 
were originally acquired absentmindedly, it does not by any stretch of the 
imagination account for their inconsistency, persistence, and systematized 
acquisition and administration, let alone their augmented rule and sheer 
presence. As David Landes has said in The Unbound Prometheus, "the decision 
of certain European powers ... to establish 'plantations,' that is to treat their 
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colonies as continuous enterprises was, whatever one may think of the 
morality, a momentous innovation."15 That is the question that concerns me 
here: given the initial, perhaps derived and motivated move 
toward empire from Europe to the rest of the world, how did the idea and 
the practice of it gain the consistency and density of continuous enterprise, 
which it did by the latter part of the nineteenth century? 

The primacy of the British and French empires by no means obscures the 
quite remarkable modern expansion of Spain, Portugal, Holland, Belgium, 
Germany, Italy, and, in a different way, Russia and the United States. Russia, 
however, acquired its imperial territories almost exclusively by adjacence. 
Unlike Britain or France, which jumped thousands of miles beyond their 
own borders to other continents, Russia moved to swallow whatever land or 
peoples stood next to its borders, which in the process kept moving farther 
and farther east and south. But in the English and French cases, the sheer 
distance of attractive territories summoned the projection of far-flung inter-
ests, and that is my focus here, panly because I am interested in examining 
the set of cultural forms and structures of feeling which it produces, and 
partly because overseas domination is the world I grew up in and still live 
in. Russia's and America's joint superpower status, enjoyed for a little less 
than half a century, derives from quite different histories and from different 
imperial trajectories. There are several varieties of domination and re-
sponses to it, but the "Western" one, along with the resistance it provoked, 
is the subject of this book. 

In the expansion of the great Western empires, profit and hope of funher 
profit were obviously tremendously important, as the attractions of spices, 
sugar, slaves, rubber, cotton, opium, tin, gold, and silver over centuries 
amply testify. So also was inertia, the investment in already going enter-
prises, tradition, and the market or institutional forces that kept the enter-
prises going. But there is more than that to imperialism and colonialism. 
There was a commitment to them over and above profit, a commitment in 
constant circulation and recirculation, which, on the one hand, allowed 
decent men and women to accept the notion that distant territories and their 
native peoples should be subjugated, and, on the other, replenished metropol-
itan energies so that these decent people could think of the imperium as a 
protracted, almost metaphysical obligation to rule subordinate, inferior, or 
less advanced peoples. We must not forget that there was very little domes-
uc resistance to these empires, although they were very frequendy estab-
lished and maintained under adverse and even disadvantageous conditions. 
Not only were immense hardships endured by the colonizers, but there was 
always the tremendously risky physical disparity between a small number of 
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Europeans at a very great distance from home and the much larger number 
of natives on their home territory. In India, for instance, by the 193os "a mere 
4-ooo British civil servants assisted by 6o,ooo soldiers and 9o,ooo civilians 
(businessmen and clergy for the most part) had billeted themselves upon a 
country of 300 million persons."16 The will, self-confidence, even arrogance 
necessary to maintain such a state of affairs can only be guessed at, but, as 
we shall see in the texts of A Parsage to India and Kim, these attitudes are at 
least as significant as the number of people in the army or civil service, or 
the millions of pounds England derived from India. 

For the enterprise of empire depends upon the idea of having an empire, as 
Conrad so powerfully seems to have realized, and all kinds of preparations 
are made for it within a culture; then in turn imperialism acquires a kind of 
coherence, a set of experiences, and a presence of ruler and ruled alike 
within the culture. As an acute modern student of imperialism has put it: 

Modern has been an accretion of elements, not all of equal 
weight, that can be traced back through every epoch of history. Perhaps 
its ultimate causes, with those of war, are to be found less in tangible 
material wants than in the uneasy tensions of societies distorted by class 
division, with their rellection in distorted ideas in men's mindsP 

One acute indication of how crucially the tensions, inequalities, and injus-
tices of the home or metropolitan society were refracted and elaborated in 
the i111perial culture is given by the distinguished conservative historian of 
empire D. K. Fieldhouse: "The basis of imperial authority," he says, "was the 
mental attitude of the colonist. His acceptance of subordination-whether 
through a positive sense of common interest with the parent state, or 
through inability to conceive of any alternative-made empire durable." 18 

Fieldhouse was discussing white colonists in the Americas, but his general 
point goes beyond that: the durability of empire was sustained on both sides, 
that of the rulers and that of the distant ruled, and in turn each had a set of 
interpretations of their common history with its own perspective, historical 
·sense, emotions, and traditions. What an Algerian intellectual today remem-
bers of his country's colonial past focusses severely on such events as 
France's military attacks on villages and the torture of prisoners during the 
war ofliberation, on the exultation over independence in 1961; for his French 
counterpart, who may have taken part in Algerian affairs or whose family 
lived in Algeria, there is chagrin at having "lost" Algeria, a more positive 
attitude toward the French colonizing mission-with its schools, nicely 
planned cities, pleasant life-and perhaps even a sense that "troublemakers" 
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and communists disturbed the idyllic relationship between "us" and "them." 
To a very great degree the era of high nineteenth-century imperialism is 

over: France and Britain gave up their most splendid possessions after World 
War Two, and lesser powers also divested ·themselves of their far-flung 
dominions. Yet, once again recalling the words ofT. S. Eliot, although that 
era clearly had an identity all its own, the meaning of the imperial past is 
not totally contained within it, hut has entered the reality of hundreds of 
millions of people, where its existence as shared memory and as a highly 
confl.ictual texture of culture, ideology, and policy still exercises tremendous 
force. Frantz Fanon says, "We should flatly refuse the situation to which the 
Western countries wish to condemn us. Colonialism and imperialism have 
not paid their score when they withdraw their flags and their police forces 
from our territories. For centuries the [foreign] capitalists have behaved in 
the underdeveloped world like nothing more than criminals."19 We must 
take stock of the nostalgia for empire, as well as the anger and resentment 
it provokes in those who were ruled, and we must try to look carefully and 
integrally at the culture that nurtured the sentiment, rationale, and above all 
the imagination of empire. And we must also.try to grasp the hegemony of 
the imperial ideology, which by the end of the nineteenth century had 
become completely embedded in the affairs of cultures whose less regretta-
ble features we still celebrate. 

There is, I believe, a quite serious split in our critical consciousness today, 
which allows us to spend a great deal of time elaborating Carlyle's and 
Ruskin's aesthetic theories, for example, without giving attention to the 
authority that their ideas simultaneously bestowed on the subjugation of 
inferior peoples and colonial territories. To take another example, unless we 
can comprehend how the great European realistic novel accomplished one 
of its principal purpose9--almost unnoticeahly sustaining the society's con-
sent in overseas expansion, a consent that, in J. A. Hobson's words, "the 
selfish forces which direct Imperialism should utilize the protective colours 
of ... disinterested movements"20 such as philanthropy, religion, science and 
art-we will misread both the culture's importance and its resonances in the 
empire, then and now . 

. Doing this by no means involves hurling critical epithets at European or, 
generally, Western art and culture by way of wholesale condemnation. Not 
at all. What I want to examine is how the processes of imperialism occurred 
beyond the level of economic laws and political decisions, and-by predis-
position, by the authority of recognizable cultural formations, by continuing 
consolidation within education, literature, and the visual and musical arts-
were manifested at another very level, that of the national culture, 
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which we have tended to sanitize as a realm of unchanging intellectual 
monuments, free from worldly affiliations. William Blake is unrestrained on 
this point: "The Foundation of Empire," he says in his annotations to 
Reynolds's Discounes, "is Art and Science. Remove them or Degrade them 
and the Empire is No more. Empire follows Art and not vice versa as 
Englishmen suppose."2 1 

What, then, is the connection between the pursuit of national imperial 
aims and the general national culture? Recent intellectual and academic 
discourse has tended to separate and divide these: most scholars are special-
ists; most of the attention that is endowed with the status of expertise is given 
to fairly autonomous subjects, e.g., the Victorian industrial novel, French 
colonial policy in North Africa, and so forth. The tendency for fields and 
specializations to subdivide and proliferate, I have for a long while argued, 
is contrary to an understanding of the whole, when the character, interpreta-
tion, and direction or tendency of cultural experience are at issue. To lose 
sight of or ignore the national and international context of, say, Dickens's 
representations of Victorian businessmen, and to focus only on the internal 
coherence of theii: roles in his novels is to miss an essential connection 
between his fiction and its historical world. And understanding that connec-
tion does not reduce or diminish the novels' value as works of an: on the 
contrary, because of their worldliness, because of their complex affiliations 
with their real setting, they are more interesting and more valuable as works 
of art. 

the opening of Dombey and Son, Dickens wishes to underline the impor-
tance to Dombey of his son's birth: 

The earth was made for Dombey and Son to trade in, and the sun and 
moon were made to give them light. Rivers and seas were formed to 
float their ships; rainbows gave them promise of fair weather; winds 
blew for or against their enterprises; stars and planets circled in their 
orbits, to preserve inviolate a system of which they were the centre. 
Common abbreviations took new meanings in his eyes, and had sole 
reference to them: A. D. had no concern with anno Domini, but stood 
for anno Dombei-and Son.22 

As a description ofDombey's overweening self-importance, his narcissis-
tic obliviousness, his coercive attitude to his barely born child, the service 
performed by this passage is clear. But one must also ask, how could Dombey 
think that the universe, and the whole of time, was his to trade in? We should 
also see in this passage-which is by no means a central one in the novel-



OVERLAPPING TERRITORIES 

an assumption specific to a British novelist in the 184os: that, as Raymond 
Williams has it, this was "the decisive period in which the consciousness of 
a new phase of civilization was being formed arid expressed." But then, why 
does Williams describe "this transforming, liberating, and threatening 
time"23 without reference to India, Africa, the Middle East, and Asia, since 
that is where transformed British life expanded to and filled, as Dickens slyly 
indicates? 

Williams is a great critic, whose work I admire and have learned much 
from, but I sense a limitation in his feeling that English literature is mainly 
about England, an idea that is central to his work as it is to that of most 
scholars and critics. Moreover, scholars who write about novels deal more 
or less exclusively with them (though Williams is not one of those). These 
habits seem to be guided by a powerful if imprecise notion that works of 
literature are autonomous, whereas, as I shall be trying to show throughout 
this book, the literature itself makes constant references to itself as somehow 
participating in Europe's overseas expansion, and therefore creates what 
Williams calls "structures ciffeeling" that support, elaborate, and consolidate 
the practice of empire. True, Dombey is neither Dickens himself nor the 
whole of English literature, but the way in which Dickens expresses Dom-
bey's egoism recalls, mocks, yet ultimately depends on the tried and true 
discourses of imperial free trade, the British mercantile ethos, its sense of all 
but unlimited opportunities for commercial advancement abroad. 

These matters should not be severed from our understanding of the 
nineteenth-century novel, any more than literature can be chopped otf from 
history and society. The supposed autonomy of works of art enjoins a kind 
of separation which, I think, imposes an uninteresting limitation that the 
works themselves resolutely will not make. Still, I have deliberately ab-
stained from advancing a completely worked out theory of the 
between literature and culture on the one hand, and imperialism on the 
other. Instead, I hope the connections will emerge from their explicit places 
in the various texts, with the enveloping setting-empire-there to make 
connections with, to develop, elaborate, expand, or criticize. Neither culture 
nor imperialism is inert, and so the connections between them as historical 
experiences are dynamic and complex. My principal aim is not to separate 
but to connect, and I am interested in this for the main philosophical and 
methodological reason that cultural forms are hybrid, mixed, impure, and 
the time has come in cultural analysis to reconnect their analysis with their 
actuality. 
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( II ) 

Images of the Past, Pure and Impure 

A s twentieth cenrury moves to a close, there has been a gathering 
awareness nearly everywhere of the lines bet'Ween culrures, the divi-

sions and differences that not only allow us to discriminate one culrure from 
another, but also enable us to see the extent to which culrures are humanly 
made strucrures of both authority and participation, benevolent in what they 
include, incorporate, and validate, less benevolent in what they exclude and 
demote. 

There is in all nationally defined culrures, I believe, an aspiration co 
sovereignty, co sway, and co dominance. In this, French and British, Indian 
and Japanese culrures concur. At the same time, paradoxically, we have 
never been as aware as we now are of how oddly hybrid historical and 
culrural experiences are, of how they partake of many often contradictory 
experiences and domains, cross national boundaries, defy the police action of 

· simple dogma and loud patriotism. Far from being unitary or monolithic or 
autonomous things, culrures acrually assume more "foreign" elemenrs, al-
terities, differences, than they consciously exclude. Who in India or Algeria 
today can confidently separate out the British or French component of the 
past from present acrualities, and who in Britain or France can draw a clear 
circle around British London or French Paris that would exclude the impact 
of India and Algeria upon those two imperial cities? 

These are not nostalgically academic or theoretical questions, for as a 
brief excursion or two will ascertain, they have important social and political 
consequences. Both London and Paris have large immigrant populations 
from the former colonies, which themselves have a large residue of British 
and French culrure in their daily life. But that is obvious. Consider, for a 
more complex example, the well-known issues of the image of classical 
Greek antiquity or of tradition as a determinant of national identity. Srudies 
such as Martin Bernal's Black Athena and Eric Hobsbawm and Terence 

. Ranger's The Invention of Tradition have accenruated the extraordinary in-
lluence oftoday's anxieties and agendas on the pure (even purged) images 
we construct of a privileged, genealogically useful past, a past in which we 
exclude unwanted elements, vestiges, narratives. Thus, according to Bernal, 
whereas Greek civilization was known originally to have roors in Egyptian, 
·semitic, and various other southern and aastern culrures, it was redesigned 
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as "Aryan" during the course of the nineteenth cenrury, its Semitic and 
African roots either actively purged or hidden from view. Since Greek 
writers themselves openly acknowledged their culture's hybrid past, Euro-
pean philologists acquired the ideological habit of passing over these embar-
rassing passages without comment, in the interests of Atcic purity.24 (One 
also recalls that only in the nineteenth century did European historians of 
the Crusades begin not to allude to the practice of cannibalism among the 
Frankish knights, even though eating human flesh is mentioned un-
ashamedly in contemporary Crusader chronicles.) 

No less than the image of Greece, images of European authority were 
buttressed and shaped during the nineteenth century, and where but in the 
manufacture of rituals, ceremonies, and traditions could this be done? This 
is the argument put forward by Ranger, and the other contribu-
tors to The Invention of At a time when the older filaments and 
organizations that bound pre-modern societies internally were beginning to 
fray, and when the social pressures of administering numerous overseas 
territories and large new domestic constituencies mounted, the ruling elites 
of Europe felt the clear need to project their power backward in time, giving 
it a history and legitimacy that only tradition and longevity could impart. 
Thus in 1876 Victoria was declared Empress of India, her Viceroy Lord 
Lytton was sent there on a visit, greeted and celebrated in "traditional" 
jamborees and durbars all over the country, as well as in a great Imperial 
Assemblage in Delhi, as if her rule was not mainly a matter of power and 
unilateral edict, rather than age-old custom.25 

Similar constructions have been made on the opposite side, that is, by 
insurgent "natives" about their pre-colonial past, as in the case of Algeria 
during the War oflndependence (19J4-r9li2), when decolonization encour-
aged Algerians and Muslims to create images of what they supposed them-
selves to have been prior to French colonization. This strategy is at work in 
what many national poets or men of letters say and write during indepen-
dence or liberation struggles elsewhere in the colonial world. I want to 
underline the mobilizing power of the images and traditions brought forth, 
and their fictional, or at least romantically colored, fantastic quality. Think 
of what Yeats does for the Irish past, with its Cuchulains and its great houses, 
which give the nationalist struggle something to revive and admire. In 
post-colonial national states, the liabilities of such essences as the Celtic 
spirit, negritude, or Islam are clear: they have much to do not only with the 
native manipulators, who also use them to cover up contemporary faults, 
corruptions, tyrannies, but also with the embattled imperial contexts out of 
which they came and in which they were felt to be necessary. 

Though for the most part the colonies have won their independence, 
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many of the imperial attitudes underlying colonial conquest continue. In 1910 

the French advocate of colonialism Jules Harmand said: 

It is necessary, then, to accept as a principle and point of departure the 
fact that there is a hierarchy of races and civilizations, and that we 
belong to the superior race and civilization, still recognizing that, while 
superiority confers rights, it imposes strict obligations in return. The 
basic legitimation of conquest over native peoples is the conviction of 
our superiority, not merely our mechanical, economic, and military 
superiority, but our moral superiority. Our dignity rests on that quality, 
and it underlies our right to direct the rest of humanity. Material power 
is nothing but a means to that 

As a precursor of to day's polemics about the superiority of Western civiliza-
tion over others, the supreme value of purely Western humanities as ex-
tolled by conservative philosophers like Allan Bloom, the essential 
inferiority (and threat) of the non-Westerner as claimed by Japan-bashers, 
ideological Orientalists, and critics of"native" regression in Africa and Asia, 
Harmand's declaration has a stunning prescience. 

More imponant thari the past itself, therefore, is its bearing upon cultural 
attitudes in the present. For reasons that are panly embedded in the imperial 
experience, the old divisions between colonizer and colonized have re-
emerged in what is often referred to as the Nonh-South relationship, which 

entailed defensiveness, various kinds of rhetorical and ideological com-
bat, and a simmering hostility that is quite likely to trigger devastating 
wars--in some cases it already has. Are there ways we can reconceive the 
imperial experience in other than companmentalized terms, so as to trans-
form our understanding of both the past and the present and our attitude 
toward the future? 

We n'tust stan by characterizing the commonest ways that people handle 
the tangled, many-sided legacy of imperialism, not just those who left the 
colonies, but also those who were there in the first place and who remained, 
the natives. Many people in England probably feel a cenain remorse or 
regret about their nation's Indian experience, but there are also many people 
who miss the good old days, even though the value of those days, the reason 
they ended, and their own attitudes toward native nationalism are all un-
resolved, still volatile issues. This is especially the case when race relations 
are involved, for instance during the crisis over the publication of Salman 
Rushdie's The Satanic Verses and the subsequent [iii'Wa calling for Rushdie's 
death issued by Ayatollah Khomeini. . 

But, equally, debate in Third World countries about colonialist practice 
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arid the imperialist ideology that sustained it is extremely lively and diverse. 
Large groups of people believe that the bitterness and humiliations of the 
experience which virtually enslaved them nevertheless delivered benefits--
liberal ideas, national self-consciousness, and technological goods--that 
over time seem to have made imperialism much less unpleasant. Other 
people in the post-colonial age retrospectively reflected on colonialism the 
better to understand the difficulties of the present in newly independent 
states. Real problems of democracy, development, and destiny, are attested 
to by the state persecution of intellectuals who carry on their thought and 
practice publicly and cciurageously-Eqbal Ahmad and Faiz Ahmad Faiz 
in Pakistan, Ngugi wa Thiongo in Kenya, or Abdelrahman el Munif in 
-the Arab world-major thinkers and artists whose sufferings have not 
blunted the intransigence of their thought, or inhibited the severity of their 
punishment. 

Neither Munif, Ngugi, nor Faiz, nor any other like them, was anything 
but unstinting in his hatred of implanted colonialism or the imperialism that 
kept it going. Ironically, they were listened to only partially, whether in the 
West or by the ruling authorities in their own societies. They were likely, 
on the one hand, to be considered by many Western intellectuals retrospec-
tive J eremiahs denouncing the evils of a past colonialism, and, on the other, 
to be treated by their governments in Saudi Arabia, Kenya, Pakistan as 
agents of outside powers who deserved imprisonment or exile. The tragedy 
of this experience, and indeed of so many post-colonial experiences, derives 
from the of the attempts to deal with relationships that are 
polarized, radically uneven, remembered differently. The spheres, the sites 
of intensity, the agendas, and the constituencies in the metropolitan and 
ex-colonized worlds appear to overlap only partially. The small area that is 
perceived as common does not, at this point, provide for more than what 
might be called a rhetoric of blame. 

I want first to consider the actualities of the intellectual terrains both 
common and discrepant in post-imperial public discourse, especially con-
centrating on what in this discourse gives rise to and encourages the rhetoric 
and politics of blame. Then, using the perspectives and methods of what 
might be called a comparative literature of imperialism, I shall consider the 
ways in which a reconsidered or revised notion of how a post-imperial 
intellectual attitude· might expand the overlapping community between 
metropolitan and formerly colonized societies. By looking at the different 
experiences contrapuntally, as making up a set of what I call intertWined and 
overlapping histories, I shall try to formulate an alternative both to a politics 
of blame and to the even more destructive politics of confrontation and 
hostility. A more interesting type of secular interpretation can emerge, 
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altogether more rewarding than the denunciations of the past, the expres­
sions of regret for its having ended, or--even more wasteful because violent 
and far too easy and attractive--the hostility between Western and non­
W estem cultures that leads to crises. The world is too small and interdepen­
dent to let these passively happen.  
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Chapter 1

Introduction: situating the postcolonial

Over the past half-century, postcolonial literatures and postcolonial studies1

have gained the attention of more and more readers and scholars through-
out the world. Writers as diverse as Chinua Achebe and Wole Soyinka from
Nigeria, Salman Rushdie and Arundhati Roy from India, Derek Walcott from
the Caribbean, Seamus Heaney from Ireland, Margaret Atwood and Michael
Ondaatje from Canada, Peter Carey and Patrick White from Australia, and J. M.
Coetzee and Nadine Gordimer from South Africa have been prominent when
major literary awards such as the Booker Prize or the Nobel Prize have been
announced, and their works now appear on numerous school and university
syllabuses. Concurrently, their writing has provided the nourishment for a vari-
ety of postcolonial theories concerning the nature of such works, approaches
to reading them, and their significance for reading and understanding other
literary, philosophical and historical works. Indeed, the production of intro-
ductions to postcolonial theory has become a major industry.2 However, this
book seeks to focus on the literary texts rather than the theories, and to give a
general sense of the issues and choices which inform the writing and reading
of those texts. It will discuss the ways in which these issues have changed over
the decades, involving questions of genre, form and language, as well as social
and political concerns; it will also discuss how these texts may be read and
responded to in different contexts.

Although the focus of this book will be on texts rather than theories, and
although I will use the adjective postcolonial (without a hyphen) throughout
to refer to both the texts and their contexts, it is useful to be aware of the
terms and theories that have become current in critical discussion, not least
the terms ‘postcolonial’ and ‘post-colonial’ themselves, for their usage varies, is
far from consistent, and is the subject of considerable debate. For historians, the
hyphenated word refers specifically to the period after a country, state or people
cease to be governed by a colonial power such as Britain or France, and take
administrative power into their own hands. Thus India and Pakistan gained
their political independence in 1947 and so became historically ‘post-colonial’
after 15 August 1947. But within the area of ‘Postcolonial Studies’, which tends
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2 Introduction to Postcolonial Literatures in English

to embrace literary and cultural – and sometimes anthropological – studies, the
term is more often used to refer to the consequences of colonialism from the
time the area was first colonized. Such studies are generally concerned with the
subsequent interaction between the culture of the colonial power, including its
language, and the culture and traditions of the colonized peoples. And almost
always, the analysis of those interactions acknowledges the importance of power
relations in that cultural exchange – the degree to which the colonizer imposes a
language, a culture and a set of attitudes, and the degree to which the colonized
peoples are able to resist, adapt to or subvert that imposition. I should add that
the label ‘postcolonial’ is rejected by some writers to whom it has been applied.
The Indian writer Nayantara Sahgal, for example, dislikes the term because she
considers that it implies that colonization by the British is the only important
thing that has happened to India, and that it denies the history that precedes
British colonization and the continuing traditions stemming from those earlier
periods.3

Some scholars are also uneasy about the application of the term to such a
variety of colonial and postcolonial contexts, and fear that its generalized use
obscures the significant differences between different colonies and their his-
tories and cultures. It has been argued that predominantly European colonies
such as Australia and Canada, which were settled by British and other Euro-
pean groups over a period of two hundred years, and which now have a rel-
atively small indigenous population, should not be grouped together with
settler colonies such as Jamaica and Kenya, where historically a small group
of Europeans dominated a majority African population, and where, after the
achievement of political independence, indigenous Kenyans and Jamaicans
of African descent took over the reins. Indeed, given that indigenous Aus-
tralian Aborigines and Native Americans have yet to recover their territory and
achieve self-government, it has been claimed that countries such as Australia
and Canada should be classified as not ‘post-colonial’ but ‘colonial’. As an island
settled and governed by the British since the twelfth century, Ireland is seen by
some to have a dual status as a postcolonial state in the south while remaining
a British colony in the north.

Nations which were historically settler colonies also differ significantly from
those which were not settled by Europeans but governed by the British directly
from London through the agency of civil servants, police, and soldiers sent not
as permanent settlers occupying the land but as administrators and ‘peacekeep-
ers’ to ensure that the laws and regulations promulgated by the British were
enforced. The Indian subcontinent changed over a period of two hundred years
from being seen as a series of states whose rulers collaborated, often as a result of
military intervention, with the British East India Company, to becoming in the
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nineteenth century an area governed by the British and subject to its statutes.
In both Ireland and India, the British sought to establish an intermediate class
of English-speaking people who could act as interpreters, teachers and lower-
grade civil servants, and so provide support for British cultural, military and
economic domination. Similar policies were followed in African colonies such
as Ghana and Nigeria after the allocation of these territories to Britain at the
Berlin Conference in 1884.4

Although this book will concentrate on literature written in English by mem-
bers of the colonized groups just before or during the historically postcolonial
period in the colonies formerly dominated by Britain – that is, works written
in the phase leading up to independence or following the achievement of inde-
pendence – it is important to bear in mind the differing histories of each former
colony and the impact of those differing histories. It is also important to be
aware of the development of postcolonial studies and the peculiarities of the
discipline, in order not to be confined by its present boundaries and terms, but
rather to question and modify them. As Stuart Hall remarks, ‘Those deploying
the concept must attend . . . carefully to its discriminations and specificities
and/or establish more clearly at what level of abstraction the term is operat-
ing and how this avoids a spurious “universalisation” . . . Not all societies are
“post-colonial” in the same way . . . But this does not mean they are not “post-
colonial” in any way.’5 In the same essay Hall also insists on the need to view
postcoloniality as a process, involving changing relationships and positions
with regard to the colonizing culture and the postcolonial subject’s identity.

From Commonwealth to postcolonial literary studies

Postcolonial literary studies owe their origin chiefly, of course, to the enor-
mous and exciting efflorescence of creative writing which first came to the
attention of readers and critics in the 1950s and 1960s, and coincided with
a series of states in Africa, South East Asia and the Caribbean moving from
colonial to postcolonial status.6 Concurrent with the dismantling of the British
Empire came the establishment of the British Commonwealth (more recently
called the ‘Commonwealth of Nations’), a structure grouping together most
of the former British colonies. In 1964 A. Norman Jeffares convened the first
Commonwealth Literature Conference at the University of Leeds, and courses
in Commonwealth literature became a significant part of the curriculum in
English departments at various universities in Britain.7 Later, such courses
would also be introduced in Australia, Canada, India, Sri Lanka and the various
African countries, though here the emphasis was more often on the country’s
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4 Introduction to Postcolonial Literatures in English

own writers, rather than a comparative study or survey, and there was often con-
siderable opposition to the introduction of such courses. The Kenyan writer
Ngugi wa Thiong’o writes about the absence of any reference to writing by
Africans in English departments in Kenya and Uganda, and describes his own
struggle to introduce African literature courses at the University of Nairobi.8

The study of Commonwealth literature in Britain was reinforced by the
presence of many writers and academics from the former colonies. Some, like
Kamau Brathwaite, V. S. Naipaul and Wole Soyinka had come in the 1950s
and 1960s to study in British universities; others, such as the novelists George
Lamming and Samuel Selvon, and the poets Dom Moraes and Peter Porter,
sought work and wider opportunities for publication. After World War II,
Britain had recruited thousands of people from the West Indies and the Indian
subcontinent to sustain the national health and transport systems and to work
in the steel and textile factories. As the children of these recruited immigrant
workers began to enter the secondary school and university systems in the
1970s, teachers and students alike sought to encourage the study of African,
Caribbean and Indian writing.

While Commonwealth literary studies had on the whole striven to remain
apolitical, focusing on aspects such as form and style in the novels of Aus-
tralian authors such as Patrick White, or the use of language in the poetry of
Brathwaite and Derek Walcott, sometimes drawing comparisons with works by
mainstream British authors, there was also considerable pressure to read and
understand these works within a political context. In Britain and the United
States, texts by African, Caribbean and Indian authors were often read within
the framework of area studies programmes, such as African Studies or Asian
Studies, or, especially in the United States, Black Studies or Third World Stud-
ies. In North America the Civil Rights and Black Power movements, and in
Britain the racist attitudes which kept black and Asian people out of all but
the most poorly paid jobs and resented their presence in British cities and
suburbs, led to an increasing emphasis on political, psychological and cultural
resistance to discrimination on grounds of race and colour. For authors such
as Achebe in Nigeria and Brathwaite in the West Indies, as for students and
teachers of African descent in Britain, the Caribbean, and the United States,
the writing and reading of texts by African and Caribbean authors were seen as
a means of restoring dignity and self-respect to people who had suffered from
hundreds of years of contemptuous dismissal, exploitation and enslavement by
Europeans. Postcolonial literature is concerned above all with the issue of self-
representation in two senses of the word, the artistic and the political. Writers
from the former colonies wish to speak for themselves, to tell their own stories,
including the story of the colonial encounter and its consequences, and so to
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create the psychological base and historical understanding which will encour-
age wise choices in self-government. But, as Paul Gilroy and other critics have
pointed out, one of the consequences of the colonial encounter has been what
the African American writer W. E. B. Dubois described as a double conscious-
ness, the ability to live within and between two cultures and two perspectives
(and sometimes more), and with that the creation of a particularly postcolonial
form of modernism.9

It is the amalgamation of Commonwealth literary studies, Black Studies
and Third World Studies that has produced contemporary postcolonial lit-
erary studies, and which accounts for some of its peculiar features and the
debates within the discipline. From Commonwealth literary studies it derives
its embrace of a wide range of European settler colonies as well as predomi-
nantly indigenous and former slave colonies. The British Commonwealth cat-
egory also involved an emphasis on English-speaking countries, writing in the
English language (and the exclusion of writing in indigenous languages) and
an emphasis on literary texts. Because the Commonwealth was set up in 1948,
replacing the political structures and connotations covered by the term ‘British
Empire’ for those ex-colonies which were now self-governing, it excluded for-
mer British colonies which had achieved independence and become republics
prior to the 1940s, such as Ireland and the United States.

However, the influence of the Black Power and Black Arts movements in the
United States, and the combination of Asian and Caribbean radicals in Britain,
joining forces under the label ‘black British’ to contest racial prejudice and dis-
crimination in education, law enforcement, housing and employment, as well
as in society as a whole, encouraged an increasing emphasis on issues of identity,
racial and cultural difference, and social and economic empowerment partic-
ularly with regard to people of African and Asian descent. In Britain and North
America, academics and writers whose origins were in Africa, the Caribbean,
the Indian subcontinent and Palestine became prominent intellectual leaders
elaborating the connections between written discourses and Europe’s politi-
cal domination over the rest of the world. These academics also drew on the
thinking of influential European intellectuals such as the philosophers Theodor
Adorno, Hélène Cixous, Jacques Derrida and Jean-Paul Sartre, the psychoan-
alyst Jacques Lacan, and the sociologist Michel Foucault. The emphasis these
intellectuals have placed on the power of language and modes of discourse has
been particularly significant in the development of postcolonial theory.

Four names appear again and again as thinkers who have shaped postcolonial
theory: Frantz Fanon, Edward Said, Homi Bhabha and Gayatri Chakravorty
Spivak. Of African descent and born in the French former slave colony of
Martinique in 1925, Fanon was taught by the great Martiniquan poet and
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6 Introduction to Postcolonial Literatures in English

Marxist politician Aimé Césaire. He studied medicine and psychiatry in France,
where Lacan was one of his teachers, and published his psychological analysis
of racism and its effects, Black Skin, White Masks, in 1952. This is a remarkable
personal account and analysis of the effect of the ‘colonial gaze’ – of being
seen, defined and stereotyped by the Europeans whose culture is deemed to
be superior and to have greater authority than the cultures of Africa and the
Caribbean. European appearance and culture is assumed to be the norm by
which others are judged, making all others ‘abnormal’ and either exotic or
inferior or both. Fanon writes:

There is a fact: White men consider themselves superior to black men.
There is another fact: Black men want to prove to white men at all costs,
the richness of their thought, the equal value of their intellect.

How do we extricate ourselves?10

Fanon states his belief that ‘the fact of the juxtaposition of the white and black
races has created a massive psychoexistential complex,’ and his hope that an
analysis of that complex will help to destroy it.11 He also declares that ‘what is
often called the black man’s soul is the white man’s artefact’.12

Thus Black Skin, White Masks is a psychoanalytical study, an attempt to
understand the causes of racism, and more importantly, the effects of racism
and colonialism on black people and how to overcome or deal with those
effects. In short, Fanon believes that to a greater or lesser extent black people
had internalized the racism of those who ran the society, and either accepted
an inferior status or felt the necessity to prove themselves fully human and
equal – but in the white man’s terms. He discusses various ways in which
black intellectuals have sought to challenge racist attitudes. One chapter dis-
cusses and reluctantly rejects négritude, an ideology dramatized in his poetry
by Césaire and developed more extensively in essays and poetry by the Sene-
galese poet and politician Léopold Senghor. Senghor argued that African cul-
ture was completely distinct from but equal and complementary to European
culture. Drawing on examples from the writing of Harlem Renaissance writ-
ers such as Langston Hughes, Claude McKay and Jean Toomer, as well as the
cultures of his native Senegal, he claimed that rhythm, emotion and humour
were the distinctive qualities of African writing, that ‘emotion is completely
Negro, as reason is Greek’, and that Africans understood the world through
intuition rather than objective analysis.13 Senghor and other African intellec-
tuals such as Cheikh Anta Diop also turned to precolonial African cultures and
histories to illustrate the achievements of Africans ignored by modern Euro-
peans. They wrote about the significance of Timbuktu as a centre of learning
in the Middle Ages (as defined by European historians), and of the prestige
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Introduction: situating the postcolonial 7

accorded kingdoms such as Mali by medieval Europe. They also reclaimed
Egypt and its past artefacts and monuments as part of a continental African
civilization.

Fanon acknowledged the psychological importance of this historical recla-
mation, but he saw négritude as an ideology trapped within the terms of a
European dialectic, and unable to break away from the essentialism inherent
in colonialist and racialist thinking. He accepted Jean-Paul Sartre’s description
of the movement as a necessary but passing phase in that dialectic. Sartre had
written, in his Preface, entitled ‘Black Orpheus’, to an anthology of francophone
African poetry edited by Senghor:

In fact, Négritude appears to be the weak stage of a dialectical
progression: the theoretical and practical application of white
supremacy is the thesis: the position of Négritude as antithetical value is
the moment of negativity. But this negative moment is not sufficient in
itself and the blacks who employ it well know it; they know that it serves
to pave the way for the synthesis or the realization of a raceless society.
Thus Négritude is dedicated to its own destruction, it is passage and not
objective, means and not the ultimate goal. At the moment the black
Orpheus most directly embraces this Eurydice, he feels her slip away
from between his arms.14

While négritude was an important movement, influencing the works of many
writers and scholars in the Caribbean and the United States as well as Africa,
Fanon’s work has perhaps had a longer-lasting effect, and has been given new
impetus in the work of postcolonial theorists and writers. However, it is impor-
tant to remember that Fanon is writing from a particular position at a partic-
ular time – that is, a multiracial Caribbean colony ruled by the French, where
the language is entirely French or French patois, and as one of the few black
intellectuals studying in France. His situation was very different from that of
Ghanaians, Nigerians or Senegalese living in societies which retained their own
languages and continuing traditions. Nevertheless, many anglophone African
writers shared Fanon’s scepticism regarding Senghor’s promotion of négritude.
The Nigerian playwright Soyinka expressed his view that it was superfluous for
Africans to broadcast their African identity, pointing out that a tiger does not
need to proclaim his tigritude.15 And Achebe was adamant that precolonial
Africa must be presented honestly, not as ‘some glorious technicolour idyll’.16

Fanon’s experience working with Algerians fighting to liberate their country
from French colonialism led to the publication of other essays and books, of
which The Wretched of the Earth (Les Damnés de la terre, published in French
in 1961 and in English in 1965) has become the most widely read. In this work
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8 Introduction to Postcolonial Literatures in English

he continues his psychological study of the colonized, but also describes the
psychology of the colonizers.17 He asserts that in order to justify their rule
and occupation of the natives’ territory, settlers and administrators create and
define a ‘Manichean Society’; that is, they classify the world of the ‘native’ as
the opposite of everything the European supposedly represents: civilization,
morality, cleanliness, law and order, wholesome masculinity.18 So the native is
by definition uncivilized or barbaric, childlike, feminine, unable to rule himself,
superstitious. He is deemed to have no historical monuments, no literature,
and hence no history.

Indeed, a recurring European view of Africa was that it is a place which has no
history, and that history does not become significant there until the European
comes on to the scene. Thus the German philosopher G. W. F. Hegel in his
Introduction to the Philosophy of History (1837) expresses an attitude shared by
many European historians even in the mid-twentieth century:19

Africa proper, as far as History goes back, has remained shut up . . . The
negro [sic] as already observed exhibits the natural man in his
completely wild and untamed state. We must lay aside all thought of
reverence and morality – all that we call feeling – if we would rightly
comprehend him; there is nothing harmonious with humanity to be
found in this type of character.

At this point we leave Africa never to mention it again. For it is no
historical part of the world; it has no development or movement to
exhibit. Historical movement in it – that is its northern part – belongs to
the Asiatic or European world. What we properly understand by Africa,
is the Unhistorical, Undeveloped Spirit, still involved in the condition of
mere nature and which has to be presented here as on the threshold of
the World’s History.20

Attitudes such as Hegel’s were used to justify colonization, since it was
argued that Europeans brought civilization and progress, and thus history,
to Africa, or India, or Ireland, for the first time. At the same time, Africans
and other colonized peoples were seen as mentally and physically adapted only
for menial labour or routine clerical positions. Such justifications had been
used throughout the seventeenth, eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries to
justify the enslavement of millions of Africans to work in the sugar and cotton
plantations of the Americas; colonial settlers and governments continued to
maintain that the people they colonized were incapable of self-government
or of putting their land and its resources to good use. In The Wretched of the
Earth, Fanon maintained that European interests in retaining their hold on
the lands and resources they had occupied made it almost impossible for them
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to change their attitudes, as Senghor hoped the négritude movement could.
Fanon believed that settlers and colonial governments could be uprooted only
by violence. Moreover, Fanon argued, such violence was a means of destroying
the mental colonization and sense of racial inferiority he had analysed in his
earlier work.

While Fanon had focused mainly on the relationship between colonizer
and colonized in Africa and the Caribbean, the literary and cultural critic
Edward Said, who was born in Palestine, concentrated more on portrayals
of Asia, including India, and the Middle East. In his influential and much-
debated book Orientalism (1978), Said is concerned with the ways in which
knowledge is governed and owned by Europeans to reinforce power, and to
exclude or dismiss the knowledge which natives might claim to have.21 Drawing
on Foucault’s work, and his notion of systems of discourses controlled by those
in power which define the ‘truths’ by which we live and judge others, Said refers
to anthropology, history, linguistics and literary criticism as well as European
literary works as a network of ‘discourses’ which establish a particular view of
‘orientals’ as a people to be governed rather than as equals who are capable
of self-government. In this case, he argues, the writers about the East (or the
Orient) acknowledge monuments, but only those which belong to the distant
past – they are ruined monuments, and the cultures are seen as degenerate.
Scholars also acknowledge writings from India and Egypt, for example, but
writings in the ancient languages – Sanskrit or Egyptian cuneiform script –
not contemporary writers in Arabic or Bengali or Urdu, for example. In any
case, contemporary oriental societies were perceived to be in need of civilizing,
and that meant European civilization. Said stresses that Orientalism refers not
to a place but to an idea, and can be seen as a ‘Western style for dominating,
restructuring, having authority over the Orient’. He contends that:

without examining Orientalism as a discourse one cannot possibly
understand the enormously systematic discipline by which European
culture was able to manage – and even produce – the Orient politically,
sociologically, militarily, ideologically, scientifically and imaginatively
during the post-Enlightenment period. . . . European culture gained in
strength and identity by setting itself off against the Orient as a sort of
surrogate and even underground self.22

Said has been criticized on the grounds that his discussion of orientalist
discourse moves too readily across time and geography and does not place
particular texts precisely enough within particular economic and political con-
texts. The fact that Said himself is criticizing orientalist discourse on these same
grounds, for its lumping together and homogenising of a variety of historical
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10 Introduction to Postcolonial Literatures in English

and geographical examples of Eastern culture, does not entirely invalidate his
critics. Nevertheless, the existence of such prestigious institutions as London
University’s School of Oriental and African Studies, where ‘Oriental’ includes
such diverse areas as China, India, Japan, Iran, Iraq, Palestine and Turkey, might
substantiate Said’s argument.

Culture and Imperialism, which Said published fifteen years after Orientalism,
responded in part to another criticism of his earlier work for its noninclusion
of ways in which native writers had responded to orientalist attitudes, and so
implicitly represented the Orient and ‘orientals’ as silent or silenced subjects.
In this work he not only analysed the presence of empire in texts such as Jane
Austen’s Mansfield Park (1814) and Rudyard Kipling’s Kim (1901), he also
referred to writers such as Achebe, Fanon, Salman Rushdie and W. B. Yeats
from colonized and postcolonial countries.23

Whereas Said in his earlier work had focused on academic research and
European ownership of the study of the Orient and its problems, Fanon was
more interested in the effects on those who have been conquered and how
they should resist. In chapter 3 of The Wretched of the Earth, he discusses the
various ways in which African and Caribbean intellectuals have responded to
European stereotypes, first by internalizing European views of them and their
cultures and showing that they can mimic the white man, and behave just
like him. A second stage comes when these intellectuals, finding that they are
discriminated against despite their demonstrably equal intelligence and educa-
tional attainment, begin to protest against this discriminatory treatment, often
in terms of the very values which the Europeans have proclaimed – especially
equality and justice. Another move by educated Africans seeks to validate their
own culture and civilization by rediscovering a buried history and celebrating
early achievements, including the Egyptian pyramids, the medieval cities and
scholarship found in Timbuktu, Mali and Ghana, the kingdoms of Ashanti and
the Zulu King Chaka, the kingdoms and buildings of Benin and ancient Zim-
babwe, and so on. These acknowledgements of early African achievements were
important, but to some extent they might be seen as accepting and responding
to European views and values regarding what is historically significant, what is
worth celebrating. And they also left open the question of why these kingdoms
and centres of learning or artistic achievement did not survive.

Fanon believed that such restoration of the past was an important factor in
giving colonized people the confidence to envision a future without European
rule and a nation capable of future achievements. It responded to and negated
the European insistence that Africans were incapable of creating a civilization –
or anything worth while. Moreover, the writing of an African or Indian history
might involve a different view of events already narrated by British historians.
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For example, what the British named the ‘Indian Mutiny’ of 1857 is renamed
by some Indian historians as the ‘First War of Indian Independence’ or the
‘Great Indian Uprising’.

But Fanon also insisted that the recovery of the past was not enough. In
other words, cultural nationalism of this kind was necessary if one was to
restore confidence and create a sense of identity, but it was not sufficient if the
land occupied by colonizers was to be retrieved and self-government achieved.
Writers and intellectuals would need to be aware of current issues, political
and economic concerns, and they would need to be in tune with the people
as a whole, not just a small intellectual elite. For some writers, this meant an
engagement with ‘folk culture’, a concern to speak of and for the folk – usually
defined as the peasantry or rural population, rather than the urban residents.
Fanon believed that it was also necessary for writers to propose a political
programme to show the way towards liberation. This might be seen as one
of the tasks Raja Rao took on in Kanthapura (1938), like Mulk Raj Anand
previously in The Untouchable (1935) and Coolie (1936), and Ngugi in his later
works such as Petals of Blood (1977) and Matigari (1986).

There is also a related historical movement with regard to the rewriting of
history, which is referred to as subaltern history or Subaltern Studies. The term
‘subaltern’ signifies those who are not part of the ruling group, and subaltern
history refers to the history of those groups – those who are subordinated
by the dominant class, which is usually the author and subject of history. In
other words, most historical narratives have traditionally foregrounded the
achievements or misdeeds of kings, presidents, prime ministers and the classes
and cultures associated with them; subaltern histories might deal with the
groups they dominated – perhaps the working class, perhaps women, perhaps
members of a lower caste. The study of subaltern groups has been particularly
influential in India and has played a significant part in the work of another very
influential postcolonial scholar, Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak. Spivak, who was
born in Calcutta but rapidly became a prominent academic in the United States
after gaining her doctorate at Cornell University and publishing a translation
of Jacques Derrida’s seminal work De la Grammatologie (1967: published in
English as On Grammatology in 1976), has taken on the difficult task of bringing
Marxist, deconstructionist and feminist theory to bear upon her analysis of
American, Bengali, British and French texts. Influential essays including ‘Three
Women’s Texts and a Critique of Imperialism’ and ‘Can the Subaltern Speak?’
explore the ignored or distorted presence of colonized women in texts such
as Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre (1847) and in official records maintained by
British officials in India regarding sati. Spivak also insists that scholars should
be self-conscious about the ways in which their own positions as academics in
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12 Introduction to Postcolonial Literatures in English

tertiary institutions, most often in the ‘First World,’ relate to the ways in which
their work is produced and received.24

A fourth critic and theorist whose name frequently recurs in discussions of
postcolonial literary and cultural studies is Homi Bhabha. Drawing on psy-
choanalytical theory with particular reference to Sigmund Freud and Lacan,
Bhabha has elaborated the key concepts of mimicry and hybridity. Whereas
Fanon and Said have analysed the oppositions set up in colonialist and anti-
colonialist societies, Bhabha has sought to demonstrate that their discourses
contain ambivalences and ambiguities. He argues that the ‘mimicry’ of coloniz-
ers by colonized subjects can be a form of subversion, since it makes unstable
the insistence on difference (‘them’ and ‘us’) which forms the basis of colo-
nialist and nationalist ideologies.25 Like Said and Spivak, Bhabha celebrates the
‘hybridity’ of postcolonial cultures, seeing their embrace of European as well
as indigenous traditions as a positive advantage which allows their writers and
critics to understand and critique the West as both insiders and outsiders.

Until recently, it has been the approaches and concepts developed by Said,
Spivak and Bhabha that have dominated postcolonial literary theory and criti-
cism. However, their work has been vociferously rejected by the Indian scholar
Aijaz Ahmad, who attacks both Said and the American academic Fredric Jame-
son for their homogenizing of ‘Third World’ writing, and their concentration
on European and European language texts to the neglect of indigenous lan-
guage writing in, for example, Arabic, Hindi, Urdu or Yoruba.26 Ahmad is
also fiercely critical of poststructuralism and the abstractions which he sees
as a feature of much postcolonial theory, especially the theories elaborated by
Bhabha and Spivak. He shares with Benita Parry, another opponent of theories
based on poststructuralism, a commitment to Marxism as a basis for analysing
the conflicts between colonizing and colonized nations, and for resisting new
forms of domination.27

While Bhabha, Said and Spivak, and more recently Kwame Anthony Appiah,
Paul Gilroy, Edouard Glissant and Stuart Hall, have most strongly influenced
the critics of postcolonial literatures, it is Fanon who has perhaps most influ-
enced writers – particularly in Africa and the Caribbean, and particularly in
the earlier phases of resistance to colonization and the creation of a national
consciousness. (And for this reason this study places particular emphasis on
Fanon’s analysis of colonialism and its effects.) Ngugi has written about Fanon,
and his later fiction and drama follows many of Fanon’s precepts regarding the
role of a revolutionary writer. Walcott’s Dream on Monkey Mountain (1970;
discussed in the next chapter) can be read as a dramatization of Fanon’s anal-
ysis of black subjectivity in Black Skin, White Masks. Lamming’s novel In The
Castle of My Skin (1953), published one year after Fanon’s first book, shows its
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influence in the title as well as the portrayal of the internalization of racism by
Barbadians. Some of Achebe’s early essays indicate an acquaintance with Fanon
and Sartre’s responses to négritude as ‘an anti-racist racism’.28 Like Fanon, he
writes of the need to restore the self-esteem of African people, to assert that they
did not hear of civilization for the first time from Europe; and he declares that
the greatest sin of all was the African’s acceptance of inferiority. Fanon’s work
has also inspired Bhabha, who likewise draws on psychoanalytical models to
discuss identity, and who has written a substantial introduction to Black Skin,
White Masks.29

My discussion of postcolonial writing will be informed by these theories and
concepts, and to other critics who draw on them, though my focus will be on the
literary texts rather than the theories. Thus concepts such as hybridity, othering,
Creolité, mimicry and the subaltern, will recur frequently in the chapters that
follow. But it is important not to assume that ‘theory’ relevant to postcolonial
literary analysis is confined to those three or four names which have become
so dominant in the past two decades. Essays by many of the writers, such as
Achebe, Lamming, Ngugi, Rushdie and Walcott have been equally influential
in providing a framework and an orientation through which to approach not
only their own writings but also those of others. Hence I have drawn attention
to such essays as they became relevant. And of course much critical discourse
which is not limited to postcolonial writing has also informed my thinking
about these texts.

In the chapters that follow, each will include detailed analysis of one or more
literary texts which relate to a particular concern in postcolonial writing and
criticism. However, each chapter will also refer to relevant texts from other
geographical areas, and other aspects of the chosen texts will be picked up and
referred to in subsequent chapters. Rather than being arranged according to
various territories (African, Caribbean, Indian, etc.), the structure of the book
is designed in part to enable a sense of the diversity of texts and approaches
as well as contexts, and an awareness that no one framework is adequate to
all areas or texts subsumed under the postcolonial umbrella. I do not attempt
to provide a complete coverage of postcolonial writing in English. As noted in
the Preface, instead of skating thinly over many surfaces, I considered it more
sensible to concentrate on literary texts from several areas which represent
different histories of colonial and postcolonial relationships. Thus I have chosen
to refer mainly to writers from the Indian subcontinent, from East and West
Africa, from Australia, from the Caribbean, from the black and Asian diaspora
communities in Britain, and from Ireland. By focusing on writers mainly but
not exclusively from just three different settler postcolonial areas (Australia,
East Africa and Ireland), three differing administrative ex-colonies (Ghana,
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Notes

Preface

1. The correct name is the ‘Commonwealth of Nations’, but this organization is fre-
quently, though controversially, referred to as the ‘British Commonwealth’ – a
description which for many former colonies gives too much eminence to Britain
rather than including it on equal status with the other members of the Common-
wealth.

2. William Shakespeare, The Tempest, I:2.363–4 (London: Penguin, 1968), p. 77
3. Ibid., III.2.136–9.
4. George Lamming, The Pleasures of Exile (London: Michael Joseph, 1960), p. 109

1 Introduction: situating the postcolonial

1. For distinctions made between the hyphenated term ‘post-colonial’ and the unhy-
phenated ‘postcolonial’ see the Glossary.

2. See, for example, the books by Peter Childs, Leela Gandhi, Ania Loomba, Bart
Moore-Gilbert and Ato Quayson listed in the Bibliography. See also John Thieme,
Postcolonial Studies: The Essential Glossary (London: Arnold, 2003), and the following
anthologies of postcolonial theoretical essays: Patrick Williams and Laura Chrisman,
eds., Colonial Discourse and Postcolonial Theory: A Reader (Hemel Hempstead: Har-
vester Wheatsheaf, 1993); Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths and Helen Tiffin, eds., The
Post-colonial Studies Reader (London: Routledge, 1995); Gregory Castle, ed., Post-
colonial Discoures: An Anthology (Oxford: Blackwell, 2001); and Bart Moore-Gilbert,
Gareth Stanton and Willy Maley, eds., Postcolonial Criticism (London: Longman,
1997).

3. Nayantara Sahgal, ‘The Schizophrenic Imagination’, Wasafiri: Journal of Caribbean,
African, Asian and Associated Literatures and Film 11 (Spring 1990), pp. 17–20.

4. This conference convened by Bismarck in Berlin was attended by fourteen European
nations, including Belgium, Britain, France, Germany, Italy, Portugal and Spain, to
determine and share control over Africa. A series of geometric lines, which paid
little attention to the boundaries established by the hundreds of indigenous cultures
and regions within the continent, divided Africa into fifty regions, each allocated
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210 Notes to pages 3–8

to one of the European powers. As H. J. de Blij and Peter O. Muller remark, ‘The
Berlin Conference was Africa’s undoing in more ways than one. The colonial powers
superimposed their domains on the African continent. By the time independence
returned to Africa in 1950, the realm had acquired a legacy of political fragmentation
that could neither be eliminated nor made to operate satisfactorily.’ See de Blij and
Muller, Geography: Realms, Regions, and Concepts (Chichester: John Wiley & Sons,
1997), p. 340.

5. Stuart Hall, ‘When was “The Postcolonial”?: Thinking at the Limit’, in Iain Cham-
bers and Lidia Curti, eds., The Post-Colonial Question (London: Routledge, 1996),
p. 245.

6. India and Pakistan achieved independence in 1947; Sri Lanka in 1948; Ghana in
1957; and Nigeria, Kenya, Tanganyika, Uganda, Jamaica, Trinidad and Tobago,
British Guyana, Malaysia and Singapore, and many other states between 1960 and
1965.

7. The papers from the Leeds conference were published under the title Com-
monwealth Literature: Unity and Diversity in a Common Culture, ed. John Press
(London: Heinemann, 1965). Courses in Commonwealth literature were taught in
the 1960s and 1970s by faculty members at the universities of Kent, Leeds, Stirling
and Sussex, for example. Many of these academics had taught or been taught in
former British colonies.

8. See Ngugi wa Thiong’o, Decolonising the Mind: The Politics of Language in African
Literature (London: James Currey, 1986).

9. See Paul Gilroy, The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double Consciousness
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1993).

10. Frantz Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks, trans. Charles Lam Markmann (New York:
Grove Press, 1967), p. 10.

11. Ibid., p. 12.
12. Ibid., p. 14.
13. Léopold Senghor, Ethiopiques (Paris: Editions de Seuil, 1956), p. 116. See also Clive

Wake and John Reed, eds., Senghor: Prose and Poetry (London: Oxford University
Press, 1965), p. 34.

14. Jean-Paul Sartre, Black Orpheus, trans. Samuel Allen (Paris: Présence Africaine,
1956), pp. 50–1. Originally published as ‘Orphée Noir’, in L. S. Senghor, ed., Antholo-
gie de la nouvelle poésie négre (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1948).

15. Wole Soyinka, ‘The Future of African Writing’, The Horn (Ibadan) 4:1 (June 1960),
pp. 10–16.

16. Chinua Achebe, ‘The Role of the Writer in a New Nation’, Nigeria Magazine 81
(1964) p. 157.

17. Frantz Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth, trans. Constance Farrington (New York:
Grove Press, 1968).

18. The use of the term ‘native’ is problematic, since it carries so many disparaging
connotations in European discourse. However, I retain its usage here as Fanon

 EBSCOhost - printed on 3/7/2024 12:42 PM via CORNELL COLLEGE. All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Notes to pages 8–14 211
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