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‘Not quite a dictionary but an invaluable reference tool nonetheless, its identiﬁcation of key terms remains as useful as its deﬁnitions of those terms.’
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INTRODUCTION TO THE
SECOND EDITION

Since the publication of Post-Colonial Studies nearly ten years ago the
subject has expanded and diversiﬁed both in its impact and signiﬁcance,
in ﬁelds as varied as globalization, environmentalism, transnationalism, the sacred, and even economics, through the signiﬁcance of the
spread of neo-liberalism. The controversies in the ﬁeld, particularly,
circulating around the term ‘post-colonial/postcolonial’ itself continue
unabated, but the relevance of neo-imperialism and the issues emerging from the engagements of post-colonized societies in a ‘glocal’ age
have demonstrated the usefulness of post-colonial analysis. From the
perspective of this decade it is possible to look back at the 1990s and
see how important the humanities in general and post-colonial
discourse in particular were to developing a new language to address
the problems of global culture and the relationships between local
cultures and global forces. This occurred because the classical narratives
of Modernity in which social theory was mired – dependency theory
and centre–periphery models – were unable to explain the multidirectional ﬂow of global exchanges, a ﬂow that was most noticeable
in cultural exchange. One signiﬁcant example of this multi-directional
ﬂow is the phenomenon of the Black Atlantic, which reveals the
amazing complexity and productivity of African cultures in the
Atlantic. The history of such ﬂows reveals that the multi-directional
and transcultural nature of global culture is not a new phenomenon.
Many of the issues and problems surrounding the topic of globalization (the place of the ‘glocal’; the function of local agency under the
pressure of global forces; the role of imperialism in globalization; the
connection between imperialism and neoliberal economics) are
addressed, and continue to be addressed by the post-colonial analysis of
imperial power. Thus, although we need to be careful about falsely
prescribing post-colonial theory as a panacea, and should keep in mind
the ﬁrm grounding of post-colonial discourse in the historical
vii

INTRODUCTION TO THE SECOND EDITION

phenomenon of colonialism, the ﬁeld of post-colonial studies has
provided useful strategies for a wider ﬁeld of global analysis. Postcolonial literary and cultural production in particular has demonstrated the insistent reality of local agency, an agency that can address
simple dualistic approaches to the local and global.
One of the most persistent and controversial topics of contemporary politics is the issue of the environment. Global warming
has demonstrated the devastating effects of the industrial revolution
and the unfettered pursuit of capital expansion. The environment,
and attendant topics such as ecofeminism, ecological imperialism,
environmentalism, speciesism have all taken an increasingly prominent
place in post-colonial thought because it has become clear that there
is a direct connection between colonialist treatment of indigenous
ﬂora and fauna and treatment of colonized and otherwise dominated
subjects and societies. The devastation of colonized place (and potentially of the planet) paved the way for the devastation of societies. Until
now the destruction of the physical and human environments have
become the same thing.
Increasingly, post-colonial theory has been found useful in examining a variety of colonial relationship beyond the classic colonizing
activities of the British Empire. The concept of boundaries and borders
has been crucial in the imperial occupation and domination of indigenous space. And the question of borders and borderlands has now
become a pressing issue in an age of increasingly hysterical border protection. Cultural borders are becoming recognized as a critical region
of colonial and neo-colonial domination, of cultural erosion, and of
class and economic marginalization. The ﬁeld of post-colonial studies
now includes the vexed subjects of contemporary neo-colonialism: the
identities and relationships of Chicano, Latino and hybrid subjectivities
of various kinds. These subjects, who slip between the boundaries of
the grand narratives of history and nation, are becoming an increasingly important constituency for post-colonial studies.
Another issue that has become more prominent, because more
complex than previously regarded, is the issue of the sacred. Religion,
the impact of missions and the nature and function of a ‘post-colonial
sacred’ are becoming increasingly prevalent in what some refer to
as a ‘post-secular age’. There can be no doubt that the aggressive
articulation of religious dogma, the failure of dialogue and the increasingly polarized globe have offered unprecedented global dangers. But
these realities also offer opportunities for an analysis of the kinds of
complex hybridized developments of the sacred that have been
revealed by post-colonial analysis.
viii
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One of the terms emerging from post-colonial studies seems to
circumvent some of the perceived problems inherent in descriptions
such as ‘post-colonial’ and diaspora. ‘Transnational’ as an adjective
is growing in use since it extends to migrant, diasporic and refugee
communities not directly emerging from the colonial experience.
The increasing ﬂow of populations, the mobility of individuals, the
increased crossing of borders and the blurring of the concept of
‘home’ have produced a range of transnational literatures and other
forms of cultural production that extend the ﬁeld of the post-colonial
in productive ways.
Some more familiar terms in post-colonial studies have been
included in this second edition, such as ‘double colonization’, ‘ﬁrst
nations’ and ‘translation’. Others, such as ‘whiteness’ have already
blossomed into a virtual ﬁeld of their own. Many of these terms are
central to post-colonial studies, others are shared with other ﬁelds
of study; some, like ‘race’ are broader than post-colonial studies itself.
But all the words in this Key Concepts will be used at some stage in
the ﬁeld and will be useful for students and writers as they engage this
increasingly vibrant ﬁeld.
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POST-COLONIAL STUDIES

ABROGATION

ABORIGINAL/INDIGENOUS PEOPLES
Indigenous peoples are those ‘born in a place or region’ (OED). The
term ‘aboriginal’ was coined as early as 1667 to describe the indigenous
inhabitants of places encountered by European explorers, adventurers
or seamen. While the terms ‘aboriginal’ and ‘aborigine’ have been
used from time to time to describe the indigenous inhabitants of many
settler colonies, they are now most frequently used as a shortened
form of ‘Australian Aborigine’ to describe the indigenous inhabitants
of Australia. The adjective ‘aboriginal’ has been more frequently used
as the generic noun in recent times, the term ‘aborigine’ being
considered by many to be too burdened with derogatory associations.
Furthermore, the feeling that the term fails to distinguish and discriminate among the great variety of peoples who were lumped together
generically as ‘aborigines’by the colonial white settlers has been resisted
with the assertion of special, local terms for different peoples and/or
language groups such as the use of South-Eastern Australian terms like
Koori, Queensland terms such as Murri and Western Australian terms
such as Nyoongah. So far, though, no single term has been accepted as
a general term by all the various peoples concerned, and the generic
term most frequently used for the descendants of all pre-colonial
indigenes is ‘Australian Aboriginal peoples’.
In the Americas the term ‘aborigines’ gained currency as a generic
term for indigenous peoples as it did in Australia.Terms such as ‘Indian’
and later ‘Amerindian’, which, like Aboriginal in Australia, accrued
derogatory connotations, were employed by settler-invaders (and their
descendants). In the twentieth century, terms generated by indigenous peoples themselves, such as ‘First Nations’, ‘Native Americans’
have replaced the older settler-invader nomenclatures. The term has
also been, and is still used to describe the descendants of the earliest
inhabitants of other regions, such as the ‘orang asli’ of Malaysia and
Indonesian Borneo (Kalimantan) or the original inhabitants of the
Indian sub-continent now referred to as the ‘scheduled tribes’ and
Andaman Islanders.
(See settler colony, Third World.)

ABROGATION
Abrogation refers to the rejection by post-colonial writers of a
normative concept of ‘correct’ or ‘standard’ English used by certain
3
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classes or groups,and of the corresponding concepts of inferior ‘dialects’
or ‘marginal variants’. The concept is usually employed in conjunction
with the term appropriation,which describes the processes of English
adaptation itself, and is an important component of the post-colonial
assumption that all language use is a ‘variant’of one kind or another (and
is in that sense ‘marginal’ to some illusory standard). Thus abrogation
is an important political stance, whether articulated or not, and even
whether conscious or not, from which the actual appropriation of
language can take place.
In arguing for the parity of all forms of English, abrogation offers a
counter to the theory that use of the colonialist’s language inescapably
imprisons the colonized within the colonizer’s conceptual paradigms
– the view that ‘you can’t dismantle the master’s house with the master’s
tools’. Abrogation implies rather that the master’s house is always adaptable and that the same tools offer a means of conceptual transformation
and liberation.
Although abrogation has been used to describe the rejection of a
standard language in the writing of post-colonial literatures, it can, like
appropriation be used to describe a great range of cultural and political
activities – ﬁlm, theatre, the writing of history, political organization,
modes of thought and argument. Individuals who are involved in these
things may abrogate any centralizing notion of the ‘correct’,or standard,
way of doing things and re-deﬁne the practice in a different setting.
Further reading: Ashcroft et al. 2002, Ziff and Rao 1997.

AFRICAN AMERICAN AND POST-COLONIAL
STUDIES
Recent work in post-colonial studies by United States’ scholars
has stressed the relationship between post-colonial theory and the
analysis of African American culture (DuCille 1996). In practice, the
exponents of African American culture have often engaged with
classic post-colonial theorists such as Fanon, though not always in an
uncritical way. African American studies has been one of the most
inﬂuential of recent intellectual,social and political movements,not only
affecting the US but also inﬂuencing many people who have suffered
oppression from racial discrimination in other parts of the world. It has
had a widespread and often quite separate development from postcolonial studies, to which it is related only in a complex and ambiguous
way.
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Most post-colonial theorists who have engaged with the issue have
seen the study of black culture in the Americas as, in part, the study
of one of the world’s major diasporas. In this respect, the history of
African Americans has some features in common with other movements of oppressed diasporic peoples.Many groups were moved against
their will from their homelands to serve the economic needs of empire
in the societies that evolved from the wave of European expansion
from the sixteenth century onwards. Comparative studies of these
movements are a productive development in recent post-colonial theory,
not least in the consideration of the different effects of these large-scale
events on individual groups that such studies reveal.
Early formulations of African American Studies in the United States
and elsewhere reﬂected the complex relationship between the African
source cultures and their adopted societies, as they interacted with
other inﬂuences in the new regions to which Africans were taken (see
négritude). The fact that the bulk of African peoples were shipped
under conditions of slavery makes the relationship between that
institution and the wider practices of imperialism central to an understanding of the origins of African American culture. It also sheds light
on the violence that was often hidden beneath the civilizing rhetoric
of imperialism (DuCille 1996).Beyond this prime fact of oppression and
violence, however, the relationships between the newly independent
American societies,the wider diasporic black movement,and the modern
independence movements in Africa itself, remain complex.
The history of the struggle for self-determination by African
Americans is historically intertwined with wider movements of diasporic African struggles for independence. For example, ﬁgures like
Jamaican born Marcus Garvey assumed a central role in the American
struggle for self-determination. The ‘Back to Africa’ movement that he
initiated, and which has afﬁnities with the modern West Indian
movement of Rastafarianism, supported the various movements
to return African Americans to Africa. The national ﬂag of Liberia,
which was founded speciﬁcally to facilitate the return of freed black
slaves to their ‘native’ continent, still bears the single star of Garvey’s
Black Star shipping company.In addition,many of the dominant ﬁgures
in early African nationalism, such as Alexander Crummell, were exslaves or the children of slaves who had their ideas formed in the struggle
for African American freedom (see de Moraes-Farias and Barber 1990;
Appiah 1992).
Of course, African American studies are also concerned much more
directly with the history and continuing effects of speciﬁc processes of
race-based discrimination within US society. In this regard, African
5
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American studies investigates issues that share certain features with
other US groups affected by racial discrimination, such as the Chicano
community.These studies have relevance to movements for the freedom
of indigenous peoples, such as Native American Indians or Inuit
peoples, despite their very different historical backgrounds (one group
being victims of invasive settlement and the other of slavery and exile).
Distinctions also need to be made between these various groups and
linguistically and racially discriminated groups such as Chicanos, a
great many of whom are part of a more recent wave of immigration,
though some, of course, are the descendants of peoples who lived
in parts of the US long before the current dominant Anglo-Saxon
peoples. Other groups, such as the descendants of French Creoles, also
occupy places contiguous in some respects to these latter Spanish
speaking peoples, though their history and their treatment within US
society may have been very different. For this, and other reasons, critics
have often hesitated to conﬂate African American studies or the study
of any of these other groups with post-colonial theory in any simple
way. The latter may offer useful insights, but it does not subsume the
speciﬁc and distinctive goals and history of African American studies
or Native American studies or Chicano studies as distinctive academic
disciplines with speciﬁc political and social struggle in their own
right.
Further reading: DuCille 1996; Flint 2006; Gòkè-Paríolá 1996; Gruesser 2005;
Hanchard 1997; McInturff 2000; Mostern 2000; Olson and Worsham 1999;
Schueller 2003; Singh and Schmidt 2000; Wise 1995; Zeigler 1996; Zeigler and
Osinubi 2002.

AGENCY
Agency refers to the ability to act or perform an action.In contemporary
theory, it hinges on the question of whether individuals can freely
and autonomously initiate action, or whether the things they do are in
some sense determined by the ways in which their identity has been
constructed. Agency is particularly important in post-colonial theory
because it refers to the ability of post-colonial subjects to initiate action
in engaging or resisting imperial power. The term has become an
issue in recent times as a consequence of post-structuralist theories of
subjectivity. Since human subjectivity is constructed by ideology
(Althusser), language (Lacan), or discourse (Foucault), the corollary is
that any action performed by that subject must also be to some extent
6
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a consequence of those things. For the colonial discourse theory of
Bhabha and Spivak, which concurs with much of the post-structuralist
position on subjectivity, the question of agency has been a troublesome
one.However,many theories in which the importance of political action
is paramount take agency for granted.They suggest that although it may
be difﬁcult for subjects to escape the effects of those forces that
‘construct’ them, it is not impossible. The very fact that such forces may
be recognized suggests that they may also be countermanded.
Further reading: Ashcroft 1994; Bhabha 1994; Fanon 1952; Parry 1987, 1994;
Slemon 1994: Leonard 2005; Werbner and Stoller 2002.

ALLEGORY
The simplest deﬁnition of allegory is a ‘symbolic narrative’ in which
the major features of the movement of the narrative are all held to refer
symbolically to some action or situation. Allegory has long been a
prominent feature of literary and mythic writing throughout the
world, but it becomes particularly signiﬁcant for post-colonial writers
for the way in which it disrupts notions of orthodox history, classical
realism and imperial representation in general. Allegory has assumed an
important function in imperial discourse,in which paintings and statues
have often been created as allegories of imperial power. Consequently,
one form of post-colonial response to this has been to appropriate
allegory and use it to respond to the allegorical representation of
imperial dominance.
Fredric Jameson made a controversial suggestion, in ‘Third World
Literature in the era of multi-national capitalism’ (1986), that all Third
World literatures, indeed all Third World cultural constructions, are
‘necessarily’ national allegories. Aijaz Ahmad vigorously criticized
the homogenizing nature of this statement (see 1992). But Stephen
Slemon suggested that what is really wrong with the suggestion is that
it simply takes a Euro-centric literary notion of allegory and applies
it to colonized societies. Slemon suggests that we might rather see allegory as a function of the ‘conditions of postcoloniality’. This is because
allegory has always been a dominant mode of colonial representation
and therefore becomes a particularly valuable form in which postcolonial literature may conduct forms of counter-discourse.
This means, ﬁrstly, that post-colonial cultures may use allegory
to ‘read’ the text of colonialism (Slemon 1987a: 11). So much of the life
of the colonized subject has been constructed by, that is, metaphorically
7
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‘written’ by, colonialism that allegory becomes a way in which such
writing may be contested. But there are many other ways in which
allegory has been used by post-colonial writers. One group of postcolonial allegories, such as Ayi Kwei Armah’s ‘An African fable’, for
example, seeks to contest colonialist or Euro-centric notions of history.
In other texts, such as Lamming’s Natives of My Person, or Coetzee’s
Waiting for the Barbarians, allegory is employed to expose the ways in
which the allegorical form is used in the colonizing process.Thus in the
Coetzee text, for example, the life of a magistrate isolated on the
boundaries of an unnamed empire, and his peaceful relations with the
people beyond the boundary, is disrupted when they are re-classiﬁed
as ‘barbarians’ by the visit of an egregious secret policeman. This causes
the magistrate to realize for the ﬁrst time the full truth about
the society in which he lives. Although such texts do not deal directly
with speciﬁc colonial situations, they present a powerful allegory of
underlying colonial ideology.
In other texts again, such as Randolph Stow’s Tourmaline or Koﬁ
Awoonor’s This Earth My Brother, the use of the allegorical form
seeks to replace monolithic traditions with a cross-cultural pluralism. In
Stow’s novel, for example, the small Western Australian mining
town of Tourmaline is opened up to a perspective that places it in an
older landscape of the Dreaming traditions of Australian Aboriginal
cultures. The limited world of the small white town is framed by
the huge forces of desert and sky, not merely as back-drops, but as
symbols of a different and more integrated way of conceiving of the
human relationship with nature and the natural world. In these latter
cases, a ‘post-colonial’ allegory contests and disrupts the narrative
assumptions of colonialism, such as the inevitability of ‘development’,
of ‘progress’, of ‘civilization’, the dominance of the chronological
view of history, the Euro-centric view of ‘the real’. By reinforcing the
fact that ‘real’events occupy various horizons of meaning,post-colonial
allegory becomes a common strategy of resistance in post-colonial
texts.
Further reading: Ahmad 1992, 1995a; Buchanan 2003; Franco 1997; Hulme
2005; Jameson 1986; San Juan 1996; Schmidt 2000; Slemon 1987a; Szeman
2006.
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ALTERITY
Alterity is derived from the Latin alteritas, meaning ‘the state of being
other or different; diversity, otherness’. Its English derivatives are
alternate, alternative, alternation, and alter ego. The term alterité is
more common in French, and has the antonym identité ( Johnson and
Smith 1990: xviii).
The term was adopted by philosophers as an alternative to ‘otherness’
to register a change in the Western perceptions of the relationship
between consciousness and the world. Since Descartes, individual
consciousness had been taken as the privileged starting point for
consciousness, and ‘the “other” appears in these [post-Enlightenment]
philosophies as a reduced “other,” as an epistemological question’ (xix).
That is, in a concept of the human in which everything stems from
the notion that ‘I think, therefore I am’, the chief concern with the
other is to be able to answer questions such as ‘How can I know the
other?’, ‘How can other minds be known?’ The term ‘alterity’ shifts
the focus of analysis away from these philosophic concerns with otherness – the ‘epistemic other’, the other that is only important to the
extent to which it can be known – to the more concrete ‘moral other’
– the other who is actually located in a political, cultural, linguistic or
religious context (xix). This is a key feature of changes in the concept
of subjectivity, because, whether seen in the context of ideology,
psychoanalysis or discourse, the ‘construction’ of the subject itself
can be seen to be inseparable from the construction of its others.
Literary theorists commonly see the most inﬂuential use of alterity
in Mikhail Bakhtin’s description of the way in which an author moves
away from identiﬁcation with a character (Todorov 1984). The novelist
must understand his or her character from within, as it were, but
must also perceive it as other, as apart from its creator in its distinct
alterity.Importantly,dialogue is only possible with an ‘other’,so alterity,
in Bakhtin’s formulation, is not simply ‘exclusion’, but an apartness
that stands as a precondition of dialogue, where dialogue implies
a transference across and between differences of culture, gender, class
and other social categories. This is related to his concept of ‘exotopy’
or ‘outsideness’, which is not simply alienness, but a precondition
for the author’s ability to understand and formulate a character, a
precondition for dialogue itself.
In post-colonial theory,the term has often been used interchangeably
with otherness and difference. However, the distinction that
initially held between otherness and alterity – that between otherness
as a philosophic problem and otherness as a feature of a material and
9
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discursive location – is peculiarly applicable to post-colonial discourse.
The self-identity of the colonizing subject, indeed the identity of
imperial culture, is inextricable from the alterity of colonized others, an
alterity determined, according to Spivak, by a process of othering.
The possibility for potential dialogue between racial and cultural others
has also remained an important aspect of the use of the word, which
distinguishes it from its synonyms.
Further reading: Bhabha 1984b; Fazzini 2004; Harris 2004; Johnson and Smith
1990; Slemon 1987b; Taussig 1993; Todorov 1984.

AMBIVALENCE
A term ﬁrst developed in psychoanalysis to describe a continual
ﬂuctuation between wanting one thing and wanting its opposite. It
also refers to a simultaneous attraction toward and repulsion from an
object, person or action (Young 1995: 161). Adapted into colonial
discourse theory by Homi Bhabha, it describes the complex mix
of attraction and repulsion that characterizes the relationship between
colonizer and colonized. The relationship is ambivalent because
the colonized subject is never simply and completely opposed to the
colonizer. Rather than assuming that some colonized subjects are
‘complicit’ and some ‘resistant’, ambivalence suggests that complicity
and resistance exist in a ﬂuctuating relation within the colonial subject.
Ambivalence also characterizes the way in which colonial discourse
relates to the colonized subject, for it may be both exploitative and
nurturing, or represent itself as nurturing, at the same time.
Most importantly in Bhabha’s theory, however, ambivalence disrupts
the clear-cut authority of colonial domination because it disturbs the
simple relationship between colonizer and colonized. Ambivalence is
therefore an unwelcome aspect of colonial discourse for the colonizer.
The problem for colonial discourse is that it wants to produce compliant
subjects who reproduce its assumptions, habits and values – that is,
‘mimic’the colonizer.But instead it produces ambivalent subjects whose
mimicry is never very far from mockery. Ambivalence describes this
ﬂuctuating relationship between mimicry and mockery, an ambivalence that is fundamentally unsettling to colonial dominance. In this
respect, it is not necessarily disempowering for the colonial subject;
but rather can be seen to be ambi-valent or ‘two-powered’. The effect of
this ambivalence (the simultaneous attraction and repulsion) is to
produce a profound disturbance of the authority of colonial discourse.
10
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Ambivalence therefore gives rise to a controversial proposition in
Bhabha’s theory,that because the colonial relationship is always ambivalent, it generates the seeds of its own destruction. This is controversial
because it implies that the colonial relationship is going to be disrupted,
regardless of any resistance or rebellion on the part of the colonized.
Bhabha’s argument is that colonial discourse is compelled to be ambivalent
because it never really wants colonial subjects to be exact replicas of
the colonizers – this would be too threatening.For instance,he gives the
example of Charles Grant, who, in 1792, desired to inculcate the
Christian religion in Indians, but worried that this might make them
‘turbulent for liberty’ (Bhabha 1994: 87). Grant’s solution was to
mix Christian doctines with divisive caste practices to produce a ‘partial
reform’ that would induce an empty imitation of English manners.
Bhabha suggests that this demonstrates the conﬂict within imperialism itself that will inevitably cause its own downfall: it is compelled
to create an ambivalent situation that will disrupt its assumption of
monolithic power.
Robert Young has suggested that the theory of ambivalence is
Bhabha’s way of turning the tables on imperial discourse.The periphery,
which is regarded as ‘the borderline, the marginal, the unclassiﬁable, the
doubtful’ by the centre, responds by constituting the centre as an
‘equivocal, indeﬁnite, indeterminate ambivalence’ (1995: 161). But
this is not a simple reversal of a binary, for Bhabha shows that both
colonizing and colonized subjects are implicated in the ambivalence
of colonial discourse. The concept is related to hybridity because,
just as ambivalence ‘decentres’ authority from its position of power, so
that authority may also become hybridized when placed in a colonial
context in which it ﬁnds itself dealing with, and often inﬂected by,
other cultures. The hybridity of Charles Grant’s suggestion above, for
instance, can be seen as a feature of its ambivalence. In this respect, the
very engagement of colonial discourse with those colonized cultures
over which it has domination, inevitably leads to an ambivalence that
disables its monolithic dominance.
Further reading: Bhabha 1984a, 1985, 1996; Burton 2004; Papastergiadis 1996;
Young 1995.

ANTI-COLONIALISM
The political struggle of colonized peoples against the speciﬁc ideology
and practice of colonialism (see colonization). Anti-colonialism
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signiﬁes the point at which the various forms of opposition become
articulated as a resistance to the operations of colonialism in political,
economic and cultural institutions. It emphasizes the need to reject
colonial power and restore local control. Paradoxically, anti-colonialist
movements often expressed themselves in the appropriation and
subversion of forms borrowed from the institutions of the colonizer
and turned back on them. Thus the struggle was often articulated in
terms of a discourse of anti-colonial ‘nationalism’ in which the form
of the modern European nation-state was taken over and employed as
a sign of resistance (see nation/nationalism).The sometimes arbitrary
arrangements of colonial governance – such as the structures of public
administration and forums for local political representation – became the
spaces within which a discourse of anti-colonial nationalism was focused
and a demand for an independent postcolonial nation-state was formed
(see Anderson 1983; Chatterjee 1986, 1993).
Anti-colonialism has taken many forms in different colonial situations;
it is sometimes associated with an ideology of racial liberation, as in
the case of nineteenth-century West African nationalists such as Edward
Wilmot Blyden and James Africanus Horton (ideologies that might
be seen as the precursors of twentieth-century movements such as
négritude). Conversely, it may accompany a demand for a recognition of cultural differences on a broad and diverse front, as in the Indian
National Congress which sought to unite a variety of ethnic groups
with different religious and racial identities in a single, national
independence movement.
In the second half of the twentieth century, anti-colonialism was
often articulated in terms of a radical, Marxist discourse of liberation,
and in constructions that sought to reconcile the internationalist and
anti-élitist demands of Marxism with the nationalist sentiments of
the period (National Liberation Fronts), in the work and theory
of early national liberationist thinkers such as C.L.R.James, Amilcar
Cabral and Frantz Fanon, (see Fanonism, national liberation). Such
anti-colonial, national liberation movements developed the Marxist
idea of a revolutionary cadre to explain the crucial role of the European
(colonial) educated intelligentsia in the anti-colonial struggle. These
movements argued that the peasant/proletarian needed to be led to
a practice of liberation – through various stages of local and national
afﬁliation – by a bourgeois élite who would eventually, in Cabral’s
dramatic formulation, ‘commit suicide’ by developing a popular and
local social practice in which they would be assimilated.
Cabral, in particular, developed this idea of the need to empower and
recognize the local as a speciﬁc and distinct feature of post-colonial
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politics in ways that radicalized the more rigid and orthodox practices
of post-Stalinist Marxist thought. Unlike later nationalist formulations
of the new bourgeois post-independence élites, however, there is here
no sentimental or mythologized attachment to an idealized pre-colonial
condition. The local is perceived to be fully corrigible and involved in
an inevitable process of historical change:
the working masses and in particular the peasants, who are
usually illiterate and have never moved beyond the boundaries
of their village or their region, come into contact with other
groups and lose those complexes of their own that constricted
them in their relationships with other ethnic and social groups.
They realise their crucial role in the struggle. They break the
bonds of the village universe.They integrate progressively into
their country and the world. . . . The armed liberation struggle
implies, therefore, a veritable forced march along the road to
cultural progress.
(Cabral, January 1969)
(See also the account offered by Edward Said (1993: 264) of the contrastive and more progressive discourse of nationalism employed by these
early anticolonialist ﬁgures compared with the regressive discourse of
some modern post-colonial nationalists.)
Cabral’s contribution has received less recognition than that of
Fanon, whose political practice was arguably less developed, though his
theories of the formation of colonial consciousness were among
the most powerful contributions to the creation of an effective anticolonial discourse. Anti-colonialism frequently perceived resistance to
be the product of a ﬁxed and deﬁnitive relationship in which colonizer
and colonized were in absolute and implacable opposition. As such it
was less a feature of settler colonies, where a more obvious form of
complicity occurred between the colonial power and the settler in, for
example,their suppression of the indigenous peoples.Settler colonies
illustrate the power of ﬁliative modes of cultural representation to effect
a stronger and more complete hegemony of the colonial culture.
In settler colonies, the struggle to articulate the underlying economic
and political discriminations of a colonial relationship, that is to move
to an awareness of the limited and afﬁliative connections of the colony
and the colonial power, is central to any anti-colonial impulse. In settler
colony situations, resistance at the level of cultural practice may occur
before the political importance of such resistance is articulated or
perceived.
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Further reading: Cabral 1973; Davidson 1994; Fanon 1961; Gandhi 2006;
Goswami 2005; Hawes 2003; Ngugi 1981a; Pratt 2004; Simpson 2004; Slemon
1990.

APARTHEID
An Afrikaans term meaning ‘separation’, used in South Africa for the
policy initiated by the Nationalist Government after 1948 and usually
rendered into English in the innocuous sounding phrase, ‘policy of
separate development’. Apartheid had been preceded in 1913 and
1936 by the Land Acts which restricted the amount of land available to
black farmers to 13 per cent. But in 1948 the Apartheid laws were
enacted, including the Population Registration Act, which registered
all people by racial group; the Mixed Amenities Act, which codiﬁed
racial segregation in public facilities; the Group Areas Act, which
segregated suburbs; the Immorality Act, which illegalized white–black
marriages; and the establishment of the so-called Bantustans, or native
homelands, to which a large proportion of the black population was
restricted.
Theoretically, the establishment of the Bantustans was supposed
to provide a solution to the racial tension of South Africa by providing
a series of designated territories or homelands in which the different
races could develop separately within the state. But since the white
minority retained for themselves the bulk of the land, and virtually
all of the economically viable territory, including the agriculturally
rich areas and the areas with mining potential, it was, in practice, a
means of institutionalizing and preserving white supremacy. Since the
economy required a large body of non-white workers to live in close
proximity to white areas, for which they provided cheap labour, the
Group Areas Act led to the development of speciﬁc racially segregated
townships, using low-cost housing, such as the notorious Soweto area
(South West Townships) south of Johannesburg. Under the same
Act, people of African, Cape Coloured or Indian descent were forcibly
removed from urban areas where they had lived for generations. The
notorious and still unreconstructed District Six in central Capetown,
bulldozed and cleared of its mixed race inhabitants under the Act, is an
often cited example of this aspect of apartheid policy.
The policy of segregation extended to every aspect of society, with
separate sections in public transport, public seats, beaches, and many
other facilities. Further segregation was maintained by the use of
Pass Laws which required non-whites to carry a pass that identiﬁed
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them, and which, unless it was stamped with a work permit, restricted
their access to white areas. The racist basis of the policy was nowhere
more apparent, and nowhere more bizarre in its application, than in
the frequent redesignations of races conducted by the government,
in which individuals were reclassiﬁed as Black, Coloured, Indian
or White. Most of these rectiﬁcations were, predictably, downwards
within the white-imposed hierarchy of race. The process demonstrated
the sheer ﬁctionality of suggesting that these racial divisions were either
ﬁxed or absolute, as did the necessity of passing a law against miscegenation between the races.The so-called Immorality Act,designed
to preserve ‘racial purity’, indicated the desire to rewrite the fact that
the societies of Southern Africa had for centuries intermingled culturally
and racially.
The term apartheid acquired very widespread resonance, and it
became commonly used outside the South African situation to designate
a variety of situations in which racial discrimination was institutionalized by law. An extreme instance of this is when the post-structuralist
philosopher and cultural critic Jacques Derrida employed the term in
an inﬂuential essay, suggesting that it had acquired a resonance as a
symbol that made it an archetypal term of discrimination and prejudice
for later twentieth-century global culture (Derrida 1986).
Further reading: Alexander 1996; Collett 2002; Coombes 2003; Jacobs 2004;
Lapping 1987; Pechey 1994; Price and Rosberg 1980; Richmond 1994; Sono
1999; Woods 1986.

APPROPRIATION
A term used to describe the ways in which post-colonial societies take
over those aspects of the imperial culture – language, forms of writing,
ﬁlm, theatre, even modes of thought and argument such as rationalism,
logic and analysis – that may be of use to them in articulating their own
social and cultural identities. This process is sometimes used to describe
the strategy by which the dominant imperial power incorporates as
its own the territory or culture that it surveys and invades (Spurr 1993:
28).However,post-colonial theory focuses instead on an exploration of
the ways in which the dominated or colonized culture can use the tools
of the dominant discourse to resist its political or cultural control.
Appropriation may describe acts of usurpation in various cultural
domains,but the most potent are the domains of language and textuality.
In these areas, the dominant language and its discursive forms are
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appropriated to express widely differing cultural experiences, and to
interpolate these experiences into the dominant modes of representation to reach the widest possible audience. Chinua Achebe (quoting
James Baldwin), noted that the language so used can ‘bear the burden
of another experience’, and this has become one of the most famous
declarations of the power of appropriation in post-colonial discourse.
However, the very use of the colonial language has been opposed by
writers such as Ngugi wa Thiong’o (Ngugi 1981a), who, after a
successful career as a writer in English, has renounced the language
of the former colonizer to write his novel and plays in Gikuyu.
Nevertheless, Ngugi continues to appropriate the novel form itself,
and it has been argued that the very success of his political tactic of
renouncing English has relied on his reputation as a writer in that
tongue.
Many other non-English speaking writers who have chosen to write
in English do so not because their mother tongue is regarded by them
as inadequate, but because the colonial language has become a useful
means of expression, and one that reaches the widest possible audience.
On the other hand, writers such as Ngugi argue that since access to
English in the post-colonial societies themselves is often restricted to
an educated élite, this ‘wider’ audience is largely outside the country, or
restricted to the comprador class within the society. The debate has
been a persistent and unresolved one.
These arguments based on the political effect of choosing English
as a medium of expression are frequently contested by the alternative
claim that language itself somehow embodies a culture in a way that is
inaccessible to speakers of another language. Those critics and writers
who appropriate ex-colonial languages to their own use argue that
although language may create powerful emotive contexts through which
local identities are formed, and whilst the use of non-indigenous languages may,as a result,appear to such communities to be less authentic
than texts in indigenous languages,such languages do not,in themselves,
constitute an irrecoverably alien form, and they may be appropriated
to render views that are just as powerful in constructing anti-colonial
texts. They may also effect further results that texts in the indigenous
languages cannot do so easily, offering a different mode of post-colonial
resistance to cultural hegemony.
By appropriating the imperial language, its discursive forms and its
modes of representation, post-colonial societies are able, as things stand,
to intervene more readily in the dominant discourse,to interpolate their
own cultural realities, or use that dominant language to describe those
realities to a wide audience of readers. Many writers feel, however, that
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as well as encouraging translation between all the languages used in the
various post-colonial societies (including translations of indigenous
languages into English and into other indigenous languages),it is equally
important to insist on the need for metropolitan institutions and cultural
practices to open themselves up to indigenous texts by encouraging
the learning and use of these languages by metropolitan scholars.
Further reading: Ashcroft, Grifﬁths and Tifﬁn 2002; Butler 1997; Fuchs 2000;
Hart 1997; Pennycook 2002; Ziff and Rao 1997.

AUTHENTIC/AUTHENTICITY
The idea of an authentic culture is one that has been present in many
recent debates about post-colonial cultural production. In particular,
the demand for a rejection of the inﬂuence of the colonial period in
programmes of decolonization has invoked the idea that certain
forms and practices are ‘inauthentic’, some decolonizing states arguing
for a recuperation of authentic pre-colonial traditions and customs.The
problem with such claims to cultural authenticity is that they often
become entangled in an essentialist cultural position in which ﬁxed
practices become iconized as authentically indigenous and others are
excluded as hybridized or contaminated. This has as its corollary the
danger of ignoring the possibility that cultures may develop and change
as their conditions change.
Signiﬁcantly, this was not as common a feature of the work of the
early anti-colonialist writers working with a Marxist model of culture
(see anti-colonialism). Later post-structuralist models have found
the issue much more difﬁcult to resolve,reﬂecting,perhaps,the political
problem of discovering a ﬁrm ground for material practice in an analysis
that emphasizes the radical instability of signs and the fundamental and
persistent difﬁculty of ‘grounding’ systems in an objective, material,
extra-discursive ‘space’. In some respects, cultural essentialism, which
is theoretically questionable, may be adopted as a strategic political
position in the struggle against imperial power. Clearly, certain kinds
of practices are peculiar to one culture and not to others, and these may
serve as important identiﬁers and become the means by which those
cultures can resist oppression and oppose homogenization by global
forces.
However, the emergence of certain ﬁxed, stereotypical representations of culture remains a danger. The tendency to employ generic
signiﬁers for cultures that may have many variations within them may
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override the real differences that exist within such cultures. Markers of
cultural difference may well be perceived as authentic cultural signiﬁers,
but that claim to authenticity can imply that these cultures are not
subject to change.The use of signiﬁers of authenticity may be a vital part
of the attempt by many subordinated societies to argue for their
continued and valid existence as they become inevitably hybridized and
inﬂuenced by various social and cultural changes. But too rigid a
deﬁnition can militate against such resistance if they are used to police
and license the determining boundaries of the culture by the dominant
group (Grifﬁths 1994: 6).
Further reading: D’Cruz 2001; Fee 1989; Fenwick 2000; Ganguly 2002; Grifﬁths
1994.

BINARISM
From ‘binary’,meaning a combination of two things,a pair,‘two’,duality
(OED), this is a widely used term with distinctive meanings
in several ﬁelds and one that has had particular sets of meanings in
post-colonial theory.
The concern with binarism was ﬁrst established by the French
structural linguist, Ferdinand de Saussure, who held that signs have
meaning not by a simple reference to real objects,but by their opposition
to other signs. Each sign is itself the function of a binary between the
signiﬁer, the ‘signal’ or sound image of the word, and the signiﬁed,
the signiﬁcance of the signal,the concept or mental image that it evokes.
Saussure held that although the connection between the signiﬁer
and signiﬁed is arbitrary (that is, there is no necessity in nature for the
link between the word ‘dog’ and the signiﬁed dog), once the link is
established, it is ﬁxed for everyone who speaks that language.
While signs mean by their difference from other signs, the binary
opposition is the most extreme form of difference possible – sun/moon;
man/woman; birth/death; black/white. Such oppositions, each of
which represents a binary system, are very common in the cultural
construction of reality.The problem with such binary systems is that they
suppress ambiguous or interstitial spaces between the opposed
categories, so that any overlapping region that may appear, say, between
the categories man/woman, child/adult or friend/alien, becomes
impossible according to binary logic, and a region of taboo in social
experience.
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Contemporary post-structuralist and feminist theories have demonstrated the extent to which such binaries entail a violent hierarchy, in
which one term of the opposition is always dominant (man over woman,
birth over death, white over black), and that, in fact, the binary
opposition itself exists to conﬁrm that dominance. This means that any
activity or state that does not ﬁt the binary opposition will become
subject to repression or ritual.For instance,the interstitial stage between
child and adult – ‘youth’ – is treated as a scandalous category, a rite of
passage subject to considerable suspicion and anxiety. Subsequently,
the state between the binarism, such as the binary colonizer/colonized,
will evidence the signs of extreme ambivalence manifested in mimicry,
cultural schizophrenia,or various kinds of obsession with identity,or will
put energy into conﬁrming one or other side of the binarism, e.g.
Anglocentrism or nationalism.
The binary logic of imperialism is a development of that tendency
of Western thought in general to see the world in terms of binary
oppositions that establish a relation of dominance. A simple distinction
between centre/margin; colonizer/colonized; metropolis/empire;
civilized/primitive represents very efﬁciently the violent hierarchy
on which imperialism is based and which it actively perpetuates.Binary
oppositions are structurally related to one another, and in colonial
discourse there may be a variation of the one underlying binary –
colonizer/colonized – that becomes rearticulated in any particular text
in a number of ways, e.g.
colonizer
white
civilized
advanced
good
beautiful
human
teacher
doctor

:
:
:
:
:
:
:
:
:

colonized
black
primitive
retarded
evil
ugly
bestial
pupil
patient

The binary constructs a scandalous category between the two terms
that will be the domain of taboo, but, equally importantly, the structure can be read downwards as well as across, so that colonizer, white,
human and beautiful are collectively opposed to colonized, black,
bestial and ugly. Clearly, the binary is very important in constructing
ideological meanings in general, and extremely useful in imperial
ideology. The binary structure, with its various articulations of the
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underlying binary, accommodates such fundamental binary impulses
within imperialism as the impulse to ‘exploit’ and the impulse to
‘civilize’. Thus we may also ﬁnd that colonizer, civilized, teacher and
doctor may be opposed to colonized, primitive, pupil and patient, as a
comparatively effortless extension of the binary structure of domination. In fact, of course, as we are increasingly aware, the one depends
on the other in a much more complex way than this simplistic binary
structure suggests, with the ‘civilizing mission’ of the former categories
acting as the cloak for the naked exploitation of those consigned to
their binary opposites, and the former category all too often acting
to conceal and justify the latter, as Conrad showed so graphically in
Heart of Darkness.
Binary distinctions are not necessarily motivated by a desire to
dominate. David Spurr (1993: 103) discusses the ways in which
Rousseau, in the Essay on the Origin of Languages, attempts to validate
the ‘life and warmth’ of Oriental languages such as Arabic and
Persian. But in employing the ‘logic and precision’ of Western writing
to do so, Rousseau effectively negates these languages because they
become characterized by a primitive lack of rational order and culture. Although setting out to applaud such languages, he succeeds in
conﬁrming the binary between European science, understanding,
industry and writing on the one hand, and Oriental primitivism and
irrationality on the other.
It may be argued that the very domain of post-colonial theory is
the region of ‘taboo’ – the domain of overlap between these imperial
binary oppositions, the area in which ambivalence, hybridity and
complexity continually disrupt the certainties of imperial logic. Apart
from illuminating the interstitial spaces, post-colonial theory also
disrupts the structural relations of the binary system itself, revealing the
fundamental contradictions of a system that can include, for instance,
the binaries civilized/primitive or human/bestial along with doctor/
patient or enlightener/enlightened. In this way it uncovers the deep
ambivalence of a structure of economic, cultural and political relations
that can both debase and idealize, demonize and eroticize its subjects.
Perhaps one of the most catastrophic binary systems perpetuated by
imperialism is the invention of the concept of race. The reduction of
complex physical and cultural differences within and between colonized
societies to the simple opposition of black/brown/yellow/white is in
fact a strategy to establish a binarism of white/non-white, which asserts
a relation of dominance.By thus occluding the vast continuum of ethnic
variation, relegating the whole region of ethnicity, racial mixture
and cultural speciﬁcity to one of taboo or otherness, imperialism draws
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the concept of race into a simple binary that reﬂects its own logic of
power. The danger for anti-colonial resistance comes when the binary
opposition is simply reversed, so that ‘black’, for instance, or ‘the colonized’ become the dominant terms. This simply locks the project of
resistance into the semiotic opposition set up by imperial discourse.
Much contemporary post-colonial theory has been directed at
breaking down various kinds of binary separation in the analysis of
colonialism and imperialism. For instance, Guyanese novelist and critic
Wilson Harris’ attempt to break down the binaristic structuration of
language precedes the poststructuralists’efforts in European theory.Thus
in a novel such as Ascent to Omai, for example, this process is continually
foregrounded, as the following extract makes clear:
‘Do you remember?’ the judge addressed the hidden personae
in his pack, blurred masks or readers looking over his shoulder
backwards into the future: ﬂicked the pages of his book like
an expert gambler with currencies of time obverse and reverse.
On the one side judge on the other judged. On one side again
father on the other son. On one side still again ancient on the
other modern.
(Harris 1970: 86)
An important consequence of this disruption of imperial binary systems
is a particular emphasis on the interactive and dialectical effects of the
colonial encounter. Imperial binarisms always assume a movement in
one direction – a movement from the colonizer to the colonized, from
the explorer to the explored, from the surveyor to the surveyed. But
just as post-colonial identity emerges in the ambivalent spaces of the
colonial encounter, so the dynamic of change is not all in one direction; it is in fact transcultural, with a signiﬁcant circulation of effects
back and forth between the two, for the engagement with the colonies
became an increasingly important factor in the imperial society’s
constitution and understanding of itself.
Further reading: Russell 2006.

BLACK ATLANTIC
The term Black Atlantic was employed ﬁrst by the Black British critic
Paul Gilroy (Gilroy 1993). In that study, he addressed the cultural and
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historical linkages,which uniﬁed the peoples of African descent on both
sides of the ocean that had been the scene of the diaspora of black
Africans resulting from the Atlantic slave-trade across the infamous
Middle Passage and the so-called ‘triangular trade,’ which ﬂowed from
it between Africa, the Americas and Europe, a trade which had a
powerful effect on modern economies. For Gilroy the important point
is not just to register this linkage as an historical event, but to show
how the ongoing effects of that exchange remain the constituting factor
in a discursive economy that continues to dominate the social and political practices of the modern world in societies as diverse as the United
States, Brazil, Britain and in the independent colonies of Africa, the
Caribbean and the Americas. His contention is that all those societies,
and indeed the economic and political framework of the Atlantic region
as a whole, have been determined in large part by the linkages formed
in that ﬁrst era of mercantilism and expansion when the principal
cargo was the bodies of black Africans.In this foundational work Gilroy
stresses the interdependence of all the cultures which depended on
this exchange of enslaved bodies across the Black Atlantic. Thus he
analyses the cross-inﬂuence of black intellectuals, who worked not
within speciﬁc and isolated nations or states but within a transnational
framework in which their work ﬂourished and cross-fertilized.
It is Gilroy’s contention therefore that far from being a limited or
marginalised experience the black experience preﬁgured many of the
problems and issues which were faced later by all peoples dealing with
the emerging transnational and globalized conditions of the modern
world. Recently the term has been recruited in the concept of a Black
Atlantic Literature, which traces the interconnections and inﬂuences
which have occurred between writers and artists across the region.It has
also been extended back into studies of earlier periods of black cultural
exchange into the mediaeval period (Campbell 2006) and into many
discussions of music and popular culture which take up the issues raised
in the ﬁnal chapter of Gilroy’s 1993 book which deals with these cultural
forms. In fact, as a brief online search will show, the term has now
become a shorthand reference to any and all projects which have a
transcultural dimension across one or more sections of the black African
diasporic cultures of the region.
In the work that has followed, Gilroy himself has produced a series of
studies of the effects of this historical process on contemporary social
interaction in societies such as Britain (Gilroy 2002, 2004). Although
critical of the failure of neo-liberalism to address the racism endemic
in these cultures, he has not turned away from an attempt to discuss
how the descendants of these intersecting cultures can forge effective
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means of working within a single polity. The deeply ironic turn of his
earlier study of racism in British life Ain’t No Black in the Union Jack!
(1987) has yielded more recently to the more hopefully titled After
Empire: Melancholia or Convivial Culture? (2004) in the introduction to
which he argues that for all its limitations ‘beleaguered multiculture
[needs to be defended] against the accusations of failure’ (2004: xi). In
part this has been a response to the conservative attacks on the idea of
multiculture which have erupted in many societies across the region
and elsewhere since the 9/11 attacks on the World Trade Centre and
the Pentagon in 2001. Gilroy argues that, instead of the failed discourse
of ofﬁcial multiculturalism,which has done little to address real,ongoing
and indeed increasing cultural and racial prejudices, he suggests that
we might develop the idea of ‘conviviality’. He uses this term ‘to refer
to the processes of cohabitation and interaction that have made
multiculture an ordinary feature of social life in Britain’s urban areas
and in post-colonial cities elsewhere. I hope an interest in the workings
of conviviality will take off from the point where “multiculturalism”
broke down’. (2004: xi). Gilroy is careful to note that he does not mean
that racism has disappeared. But the term which stresses shifts in
interpersonal relations ‘introduces a measure of distance from the pivotal
term “identity,” which has proved to be such an ambiguous resource
in the analysis of race, ethnicity, and politics. The radical openness
that brings conviviality alive makes a nonsense of closed, ﬁxed, reiﬁed
identity and turns attention towards the always-unpredictable mechanisms of identiﬁcation.’ (2004: xi) Gilroy’s later work, though far
less sombre in tone, has some elements in common with Mbembe’s
work on the post-colony, at least in its stress on the analysis of actual
daily practice and the interactive processes of social production.It is also
interesting to compare its critique of simplistic models of identity with
some of the recent accounts of identity politics in texts on whiteness
such as Hill 2004.
Further reading: Campbell 2006; Gilroy 1987, 1993, 2004.

BLACK STUDIES/BLACK CONSCIOUSNESS
This was one of the earliest models for cross-cultural studies of peoples
affected by colonization, and centred on African peoples who had
been transported,enslaved or otherwise made diasporic by colonialism
and by slavery. It developed mainly in the United States. In the nineteenth century, black American intellectuals such as Frederic Douglas
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(circa 1817–1895), Booker T. Washington (1856–1901) and W.E.B. du
Bois (1868–1963), men who had either been born slaves or were the
children of slaves, as well as others like Marcus Garvey (1887–1940), a
Jamaican who settled in the United States, had developed a body of
texts and institutions dedicated to black education and black development. Many colleges were founded, through their inspiration,
to educate black Americans. These included Wilberforce College,
Lincoln College, Howard Universuty, Tuskegee Institute and Fisk
University. These intellectuals advocated an investigation of the
distinctiveness of the African cultural elements in black American and
Caribbean societies. Cultural historians such as Paul Gilroy have
argued that these links across and between the various regions where
black diasporic intellectuals had emerged formed a crucial part of the
emergence of a distinctive and transnational movement, which he
has dubbed the Black Atlantic.
The widespread growth of Black (variantly African American or
African Caribbean) Studies followed the Civil Rights activism of the
1960s.Black Studies rapidly established itself in United States institutions
as a powerful model to investigate any and all aspects of the African
negro diaspora. It encouraged investigations of African origins for
American and Caribbean language usage and cultural practices (see
creole), and examined the cross-cultural inﬂuence on Africa itself of
American and Caribbean intellectuals such as Alexander Crummell
(1819–1898) and Edward Wilmot Blyden (1832–1912), who had been
so inﬂuential there in the nineteenth century with the founding of
colonies of freed slaves in Liberia and Sierra Leone. Inﬂuenced in part
by the example of the francophone movement of négritude, Black
Studies both predated and outlasted that movement. In the 1960s it
embraced many of the ideas developed by Fanonist thinkers and,in the
form of the black consciousness movement, sought to redress the
negative self-image created in many black people by their long history
of enslavement and discriminatory treatment, treatment made
inescapable, as Fanon had noted, by the visibility of their perceived
‘difference’ (‘The Fact of Blackness’ in Fanon 1952: 109–140).
Various movements in different parts of the world have embraced
elements of the black consciousness programme, for example in
Australia and New Zealand, where Australian Aboriginal and Maori
groups have used the concept of ‘blackness’ as an ethnic signiﬁer, and
among the many diasporic ‘peoples of colour’ who now make up an
increasing proportion of the people of the old European metropolitan
centre where the term ‘black’ has been employed to identify a new
ethnicity (Hall 1989).
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Further reading: Appiah and Gates 1995; Baker and Diawara 1996; Blassingame
1971; Bracey 2003; Butler 1981; Chrisman 2000, 2005; Joyce 2005; Mercer
1994; Moikabu 1981; White 1985.

BORDERLANDS
The idea of the border is clearly crucial to post-colonial studies and
manifests itself in concerns with the constructed boundaries between
peoples, nations and individuals. The idea of the border is implicit in
the outreach of European cultures in the colonial period. The region
which this aggressive diasporic movement of European settlers reached
at any point became deﬁned as the frontier. The settled area adjacent
to this was also known sometimes as the borderlands. Contemporary
transcultural studies have suggested that such borderland spaces can
be spaces of energy,when they question ﬁxities and release the potential
for change and revision (Anzaldua 1987, Glissant 1989, Harris 1983).
This is because these liminal spaces act to problematise and so dismantle
the binary systems which bring them into being. It is this idea of the
deconstructive potential of the space where two cultures encounter one
another which also underlies the idea of the transformative energy of
the contact zone (Pratt 1992).
The term has been especially important in studies of the US–Mexican
borderlands, spaces which have been occupied at various periods by
the two nation states of Mexico and the United States and which
remain profoundly hybridized in many aspects of their culture. The
so-called mestizo (literally mixed) cultures of this region resulting from
a long period of transcultural exchange between the various ethnic
populations, extends to the cultural expression of the region eg. musical
forms, food (Tex-Mex cuisine) etc. But this admixture has had only
the most superﬁcial effect on the underlying power differences, which
the border enforces. The borderland of the South-West remains the
space where the United States most actively polices its difference from
the rest of the Americas, differences rooted in racial, linguistic and
economic factors which feed the idea of this as a region of threat and
potential dissolution.The principal stress is on the exclusion of so-called
illegals, Mexicans seeking to cross into the US for economic reasons.
But since the attacks on the World Trade Centre and the Pentagon in
2001 the South-West border region has been seen as a potential threat
to national security. As a result a physical barrier has been constructed
along most of its length. The long border with Canada to the north,
although also subject to more stringent regulations since 2001 has been
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seen as less dangerous, emphasizing the fact that the south-west is a
borderland where more threatening forms of difference, racial and
economic, are rendered visible.
Further reading: Anzaldua 1987; Ashcroft 2001a; Hennessy 2007.

CANNIBAL
This term for an eater of human ﬂesh is of particular interest to postcolonial studies for its demonstration of the process by which an imperial
Europe distinguishes itself from the subjects of its colonial expansion,
while providing a moral justiﬁcation for that expansion. The OED
deﬁnition of ‘cannibal’ reads: ‘A man (esp. a savage) that eats human
ﬂesh; a man-eater, an anthropophagite. Originally proper name of
the man-eating Caribs of the Antilles’(Hulme 1986:16).This deﬁnition
is itself a very good demonstration of two related features of colonial
discourse: the separation of the ‘civilized’ and the ‘savage’, and the
importance of the concept of cannibalism in cementing this distinction.
To this day, cannibalism has remained the West’s key representation of
primitivism,even though its ﬁrst recording,and indeed most subsequent
examples, have been evidence of a rhetorical strategy of imperialism
rather than evidence of an objective ‘fact’.
According to Peter Hulme, the ﬁrst recording of the term ‘canibales’
is found in Columbus’ journal, where he writes that the local Arawaks
regarded a particular island with great trepidation saying:
that this land was very extensive and that in it were people who
had one eye in the forehead, and others whom they called
‘canibales’. Of these last they showed great fear, and when they
saw that this course was being taken, they were speechless, he
says,because these people ate them and because they were very
warlike.
(Hulme 1986: 16–17)
Quite apart from the questions surrounding the validity of this journal
– ‘a transcription of an abstract of a copy of a lost original’ – Columbus’
‘record’ is far from being an observation that those people called
‘canibales’ate other people.It is a report of other people’s words,spoken
in a language of which he had no prior knowledge, and associated
with the obviously dubious report of people with one eye in their
forehead.
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Why was it that the canibales were so readily accepted as man-eaters?
Why was it that the term cannibal so readily displaced ‘anthropophagite’
as a description of those who ate human ﬂesh? In essence Peter Hulme’s
explanation is that there was an implicit struggle occurring within
Columbus’ journal, as there was in European consciousness generally, over how the New World was to be depicted: a struggle between
the rhetorical tropes of idealization and debasement, between Oriental
civilization and savagery. With the report of the canibales, the discourse
of savagery triumphs in Columbus’writing as the journal writer declares
‘the Caniba are nothing else than the people of the Grand Khan’ – the
idealized Oriental civilization is displaced by the deﬁnitive primitivism
of man-eating cannibals, and the demonization of the ‘primitive’ other
in imperial discourse becomes (almost from this moment it seems)
increasingly naturalized. The merging of ‘cannibal’ and ‘primitive’ into
a virtually synonymous relationship extends to the present day as the
pre-eminent sign of the power of ‘othering’ maintained by imperial
discourse.
The eating of human ﬂesh on occasions of extremity or transgression,
or in ritual, has been recorded from time to time as a feature of many
societies, but the emergence of the word cannibal was an especially
powerful and distinctive feature of the rhetoric of empire. The superseding of ‘anthro-pophagy’ by ‘cannibalism’ was not a simple change
in the description of the practice of eating human ﬂesh, it was the
replacement of a descriptive term with an ontological category. From
the time of Columbus, ‘cannibal’ became synonymous with the savage,
the primitive, the ‘other’ of Europe, its use a signiﬁcation of an abased
state of being. In this sense the term came to play an important part
in the moral justiﬁcation for imperial rule.
Further reading: Berglund 2006; Colás 2001; Hulme 1986; Kilgour 1993;
Motohashi 1999; Obeyesekere 1992; Sanborn 1998; Sanday 1986; Shaw 2001;
Slemon 1992.

CARIBBEAN/WEST INDIAN
The terms ‘Caribbean’and ‘West Indian’are often used interchangeably
to refer to the island nations of the Caribbean Sea and territories on
the surrounding South and Central American mainland (such as Guyana
and Belize). More accurately, however, the term ‘Caribbean’ refers to all
island nations located in the area (and mainland Guyana and Belize),
while ‘West Indian’ refers only to those nations that were formerly
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British colonies, e.g. Jamaica, Trinidad, Barbados, St Lucia, St Vincent,
Antigua, Dominica, Guyana (and sometimes Belize).
The origins of the two terms also differ, with ‘Caribbean’ deriving
from a corruption of the Spanish ‘caribal’, itself generally considered to
be a ‘mishearing’of an Amerindian word.‘West Indies’arose in contrast
to the designation ‘East Indies’,the ‘spice islands’of Asia and Columbus’
intended destination when he ‘discovered’ the Caribbean in 1492.
(See cannibal.)
Further reading: Baugh 2000; Childs, Weber et al. 2006; Chin 2006; Dash
2003; Döring 2002; Hogan 2000; Murdoch 1999; Murray 2000; Puri 2004;
Taylor 1995.

CARTOGRAPHY (MAPS AND MAPPING)
Both literally and metaphorically, maps and mapping are dominant
practices of colonial and post-colonial cultures. Colonization itself is
often consequent on a voyage of ‘discovery’, a bringing into being
of ‘undiscovered’ lands. The process of discovery is reinforced by the
construction of maps, whose existence is a means of textualizing the
spatial reality of the other,naming or,in almost all cases,renaming spaces
in a symbolic and literal act of mastery and control. In all cases the lands
so colonized are literally reinscribed, written over, as the names and
languages of the indigenes are replaced by new names, or are corrupted
into new and Europeanized forms by the cartographer and explorer.
This was a long-standing feature of colonialism and not restricted
to distant unknown lands. Irish playwright Brian Friel graphically
illustrates this in Translations, which deals with the mapping and
renaming of the West of Ireland by the English army in the nineteenth
century, a process in which the native Irish (Gaelic) culture is literally
overwritten by English imperialism.
Maps also inscribe their ideology on territory in numerous ways other
than place-names. The blank spaces of early maps signify a literal terra
nullius, an open and inviting (virginal) space into which the European
imagination can project itself and into which the European (usually
male) explorer must penetrate. Such blank spaces invite other cultural
superscriptions,such as the elaborately drawn monsters and sub-human
wild-men (savages) of most early maps. Imaginative transferences are
frequent. Thus early maps of Australia (Terra Incognita or Terra Incognita
Australis as it was known in the seventeenth century when the ﬁrst
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European maps of the northern coast-line were drawn) show an interior
populated by elephants and pygmies. Similarly the so-called cannibals
of the Indies (a term derived from the corruption of the Spanish name
for the Carib peoples) appear frequently on maps of the interior of
Africa. Indeed, by the early twentieth century, the term is almost
synonymous with Africans in popular literature and humour, as witness
the numerous cartoons that represent cannibals as black people with
bones through their noses roasting missionaries in a pot.
The ﬁctionality of the narratives of such processes of ‘discovery’,
which the process of mapping objectiﬁes, is emphasized by the role
of the native guide in such explorations, who leads the explorer to
the interior. The prior knowledge of the land that this dramatizes, and
which cannot be wholly silenced in the written accounts of these explorations, is ignored, and literally silenced by the act of mapping, since
the indigenous people have no voice or even presence that can be
heard in the new discourse of scientiﬁc measurement and written texts
that cartography implies. They ﬁgure, if at all, only as illustration –
savages, cannibals or monsters. The allegorization of space (and its
hierarchization) is also deﬁned by maps,ﬁrst by the decision as to which
projection to favour, since this privileges some land-spaces over others;
or by the decision to orient all maps on a North–South axis; or by the
creation of a body of special maps that divide the land into such
‘objective’ categories as climatic regions, population densities and, not
least, natural resources.
Maps can also serve as (allegorical) tools of exploitation.In his analysis
of Mercator’s Atlas, José Rabasa (1993) demonstrates how the projection map became a major tool of Euro-centrism, deﬁning European
latitudes as pivotal reference points for the conception of a world
hierarchy,and embodying as geographical fact European attitudes about
the nature of the world. In effect, the European map created what has
remained the contemporary geographical world reality. The deﬁnition of cultures as tropical in a world where temperate is the norm,
or as densely populated or thinly populated, or as resource rich or poor,
are essential discriminations upon which a practice of exploitation
or control can be erected. That these techniques also feature in such
modern controlling discourses as ‘development’ studies illustrates how
persistently the sciences of cartography and mapping have contributed
to the establishment and reestablishment of the various world orders of
the last few centuries.
Although ethnography (the supposedly objective scientiﬁc description of ‘primitive’ peoples and cultures) has frequently borne the brunt
of anti-colonial attacks as being the principal intellectual discourse
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of colonization, it is worth noting that geography and geographers, and
the science of cartography, played at least as important a role in underpinning the objects and values of the colonial enterprise. The Royal
Geographical Society was a prime mover in the imperial conquests
of the ‘undiscovered’ regions of the world, and it is signiﬁcant that
as Kipling’s Kim illustrates (the cover of the Head of the Secret Service
in that text, Creighton Sahib, is that of the Director of the General
Survey of India), the colonial mapper and surveyor was frequently the
most ubiquitous ﬁgure of imperial control.
Further reading: Carter 1987; Clifford 1997; Hiatt 2005; Huggan 1995; Mignolo
1995a; Rabasa 1993; Ryan 1994.

CATACHRESIS
The application of a term to a thing that it does not properly denote
(OED). Originally referring to grammatical ‘misuse’, this term is used
by Gayatri Spivak in a way that is close to the meaning of appropriation. Catachresis is the process by which the colonized take and
reinscribe something that exists traditionally as a feature of imperial
culture, such as parliamentary democracy. When Spivak speaks, for
instance, of the ability of the subaltern ‘to catachretize parliamentary
democracy’ (1991: 70), she means ‘the insertion and the reinscription
of something which does not refer literally to the correct narrative of
the emergence of parliamentary democracy’ (70). That is, while parliamentary democracy emerges from a speciﬁc European history and
culture, its adoption into, and adaptation by, the culture of the postcolonial society, including the assertion, for instance, that there exists
a pre-colonial native tradition of parliamentary democracy, may offer
an empowering avenue of self-determination to the subaltern subject.
Another common and empowering catechresis is the application of the
term ‘nation’ to a social group in existence before colonization, such as
the ‘Zulu nation’, the ‘Aboriginal nation’, the ‘Sioux nation’.
Further reading: Prakash 1997; Spivak 1991, 2000.

CATALYSIS
A term adopted by Guyanese novelist and critic Denis Williams to
describe processes of racial change and racial intermixing in New World
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societies, a formulation that deliberately challenges the ‘melting-pot’
model. A catalyst, as Williams notes, is ‘a body which changes its surrounding substance without itself undergoing any change’ (1969: 10).
For Williams, American societies are ‘crucibles in which catalysts of
greater or lesser potency operate’. The process of catalysis in such
New World societies challenges the very concepts of race purity and its
obverse, ‘miscegenation’, since it is what both makes the societies
unique and gives them a potency lacking in Old World cultures that
fetishize pure-race ancestry.
Arguing that this process is ‘more dramatically marked’ in Guyanese
society than among any other New World peoples, Williams notes
that in catalysis:
the sperm is continually invested with a new skin, a new
mask. There is no warrant from one generation to another as
to the form in which this sperm will be handed on; unlike in
[sic] the Old World Societies our culture inherently lacks
those restraining institutions which act as checks and safeguards
for the continued purity of the sperm, tribal, religious, social
or psychic taboos which secure and protect the continuity
of the line. No New World individual might pronounce with
absolute certainty on what his grandchildren are racially likely
to be. . . . There are no Africans in the New World; there is
only the African sperm in various states of catalysis, and it is
this fact of catalysis which constitutes our difference from all
other peoples of the world.
(1969: 11–12)
According to Williams, this process of catalysis becomes a distinguishing feature of the reality of ‘the New World man’ and also becomes the
focus for ‘the release of his original energies’ (14). For him, New World
philosophy must arise out of this energizing tension. It is generated out
of the mutual insecurities created by the pressure of several racial groups
qualifying and diminishing the self-image of the other.Although,on the
face of it, this might seem to be a negative thing, the energy produced
is the source of great creative potential. ‘The resulting uneasiness, the
sense of psychic erosion, the self questioning’ causes a catalytic reaction
that leads to a new totality.
This qualifying process is also associated in Williams’ view with a
‘lack of union with the ancestral gods of the soil’, another feature
distinguishing New World from Old World cultures.Williams also draws
a distinction between the New World societies of the Americas and
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those of, for instance, Australia and New Zealand, which he regards as
ﬁliative cultures on the Old World model.
Williams concludes that since ‘reality’ for Guyanese and other New
World societies ‘hinges on the fact of the human in inﬁnite process
of catalysis’, the emphasis is necessarily on the present. ‘It is the minute
nature and deﬁnition of this present viewed in the ﬂuctuating individual consciousness that seems to me crucial in assessing our cultural
situation and in realising this situation in our works of art’(35).Catalysis
is thus different from creolization, hybridization or transculturation even though it involves historically determined colonial racial and
cultural ‘mixing’ and the creative products of these ‘exchanges’.
Further reading: Williams 1969.

CENTRE/MARGIN (PERIPHERY)
This has been one of the most contentious ideas in post-colonial
discourse, and yet it is at the heart of any attempt at deﬁning what
occurred in the representation and relationship of peoples as a result
of the colonial period. Colonialism could only exist at all by postulating that there existed a binary opposition into which the world was
divided.The gradual establishment of an empire depended upon a stable
hierarchical relationship in which the colonized existed as the other
of the colonizing culture. Thus the idea of the savage could occur only
if there was a concept of the civilized to oppose it. In this way a geography of difference was constructed, in which differences were mapped
(cartography) and laid out in a metaphorical landscape that represented
not geographical ﬁxity, but the ﬁxity of power.
Imperial Europe became deﬁned as the ‘centre’in a geography at least
as metaphysical as physical. Everything that lay outside that centre was
by deﬁnition at the margin or the periphery of culture, power and
civilization. The colonial mission, to bring the margin into the sphere
of inﬂuence of the enlightened centre,became the principal justiﬁcation
for the economic and political exploitation of colonialism, expecially
after the middle of the nineteenth century.
The idea is contentious because it has been supposed that attempts
to deﬁne the centre/margin model function to perpetuate it. In fact,
post-colonial theorists have usually used the model to suggest that
dismantling such binaries does more than merely assert the independence of the marginal, it also radically undermines the very idea of
such a centre, deconstructing the claims of the European colonizers to
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a unity and a ﬁxity of a different order from that of others. In this sense
the dismantling of centre/margin (periphery) models of culture calls
into question the claims of any culture to possess a ﬁxed,pure and homogenous body of values, and exposes them all as historically constructed,
and thus corrigible formations.
Further reading: Brah 1996; Brennan 2005; Castillo 1999; Clifford 1997; Harding
and Narayan 2000; Huggan 2001; Marriott 2000; Mignolo 2000a; Sarkowsky
2002; Smyth 2000.

CHROMATISM
From ‘chromatic’(1603) meaning ‘of or belonging to colour or colours’
(OED), this term is used to refer to the essentialist distinction between
people on the basis of colour. It is sometimes used in conjunction
with the term ‘genitalism’,a distinction between men and women based
on the obvious biological difference between male and female. Both
terms are employed to indicate the fallacy of making simplistic and
stereotypical distinctions of race and gender and to suggest that the
range of difference within these categories is a matter of representation
and discursive construction.

CLASS AND POST-COLONIALISM
Like ‘gender’ and race, the concept of class intersects in important
ways with the cultural implications of colonial domination.It is clear that
economic control was of signiﬁcant, if not primary importance in
imperialism, and that economic control involved a reconstruction of
the economic and social resources of colonized societies.Consequently,
class was an important factor in colonialism, ﬁrstly in constructing
the attitudes of the colonizers towards different groups and categories
of the colonized (‘natives’), and increasingly amongst the colonized
peoples themselves as they began to employ colonial cultural discourse
to describe the changing nature of their own societies.However,it is less
clear to what degree categories like class were able to be employed as
descriptors of colonized societies without undergoing profound
modiﬁcations to accommodate their cultural differences from Europe.
The ﬁrst contention to be answered is the notion that the kinds of
inequity and injustice, exclusion and oppression found in post-colonial
societies is simply explicable in terms of class. Is the condition of the
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colonized themselves simply referable to universal notions of class
identiﬁcation, so that they can be absorbed into some general category
such as the international proletariat without a need of further culturally
discrete distinctions? The Eurocentric and universalist bias of such a
contention is obvious. Nevertheless, it is clear that in many ways the
idea of a binarism between a proletarian and an owning class was a
model for the centre’s perception and treatment of the margin, and
a model for the way in which imperial authority exercised its power
within the colonies.
This conjunction is hardly surprising given the fact that ideas of class
and race were deeply intertwined in nineteenth-century European
thought, with ﬁgures like Gobineau, sometimes called ‘the father of
modern racism’, motivated in his production of a theory of race and
degeneration by his own aristocratic fear of the degeneracy produced
by the emerging power of the new urban bourgeoisie (Biddiss 1970).
The legitimization of sociopolitical (class group) interests by appeals
to racial origins was a strong feature of nineteenth-century French
thought, as myths of origin, Germanic and Gallic, were employed to
legitimate different positions in the class struggles of the time. A similar
association can be found in much nineteenth-century English thought,
with appeals by literary texts to ideas of Norman and Saxon blood as
features of a similar if less violent debate between the aristocracy and the
new bourgeoisie.
The concentration of manufacturing in England and the use of
colonies as sources of raw materials meant that colonial societies exercised no control over the ‘means of production’. At the same time, a
modern class analysis involves more than simply identifying the owners
of the means of production and the wage-slaves of classic Marxism. It
involves identifying the speciﬁc and complex array of class interests and
afﬁliations that are established in the wake of capital investment in the
colonies. It also involves an analysis of the ways in which the colonized
themselves replicate the groupings of the capitalist system, with the
emergence of distinctive forms of ‘native’ capitalists and workers whose
social role will often be the result of an intersection of their place in the
new social and economic structures with their own, older social and
economic formations.
The question of class in colonial societies is further complicated by
the kinds of cultural particularities that intersect with general economic
categories. For Marx, as for Engels, the universal grouping of all precapitalist societies as either feudal or ‘Asiatic’ meant in effect that any
detailed analysis of sociopolitical groups in non-European societies was
effectively precluded.Thus one thing Marx himself did not account for,
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indeed perhaps could not account for, given the resolutely Eurocentric
orientation of his models of society, was the fact that class does not
transfer across cultures in a simple way, even when those cultures are
deeply reconstructed along lines of capital accumulation.
For example, any analysis of ideas of ‘class’ in societies such as India,
in which traditional caste divisions, replicating economic and social
disadvantages from generation to generation, may be overlaid by modern, post-industrial forces,needs to take into account the ways in which
models of class-divided groups,such as workers or capitalists,often cross
and conﬂict with the older caste boundaries. Where these identities
and differences coincide, they may reinforce the kinds of privileges
or oppressions that a classic Marxist class analysis would emphasize.
Even those settler societies,such as Australia,that would seem to reproduce the existing class structure of Britain more exactly than any other
kind of colony, clearly do not do so in any unproblematic way. Thus,
though they may reproduce many aspects of the imperial centre and
may even perceive themselves to be ﬁliatively related to it, they often
construct opposing myths of their democratic or classless nature,
or operate along lines of internal division based on perceived racial or
religious differences (‘Irish Catholic convictism’ for example) that have
completely different orientations from that of the ofﬁcially acknowledged ‘Mother Country’. Such myths of egalitarianism or democracy
clearly do not reﬂect economic truths since inequalities of wealth
prevail in all these colonial situations, but they may well reﬂect selfperceptions that are important aspects of the construction of a new
national mythology and identity.
Since recent post-colonial theory has tended to concentrate on the
issues of race,ethnicity,and,to a lesser extent,gender in the colonialist
deﬁnitions and opposing self-deﬁnitions of colonized peoples, the
importance of class has been downplayed. Few if any attempts have
been made to see how the formation of categories such as race, gender
and class,both historically and in modern practice,intersect and coexist.
The need to ﬁnd ways of articulating the importance of economic
structures to the formation of these categories of analysis is increasingly
clear. An analysis of class has a crucial, if complex, role to play in
emphasizing the link between representation and material practice
in post-colonial discourse.This revision is necessary because in the ﬁnal
analysis the means of representation and the means of production act
together reﬂexively to create the complex conditions of the various
colonial and post-colonial societies.
Further reading: Ahmad 1992.
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COLONIAL DESIRE
This term, employed by Robert Young in a recent study (1995),
indicates the extent to which colonialist discourse was pervaded by
sexuality. The idea of colonization itself is grounded in a sexualized
discourse of rape, penetration and impregnation, whilst the subsequent
relationship of the colonizer and colonized is often presented in a discourse that is redolent of a sexualized exoticism.Thus,even the positive
features of colonial attitudes in discourses such as orientalism,
reﬂect an eroticized vision that is fundamentally reductive. Ideas of the
seductive but enervating world of the ‘native’, to which the colonizer
yields at his (or even more her) peril,lead to formulations such as going
native, which embody the simultaneous lure and threat of the
other.As Young has shown,the discourse of colonialism is pervaded by
images of transgressive sexuality, of an obsession with the idea of
the hybrid and miscegenated,and with persistent fantasies of inter-racial
sex. He concludes that sexuality is the direct and congruent legacy
of the commercial discourse of early colonial encounters, the trafﬁc
of commerce and the trafﬁc of sexuality being complementary and
intertwined:
as in that paradigm of respectability, marriage, economic and
sexual exchange were intimately bound up, coupled with each
other, from the very ﬁrst. The history of the meanings of the
word ‘commerce’ includes the exchange both of merchandise
and of bodies in sexual intercourse. It was therefore wholly
appropriate that sexual exchange and its miscegenated product,
which captures the violent antagonistic power relations of
sexual and cultural diffusion, should become the dominant
paradigm through which the passionate economic and political
trafﬁcking of colonialism was conceived.
(Young 1995: 181–182)

Further reading: Dissanayake and Wickramagamage 1993; Docker 1992;
McClintock 1995; Young 1995.

COLONIAL DISCOURSE
This is a term brought into currency by Edward Said who saw Foucault’s
notion of a discourse as valuable for describing that system within
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which that range of practices termed ‘colonial’ come into being. Said’s
Orientalism, which examined the ways in which colonial discourse
operated as an instrument of power, initiated what came to be known
as colonial discourse theory,that theory which,in the 1980s,saw colonial
discourse as its ﬁeld of study.The best known colonial discourse theorist,
apart from Said,is Homi Bhabha,whose analysis posited certain disabling
contradictions within colonial relationships, such as hybridity,
ambivalence and mimicry,which revealed the inherent vulnerability
of colonial discourse.
Discourse, as Foucault theorizes it, is a system of statements within
which the world can be known. It is the system by which dominant
groups in society constitute the ﬁeld of truth by imposing speciﬁc
knowledges, disciplines and values upon dominated groups. As a social
formation it works to constitute reality not only for the objects it appears
to represent but also for the subjects who form the community on
which it depends. Consequently, colonial discourse is the complex of
signs and practices that organize social existence and social reproduction
within colonial relationships.
Colonial discourse is greatly implicated in ideas of the centrality
of Europe, and thus in assumptions that have become characteristic of
modernity: assumptions about history, language, literature and ‘technology’. Colonial discourse is thus a system of statements that can be
made about colonies and colonial peoples, about colonizing powers
and about the relationship between these two. It is the system of knowledge and beliefs about the world within which acts of colonization
take place. Although it is generated within the society and cultures of
the colonizers, it becomes that discourse within which the colonized
may also come to see themselves. At the very least, it creates a deep
conﬂict in the consciousness of the colonized because of its clash with
other knowledges (and kinds of knowledge) about the world. Rules of
inclusion and exclusion operate on the assumption of the superiority
of the colonizer’s culture,history,language,art,political structures,social
conventions,and the assertion of the need for the colonized to be ‘raised
up’ through colonial contact. In particular, colonial discourse hinges on
notions of race that begin to emerge at the very advent of European
imperialism. Through such distinctions it comes to represent the
colonized, whatever the nature of their social structures and cultural
histories, as ‘primitive’ and the colonizers as ‘civilized’.
Colonial discourse tends to exclude, of course, statements about the
exploitation of the resources of the colonized, the political status
accruing to colonizing powers, the importance to domestic politics of
the development of an empire, all of which may be compelling reasons
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for maintaining colonial ties. Rather it conceals these beneﬁts in
statements about the inferiority of the colonized, the primitive nature
of other races, the barbaric depravity of colonized societies, and
therefore the duty of the imperial power to reproduce itself in the
colonial society, and to advance the civilization of the colony through
trade,administration,cultural and moral improvement.Such is the power
of colonial discourse that individual colonizing subjects are not often
consciously aware of the duplicity of their position,for colonial discourse
constructs the colonizing subject as much as the colonized. Statements
that contradict the discourse cannot be made either without incurring
punishment, or without making the individuals who make those
statements appear eccentric and abnormal.
Further reading: Ashcroft 2001b; Barker et al. 1994; Bhabha 1983, 1984a; 1994,
1996; Chrisman and Williams 1993; Hulme 1989; Lazarus 1993; Mohanty
1995; Parry 1995; Pennycook 1998; Said 1978; Spivak 1987.

COLONIAL PATRONAGE
Patronage is a term that refers to the economic or social power that
allows cultural institutions and cultural forms to come into existence and
be valued and promoted. Patronage can take the form of a simple
and direct transaction, such as the purchase or commissioning of works
of art by wealthy people, or it can take the form of the support and
recognition of social institutions that inﬂuence the production of
culture. The patronage system may even, in one sense, be said to be the
whole society, in so far as a speciﬁc society may recognize and endorse
some kinds of cultural activities and not others. This is especially true
in colonial situations where the great differences between the colonizing and colonized societies means that some forms of cultural activity
crucial to the cultural identity of the colonized, and so highly valued by
them, may simply be unrecognizable or, if recognized at all, grossly
undervalued by the dominant colonial system.
The dominance of certain ethno-centric ideas from European
culture at the time of the colonization of other cultures, such as
nineteenth-century romantic, liberal-humanist assumptions, concealed
such communal cultural systems by promoting the idea that the only
signiﬁcant cultural product is that concerned with and produced by
individuals. Post-colonial cultures resist such a concealment because it
is impossible to discuss the culture of such societies without recognizing
the power of colonial institutions, ideologies and patronage systems in
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validating some forms of culture and denying the validity of others.The
privileging of writing and other inscriptive arts over the oral and the
performative arts, as well as over other kinds of signifying practices such
as sculpture, painting, carving, weaving, ceramics – the whole body
of material inscription beyond the written – offers a classic example of
such privileging.
Colonial powers instituted these privileges through patronage systems that preferred and encouraged written forms over orality. In the
hands of the early missionary patrons, the acquisition of literacy was
seen as the mark of civilization, and being raised to a ‘civilized’ state was
a concomitant of, if not an absolutely necessary precondition for,
salvation.This cultural hierarchy was reinforced by Colonial Educational
Systems and Colonial Literature Bureaux, whose task was to develop
certain forms of communication,such as written texts in the indigenous
and colonial languages – newspapers, journals and various kinds of
ﬁction – to encourage the development of a class of colonials willing
to participate in colonial modes of social and artistic production (see
hegemony). Literature was given support, while oral practices were
seen as primitive and were thus neglected or actively discouraged.
Although some colonial administrations recognized and even encouraged writing in the indigenous languages, they often did so in ways
that transformed local forms of cultural production and encouraged the
colonized to accept the superiority of European practices over the
local. Thus, for example, in Northern Nigeria, Hausa was encouraged
by the Colonial Literature Bureau in the region as a language of
expression, in accordance with the policies of ‘indirect rule’ that the
British administration in West Africa favoured.But traditional,religious
forms were discouraged,while modern forms such as the short ﬁctional
narrative were actively promoted. This was seen as consistent with the
colonial policy of ‘modernization’ which resulted in the supplanting
of local cultural practices by imported European ones.
Patronage systems continued to inﬂuence the development of postcolonial cultures into and beyond the period of independence, as
publishers actively promoted some forms of expression over others (see
Lefevere 1983; Grifﬁths 1996). The control exercised by missionary
presses and Colonial Literature Bureaux is obvious, but it may be just as
powerfully exercised by the more hidden forces of patronage operated
by foreign-owned publishing companies or other media outlets and by
the location of the prominent journals of critical assessment in the
erstwhile metropolitan centres (Mitchell 1992). The dispute about
language choice often intermeshes with these issues of patronage and
control,as does the issue of the control of the ownership of the copyright
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to editions of texts in various designated world or local ‘markets’. As
culture is increasingly commodiﬁed,the ownership of these agencies for
commissioning, licensing and distribution can have profound effects,
not only on the pricing and availability of material, but on the selection
of the art forms and genres,themes and styles of products that are actively
promoted.
Further reading: Altbach 1975; Barringer and Flynn 1998; Grifﬁths 1997;
Grifﬁths 2000; Lefevere 1983; Viswanathan 1989.

COLONIALISM
The term colonialism is important in deﬁning the speciﬁc form
of cultural exploitation that developed with the expansion of Europe
over the last 400 years. Although many earlier civilizations had colonies, and although they perceived their relations with them to be one
of a central imperium in relation to a periphery of provincial, marginal
and barbarian cultures, a number of crucial factors entered into the
construction of the post-Renaissance practices of imperialism.
Edward Said offers the following distinction: ‘“imperialism” means the
practice, the theory, and the attitudes of a dominating metropolitan
centre ruling a distant territory; “colonialism”, which is almost always
a consequence of imperialism,is the implanting of settlements on distant
territory’ (Said 1993: 8).
The scale and variety of colonial settlements generated by the
expansion of European society after the Renaissance shows why the
term colonialism has been seen to be a distinctive form of the more
general ideology of imperialism. Although Said’s formula, which uses
‘imperialism’for the ideological force and ‘colonialism’for the practice,
is a generally useful distinction, European colonialism in the postRenaissance world became a sufﬁciently specialized and historically
speciﬁc form of imperial expansion to justify its current general usage
as a distinctive kind of political ideology.
The fact that European post-Renaissance colonial expansion was
coterminous with the development of a modern capitalist system
of economic exchange (see world system theory) meant that the
perception of the colonies as primarily established to provide raw
materials for the burgeoning economies of the colonial powers was
greatly strengthened and institutionalized.It also meant that the relation
between the colonizer and colonized was locked into a rigid hierarchy
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of difference deeply resistant to fair and equitable exchanges, whether
economic, cultural or social.
In colonies where the subject people were of a different race,or where
minority indigenous peoples existed, the ideology of race was also a
crucial part of the construction and naturalization of an unequal form
of intercultural relations. Race itself, with its accompanying racism
and racial prejudice,was largely a product of the same post-Renaissance
period,and a justiﬁcation for the treatment of enslaved peoples after the
development of the slave trade of the Atlantic Middle Passage from
the late sixteenth century onwards. In such situations the idea of the
colonial world became one of a people intrinsically inferior, not just
outside history and civilization, but genetically pre-determined to
inferiority. Their subjection was not just a matter of proﬁt and convenience but also could be constructed as a natural state.The idea of the
‘evolution of mankind’ and the survival of the ﬁttest ‘race’, in the crude
application of Social Darwinism, went hand in hand with the doctrines
of imperialism that evolved at the end of the nineteenth century.
The sexist exclusivity of these discourses (man,mankind,etc.) demonstrated their ideological alliance with patriarchal practices, as numerous
commentaters have noted (see feminism and post-colonialism). As
a result of these new formulations, colonization could be (re)presented
as a virtuous and necessary ‘civilizing’ task involving education and
paternalistic nurture.An example of this is Kipling’s famous admonition
to America in 1899 to ‘Take up the White Man’s Burden’after their war
against Spain in the Philippines rather than follow their own anticolonial model and offer the Filipinos independence and nationhood
(Kipling 1899: 323–4). In this period, and for these reasons, colonialism
developed an ideology rooted in obfuscatory justiﬁcation,and its violent
and essentially unjust processes became increasingly difﬁcult to perceive
behind a liberal smoke-screen of civilizing ‘task’, paternalistic ‘development’ and ‘aid’. The development of such territorial designators
as ‘Protectorates’, ‘Trust Territories’, ‘Condominiums’, etc. served to
justify the continuing process of colonialism as well as to hide the fact
that these territories were the displaced sites of increasingly violent
struggles for markets and raw materials by the industrialized nations of
the West.
In the case of the non-indigenous inhabitants of settler colonies,the
idea of a cultural inferiority exceeded that of mere provincial gaucherie
as race permeated even the construction of ‘white’ settlers. These
were frequently characterized as having wholly degenerated (‘gone
native’) from contact with other races, as in the case of white Creoles
in the West Indies (Brathwaite 1971), or, in the case of settler colonies
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such as Canada or Australia,as having developed speciﬁc limited colonial
characteristics (physical prowess,sporting ability) but not others (cultural
and social sophistication).The same practice of characterizing ‘colonial’
peoples by signiﬁers of naivety, of social and cultural provinciality
and of originary taint (‘Irishness’, for example, was imported from the
internal discriminations of Britain in the Victorian period to its
colonialist constructions of both America and Australia) was a feature
of English texts even as late as the early twentieth century.
This was so even for Americans,despite independence and the radical
shift in their own power position in the world at large after American
industrialization in the late nineteenth century (see, for example, the
presentation of Americans in such late nineteenth-century and early
twentieth-century texts as Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes stories, or
Shaw’s Man and Superman). Thus the negative construction of self
was as important a feature of self-representation for settler colonies as
for colonies of occupation where race and the idea of an alien or decayed
civilization were a feature of colonial discrimination.(Although Canada
had achieved independent status in the 1870s and Australia became
an independent Federation in 1900, the people of both these settler
colonies retained many symbolic links that emphasized their continuing dependence on the imperial centre; thus, for example, Australians
did not carry separate and distinctive national passports until 1946).
By the end of the nineteenth century, colonialism had developed into
a system of ahistorical categorization in which certain societies and
cultures were perceived as intrinsically inferior.
In Britain, at least, and arguably elsewhere too, by the end of the
nineteenth century, a domestic programme for the function of Empire
could be clearly discerned,as Victorian society faced increasing internal
dissension and division (Disraeli’s ‘Two Nations’). The doctrine of the
New Imperialism was in many ways Disraeli’s response to his perception that Britain was divided into two nations of rich and poor,industrial
and non-industrial. Empire became the principal ideological uniﬁer
across class and other social divisions in Britain. It was to be the principal icon of national unity in the face of the widely perceived social
threat of class unrest and revolution that had arisen in post-industrial
British society. An other (the colonized) existed as a primary means
of deﬁning the colonizer and of creating a sense of unity beneath such
differences as class and wealth and between the increasingly polarized
life of the industrialized cities that developed the wealth and that of
the traditional countryside to which its beneﬁciaries retreated or retired.
The colonialist system permitted a notional idea of improvement for
the colonized, via such metaphors as parent/child, tree/branch, etc.,
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which in theory allowed that at some future time the inferior colonials
might be raised to the status of the colonizer. But in practice this future
was always endlessly deferred.
It is signiﬁcant that no society ever attained full freedom from the
colonial system by the involuntary, active disengagement of the colonial
power until it was provoked by a considerable internal struggle for
self-determination or, most usually, by extended and active violent
opposition by the colonized.It is one of the great myths of recent British
colonial history in particular that the granting of independence to its
colonies was the result of a proactive and deliberate policy of enlightenment on the part of the British people, a policy that distinguished
British colonialism from the inferior and more rapacious European
brands. Such readings are, of course, part of the construction of the ideology of late nineteenth-century imperialism in which literary representation played a vigorous part, whether actively, as in the work of
Kipling, or in a more ambivalent way in the works of Conrad. Despite
the anti-imperial strain in some of his writing, Conrad continues to
distinguish actively between the English model of colonialism,which has
‘an ideal at the back of it’, and the mere rapacity of the imperialism of
‘lesser breeds’ of imperialists. These specious distinctions are projected
back into the narratives of the rapacious Spanish conquistadores,though
the British treatment of the Indians in Virginia differed from that of the
Spanish only in quantity not in the degree of its brutality (Hulme 1986).
Even the granting of Dominion status or limited independence to
white settler cultures was the result of long constitutional and political
struggles and was made dependent on the retention of legal and constitutional links with the Crown that limited the right of those societies
to conduct their own affairs and to develop their own systems of justice
or governance. In such societies, of course, the indigenous peoples were
not granted even the most limited form of citizenship under these new
constitutional models. In Western Australia, for example, even in the
1920s, the Government Department that had charge of Aboriginal
affairs was called the Department of Fisheries, Forests, Wildlife and
Aborigines. Recent attempts to ‘ofﬂoad’ the guilt of colonial policies
onto the colonial ‘settlers’ as a convenient scapegoat emphasize the
periods when metropolitan, government policy was more enlightened
than that of the local settlers. But in general such ideological discriminations were in no sense alien to the spirit of the metropolitan,
colonial powers that had set up these colonies, nor did this essentially
discriminatory attitude on the part of the ‘home’ country change after
the granting of federal or dominion status. Racial discrimination was,
in the majority of cases, a direct extension of colonial policy and
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continued to receive both overt and covert support from the ex-colonial
powers as well as from the newly emerging power of America throughout the period up to and even after the Second World War.
Such policies of racial discrimination reached their nadir in South
African apartheid, which had its roots in earlier colonial discriminatory
policies (Davidson 1994). In the case of societies where the factor of
race was less easily resolved by such internal discriminatory categorizations, the importance of racial discrimination was even more obvious.
British India and European African colonies, for example, had to
engage in a long and frequently bloody process of dissent, protest and
rebellion to secure their independence. It is also signiﬁcant that in those
cases where European colonial powers held on longest, for example
the Portuguese colonies, they were often able to do so and indeed were
encouraged to do so by the degree to which their colonial governments were really only a front for a ‘broader imperialism’, as Amilcar
Cabral himself noted (see anti-colonialism). Similarly, the nationalist government in South Africa was able to survive only because it
was supported by the investment of those very countries who were
supposedly opposed to the regime. Thus colonialism, far from disappearing as the century goes on, too often merely modiﬁed and
developed into the neo-colonialism of the post-independence period.
Further reading: Croizier et al. 2002; Dirlik 2005; Dixon and Heffernan 1991;
Eagleton 1990; Easton 1964; Ferro 1997; Fieldhouse 1981; Hart 2003;
Havinden and Meredith 1993; Hogan 2000; Kent 1992; Loomba 2005; Prakash
1995; Reiss 2004; Ukai and Harrington 2005; Wesseling 1997.

COMMONWEALTH
Formerly the British Commonwealth of Nations, i.e. the political
community constituted by the former British Empire and consisting
of the United Kingdom, its dependencies and certain former colonies
that are now sovereign nations.
COMMONWEALTH LITERATURE
Broadly, the literatures of the former British Empire and Commonwealth, including that of Britain. In practice, however, the term has
generally been used to refer to the literatures (written in English) of
colonies,former colonies (including India) and dependencies of Britain,
excluding the literature of England. (The term has sometimes included
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literatures written in ‘local’ languages and oral performance; and it has
been used to include the literatures of Wales, Scotland and Ireland.)
The rise of the study of national literatures written in English (outside
Britain) begins with the study of ‘American’literature (i.e.the literature
of the United States). But those literatures that came to be collectively
studied as literatures of the Commonwealth were beginning to be
considered within their own national contexts from the late 1940s
onwards. However, the concept of ‘Commonwealth Literature’ as
a separate disciplinary area within English studies began in the early
1960s in both the United States and England. In the United States it
was formulated as the study of literatures written in a ‘world’ language
in Joseph Jones’Terranglia:The Case for English as a World Literature (1965),
and as Commonwealth literature in A.L. McLeod’s The Commonwealth
Pen (1961), a work dedicated to R.G. Howarth whose comparative
grounding in South African and Australian literatures had proved
inspirational for a number of early Commonwealth Literature scholars.
The journal World Literature Written in English began in 1966 and was
appearing regularly by 1971; its precursor, the CBC Newsletter, was
published from 1962 to 1966; a division of the MLA (ethno-centrically
entitled ‘World Literatures in English outside the United States and
Britain’) was constituted in the early 1960s. In England the ﬁrst
international Commonwealth Literature Conference was held in Leeds
in 1964 and the Association for Commonwealth Literature and
Language Studies formed. (The Leeds meeting followed conferences
held at Makerere,Uganda,on the role of English as an overseas language,
and at Cambridge, England, on the teaching of English literature
overseas). The Journal of Commonwealth Literature began in 1965 and the
third major journal devoted exclusively to theory and criticism of
commonwealth literatures (Kunapipi) was published in 1979 (the journal
subsequently became a leading journal in establishing the shift to the use
of the term post-colonial literatures).
Contemporary post-colonial studies represent the intersection
of Commonwealth literary studies and what is usually now referred to
as ‘colonial discourse theory’. As Peter Hulme notes in his essay
‘Subversive Archipelagoes’ (1989), colonial discourse is ‘a formulation
of recent currency which can perhaps be best understood as designating
a conceptual area ﬁrst marked out by Edward Said’s Orientalism’
although, as Hulme notes,‘much of the work in the area published after
Orientalism obviously had its genesis long before’.
Like Orientalism, which established future developmental lines for
colonial discourse theory, the papers delivered at the 1964 Leeds
Conference, in particular D.E.S. Maxwell’s ‘Landscape and Theme’,
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set some of the terms that dominated Commonwealth post-colonial
criticism and theory for the next decade. But much that happened
at Leeds had already been determined by the growth of nationalist
(literary) movements and traditions of cultural critique in Commonwealth countries, a growth based on an understanding of the both
deliberate and adventitious uses of English literature as a means of
colonialist control throughout Britain’s former empire. In the 1960s,
the initiation of American literature courses in a number of Commonwealth universities, together with the rise of nationalist cultural sentiment, destablized both the hitherto unquestioned centrality of British
literature in English Department curricula and the grounds on which
much of that study was based, particularly the notion of ‘literary
universality’. The Leeds Conference and the 1960s questioning of such
Anglo-centric assumptions could themselves also be traced to a history
of colonial (and racial) resistance and critique, of which the negritude
movement of the 1930s and 1940s is a prominent example.
Commonwealth post-colonial critics, less engaged by Continental
philosophies than colonial discourse theorists, initially concentrated
their energies on rendering creative writing in English in Commonwealth countries visible within a discipline of literary studies whose
assumptions, bases and power were deeply and almost exclusively
invested in the literatures of England (or at best the United Kingdom).
In ﬁghting for the recognition of post-colonial Commonwealth writing
within academies whose roots and continuing power depended on the
persisting cultural and/or political centrality of the imperium, and in
a discipline whose manner and subject matter were the focal signs and
symbols of that power – British literature and its teaching constantly
reiﬁed, replayed and reinvested the colonial relation – nationalist critics
were forced to conduct their guerrilla war within the terms and
framework of an English literary critical practice. In so doing they
initially adopted the tenets of Leavisite and/or New Criticism, reading
post-colonial texts within a broadly Euro-modernist tradition, but one
whose increasing and inevitable erosion was ensured by the anti-colonial
pressures of the literary texts themselves. Forced from this New
Critical hermeticism into a socio-cultural speciﬁcity by such local anticolonial pressures, Commonwealth post-colonialism increasingly
took on a localized orientation and a more generally theoretical one,
bringing it closer to the concerns of what would become its developing
‘sister’ stream, colonial discourse theory.
Commonwealth post-colonialism remains primarily committed
to the literary text, even though it has increasingly turned as well to
imperial documents and the discourse of empire, and it has remained,
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following the Leeds Conference, both predominantly nation-based and
determinedly comparative in its practice. Tending increasingly during
the 1970s to the anti-colonial, it challenged the centrality of English
values and the English canon, and raised the important issue of the
continuing interpellative effects of English literary education. Such
anti-colonialist arguments were necessarily accompanied by calls for
the institutional introduction of national or regional literatures. Most
signiﬁcantly, in terms of future debate within the ﬁeld, it retained its
historical basis in the institutions and practices of British colonialism
(and in resistance to these),continuing to include the study of the settler
colonies as being crucial for the understanding of imperialism,resistance
and the post-colonial.
The more broadly post-structuralist or colonial discourse theory
stream,by contrast,with its basis in European philosophy and politics has
generally been less interested in contemporary writing by the formerly
colonized and the politics of anti-colonial pedagogy within the
academies. It has been considerably less focused on creative writing
(with the exception of British imperial works).Above all,perhaps,on the
basis of its philosophical groundings, it has rejected the national as
a kind of ‘false consciousness’, thereby bringing it into conﬂict with
the Commonwealth Literature stream, much of whose important early
anti-colonial work was necessarily grounded in the national as a decolonizing counter to both pre- and post-independence Anglo-interpellation.
Further reading: Amur et al. 1985; Ashcroft et al. 1989; Bennett 2003; Boehmer
1995, 1998; Brahms 1995; Goodwin 1992; Head 2006; Hulme 1989; Jones
1965; King 1974, 1983, 1996; Mohanram and Rajan 1996; New 1975;
Riemenschneider 1983; Rutherford et al. 1992; Spivak 2005; Talib 2002;
Thieme 1996; Tifﬁn 1983, 1984.

COMPRADOR
A Portuguese word meaning ‘purchaser’, comprador was originally used
to refer to a local merchant acting as a middleman between foreign
producers and a local market. Marxists have used it to refer speciﬁcally
to those local bourgeoisie who owe their privileged position to foreign
monopolies and hence maintain a vested interest in colonial occupation.
In post-colonial theory the term has evolved a broader use, to include
the intelligentsia – academics, creative writers and artists – whose
independence may be compromised by a reliance on,and identiﬁcation
with, colonial power.
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The notion of a comprador class, whether of capitalists or intellectuals,
assumes the existence of a clear hierarchical structure of cultural and
material relations, for it is arguable that nobody in a colonized society
can ever fully avoid the effects of colonial and neo-colonial cultural
power.In post-colonial societies it is by no means the bourgeoisie alone
who have gained ‘access to’ popular cultural media such as television
or consumables such as Coca-Cola. The assumption that a comprador
class is necessarily and identiﬁably distinct from the rest of the society
is therefore somewhat questionable. The word continues to be used to
describe a relatively privileged,wealthy and educated élite who maintain
a more highly developed capacity to engage in the international
communicative practices introduced by colonial domination, and who
may therefore be less inclined to struggle for local cultural and political
independence.

CONTACT ZONE
The term was ﬁrst used by Pratt as part of a transcultural pedagogic
exercise to try and involve students in understanding their own subjectposition in transcultural negotiation and confrontation.
The lecturer’s traditional (imagined) task – unifying the
world in the class eyes by means of a monologue that rings
equally coherent, revealing, and true for all, forging an ad hoc
community, homogeneous with respect to ones own words
– this task became not only impossible but anomalous and
unimaginable. Instead, one had to work in the knowledge
that whatever one said was going to be systematically received
in radically heterogeneous ways that we were neither able nor
entitled to prescribe.
(Pratt 1991)
The term was then developed by Pratt to describe social spaces where
‘disparate cultures meet, clash and grapple with each other, often in
highly asymmetrical relations of dominance and subordinationlike colonialism, slavery, or their aftermaths as they are lived out across
the globe today’ (Pratt 1992: 4). Since then the term has proliferated. As
the advertisement for a notable conference held at the University of
Wisconsin-Madisonin 2001 expressed it: ‘In the past ten years, the
explosion of work across the disciplines on contact zones,borderlands,
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transculturation, migrations, cultural and commercial trafﬁc, and the
various forms of resulting hybridity, métissage, mestizaje, and
créolité has developed the term far beyond her original formulation.
Interactions between global and local, transnational and national,
identity and difference,conjuncturalism and identity politics,space and
time have become important areas of research as the study of culture,
society, and power has become increasingly comparative, historical, and
global in scope’ (http://btcs.wisc.edu/contactzone.htm). What this
suggests is that the contact zone is an extremely useful and ﬂexible
term for the many complex engagements which characterize the postcolonial space and its encounters. The term has had considerable usage
in recent studies of settler/indigene relations in societies such as Australia.
(See Carter 1992; Somerville and Perkins 2003) Studies like the last
which are produced by non-indigenous and indigenous collaborators
seek to make the contact zone a space of engagement where the inequalities of the relations between the parties engaged can be confronted if
not resolved. This is very much in the spirit of Pratt’s initial exercise.
Further reading: Pratt 1992.

CONTRAPUNTAL READING
A term coined by Edward Said to describe a way of reading the texts
of English literature so as to reveal their deep implication in imperialism
and the colonial process. Borrowed from music, the term suggests a
responsive reading that provides a counterpoint to the text, thus
enabling the emergence of colonial implications that might otherwise
remain hidden. Thus a reading of Jane Austen’s Mansﬁeld Park, for
instance, can reveal the extent to which the privileged life of the
English upper classes is established upon the proﬁts made from West
Indian plantations, and, by implication, from the exploitation of the
colonized.By thus stressing the afﬁliations of the text,its origin in social
and cultural reality rather than its ﬁliative connections with English
literature and canonical criteria, the critic can uncover cultural and
political implications that may seem only ﬂeetingly addressed in the
text itself. ‘As we look back at the cultural archive,’ says Said, ‘we begin
to reread it not univocally but contrapuntally (1993:59).The overarching
implication is the extent to which English society and culture was
grounded on the ideology and practices of imperialism.
Further reading: Said 1993.
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COUNTER-DISCOURSE
A term coined by Richard Terdiman to characterize the theory and
practice of symbolic resistance. Terdiman examines the means of producing genuine change against the ‘capacity of established discourses
to ignore or absorb would-be subversion’ (1985: 13) by analysing
nineteenth-century French writing. He identiﬁes the ‘confrontation
between constituted reality and its subversion’as ‘the very locus at which
cultural and historical change occurred’ (13).
Terdiman’s work focused exclusively on French literature, but his
term has been adopted by post-colonial critics to describe the complex
ways in which challenges to a dominant or established discourse
(speciﬁcally those of the imperial centre) might be mounted from
the periphery, always recognizing the powerful ‘absorptive capacity’
of imperial and neo-imperial discourses. As a practice within postcolonialism, counter-discourse has been theorized less in terms of
historical processes and literary movements than through challenges
posed to particular texts, and thus to imperial ideologies inculcated,
stabilized and speciﬁcally maintained through texts employed in
colonialist education systems.
The concept of counter-discourse within post-colonialism thus
also raises the issue of the subversion of canonical texts and their
inevitable reinscription in this process of subversion. But Terdiman’s
general address to this problem is also useful here, in that an examination of the ways in which these operate as naturalized controls exposes
their ‘contingency and permeability’. Thus, such challenges are not
simply mounted against the texts as such but address the whole of that
discursive colonialist ﬁeld within which imperial texts – whether
anthropological, historical, literary or legal – function in colonized
contexts.
Further reading: Slemon 1987a; Terdiman 1985; Tifﬁn 1987, 1995.

CREOLE – see PIDGINS/CREOLES
The English term ‘creole’ is derived from the Portuguese Criolulu
(Spanish criollo) meaning ‘native’, via the French créole, meaning indigenous. ‘Creole’ originally referred to a white (man) of European
descent, born and raised in a tropical colony. The meaning was later
extended to include indigenous natives and others of non-European
origin. The term was subsequently applied to certain languages spoken
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by Creoles in and around the Caribbean and in West Africa, and then
more generally to other languages of similar type that had arisen in
similar circumstances (see Romaine 1988: 38).
From the seventeenth century to the nineteenth, however, the
most common use of the term in English was to mean ‘born in the West
Indies’, whether white or negro. Although, therefore, the term had
‘no connotation of colour’(OED),it increasingly conjured,in European
eyes, the ‘threat’ of colonial miscegenation.
Historically,and today,the word has been used in quite different ways
by different societies. As the Caribbean historian Edward Brathwaite
notes,
in Peru the word was used to refer to people of Spanish descent
who were born in the New World. In Brazil, the term was
applied to Negro slaves born locally.In Louisiana,the term was
applied to the white francophone population, while in New
Orleans it applied to mulattoes. In Sierra Leone, ‘creole’ refers
to descendants of former New World slaves, Maroons and
‘Black Poor’ from Britain who were resettled along the coast
and especially in Freetown,and who form a social élite distinct
from the African population. In Trinidad, it refers principally
to the black descendants of slaves to distinguish them from East
Indian immigrants. When used with reference to other native
groups, an adjectival preﬁx – French creole, Spanish creole – is
used. In Jamaica, and the old settled English colonies, the word
was used in its original Spanish sense of criollo: born into,
native, committed to the area of living, and it was used in
relation to both white and black, free and slave.
(Brathwaite 1974: 10)

CREOLIZATION
The process of intermixing and cultural change that produces a creole
society. While the creolization processes might be argued to be going
on throughout the world, the term has usually been applied to
‘new world’ societies (particularly the Caribbean and South America)
and more loosely to those post-colonial societies whose present
ethnically or racially mixed populations are a product of European
colonization.According to Edward Brathwaite,creolization ‘is a cultural
process’ – ‘material, psychological and spiritual – based upon the
stimulus/response of individuals within the society to their [new]
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environment and to each other’.Although ‘the scope and quality of this
response and interaction’ are ‘dictated by the circumstances of society’s
foundation and composition’, they produce a totally ‘new construct’
(1971: 11).
Brathwaite stresses that creolization is not a product but a process
incorporating aspects of both acculturation and interculturation,
the ‘former referring . . . to the process of absorption of one culture
by another; the latter to a more reciprocal activity, a process of intermixture and enrichment, each to each’. In his Jamaican case study,
Brathwaite traces the ways in which the processes of creolization began
as a result of slavery:
and therefore in the ﬁrst instance involving black and white,
European and African, in a ﬁxed superiority/inferiority
relationship, tended ﬁrst to the culturation of white and black
to the new Caribbean environments; and, at the same time,
because of the terms and the conditions of slavery, to the
acculturation of black to white norms. There was at the same
time, however, signiﬁcant interculturation going on between
these two elements.
(Braithwaite 1971: 11)
Creolization, as described by Brathwaite, is speciﬁc to, and is best
understood in the context of, Caribbean history and societies. But
Brathwaite’s model of creolization can be compared with, and be seen
to be doing some of the same work discussed under the rubric
of ‘hybridization’, though creolization has generally received more
historically speciﬁc discussion. Robert Young terms an ‘unconscious
hybridity,whose pregnancy gives birth to new forms of amalgamation
rather than contestation’ or ‘the French métissage, the imperceptible
process whereby two or more cultures merge into a new mode’ as
creolization, in contrast to a Bakhtinian hybridity which he regards
as more ‘contestatory’ (1995: 21).
Further reading: Berman 2006; Bongie 1998; Brathwaite 1971, 1981, 1995,
1995a; Colás 1995; Gates 1991; Lang 2000; Memmi 1965; SimmonsMcDonald 2003; Young 1995.
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CULTURAL DIVERSITY/CULTURAL
DIFFERENCE
In common usage,these terms both refer interchangeably to the variety
of cultures and the need to acknowledge this variety to avoid universal
prescriptive cultural deﬁnitions. However, Homi Bhabha, in the essay
‘The commitment to theory’ (1988), employs the terms as oppositions to draw a distinction between two ways of representing culture.
Bhabha argues that it is insufﬁcient to record signiﬁers of cultural diversity
which merely acknowledge a range of separate and distinct systems
of behaviour,attitudes and values.Such a framework may even continue
to suggest that such differences are merely aberrant or exotic, as was
implicit in imperialistic ethnographies. References to cultural diversity
based on an assumption of ‘pre-given cultural “contents” and customs’
give rise to anodyne liberal notions of multiculturalism, cultural
exchange or the culture of humanity.
Cultural difference, on the other hand, suggests that cultural authority
resides not in a series of ﬁxed and determined diverse objects but
in the process of how these objects come to be known and so come
into being. This process of coming to be known is what brings into
being and discriminates between the various ‘statements of culture
or on culture’ and gives authority to the production of the ﬁelds
of references by which we order them. By stressing the process by
which we know and can know cultures as totalities, the term ‘cultural
difference’ emphasizes our awareness of the ‘homogenising effects of
cultural symbols and icons’ and places the emphasis on a questioning
attitude towards ‘the authority of cultural synthesis in general’ (Bhabha
1994: 20).
The ‘difference’ Bhabha emphasizes here is clearly connected with
the radical ambivalence that he argues is implicit in all colonial discourse. He insists that this same ambivalence is implicit in the act
of cultural interpretation itself since, as he puts it, the production of
meaning in the relations of two systems requires a ‘Third Space’.
This space is something like the idea of deferral in poststructuralism.
While Saussure suggested that signs acquire meaning through their
difference from other signs (and thus a culture may be identiﬁed
by its difference from other cultures), Derrida suggested that the
‘difference’ is also ‘deferred’, a duality that he deﬁned in a new term
‘différance’. The ‘Third Space’ can be compared to this space of deferral
and possibility (thus a culture’s difference is never simple and static
but ambivalent, changing, and always open to further possible interpretation). In short, this is the space of hybridity itself, the space in
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which cultural meanings and identities always contain the traces of other
meanings and identities. Therefore, Bhabha argues, ‘claims to inherent
originality or purity of cultures are untenable, even before we resort to
empirical historical instances that demonstrate their hybridity’.
This view is not incompatible with Fanon’s idea of the development
of a radical and revolutionary native intelligentsia.In fact it is speciﬁcally
invoked as the deﬁning condition for such a radical native intelligentsia
as opposed to a comprador-class or neo-colonialist native élite, which
merely positions itself within a totalized and controlled metaphor of
cultural diversity. Such an élite, which invokes unchanging and ﬁxed
nativist forms, can never fully oppose the control of the dominant
culture, since they deﬁne culture as ﬁxed and unprogressive. Yet, ironically, it may be their very in-betweenness that allows a revolutionary
potential for embracing change in members of the same group of
native intelligentsia as Fanonist thought acknowledges.Bhabha suggests
that ‘for Fanon the liberatory “people” who initiate the productive
instability of revolutionary cultural exchange are themselves the bearers
of a hybrid identity . . . and they construct their culture from the
national text translated into modern Western forms of information
technology,language,dress . . . [transforming] the meaning of the colonial inheritance into the liberatory signs of a free people of the future’
(38). Despite Bhabha’s intervention in many post-colonial discussions,
the terms continue to be used interchangeably in the way deﬁned at
the beginning of this entry.
Further reading: Bhabha 1994.

CULTURAL TOURISM
After independence many colonized cultures sought various ways to
preserve their traditional practices. One of the most controversial and
disputed methods has been the establishment of cultural tourism,
that is, the use of culture as an attraction for foreign tourists. Such
tourism has also become an increasingly important part of the economy
for many post-colonial states. Of course, the use of cultural practices
to attract visitors is part of the tourist industry in most countries, eg. the
use of Britain’s castles and stately homes,or the use of the American West
and its traditions in so-called ‘dude ranches’. But in post-colonial
cultures it is especially problematic since it engages with the broader
issue of the exoticization of such cultures. The issue revolves around
the control of the process. Who controls the process and who beneﬁts
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from it? These are crucial questions. In some parts of the world they are
tied into issues related to the preservation of speciﬁc art forms.Elsewhere
they are related to issues of land ownership and control. For example,
in the Kimberley region of Western Australia the local Mowanjum
community has engaged in a process of renewing the sacred wanjina
images originally painted on rock faces.They have used these images to
create artwork, which has been sold to raise money for education
and health facilities. But they also see the process as one which keeps
the traditional culture alive and passes it on to the new generation
(See Blundell and Woolagoodja 2005). In South Africa and in parts of
Australia the local communities have regained control of sacred areas
that had been incorporated in National Parks. They have continued to
allow access to these areas under their control to encourage tourism,
which creates wealth for the community. Notable examples include
the Uluru region (the erstwhile Ayer’s Rock) in central Australia
and the Gemsbok National Park in the Kalahari region of Southern
Africa. These have become sites in which traditional cultural practices
are displayed as part of a cultural tourism controlled by the local
communities (See Carruthers 2003).
Although such examples show cultural tourism in a positive light
it is also clear that it has considerable potential for the further exploitation of post-colonial peoples and may be recruited to neo-colonial
agendas. This more exploitative form of tourism has a long history,
and has a clear link with the process of exoticizing the ‘native,’ which
underlay the display of living peoples in the colonial period. This
process continues in the more frankly commercial ventures, such as
the ‘cultural villages’ which can be found in locations as far apart as the
West Indies, South Africa and South-East Asia. But it may also be seen
to be extended by some of the ways in which post-colonial cultures
continue to be represented within discourses such as development
and heritage studies. Even projects such as the UNESCO Cultural
Heritage programmes, are in danger of exploiting the very material and
people they seek to ‘preserve’.There is also the danger of regarding such
‘preserved’ cultures as ﬁxed and unchanging, as embodying some
essential and authentic tradition,which is rendered inﬂexible.This has
consequences for the politics of such communities and their ability to
appropriate and adapt the practices of their invaders to resist them (See
Grifﬁths 1994). Some might argue that cultural tourism is a case of just
this process of appropriation in action, as in the Mowanjum instance
cited above. Nevertheless even the most liberal of such ventures are
potentially engaged in a commodiﬁcation of the culture and even of the
bodies of the colonized and this has been recognized. The UNESCO
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website on cultural heritage quotes its own Universal Declaration on
Cultural Diversity 2001 which ‘seeks to address this concern by emphasizing the Organization’s commitment to the “fruitful diversity of
. . . cultures” in a spirit of dialogue and openness, taking into account
the risks of identity-based isolationism and standardization associated
with globalization’ (www.unesco.org/ culture/heritage/). But it is
signiﬁcant that it recognizes the very real nature of those risks in an
increasingly globalized world.
Further reading: Appadurai 1986; Blundell 2000; Carruthers 2006; Grifﬁths 2007;
Huggan 2001; Hulme 2000.

DECOLONIZATION
Decolonization is the process of revealing and dismantling colonialist
power in all its forms. This includes dismantling the hidden aspects
of those institutional and cultural forces that had maintained the
colonialist power and that remain even after political independence is
achieved. Initially, in many places in the colonized world, the process of
resistance was conducted in terms or institutions appropriated from the
colonizing culture itself. This was only to be expected, since early
nationalists had been educated to perceive themselves as potential
heirs to European political systems and models of culture.This occurred
not only in settler colonies where the white colonial élite was a
direct product of the system, but even in colonies of occupation.
Macaulay’s infamous 1835 Minute on Indian Education had proposed
the deliberate creation in India of just such a class of ‘brown white
men’, educated to value European culture above their own. This is the
locus classicus of this hegemonic process of control, but there are
numerous other examples in the practices of other colonies.
Whether in India, Africa or the West Indies in the nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries, the ﬁrst nationalists were also modernizers,
whose programme was less to effect a rejection of colonialist culture
than to adopt its practices. This process of political and cultural ‘brokerage’, as some historians have called it, involved these early decolonizers
in a profound complicity with the imperial powers from which they
sought to emerge as free agents. Their general attitudes and practices
were necessarily imbued with the cultural and social values they had
been taught to regard as those of a modern, civilized state (de MoraesFarias and Barber 1990). Consequently, political independence did not
56

DECOLONIZATION

necessarily mean a wholesale freeing of the colonized from colonialist
values, for these, along with political, economic and cultural models,
persisted in many cases after independence.
In colonies where a majority culture or cultures had been invaded and
suppressed or denigrated by colonialist practices, the process of resisting
and overthrowing these assumptions has been more obviously active.
The powerful designation of neo-colonialism to denote the new
force of global control operating through a local élite or comprador class
was coined by the Ghanaian independence leader Kwame Nkrumah
(1965).As a socialist,Nkrumah restricted his concept of the neo-colonial
operations of imperialism to the operation of the global capitalism of
the West.
The globalization of the modern world economy has meant that
political independence has not effected the kinds of changes in economic and cultural control that the early nationalists might have
expected. It has even been argued by some recent commentators that
the colonial powers deliberately avoided granting independence until
they had, through internal discriminations and hegemonic educational
practices,created an élite (comprador) class to maintain aspects of colonial
control on their behalf but without the cost or the opprobrium
associated with the classic colonial models.
As well as direct and indirect economic control, the continuing
inﬂuence of Eurocentric cultural models privileged the imported over
the indigenous: colonial languages over local languages; writing
over orality and linguistic culture over inscriptive cultures of other kinds
(dance, graphic arts, which had often been designated ‘folk culture’).
Against all these occlusions and overwritings of pre-colonial cultural
practices, a number of programmes of decolonization have been
attempted. Notable among these have been those that seek to revive
and revalue local languages. The pressure of the global economy means
that élite communication is dominated by the use of the ex-colonial
languages, notably the new ‘world language’ of English, whose power
derives from its historical use across the largest of the modern empires
and from its use by the United States.
In post-colonial societies in which alternatives exist, it has been
suggested that a return to indigenous languages can restructure attitudes
to the local and the indigenous cultures, and can also form a more
effective bridge to the bulk of the population whose lives have continued
to be conducted largely in their mother tongues. Thus, decolonizing
processes that have advocated a return to indigenous language use have
involved both a social programme to democratize culture and a programme of cultural recuperation and re-evaluation. In Africa, the work
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of Ngugi wa Thiong’o has been at the forefront of this decolonizing
model (Ngugi 1981a, 1986, 1993). But it has also had considerable
advocacy in India where, due to the unbroken power of local languages
and their literary traditions throughout the colonial period, a strong
drive to revalue the literatures and other arts employing Indian languages
has occurred in recent times (Ahmad 1992;Devy 1992).It is important,
though, not to assume that these cultures remained untouched,
and indeed the forms they often now employ, such as the novel, prose
ﬁction,drama,magazines and television soap-opera,reﬂect an energetic
engagement with dominant practices.
Only the most extreme forms of decolonization would suggest that
precolonial cultures can be recovered in a pristine form by programmes
of decolonization (see nativism). More recently, for example, some
post-colonial African critics (Appiah 1992; Gikandi 1992; Mudimbe
1994) have questioned the bases on which such extreme decolonizing
projects have been erected, arguing from a variety of different perspectives that the systems by which, to use Mudimbe’s phrase, ‘African
worlds have been established as realities for knowledge’ are always
multiple and diverse,and are implicated in colonial and European orders
of knowledge as much as in local ones. For example, Kenyan critic
Simon Gikandi has argued that many decolonizing practices ‘were
predicated on the assumption that African cultures and selves were
natural and holistic entities which colonialism had repressed,and which
it was the duty of the African writer, in the period of decolonization
to recover (if only the right linguistic and narrative tools could be
developed), there is now an urgent need to question the ideological
foundations on which the narratives of decolonization were constructed’
(Gikandi 1992: 378).
Gikandi’s analyses critique the simple equation of national narratives
and decolonizing processes and argue that discourses of nationalism
and national liberation (or,in some later texts,of the disillusioning failure
of such narratives and such nationalist discourses) are increasingly
inadequate ways of analysing and correcting the problems and conﬂicts
of the post-independence condition. For Gikandi, the task faced by
African writers now, and by implication by writers in many postcolonial societies, is ‘to theorise adequately . . . the problematic of
power and the state’(see post-colonial state).Thus Gikandi argues that
formulations of decolonization, such as Ngugi’s in novels like Matigari,
are ‘both a symptom of the problems which arise when the narrative of
decolonization is evoked in a transformed post-colonial era and a
commentary on the problematics of a belated national narrative’
(Gikandi 1992: 379).
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The projects of other writers, such as Salman Rushdie, who embrace
a ‘transnational’ identity and seek to critique the contemporary postcolonial state, are often dismissed as not contributing to a decolonizing
process. But this is to assume an absolute contiguity between decolonization and narratives of nation and nationalism, which arguments
like Gikandi’s seriously call into question.In fact,the borders and images
of the post-colonial nation may be ﬁctions that allow free passage to
the continuing control of the neo-colonialism of multinational companies and global monetary institutions. Decolonization, whatever else
it may be, is a complex and continuing process rather than something
achieved automatically at the moment of independence.
In the settler colonies this process can also be seen to occur in a
different form. Although they were permitted political independence
on the inherited British model at a relatively early stage, they often
continued to suffer what the noted Australian commentator A.A.
Phillips wittily characterized as ‘a cultural cringe’ from which they
were not released by their nominal political ‘independence’ (Phillips
1958, 1979). Similarly, they have frequently been far less successful
than other kinds of colonies in dismantling the colonialist elements in
their social institutions and cultural attitudes. This is to some extent
because of the peculiar hegemonic strength exerted by notions of
a ﬁliative connection with the Imperial centre, reiterated in phrases
such as ‘sons and daughters of Empire’. Such connections tended to
keep the settler colonies more dependent on the apron strings of their
colonial masters (Docker 1978),usually at the expense of the recognition
of the rights of their indigenous peoples.
Further reading: Ahmad 1992; Appiah 1992; Betts 2004; Brydon and Tifﬁn
1993; Chamberlain 1999; Coutinho 1992; Crawford 2002; Devy 1992; Docker
1978; Duara 2003; Gikandi 1992; de Moraes-Farias and Barber 1990; Moreiras
2004; Mudimbe 1994; Nederveen Pieterse and Parekh 1995; Newsom 2001;
Ngugi 1981a, 1986, 1993; Nkrumah 1965; Okonkwo 1999; Phillips 1979;
Rothermund 2006; Shi-xu and Servaes 2005; Spivak 1993; Springhall 2001;
Young 1998.

DEPENDENCY THEORY
Dependency theory offers an explanation for the continued impoverishment of colonized ‘Third World’ countries on the grounds that
underdevelopment is not internally generated but a structural condition
of global capitalism itself. It thus presents a similar argument to world
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system theory in that it explains underdevelopment as consequent on
the global structure of domination,rather than an early stage in a process
of development. Such ‘underdeveloped’ countries are usually formerly
colonized states that are actually prevented, by the forces of global
capitalism, from independent development. The economic rationale of
colonization, by establishing colonies as producers of raw materials
and foodstuffs for the industrialized metropolitan centres, played a
major part in retarding the industrialization and development of those
regions.
In drawing attention to this history, dependency theory thus
challenges the hypotheses of modernization theory which explains
underdevelopment in terms of the lack of certain qualities in ‘underdeveloped’ societies such as drive, entrepreneurial spirit, creativity and
problem-solving ability. Writers such as André Gunder Frank (1979)
dismiss modernization theory’s argument that underdevelopment is a
natural state caused by internal forces and show that it is the form of
capitalist development of the West that is responsible for the continued
underdevelopment of the ‘Third World’.
However, dependency theory has been criticized for a tendency to
offer a static analysis of the relation between developed and underdeveloped states and is thus unable to provide a convincing explanation
of such phenomena as the ‘Tiger’ economies of South-East Asia.
Nevertheless, it has been valuable for revealing the ethno-centric bias
of modernization theory and for showing that the global system of
capital prevents peripheral economies from developing in a manner
more appropriate to their cultures and values.
Further reading: Blomstrom and Hettne 1984; Darby 1997; Franco 1975; Frank
1979; Ghosh 2000; Pidd 2004; Seers 1981; B. C. Smith 2003; Wallerstein 1980.

DERACINATE
Literally, to pluck or tear up by the roots; to eradicate or exterminate.
The root of the word thus has no direct relation to ‘race’, but as its
emphasis in both English and French has shifted to ‘uprooted from one’s
national or social environment’ (as in the French déraciné), it has
increasingly been associated with racial identity. The European slave
trade and plantation slavery not only uprooted Africans from their home
environments, but, through centuries of systematic racial denigration,
alienated enslaved Africans from their own racial characteristics. (The
‘Black is Beautiful’ movement of the mid-twentieth century in both
60

DIASPORA

the United States and the Caribbean represents systematic attempts by
blacks to counter the deracination consequent on plantation slavery.)

DIASPORA
From the Greek meaning ‘to disperse’ (OED). Diasporas, the voluntary
or forcible movement of peoples from their homelands into new
regions, is a central historical fact of colonization. Colonialism itself
was a radically diasporic movement, involving the temporary or
permanent dispersion and settlement of millions of Europeans over
the entire world.The widespread effects of these migrations (such as that
which has been termed ecological imperialism) continue on a global
scale. Many such ‘settled’ regions were developed historically as plantations or agricultural colonies to grow foodstuffs for the metropolitan
populations, and thus a large-scale demand for labour was created in
many regions where the local population could not supply the need.
The result of this was the development, principally in the Americas,
but also in other places such as South Africa, of an economy based on
slavery. Virtually all the slaves shipped to the plantation colonies in the
Americas were taken from West Africa through the various European
coastal trading enclaves. The widespread slaving practised by Arabs in
East Africa also saw some slaves sold into British colonies such as India
and Mauritius, whilst some enslaving of Melanesian and Polynesian
peoples also occurred in parts of the South Paciﬁc to serve the sugarcane industry in places like Queensland, where it was known
colloquially as ‘blackbirding’.
After the slave trade,and when slavery was outlawed by the European
powers in the ﬁrst decades of the nineteenth century, the demand for
cheap agricultural labour in colonial plantation economies was met
by the development of a system of indentured labour. This involved
transporting, under indenture agreements, large populations of poor
agricultural labourers from population rich areas, such as India and
China, to areas where they were needed to service plantations. The
practices of slavery and indenture thus resulted in world-wide colonial
diasporas. Indian populations formed (and form) substantial minorities
or majorities in colonies as diverse as the West Indies, Malaya, Fiji,
Mauritius and the colonies of Eastern and Southern Africa. Chinese
minorities found their way under similar circumstances to all these
regions too, as well as to areas across most of South-East Asia (including
the Dutch East Indian colonies, in what is now Indonesia) and the
Spanish- and later American-dominated Philippines.
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The descendants of the diasporic movements generated by colonialism have developed their own distinctive cultures which both preserve
and often extend and develop their originary cultures. Creolized
versions of their own practices evolved, modifying (and being modiﬁed
by) indigenous cultures with which they thus came into contact. The
development of diasporic cultures necessarily questions essentialist
models, interrogating the ideology of a uniﬁed, ‘natural’ cultural norm,
one that underpins the centre/margin model of colonialist discourse.
It also questions the simpler kinds of theories of nativism which suggest
that decolonization can be effected by a recovery or reconstuction
of pre-colonial societies. The most recent and most socially signiﬁcant
diasporic movements have been those of colonized peoples back to
the metropolitan centres. In countries such as Britain and France, the
population now has substantial minorities of diasporic ex-colonial
peoples. In recent times, the notion of a ‘diasporic identity’ has been
adopted by many writers as a positive afﬁrmation of their hybridity.
Further reading: Brah 1996; Braziel and Mannur 2003; Brown and Coelho 1987;
Carter 1996; Chow 1993; Gellner 2006; Gunew 2004; Hall 1996; Hayes
Edwards 2003; Institute of Commonwealth Studies 1982; Mishra 1996a,
1996b; S. Mishra 2006; Nelson 1993; Rajan and Mohanram 1995; Ramraj
1996; Rath 2000; Roy 1995; Thompson 1987; West-Pavlov 2005.

DISCOURSE
This is a much used word in contemporary theory and in post-colonial
criticism is mostly employed in such terms as colonial discourse,
which is speciﬁcally derived from Foucault’s use of the concept.
Discourse was originally used from about the sixteenth century to
describe any kind of speaking,talk or conversation,but became increasingly used to describe a more formal speech, a narration or a treatment
of any subject at length,a treatise,dissertation or sermon.More recently,
discourse has been used in a technical sense by linguists to describe any
unit of speech longer than a sentence.
However, the Foucauldian sense of the term has little to do with
the act of speaking in its traditional sense. For Foucault, a discourse is a
strongly bounded area of social knowledge,a system of statements within
which the world can be known.The key feature of this is that the world
is not simply ‘there’to be talked about,rather,it is through discourse itself
that the world is brought into being. It is also in such a discourse that
speakers and hearers, writers and readers come to an understanding
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about themselves, their relationship to each other and their place in the
world (the construction of subjectivity).It is the ‘complex of signs and
practices which organises social existence and social reproduction’.
There are certain unspoken rules controlling which statements can
be made and which cannot within the discourse, and these rules
determine the nature of that discourse.Since a virtually limitless number
of statements can be made within the rules of the system,it is these rules
that characterize the discourse and that interest analysts such as Foucault.
What are the rules that allow certain statements to be made and not
others? Which rules order these statements? Which rules allow the
development of a classiﬁcatory system? Which rules allow us to identify
certain individuals as authors? These rules concern such things as the
classiﬁcation, the ordering and the distribution of that knowledge of
the world that the discourse both enables and delimits.
A good example of a discourse is medicine, in mundane terms we
simply think of medicine as healing sick bodies.But medicine represents
a system of statements that can be made about bodies, about sickness
and about the world. The rules of this system determine how we view
the process of healing, the identity of the sick and, in fact, encompass
the ordering of our physical relationship with the world. There are
certain principles of exclusion and inclusion that operate within this
system; some things can be said and some things cannot. Indeed we
cannot talk about medicine without making a distinction between
different kinds, such as ‘Western’ and ‘Chinese’ medicine. For these are
two discourses in which the body and its relationship to the world are
not only different but virtually incompatible. This explains the very
great resistance in Western medicine to forms of healing that do not
accord with its positivistic idea of the body. Until such practices as
acupuncture or herbal remedies could be incorporated into the
positivistic framework of Western medicine,by being incorporated into
other ‘scientiﬁc’ statements, they were rejected as charlatanism or
superstition (they did not concur with ‘truth’). It is only very gradually
that such rules of exclusion, which keep a discourse intact, can be
modiﬁed, because the discourse maintains not just an understanding
of the world, but in a real sense the world itself. Such incursions, when
not controlled, may represent a very great threat to the authority of
the discourse.
Discourse is important, therefore, because it joins power and
knowledge together. Those who have power have control of what is
known and the way it is known, and those who have such knowledge
have power over those who do not. This link between knowledge and
power is particularly important in the relationships between colonizers
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and colonized, and has been extensively elaborated by Edward Said in
his discussion of Orientalism, in which he points out that this discourse, this way of knowing the ‘Orient’,is a way of maintaining power
over it. Said’s work lays more stress on the importance of writing and
literary texts in the process of constructing representations of the other
than does Foucault’s, whose concern is more widely distributed across
a variety of social institutions. Said’s insistence on the central role of
literature in promoting colonialist discourse is elaborated in his later
work (Said 1993), where he argues that the nineteenth-century novel
comes into being as part of the formation of Empire,and acts reﬂexively
with the forces of imperial control to establish imperialism as the
dominant ideology in the period. This emphasis has made Said’s work
of especial interest to those concerned with post-colonial literatures
and literary theory.
Foucault’s view of the role of discourse though is even wider, and
more pervasive, since he argues that discourse is the crucial feature of
modernity itself. For the discourse of modernity occurs when what is
said, the ‘enunciated’, becomes more important than the saying, the
‘enunciation’. In classical times, intellectual power could be maintained by rhetoric, by the persuasiveness of the speaker ‘discoursing’ to
a body of listeners. But gradually the ‘will to truth’ came to dominate
discourse and statements were required to be either true or false. When
this occurred, it was no longer the act of discourse but the subject
of discourse that became important. The crucial fact for post-colonial
theory is that the ‘will to truth’ is linked to the ‘will to power’ in the
same way that power and knowledge are linked. The will of European
nations to exercise dominant control over the world, which led to
the growth of empires, was accompanied by the capacity to conﬁrm
European notions of utility, rationality, discipline as truth.
We can extend our example, therefore, to talk about ‘Eurocentric
discourse’,or the ‘discourse of modernity’,that is,a system of statements
that can be made about the world that involve certain assumptions,
prejudices, blindnesses and insights, all of which have a historical provenance, but exclude other, possibly equally valid, statements. All these
statements and all that can be included within the discourse thus become
protected by the assertion of ‘truth’.
Further reading: Ashcroft 1999; Bauman 1998; Bhabha 1994; Chrisman and
Williams 1994; Ezzaher 2003; Foucault 1971; Gikandi 2004; Harrison 2003;
Hulme 1989; Lazarus 1993, 1994; McHoul and Grace 1993; Said 1978, 1983;
Tifﬁn 1995.
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DISLOCATION
A term for both the occasion of displacement that occurs as a result of
imperial occupation and the experiences associated with this event.
The phenomenon may be a result of transportation from one country
to another by slavery or imprisonment, by invasion and settlement,
a consequence of willing or unwilling movement from a known to
an unknown location. The term is used to describe the experience
of those who have willingly moved from the imperial ‘Home’ to the
colonial margin, but it affects all those who, as a result of colonialism,
have been placed in a location that, because of colonial hegemonic
practices, needs, in a sense, to be ‘reinvented’ in language, in narrative and in myth. A term often used to describe the experience of
dislocation is Heidegger’s term unheimlich or unheimlichkeit – literally
‘unhousedness’ or ‘not-at-home-ness’ – which is also sometimes
translated as ‘uncanny’ or ‘uncanniness’.
Nineteenth-century Australian writers show this process of dislocation in action:for example,novelist Marcus Clark,who speaks of the
‘uncanny nature’ of the Australian landscape’s ‘funereal gloom’, or the
poet Barron Field who declared that ‘All the dearest allegories
of human life are bound up with the infant and slender green of
spring, the dark redundance of summer, and the sere and yellow leaf
of Autumn . . . I can therefore hold no fellowship with Australian
foliage’ (Carter 1987: 43). The implication of Field’s remarks is that
Australia exists outside of ‘real’ or ‘normal’ experience, and in terms of
the assumptions of imperial discourse is unknowable until the place
is brought under control by language. But it is here, in the attempt to
convert the uncolonized ‘space’ into colonized ‘place’, that dislocation
becomes most obvious. Because the words to describe the new place
adequately cannot be found in the language brought with the early
settlers, new terms must necessarily be invented. The necessity of
dislocation does indeed become the mother of invention. Hence the
disruptive and ‘disorienting’ experience of dislocation becomes
a primary inﬂuence on the regenerative energies in a post-colonial
culture.
In a similar way, the extreme form of physical, social and individual
dislocation involved in the institution of slavery has led some Caribbean
critics, such as Dennis Williams, Wilson Harris and Edouard Glissant,
to suggest that dislocation is the key to a release of a distinctive form
of cultural energy.Harris employs the sign of the Caribbean limbo dance
or ‘gateway’, the dance that some speculate may reproduce the forced
and literal dislocation of the slave’s body in the cramped conditions of
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the slaver’s holds, to signify the process of dismantling and rebirth
that generated the distinctive catalytic cultures of the New World.The
resulting restructuring generates new and powerful forms of culture
which, whilst having their roots in an African origin, are able to
bring forth a new ‘Adamic’ possibility of renewal and regeneration
(Walcott 1974). Diasporic communities formed by forced or voluntary migration may all be affected by this process of dislocation and
regeneration too, and this has certainly been argued by some recent
critics of the diasporic and migrant experience.(See essays in Rajan and
Mohanram 1995.)
Finally, dislocation in a different sense is also a feature of all invaded
colonies where indigenous or original cultures are, if not annihilated,
often literally disclocated, i.e. moved off what was their territory. At
best, they are metaphorically dislocated, placed into a hierarchy that
sets their culture aside and ignores its institutions and values in favour
of the values and practices of the colonizing culture.Many post-colonial
texts acknowledge the psychological and personal dislocations that
result from this cultural denigration, and it is against this dislocating
process that many modern decolonizing struggles are instituted.
See also Fanonism.
Further reading: Bery et al. 2000; Glissant 1989; Harris 1981; Huggan 2000;
Rajan and Mohanram 1995. Williams 1969

DOUBLE COLONIZATION
A term coined in the mid-1980s, and usually identiﬁed with HolstPetersen and Rutherford’s A Double Colonization: Colonial and PostColonial Women’s Writing published in 1985. The term refers to the
observation that women are subjected to both the colonial domination
of empire and the male domination of patriarchy. In this respect empire
and patriarchy act as analogous to each other and both exert control
over female colonial subjects, who are, thus, doubly colonized by
imperial/patriarchal power. Feminist theory has propounded that
women have been marginalized by patriarchal society and consequently
the history and concerns of feminist theory have paralleled developments in post-colonial theory which foregrounds the marginalization
of the colonial subject.
However, post-colonial nationalisms do not necessarily alleviate
this situation but may entrench rather than dismantle the power of
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patriarchy, so that women’s struggle against ‘colonial’ domination
often continues after national independence. Post-colonial feminism
continues to analyse the perpetuation of gender bias and ‘double colonization’ even in post-independence states, seeing the persistence of
‘neo-colonial’ domination of women in national patriarchies. There
is considerable disagreement, however, among post-colonial feminists
about whether imperialism or patriarchy is the force most urgently in
need of contesting. One, perhaps most celebrated example is Hazel
Carby’s White Woman Listen (1982), but similar issues are addressed by
Mohanty (1984), Suleri (1992) and others.
Further reading: Carby (1982), Holst-Petersen and Rutherford (1985), Mohanty
(1984), Suleri (1992).

ECOFEMINISM
Ecofeminism has become an increasingly important ﬁeld in both contemporary feminist and environmental studies. Although, as Diamond
and Orenstein note, ecofeminism is really ‘a new term for an ancient
wisdom’ (Mies and Shiva 1993: 13), it ﬁrst came to prominence in the
early 1980s, its bases in feminist philosophy, environmental activism
and the European and American peace movements of the late 1970s.
The term itself was ﬁrst used by Françoise d’Eauborne in 1980 (Mies
and Siva 1993: 13) and was increasingly adopted by both scholars and
environmental activists. Organised in response to the Three Mile Island
nuclear disaster, the 1980 ‘Women and Life on Earth: A Conference
on Eco-Feminism’ focused on ‘the connections between feminism,
militarization, healing and ecology’ (Mies and Shiva 1993: 14). The
adoption of the term had also been preceded by much women’s poetry
and ﬁction in the 1960s and 70s, and has gained increasing prominence through the work of philosophers Val Plumwood and Karen
Warren.It has also been adopted by other disciplines through the writing
and activism of Arundhati Roy and Vandara Shiva.
Ecofeminism stresses the indissoluble connectedness – both physical
and conceptual – of the earth itself, and all life on it. Humans, as a part
of this community depend on earth and sea, and the life this generates
for survival;but they are even more fundamentally of it,one component
part of the living whole. As Val Plumwood notes, the basic interconnectedness of all matter and psyche is such a ‘truism’ that it is
puzzling that it should need to be remarked at all. ‘But the reason why
this message of continuity and dependency is so revolutionary in the
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context of the modern world is that the dominant strands of Western
culture have for so long denied it, and have given us a model of human
identity as only minimally and accidentally connected to the earth’
(Plumwood 1993: 6). Even though we all have a ‘formal knowledge of
evolutionary biology’, this disconnection ‘remains deeply and fatally
entrenched in modern conceptions of the human and of nature,’
continuing to ‘naturalize domination in both human and non-human
spheres’ (1993: 6).
Ecofeminists, however, reject the notion that ‘man’s freedom and
happiness depend on an ongoing process of emancipation from nature,
and an independence from and dominance over natural processes by
the power of reason and rationality’(Mies and Shiva 1993:6).The tenets
of Enlightenment reason rely for their continuing power on a number
of linked and hierarchized binarisms: nature and culture; black and
white; civilization and savagery; the human and the animal. As Mies
and Shiva argue, ‘wherever women acted against ecological destruction
or/and the threat of atomic annihilation, they immediately became
aware of the connection between patriarchal violence against women,
other people and nature’ (14). The ‘corporate and military warriors’
aggression against the environment was perceived almost physically as
an aggression against our female body’ (14).
To stop the exploitation and despoliation of, in Plumwood’s phrase,
the ‘more than human’ world, radical changes in Western and Westernderived capitalist thinking are required. Central to such rethinking is
the dismantling of those dangerous and divisive dualisms of patriarchal
economies whose modern roots in Western cultures are traceable to
the dictates of reason. Reason is interrogated not, as Plumwood stresses,
to instantiate the unreasonable, but to understand the historically and
philosophically contingent bases of the subjugation of women, nonwestern people and the natural world.
Western rationality, which still assumes that the basis of human
civilization consists in a progressive detachment from ‘nature’, also
dominated the colonial period.The more closely associated with nature
non-European peoples and women were considered to be, the more
‘inherently’ inferior they were; inferiority ensured and justiﬁed
patriarchal/Western civilization’s destruction and domination of other
lands and peoples. Land itself, cast as a female and ‘new’ to Europeans,
was ‘ripe’ for conquering and taming.
The legacy of the dominant discourse, as ecofeminists recognize,
is environmental devastation and on-going destruction of plants,animals
and other subject peoples in the name of capitalist ‘progress’ identiﬁed
as ‘civilization.’ Ecofeminism thus seeks to establish – or in the case
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of some colonized cultures,to re-establish,a sense of interconnectedness
of being, through ontological change and political activism replicating
the philosophy of connectedness in an amalgam of theory and practice.
As its afﬁrmation of the shared ground of all being suggests,ecofeminism
(especially in the United States) has strong spiritual as well as political
and scholarly dimensions;modern retrieval of the traditional conﬂuence
of material and spiritual being intimately connected to place and the
earth in many pre-colonized cultures.
Further reading: Mies and Shiva 1993; Plumwood 1993; Warren 2000.

ECOLOGICAL IMPERIALISM
A term coined by Alfred W. Crosby (Crosby 1986) to describe the
ways in which the environments of colonized societies have been
physically transformed by the experience of colonial occupation.
According to this thesis, imperialism not only altered the cultural,
political and social structures of colonized societies, but also devastated
colonial ecologies and traditional subsistence patterns.
Crosby makes a convincing case for the success of European imperialism as having a primarily ‘biological and ecological component’.
European diseases were unwittingly (and more rarely deliberately)
introduced to other parts of the globe,where they decimated indigenous
populations and thus facilitated European military and technological
conquest. More importantly, introduced crops and livestock not only
supported conquering armies and colonizing populations but, in
what Crosby calls ‘the Neo-Europes’(settler colonies),radically altered
the entire ecology of the invaded lands in ways that necessarily
disadvantaged indigenous peoples and annihilated or endangered native
ﬂora and fauna on which their cultures (and sometimes their very
lives) depended. The ‘Neo-Europes’ located in those temperate zones
of the northern and southern hemispheres (e.g. Canada, USA,
Australia, New Zealand, Argentina) that most closely approximated the
climate of Europe quickly became the major exporters of European
food crops, even though their native biotas were considerably different
and varied.‘The regions that today export more foodstuffs of European
provenance – grains and meats – than any other lands on earth had no
wheat, barley, rye, cattle, pigs, sheep, or goats whatsoever ﬁve hundred
years ago’ (Crosby 1986: 7). Arguably this has led to one of the most
profound ecological changes the world has seen.
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The current famines in sub-Saharan Africa can be directly related to
the European insistence on the repetitive cultivation of cash crops for
export to the metropolitan centres in place of the traditional crop
rotation that had kept the desert at bay. As a major form of Eurospatialization, and as a most effective means of social and territorial
control, ecological imperialism cannot be underestimated. Its range of
meaning can be extended into the neo-colonial arena in the current
Western (or ‘multinational’) patenting of ‘third world’plant and animal
species and in the global destruction (sponsored by both Western and
Asian companies) of, for instance, rain-forests.
Recently it has been argued that current Western ecological awareness also has its roots in Empire (Grove 1994). In India and the
Caribbean, Europeans encountered attitudes to the natural world that
differed radically from their own and were more generally ‘conservationist’, respectful or animistic. European policies in the colonies
frequently had to reach compromises with these differing attitudes.
Further reading: Crosby 1986; Grove 1994; Verdesio 2002.

EMPIRE
This term outlined by Hardt and Negri in the book of that name,
refers to a phenomenon arising from the increasing globalization of the
world, transcending the power of even the strongest sovereign nations.
Empire refers to something very different from those empires that have
been the traditional consequence of imperialism: the extra-territorial
extensions of sovereign nations beyond their own boundaries. For
Hardt and Negri,Empire now ‘establishes no territorial centre of power
and does not rely on ﬁxed boundaries or barriers. It is a decentred and
deterritorializing apparatus of rule that progressively incorporates the
entire global realm within its open, expanding frontiers’ (2001: xii).
Empire is thus a liminal and decentred principle of power underlying
the operation of global capital. The emergence of Empire has many
consequences,one of which is to scramble the distinction between First,
Second and Third worlds,as the relationship between Capital,labour and
markets transcends both national and regional distinctions.
Hardt and Negri reject the simplistic equation of US economic power
and Empire. The US does have a privileged position in Empire, but not
because of its extension of traditional imperialism, nor its similarities
to European empires,but because of its differences.‘Imperialism is over.
No nation will be world leader in the way modern European nations
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were’ (2001: xiv). Empire has no geographical limits, but effectively
encompasses the spatial totality of the world; it has no historical limits,
but ‘suspends history’ and ﬁxes the present state of affairs forever; it has
no class limits but operates at all registers of the social order. While
the operation of Empire is ‘bathed in blood’ the concept of empire is
always dedicated to peace. However, according to them, this new
order of global control, despite its enormous powers of oppression and
destruction, leads to new possibilities for the forces of liberation. These
forces they conceptualise as originating in the multitude – a collectivity
that is naturally and inevitably disposed towards liberation. Rather than
simply resisting Empire, the multitude will reorganise these new
processes and put them towards new ends.
Further reading: Hardt and Negri (2001)

ENVIRONMENTALISM
Perhaps the most signiﬁcant change in the orientation of the Humanities
in the second half of the twentieth century has been the questioning
of a once taken-for-granted anthropocentrism. Since the Enlightenment, Western epistemology has relegated the extra-human world
to the sciences, while the study of the human became the province
of the Humanities. It is only relatively recently that the disciplines of,
for instance, History, Anthropology, Philosophy, Literature and Cultural
Studies have begun to reclaim the ‘natural’ environment as crucial
to the understanding of human ‘being’ (both past and present) and as
of intrinsic worth. The enigma of place, the nature of indigeneity, the
relationship between landscape and language, settler incursions with
the consequent destruction of integrated biotas,colonial exploitation of
resources and enforced cash-cropping (sometimes leading to desertiﬁcation) have all been subjects of post-colonial study, especially in
relation to genocide and the wholesale dispossession of indigenous
peoples. But it is only recently that the inﬂuences and impacts on the
extra-human environment have been studied, both for their own
importance and because of the increasing recognition that the morethan-human is indissolubly interwoven with the human past, present,
and now future. This increasing emphasis on the ‘more-than-human’ is
environmentalism.
Environmentalism in post-colonial discourse has its beginings in
Alfred Crosby’s account of the impact of European incursions into the
Americas and the Paciﬁc (see Ecological imperialism).The conquest
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and colonization of so many extra-European environments produced
irreversible changes in land use, in ﬂora and fauna and frequently damaged beyond repair traditionally balanced relations between indigenous
communities and their environments, a relationship – unlike that
of their conquerors – crucial to their understanding of their ‘being’ as
of the land rather than merely on it. (These very different ontologies are
particularly evident in the land claim disputes between Aboriginal and
settler-descent peoples which continue today in what Alfred Crosby
termed the ‘Neo-Europes’. Europeans see land in terms of individual
ownership, while many native traditions regarded it as the essential part
of a communal (w)holism.
Imperial incursions and colonization have been regarded as environmentally destructive, yet as Richard Grove argues, the perception
of what had already been lost in Europe – the sense of intrinsic
connection between the ‘more-than-human’ and the human, and
thus the urgency of environmental preservation – became strikingly
evident in Europe’s colonies, particularly in the late nineteenth century
when the world’s ﬁrst National Parks were consequently established
in the United States and New Zealand.
The legacies of that colonial past, together with neo-colonial
environmental exploitation and outright destruction have energized
environmental activism world wide, from the tragic case of Ken Saro
Wiwa to Arundhati Roy’s protest against the Namada dam project, to
the desert walk for food in the S.W. United States. Much environmentalism in theory and practice has emanated from former imperial
centres such as Europe and the United States. While belated recognition of the crucial importance of other forms of life on earth is both
welcome and necessary, its export and sometimes imposition on postcolonized cultures invites the obvious charge of hypocrisy and generates
resentment against former imperial states,which,having degraded their
own and their colonies’ environments in the ‘interests’ of progress
and ‘development’,now encourage (or impose) the theory and practices
of environmental preservation on other peoples. This also frequently
creates division within post-colonized cultures themselves, where, for
instance, peoples are moved off their traditional lands to make way
for game parks, essentially for the beneﬁt of wealthy tourists (see
Wolch, Elder and Emmel). Demands for the ‘global’ preservation of
endangered species frequently clash with the policies of post-colonized
governments eager to use their regained environmental sovereignty in
the interests of a modern capitalism from which it is difﬁcult for them
to escape. Clashes between ‘local’ and ‘global’ environmental interests
are explored in Amitav Ghosh’s The Hungry Tide (2004).
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The British eco-critic Dominic Head has prioritized the ‘fundamental social restructuring associated with deep ecology’ over the
‘provisional management strategies’ of environmentalism (Head 1999:
27). For Head, as for Lawrence Buell, environmental crises and Western
thought are intrinsically interwoven. ‘Western metaphysics and ethics
need revision before we can address today’s environmental problems
(Buell 1995: 2). We need, argues Buell, ‘better ways of imagining nature
and humanity’s relation to it’ (Buell 1995: 2). Ironically, some of
the cultures destroyed by colonization had existed for centuries in such
better ways.
Further reading: Adams and Mulligan 2003; Buell 1995, 2005; Ghosh 2004;
Guha and Martinez 1997; Head 1999; Plumwood 1993, 2002.

ESSENTIALISM/STRATEGIC ESSENTIALISM
Essentialism is the assumption that groups,categories or classes of objects
have one or several deﬁning features exclusive to all members of that
category. Some studies of race or gender, for instance, assume the
presence of essential characteristics distinguishing one race from another
or the feminine from the masculine. In analyses of culture it is a (generally implicit) assumption that individuals share an essential cultural
identity, and it has been a topic of vigorous debate within post-colonial
theory. The Cartesian claim Cogito ergo sum (I think therefore I am)
was the basis for the stress on the individual consciousness and the
centrality of the idea of the human subject in the dominant intellectual
discourse of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.The displacement
of this Enlightenment concern for the individual by poststructuralist
views of subjectivity put considerable pressure on contemporary
cultural theory to revise this dominant way of conceiving of human
behaviour.
Colonial discourse theory stressed this also when it drew attention
to the ways of speaking and thinking that colonialism employed to
create the idea of the inferiority of the colonial subject and to exercise
hegemonic control over them through control of the dominant
modes of public and private representation. Drawing on the critiques
of language by post-structuralist theorists such as Jacques Derrida,
Jacques Lacan and Michel Foucault,colonial discourse theory contended
that essentialist cultural categories were ﬂawed. This criticism was
extended by various writers to the institutions through which individual
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subjectivity achieved a sense of identity, for example ideas of race or
nation.
The political purpose of this critique was,in part,to expose the falsity
of this mode of representing the colonial subject as an other to the
Self of the dominant colonial culture.
Ironically, then, the very process of displacing the essentialist modes
of identity ran counter to the pragmatic use of such concepts in various
local agendas designed to recover a sense of self-worth and difference.
The basis of the National Liberation Movements of the 1960s
and 1970s was a recognition of the need to recover or develop a local
identity and a sense of distinction damaged by imperial and colonizing
discourses. At the same time, theorists warned of the dangers of
simply reversing the categories of oppressed and oppressor without
critiquing the process by which such simple binaries had come into
being in the ﬁrst place. They also warned of the dangers of creating
a new indigenous élite who would act merely as neo-colonial puppets
for the old forces of the colonizing powers.
Theorists such as Gayatri Spivak drew attention to the dangers of
assuming that it was a simple matter of allowing the subaltern (oppressed)
forces to speak, without recognizing that their essential subjectivity
had been and still was constrained by the discourses within which
they were constructed as subaltern.Her controversial question ‘Can the
Subaltern Speak?’ (Spivak 1985b), was frequently misinterpreted
to mean that there was no way in which subaltern peoples could ever
attain a voice (see agency). Such negative misreadings of Spivak’s
position inevitably produced counter-claims from critics such as Benita
Parry who asserted the politicial necessity of maintaining the idea
of oppositionality between the binary divisions such as black–white,
colonizer–colonized,oppressed-oppressor (Parry 1987).In fact,Spivak’s
essay is not an assertion of the inability of the subaltern voice to be
accessed or given agency, but only a warning to avoid the idea that the
subaltern can ever be isolated in some absolute, essentialist way from
the play of discourses and institutional practices that give it its voice.
In response to this negative interpretation of her earlier work,perhaps,
and in an attempt to reassert the political force resident in her theory,
Spivak spoke of the need to embrace a strategic essentialism, in an
interview in which she acknowledged the usefulness of essentialist formulations in many struggles for liberation from the effects of
colonial and neo-colonial oppression. She remarked, ‘I think we have
to choose again strategically, not universal discourse but essentialist
discourse. I think that since as a deconstructivist . . . I cannot in
fact clean my hands and say I’m speciﬁc. In fact I must say I am an
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essentialist from time to time (Spivak 1984–5: 183). And, again in the
same interview she remarked, ‘I think it’s absolutely on target . . . to
stand against the discourses of essentialism, . . . [but] strategically we
cannot’ (184).
The argument suggests that in different periods the employment of
essentialist ideas may be a necessary part of the process by which the
colonized achieve a renewed sense of the value and dignity of their
pre-colonial cultures, and through which the newly emergent postcolonial nation asserts itself. However, as critics such as Edward Said
have argued (Said 1993), the early National Liberation theorists such
as Fanon, Cabral and James were always fully aware of the dangers
of essentialism, and were always critical of the application of such
essentialist discourses as nationalism and race in the construction of
the modern post-colonial state.
Further reading: Parry 1987; Said 1993; Spivak 1984–5, 1985b, 1990.

ETHNICITY
Ethnicity is a term that has been used increasingly since the 1960s to
account for human variation in terms of culture, tradition, language,
social patterns and ancestry, rather than the discredited generalizations of race with its assumption of a humanity divided into ﬁxed,
genetically determined biological types.Ethnicity refers to the fusion of
many traits that belong to the nature of any ethnic group: a composite
of shared values, beliefs, norms, tastes, behaviours, experiences,
consciousness of kind, memories and loyalties (Schermerhorn 1974: 2).
A person’s ethnic group is such a powerful identiﬁer because while
he or she chooses to remain in it, it is an identity that cannot be denied,
rejected or taken away by others. Whereas race emerged as a way of
establishing a hierarchical division between Europe and its ‘others’,
identifying people according to ﬁxed genetic criteria,ethnicity is usually
deployed as an expression of a positive self-perception that offers certain
advantages to its members. Membership of an ethnic group is shared
according to certain agreed criteria, even though the nature, the
combination and the importance of those criteria may be debated or
may change over time.
Indeed, few terms are used in such a variety of ways or with such a
variety of deﬁnitions – Isajaw (1974) deals with twenty-seven deﬁnitions
of ethnicity in the United States alone. This is possibly because ethnic
groups,although they may seem to be socially deﬁned,are distinguished
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both from inside and outside the group on the basis of cultural criteria,
so that the deﬁning characteristics of a particular ‘ethnicity’have usually
depended upon the various purposes for which the group has been
identiﬁed. Not every ethnic group will possess the totality of possible
deﬁning traits, but all will display various combinations to varying
degrees. Furthermore, both ethnicity and its components are relative
to time and place, and, like any social phenomenon, they are dynamic
and prone to change.
The simplest, and perhaps narrowest, deﬁnition of an ethnic group
therefore might be
A group that is socially distinguished or set apart, by others
and/or by itself, primarily on the basis of cultural or national
characteristics.
Indeed the word ethnic comes from the Greek ethnos,meaning ‘nation’.
In its earliest English use the word ‘ethnic’referred to culturally different
‘heathen’ nations, a sense that has lingered as a connotation. Some
contemporary uses of the term identify ethnicity with national groups
in Europe, where, with some exceptions, such as the Basques, the
link between ethnicity and nationality has appeared justiﬁed. The ﬁrst
use of ethnic group in terms of national origin developed in the period
of heavy migration from Southern and Eastern European nations
to the USA in the early twentieth century.The name by which an ethnic
group understands itself is still most often the name of an originating
nation, whether that nation still exists or not (e.g. Armenia). The term
‘ethnicity’ however, really only achieves wide currency when these
‘national’ groups ﬁnd themselves as minorities within a larger national
grouping, as occurs in the aftermath of colonization, either through
immigration to settled colonies such as USA, Canada, Australia, New
Zealand, or by the migration of colonized peoples to the colonizing
centre. One further consequence of this movement is that older
European nations can no longer claim to be coterminous with a
particular ethnic group but are themselves the heterogeneous and, in
time, hybridized, mixture of immigrant groups.
A feature of the use of the term is that the element of marginalization
evident in the earliest uses of ‘ethnic’ often seems to remain implied in
contemporary usage. Where it originally referred to heathen nations, it
now suggests groups that are not the mainstream, groups that are not
traditionally identiﬁed with the dominant national mythology. Thus
in settler colonies of the British Empire the dominant Anglo-Saxon
group is usually not seen as an ethnic group because its ethnicity has
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constructed the mythology of national identity. Such an identiﬁcation
is not limited to colonial experience, but does reveal the ‘imperialistic’
nature of national mythology, and the political implications of any link
between ethnicity and nation.
Given the fact that ‘ethnicity’ comes into greatest contemporary
currency in the context of immigration, we might therefore further
deﬁne ethnicity in its contemporary uses as:
a group or category of persons who have a common ancestral
origin and the same cultural traits, who have a sense of
peoplehood and of group belonging, who are of immigrant
background and have either minority or majority status within
a larger society.
(Isajaw 1974: 118)
The perception of common ancestry, both real and mythical, has
been important both to outsiders’ deﬁnitions and to ethnic groups’
self-deﬁnitions.Max Weber saw ethnic groups broadly as ‘human groups
that entertain a subjective belief in their common descent – because
of similarities of physical type or of customs or both, or because of
memories of colonization or migration – in such a way that this belief
is important for the continuation of the nonkinship communal
relationships’ (1968a: 389).
In a 1974 study of twenty-seven deﬁnitions of ethnicity, only one
included the trait ‘immigrant group’, while twelve included ‘common
national or geographic origin’, eleven included ‘same culture or
customs’, ten included ‘religion’ and nine included ‘race or physical
characteristics’. However, the intervening decades have seen a great
change in the ways in which the term ‘ethnicity’ is used: there are fewer
ethnic groups in which religion has the greatest inﬂuence in the way
its members see its character; the concept of race – with some notable
exceptions, such as African Americans – has become more and more
distinct from ethnicity because of the greater speciﬁcity of the latter
(a ‘racial’ group may subsume several ethnic groups); in the societies in
which ethnicity is most discussed, the practical and social implications
of the group’s status as an immigrant group have often outweighed
memories of a common national origin. Recent studies have revealed
that ethnic groups are not necessarily marginalized cultural groups,
but that all ethnic groupings, and indeed the concept of ethnicity
itself,have come to exert a powerful political function.Regardless of the
status of the particular group, its ethnicity is a key strategy in the
furtherance of group political interests and political advancement.
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Inasmuch as group power is always a favoured solution to individual
powerlessness, the ethnic group is a salient formation in the bid for
political power within a society. However, the impermeability of an
ethnic group’s borders, the difﬁculty of moving in, and indeed out, of
the group, along with its tendency to cut across class divisions, set it
apart from other political groupings such as trade unions and political
parties and suggests that its political nature is often largely unconscious.
Nevertheless, the ‘ethnic revolution’, as Fishman (1985) calls it, was a
direct consequence of the use, from the 1960s, of cultural identity and
the assertion of ethnicity in political struggle.
To encompass the variety and complexity of social and cultural
features constituting ethnicity, a more elaborate deﬁnition might be
developed from Schermerhorn (1970: 12):
A collectivity within a larger society having real or putative
common ancestry (that is, memories of a shared historical
past whether of origins or of historical experiences such
as colonization, immigration, invasion or slavery); a shared
consciousness of a separate, named, group identity; and a
cultural focus on one or more symbolic elements deﬁned as the
epitome of their peoplehood. These features will always be
in dynamic combination, relative to the particular time and
place in which they are experienced and operate consciously
or unconsciously A signiﬁcant feature of this deﬁnition is
the function of those ‘symbolic elements’ that may provide a
sense of ethnic belonging.Examples of such symbolic elements
are: kinship patterns, physical contiguity, religious afﬁliation,
language or dialect forms, tribal afﬁliation, nationality, physical
features, cultural values, and cultural practices such as art,
literature and music. Various combinations of these elements
(‘one or more’) may be privileged at different times and places
to provide a sense of ethnicity.
This deﬁnition accommodates the complex status of groups such
as black Americans or black British, whose identity may be putatively
constructed along racial as well as ethnic lines. The ‘ethnic revolution’
of the 1960s saw the construction of various such new ethnicities
(ethnogenesis) which were much more consciously political in origin
than other,increasingly attenuated ethnic connections in contemporary
society. Indeed, black ethnicity in America and Britain becomes more
intricately dependent upon politics in the process of ethnic legitimation
than is evident with white ethnic groups.
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Ethnic identities thus persist beyond cultural assimilation into the
wider society and the persistence of ethnic identity is not necessarily
related to the perpetuation of traditional cultures. In most cases, a very
few features of traditional culture need to be selected as ‘symbolic
elements’ around which ethnic identity revolves, and individuals need
experience very few of the deﬁning criteria (e.g. common ancestry)
to consider themselves members of the group. No ethnic group is
completely uniﬁed or in complete agreement about its own ethnicity
and no one essential feature can ever be found in every member of
the group. Nevertheless, this dynamic interweaving of identifying
features has come to function as an increasingly potent locus of identity
in an increasingly migratory, globalized and hybridized world.
Further reading: Darias 2000; Drew 1999; Fishman 1985; Gunew 1997; Hall
1989; Isajaw 1974; Olson and Worsham 1999; Schermerhorn 1970, 1974;
Singh and Schmidt 2000; Sollors 1986, 1996; Weber 1968.

ETHNOGRAPHY
Ethnography is that ﬁeld of anthropological research based on direct
observation of and reporting on a people’s way of life. It is the basic
methodology employed by cultural anthropologists and consists of
two stages: ﬁeldwork, which is the term used for the process of observing and recording data; and reportage, the production of a written
description and analysis of the subject under study. Historically,
ethnography concerned itself principally with recording the life
and habits of peoples from societies not the observer’s own – usually
distant locales, distant, that is, geographically or culturally from the
West, and seen as different from the normative European cultures.
Anthropology began as a kind of natural history, a study of the peoples
encountered along the frontiers of European expansion.
Anthropology is thus the term for the broad discipline in which
ethnography is located. When the discipline began, these alternative
cultures were constructed through a notion of the exotic,which differentiated them from the European, or of the primitive, which saw them
in a Darwinian way as stages in the ‘development’ of man, ideas that
were clearly useful to colonial discourse in constructing a hierarchy
of cultures. For this reason, anthropology and ethnographic discourse
have often been critiqued in post-colonial texts as classic examples
of the power of Western discourse to construct its primitive others.
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To its proponents, on the other hand, ethnography is simply a social
research method whereby the ethnographer ‘participates, overtly or
covertly, in people’s daily lives for an extended period of time, watching what happens, listening to what is said, asking questions; in fact
collecting whatever data are available to throw light on the issues with
which he or she is concerned’ (Hammersley and Atkinson 1983: 2).
Thus it is a form of participant observation which attempts to gather
data, ‘on location’, that will lead to an understanding of a particular
social or cultural group.
However,criticism of ethnography argues that none of these activities
– watching, listening, asking or collecting – is a neutral, value free act,
nor does it exist beyond the assumptions and prescriptions of the
discourse of the participant’s own culture. Not even the concept of
knowledge itself can be value free, because what is known depends
upon how it is known, that is, cultural knowledge is ‘constructed’
rather than ‘discovered’ by ethnography. Indeed the most vigorous
criticism suggests that ethnography itself, as a ‘science’, has historically
existed precisely to locate the observed subjects in a particular way,
to interpellate them as Europe’s others. Some of the more critical
accounts (e.g. Asad 1973) have argued that anthropology itself was
not simply a child of colonialism, in that colonization opened up
areas of research and ethnographers provided information to colonial
administrations, but rather that it was ‘colonialism’s twin’ (Fardon
1990: 6). Anthropology reproduced versions of the colonized subject
that both were motivated by and rationalized the exclusion and
exploitation of those subjects by imperial discourse itself. This critical
account of the role of anthropology and ethnography is put strongly
by Richard Fardon:
Anthropology necessarily reproduced versions of assumptions
deeply embedded in a predatory European culture . . . the
inversion of a self-image was generalized to some ﬁctive collectivity based on geography, skin colour, tribe or whatever.
To counterpose to an enlightened Europe we produced an
African heart of darkness; to our rational, controlled west
corresponded an irrational and sensuous Orient; our progressive civilization differed from the historical cul-de-sacs into
which Oriental despots led their subjects; our maturity might
be contrasted with the childhood of a darker humanity,
but our youth and vigour distinguished us from the aged
civilizations of the east whose splendour was past. . . .
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Subtly, not so subtly, and downright crassly, we produced
our exemplar others; now, we pride ourselves that we see
through the mirrors we set up,no longer dazzled by the pleasing
images of ourselves they reﬂected.The temporal transpositions
have been rendered transparent for what they were: artiﬁces of
imagination in the service of power.
(Fardon 1990: 6)
More recently, ethnography itself has experienced vigorous debates
about its methodology; between the claims of ‘positivism’ and ‘naturalism’, for instance, and about the status of reﬂexivity, the extent to
which the ethnographer is conscious of his or her own subject position. There has been considerable debate between structuralists and
ethnographers adopting a phenomenological or ethno-methodological
approach. Since the advent of contemporary revelations of its own
provisional textuality, ethnography has had increasingly to address the
issue of whether there is an underlying conﬂict between the earlier
claims about its ability to make objective representative statements about
the conditions of human life in the world. This is necessarily associated
with arguments that assert that human life can be known only through
speciﬁc and therefore limited representations which inevitably reﬂect
the power relations between those who represent and those who are
represented.
One inﬂuential response to this question of representation and
power has been James Clifford’s insistence that ethnography is itself a
form of writing and should be approached from the point of view of
its textuality.Clifford’s argument is that,with the demise of colonialism,
‘the West can no longer present itself as the unique purveyor of anthropological knowledge about others’(1988:22).In Writing Culture he takes
up Clifford Geertz’s suggestion that it is anthropologists’ practice,
especially their writing, that should be examined. He distinguishes
four main areas governing the reading and writing of ethnography:
‘language,rhetoric,power and history’(Clifford 1986:25),with his own
emphasis being on the ﬁrst two.Clifford demonstrates that ethnography,
like any discourse, operates with its own set of rules, proscriptions and
assumptions; it is a form of writing that may be examined using the
techniques of reading more familiar to literary criticism.
Ultimately, Clifford is optimistic about ethnography’s ability to
shake off its Western epistemological legacy, and in The Predicament of
Culture (1988) he surveys several modes of ethnographic writing
that may do so. While ethnographic writing ‘cannot entirely escape
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the reductionist use of dichotomies and essences, it can at least struggle
self-consciously to avoid portraying abstract ahistorical ‘others’
(1988:23).Despite the earlier role of ethnography in the colonial enterprise, Clifford propounds the need for a decentred ethnographic
practice, a form of ethnographic writing that takes into account, and
overcomes, its colonial history and the difﬁculties concerning the
subject position of the ethnographer: ‘It is more than ever crucial for
different peoples to form complex concrete images of one another,
as well as of the relationships of knowledge and power that connect
them’ (23). One consequence of such a position has been a form of
localized ethnography that interrupts the surveillance of the process
and produces knowledge from the point of view of the local subject
(Fardon 1990).
Contemporary ethnography vigorously asserts its ability to produce
useful, complex, ‘thick’ descriptions that seek to take the position of
the observer and the problem of surveillance into account. Taking the
dispute to the opposing camp, some anthropologists have gone further
and argued that they, in fact, take far more account of the ‘differences’
between cultures than their critics. For example, they have drawn
attention to the fact that they acknowledge the material inscriptive
elements of cultures far more effectively than more textually oriented
disciplines such as cultural studies, which, despite its claims to study a
wide variety of social practices, has still largely concentrated on forms
similar to or analogous in their signiﬁcatory structures to Western
cultural ideas of inscription and communication.
Anthropology has also tried to overcome the paralysis that extreme
forms of post-structuralist critique would impose on all ‘ﬁeldwork’ by
engaging constructively with the issues of representation and discrimination in anthropological deﬁnitions of its subject’s goals and range.
In particular, anthropology has tried to reorientate itself towards
the study of groups or sections of the cultures within the metropolitan
spheres, breaking down the idea that sociology deals with ‘us’ and
anthropology with ‘them’. Forming links with other disciplines, with
which in the past it had tended to compete,such as sociology,psychology
and linguistics, contemporary cultural anthropology seeks to take its
core practice of ‘ﬁeldwork’ and ethnographic description into societies
and sub-groups much closer to the observer’s own culture.Ethnographic
studies in the past few decades – studies of youth gangs in North
American cities,gender in British rural villages,working-class youths in
English schools – are offered as examples that suggest that it is in fact
possible to reach some effective and meaningful descriptions that help
us to understand social and cultural phenomena.
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Contemporary ethnography, then, is concerned with describing and
differentiating cultures in ways that acknowledge its own perspectives
and role. A recent development has been the increasing internationalization of the discipline with major studies by, amongst many others,
Kenyan, Nigerian, South African, Indian, Brazilian, Indonesian and
Mexican anthropologists.Although in itself this is no answer to critiques
of the substantive, philosophical basis of ethnography, the fact that
in recent times substantial contributions to the discipline have been
made by people in the erstwhile ‘target’ communities themselves has
helped to focus attention on the possibility of a more ‘self-ascriptive’
mode of social and cultural analysis employing modern ethnographic
methodologies.
Further reading: Appadurai 1991; Asad 1973; Boon 1982; Clifford 1986, 1988;
Fardon 1990; Ingold 1996; Mignolo and Shiwy 2003; Nederveen Pieterse
1992; Raheja 2002; Stocking 1983; Thomas 1994.

ETHNO-PSYCHIATRY/ETHNO-PSYCHOLOGY
A particularly signiﬁcant development in classic ethnography in
colonial situations occurred from the 1920s onwards and had a negative
inﬂuence on the representation of colonized peoples. This was the
application of psychiatric and psychological theories to the construction
of models of the so-called ‘native mind’ or ‘native personality’. Just as
ethnography could be employed to control the colonized by creating
scientiﬁc models of their culture that stressed those features that suited
the colonial purposes,so ethno-psychiatry could suggest that there were
certain ineradicable mental ‘sets’ that prevented ‘natives’ from exercising the same degree of control or responsibility as the colonial settlers.
This form of pseudo-scientiﬁc construction was deeply embedded in
the assumptions underlying the notion of race itself – that physical
characteristics indicated deeply embedded psychological, intellectual
and behavioural differences between racial groups.
The combining of race models with fashionable discourses such as
psychiatry proved particularly powerful and useful in colonies with a
large indigenous majority, such as Kenya or Rhodesia (Zimbabwe), as
settlers came into conﬂict with their home governments over the longterm goals of colonization.Such disputes centred on whether the natives
could be ‘made ready’ for self-government (the ofﬁcial British and
European government policies on most colonies in the period), or
would always remain dependent on white expertise and white support
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(the preferred settler position). Ironically, the ideas of the proponents of
this kind of psychiatric model were used by later anti-colonialist theorists, such as Fanon, who took the idea of a ‘native mind’ and employed
it to suggest that certain colonial disorders were the direct result of the
construction of the native as inferior and as deformed.Of course,Fanon
did not accept the essentialist ideas that underlay colonial ethnopsychiatric models and critiqued the idea that the ‘native’ was a natural
category,demonstrating how the mental deformations of the patients in
Algerian psychiatric wards were the direct result of the racist policies of
the colonial administration.
Further reading: Carothers 1953; D’Andrade 1995; Fanon 1961.

EUROCENTRISM
The conscious or unconscious process by which Europe and European
cultural assumptions are constructed as, or assumed to be, the normal,
the natural or the universal. The ﬁrst, and possibly most potent sign
of Eurocentrism, as José Rabasa explains (1993), was the speciﬁc
projection employed to construct the Mercator Atlas itself, a projection
that favoured the European temperate zones in its distribution of size.
This map of the world is not merely an objective outline of discovered
continents, but an ‘ideological or mythological reiﬁcation of space’
which opens up the territories of the world to domination and appropriation. ‘The world’ only acquired spatial meaning after different
regions had been inscribed by Europeans, and this inscription, apart
from locating Europe at the top of the globe or map, established an
ideological ﬁguration,through the accompanying text and illustrations,
which ﬁrmly centralized Europe as the source and arbiter of spatial and
cultural meaning.
By the eighteenth century this conception of a collective ‘Europe’
constructed as a sign of superiority and in opposition to the rest of the
world’s cultures had become ﬁrmly consolidated. Then, as now, such
collective constructions existed in a troubled or ambivalent relationship
with an alternative stress on the nationalism of emerging individual
European nation-states and their particular cultures. European colonization of the rest of the globe, which accelerated in the eighteenth
century and reached its apogee in the nineteenth, actively promoted
or facilitated Eurocentrism through exploration, conquest and trade.
Imperial displays of power, both in the metropolitan centres and at the
colonial peripheries,and assertions of intellectual authority in colonialist
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institutions such as schools and universities,and through the civil service
and legal codes, established European systems and values as inherently
superior to indigenous ones.
Edward Said’s Orientalism examines the ways in which Eurocentrism
not only inﬂuences and alters, but actually produces other cultures.
Orientalism is ‘a way of coming to terms with the orient that is based
on the orient’s special place in European western experience’ (1978: 1)
or ‘the western style for dominating, restructuring and having authority over the orient’ (3). This authority is, in Said’s view, a product of
a systematic ‘discipline’by which European culture was able to construct
and manage the Orient during the post-Enlightenment period.
Eurocentrism is masked in literary study by concepts such as literary
universality, in history by authoritative interpretations written from
the point of view of the victors, and in early anthropology by the
unconscious assumptions involved in the idea that its data were those
societies deﬁned as ‘primitive’ and so opposed to a European norm
of development and civilization. Some cultural critics have argued that
anthropology as a discipline in its classic,unrevised form came into being
in such a close relationship with colonization that it could not
have existed at all without the prior existence of Eurocentric concepts
of knowledge and civilization. Eurocentrism is also present in the
assumptions and practices of Christianity through education and mission
activity,as well as in in the assumed superiority of Western mathematics,
cartography, art and numerous other cultural and social practices which
have been claimed, or assumed, to be based on a universal, objective set
of values.
Further reading: Blaut 1993; Chakrabarty 2000; Dirlik 1999; Dussel 1993; Dussel
and Mendieta 1998; Ferro 1997; Kanth 2005; Lazarus 2002; Rabasa 1993;
Shohat 1994.

EXILE
The condition of exile involves the idea of a separation and distancing
from either a literal homeland or from a cultural and ethnic origin.
Critics such as Andrew Gurr (1981) have suggested that a distinction
should be drawn between the idea of exile, which implies involuntary constraint, and that of expatriation, which implies a voluntary act
or state. In a sense, only the ﬁrst generation of free settlers (of all
the many peoples of the varied colonial societies) could be regarded as
expatriates rather than exiles. For those born in the colonies, the idea of
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expatriation (deﬁned as a state voluntarily entered into) needs to be
revised. However, if the term is restricted, as Gurr suggests, to refer to
those who cannot return to the ‘place of origin’, even if they wish
to do so, then exile becomes a characteristic of a number of different
colonial conditions. For example, it helps to account for the tension
involved in constructing a distant place as ‘home’ by native-born
descendants of the colonizers.
The degree and tenacity with which such native-born colonizers
perceive the metropolitan colony as ‘home’ differs, of course, between
‘settler-invader’ colonies and colonies of occupation. Discourses of
race and ethnicity were, however, in both a feature that conﬂicted
with desires to claim a special status for the ‘native-born’ colonizer. In
settler colonies, the ‘native-born’ colonial wished to claim an insider
knowledge but wished to retain a ‘racial’ distinction from the ‘native’,
for example Kipling’s character Kim. In settler colonies, the settler also
often wished to preserve a racial distinction from the ‘natives’ that
depended on retaining a linkage with the absent homeland. As they
formed speciﬁc attachments to the new space, tensions arose that
were central to the continued preoccupation with issues of ‘identity’ in
settler colony discourses. A classic text illustrating this process is that
by the Australian woman writer Henry Handel Richardson, whose
hero in The Fortunes of Richard Mahony (1917) shuttles to and fro between
Australia and Europe, unable to ﬁnd a sense of wholly belonging in
either space, so ambivalent is his identity. The situation of the increasingly large number of diasporic peoples throughout the world further
problematizes the idea of ‘exile’. Where is the place of ‘home’ to be
located for such groups? In the place of birth (nateo), in the displaced
cultural community into which the person is born, or in the nation-state
in which this diasporic community is located? The emergence of new
ethnicities that cross the boundaries of the diasporic groups’ different
cultural, geographical and linguistic origins also acts to problematize
these categories further (e.g. Black British; see Hall 1989).
Exile was also produced by colonialism in another way, as pressure
was exerted on many colonized peoples to exile themselves from their
own cultures, their languages and traditions. The production of this
‘in-between’ class, ‘white but not quite’, was often a deliberate feature
of colonial practice. As Gauri Viswanathan (1989) has shown, it was the
basis for the development of the education system in India following
Macaulay’s notorious Minute on Indian Education. It was also the
condition of many of the creolized intellectuals of West Africa (de
Moraes-Farias and Barber 1990).The possibilities shown by this class of
colonially educated ‘natives’ to broker their position into a radical and
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nationalist political strategy does not mean that they did not suffer a
form of profound exile. Such conditions of localized alienation or exile
could sometimes contribute to the generation of new social and cultural
practices and the questioning of old traditions.
Exile continues to be an ambivalent state in post-colonial studies,
particularly in the work of Edward Said. While for him it is an almost
necessary condition for true critical worldliness, ‘the achievements of
any exile are permanently undermined by his or her sense of loss’(1984:
49). While it is ‘the unhealable rift forced between a human being and
a native place’ (49), nevertheless, the canon of modern Western culture
‘is in large part the work of exiles’ (49). This tension between personal
desolation and cultural empowerment is the tension of exile in Said’s
own work, a tension which helps explain his own deep investment in
the link between the text and the world. Consequently, Said’s view
of the intellectual is of a person whose detachment from the centres of
power,whose ability to ‘speak truth to power’is deeply enhanced by the
experience of exile despite the debilitating sense of loss it engenders
(Said 1994: 47–64).
Further reading: Barkan 1998; Chambers and Curti 1996; Gunew 2004; Gurr
1981; Said 1984, 1994,1999; Ward 2002.

EXOTIC/EXOTICISM
The word exotic was ﬁrst used in 1599 to mean ‘alien, introduced from
abroad, not indigenous’. By 1651 its meaning had been extended to
include ‘an exotic and foreign territory ,‘an exotic habit and demeanour’
(OED). As a noun, the term meant ‘a foreigner’ or ‘a foreign plant not
acclimatized’.
During the nineteenth century, however, the exotic, the foreign,
increasingly gained, throughout the empire, the connotations of a
stimulating or exciting difference, something with which the domestic
could be (safely) spiced. The key conception here is the introduction
of the exotic from abroad into a domestic economy. From the earliest
days of European voyages, exotic minerals, artefacts, plants and animals
were brought back for display in private collections and museums
and live specimens were cultivated, in Kew Gardens, for example, or in
the many private and public zoos established in the period. Peoples of
other cultures were also brought back to the European metropoles and
were introduced in fashionable salons or travelled as popular entertainment. Omai from the Society Islands, Bennelong from Australia, and
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later the ‘Hottentot Venus’ from South Africa, were displayed in
European capitals as exotics. Not only indigenes from the colonies but
those Europeans deemed to have had exotic experiences could also
be exhibited or exhibit themselves, e.g. Eliza Fraser, who had been
shipwrecked and survived among Australian aborigines, was displayed
as a woman who had lived amongst savages.
The key point here, however, is made by Renate Wasserman that,
‘Indians exhibited at Royal courts or turkeys and parrots in cages’
could be seen as ‘innocent signiﬁers’ of an exotic other, one that could
titillate the European public imagination while offering no threat since
such exotics were, in her terms, ‘non-systematic’ (1984: 132). Isolated
from their own geographical and cultural contexts, they represented
whatever was projected onto them by the societies into which they
were introduced. Exotics in the metropoles were a signiﬁcant part of
imperial displays of power and the plenitude of empires.
When the English language and the concepts it signiﬁed in the
imperial culture were carried to colonized sites, through, for instance,
English education, the attribution of exoticism as it applied to those
places,peoples or natural phenomena usually remained unchanged.Thus
schoolchildren in, for instance, the Caribbean and North Queensland
could regard and describe their own vegetation as ‘exotic’ rather than
trees like the oak or yew that were ‘naturalized’ for them as domestic by
the English texts they read.
Further reading: Appadurai 1986; Arnold 2003; Célestin 1996; Forsdick 2001;
Gualtieri 1996; Huggan 2001; Nederveen Pieterse 1992; Thomas 1994;
Wasserman 1984, 1994.

EXPLORATION AND TRAVEL
European exploration of other parts of the globe began with the
actual movements out of Europe by land routes to the ‘East’, and by
sea across the Mediterranean and into the Atlantic. Although there are
many legendary accounts of early voyages, and considerable historical
evidence of extensive, even intercontinental, travel by peoples such
as the Vikings in the Dark and Middle Ages, European travel beyond
the traditional fringes of the Mediterranean appears to have taken
a giant leap forward in the early Renaissance. This was partly due to
the decline of the Muslim control of the so-called Middle and Far
East, which allowed travellers to proceed under the Pax Mongolica as far
as China (Marco Polo), and partly due to the development of effective
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navigational aids and the advances in mapping (see cartography).Such
advances meant that early sea-going explorers such as the Portuguese
and the Spanish could venture further aﬁeld and risk leaving the coasthugging voyages of the ﬁfteenth century to start voyaging out into the
Atlantic itself to discover the off-shore islands of the Canaries and
the Azores, perhaps the earliest of all European ‘colonies’, which they
occupied in the early sixteenth century.
In addition to such physical explorations, however, ‘travel’ also began
as the imaginative construction of other people and places. This
intermixing of actual exploratory voyages with ﬁctive representations
of otherness rooted in the imaginative practice of the Middle Ages
persists through and beyond the actual eighteenth-century circumnavigation of the globe and the extensive travels in the land-mass
interiors that followed in the nineteenth century. Of course, the idea
of exploration and discovery in such travelling is profoundly Eurocentric, since what explorers purportedly discovered was invariably
already known to local indigenous peoples, many of whom led white
explorers to local land-marks, rivers and sources of food that enabled
them to survive. Yet these discoveries were credited to the European
explorers as though such places had not existed beforehand.
Renaissance sea voyages led to the widespread seizure of the goods
of indigenous peoples as loot. Travel and exploration in the period
was seen as strictly and unashamedly commercial and exploitative
in purpose. During the eighteenth century, however, new kinds of
travellers began to emerge, especially the scientiﬁc travellers in search
of new geographical and biological information, and the missionaries
who began increasingly to travel to spread the Christian religion
and who, like the scientiﬁc explorers, saw their interaction with the
people of the worlds they entered as essentially benign. Initially, these
new kinds of travellers were often sponsored by trading companies
or were attached to government expeditions.But they rapidly developed
independent scientiﬁc and religious institutions to support their work,
such as The Royal Geographical Society or the various Missionary
Societies, a development that allowed them ostensibly to distance
themselves from commercial and military expeditions and to portray
themselves as harmless knowledge seekers in contrast to rapacious
traders and military expeditionary forces of conquest. However, their
travels and their accounts of these travels, whether ostensibly factual
or ﬁctionally embellished, were as effectively ‘capturing’ as commercial
exploitation or conquest. Such knowledge also directly facilitated
exploitation and intervention, processes whose real effects are reﬂected
in phrases like ‘the opening up of Africa’.Such a phrase also suggests the
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gendering of landscape and the associations between sexuality and
exploration and conquest. ‘Virgin territories’ (never virgin, but the
inhabitants were considered to be uncivilized and thus having no legal
rights of ownership) were opened up by exploration to trade and
settlement, their original inhabitants killed, displaced or marginalized
within European settler communities. In extreme cases where peoples
were seen to be without organizational forms recognizable as such to
European eyes, as in Australia, the land was declared literally empty,
a terra nullius.
Accounts of European travel and reports of explorations to the
Royal Society helped produce and maintain ideas of Europe itself, ideas
framed by Europe’s sense of its difference from the places and cultures
that were being explored and reported on.The knowledge produced by
exploratory travel of these various groups is at the heart of the control
of the new possessions.Once ‘explored’and so ‘known’,these territories
were possessed and able to be catalogued as under the control or
inﬂuence of one or other of the colonizing powers. Such travel
accounts were quickly appropriated to ﬁctional forms in works as
diverse as The Tempest, Gulliver’s Travels and Robinson Crusoe. In fact, the
latter has been seen by many critics as the ﬁrst modern novel, suggesting that the development of this powerful new genre and the discovery
of new lands and their imaginative transformation are closely aligned
(see Watt 1957 and Said 1993).
Contemporary tourism,it can be argued,is in many ways the modern
extension of this possession by exploration. The tourist enters the
territory of the ‘other’ in search of an exotic experience. Early tourism
parodied the exploration of earlier exploratory periods, with bands of
Victorian gentlemen and ladies roped together to explore the lower
Alps or the slopes of Vesuvius. Modern tourism divides between the
contemporary form of this in the adventure or safari tour, and the mass
form of modern comfort tourism in which the experience is typically
stereotyped, packaged and reduced to an easily consumed product. In
effect, the tourist, ostensibly in search of the new, is actually seeking
the already known. In the same way that early travellers’ experience was
coloured by expectations formed over centuries of superstitious
imagining, so the modern tourist travels to discover those stereotypical
experiences already presented as exotic.Where signiﬁers of stereotyped
exotic difference are absent (such as palm trees,white sand beaches,etc.)
they are constructed as part of so-called resort developments. The idea
of the tropical ceases to refer to an actual geographical reality that may
involve such discomforting actualities as mosquitoes,mangrove swamps
and poisonous fauna,as well as human poverty and exploitation,instead
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it becomes an imaginative construct that says more about the European
fantasy than the actual location in which it ﬁnds its setting.Tourism also
functions, therefore, as part of the process of cultural and economic
control whereby economies of underdeveloped countries are
constructed by and made dependent on external institutions and
multinational companies (see neo-colonialism).
Further reading: Abernethy 2000; Armstrong and Hestertun 2006; Arnold 2003;
Blunt and McEwan 2002; Clark 1999; Clifford 1997; Hall 2004; Huggan 1989;
Huggan 2000; Kincaid 1988; Korte 2001; Korte and Matthias 2000; Leer 1992;
Mignolo 1995a; Mills 1991; Pratt 1992; Ryan 1994; Scott 2001.

FANONISM
A term for the anti-colonial liberationist critique formulated by the
Martiniquan psychiatrist Frantz Fanon (1925–1961). Fanon’s work
in Algeria led him to become actively involved in the Algerian liberation movement and to publish a number of foundational works on
racism and colonialism. These include Black Skin, White Masks (1952,
translated 1968), a study of the psychology of racism and colonial
domination. Just before his death he published The Wretched of the
Earth (1961), a broader study of how anti-colonial sentiment might
address the task of decolonization. In these texts Fanon brought
together the insights he derived from his clinical study of the effects of
colonial domination on the psyche of the colonized and his Marxist
derived analysis of social and economic control. From this conjuction
he developed his idea of a comprador class, or élite, who exchanged
roles with the white colonial dominating class without engaging in any
radical restructuring of society. The black skin of these compradors
was ‘masked’ by their complicity with the values of the white colonial
powers. Fanon argued that the native intelligentsia must radically
restructure the society on the ﬁrm foundation of the people and their
values.
However, Fanon, like other early National Liberationist ﬁgures
such as the Trinidadian C.L.R. James and the Cape Verdean Amilcar
Cabral, did not advocate a naive view of the pre-colonial. Fanon’s
nationalism was always what Edward Said in Culture and Imperialism has
deﬁned as ‘critical nationalism’, that is, formed in an awareness that
pre-colonial societies were never simple or homogeneous and that they
contained socially prejudicial class and gender formations that stood in
need of reform by a radical force. As Said has noted ‘[Fanon’s] notion
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was that unless national consciousness at its moment of success was
somehow changed into social consciousness, the future would not hold
liberation but an extension of imperialism’ (1993: 323). For Fanon, the
task of the national liberator, often drawn as he himself was from
a colonially educated élite, was to ‘join the people in that ﬂuctuating
movement which they are just giving a shape to . . . which will be the
signal for everything to be called into question’(1952:168) (see cultural
diversity/cultural difference).
Although Fanon is sometimes recruited to the banner of a naive form
of nativism,he took a more complicated view of tradition and the precolonial as well as of its role in the construction of the modern postcolonial state. Fanon, of course, recognized and gave a powerful voice
to the fact that for the new national leaders ‘the passionate search for a
national culture which existed before the colonial era ﬁnds its legitimate
reason in the anxiety shared by many indigenous intellectuals to shrink
away from that western culture in which they all risk being swamped’
and to ‘renew contact once more with the oldest and most pre-colonial
springs of their people’(1961:153–4).But he also recognized the danger
that such pasts could be easily mythologized and used to create the new
élite power groups, masquerading as the liberators of whom he had
warned.
A national culture is not a folklore, nor an abstract populism
that believes it can discover the people’s true nature. It is not
made up of the inert dregs of gratuitous actions, that is to say
actions which are less and less attached to the ever present
reality of the people. A national culture is the whole body of
efforts made by a people in the sphere of thought to describe,
justify and praise the action through which that people has
created itself and keeps itself in existence.
(1961: 154–5)
Throughout his historical analysis, Fanon never lost sight of the
importance of the subjective consciousness and its role in creating
the possibilities for the hegemonic control of the colonized subject,
and of the neo-colonial society that followed political independence.
In studies such as ‘The Fact of Blackness’ (1952) he addressed the
importance of the visible signs of racial difference in constructing
a discourse of prejudice, and the powerful and deﬁning psychological
effects of this on the self-construction of black peoples. Much of
Fanon’s work gives deﬁnition to the radical attempt to oppose this in
the discourses of the black consciousness movement that emerged
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in America and Britain in the 1960s and which drew much of its
inspiration from Fanon’s work. Although it might be argued that later
theorists such as Amilcar Cabral presented a more effective political
programme for implementing the radical transformation of the native
colonial intelligentsia in what Cabral called, in a memorable phrase,
‘a veritable forced march along the road to cultural progress’ (Cabral
1973), it was in the interweaving of the speciﬁc and personal with the
general and social that Fanon’s distinctive and profoundly inﬂuential
contribution was made.
Further reading: Fanon 1952, 1959, 1961.

FEMINISM AND POST-COLONIALISM
Feminism is of crucial interest to post-colonial discourse for two major
reasons. First, both patriarchy and imperialism can be seen to exert
analogous forms of domination over those they render subordinate.
Hence the experiences of women in patriarchy and those of colonized
subjects can be paralleled in a number of respects,and both feminist and
post-colonial politics oppose such dominance. Second, there have been
vigorous debates in a number of colonized societies over whether gender
or colonial oppression is the more important political factor in women’s
lives. This has sometimes led to division between Western feminists and
political activists from impoverished and oppressed countries; or,
alternatively, the two are inextricably entwined, in which case the
condition of colonial dominance affects, in material ways, the position
of women within their societies. This has led to calls for a greater
consideration of the construction and employment of gender in the
practices of imperialism and colonialism.
Feminism, like post-colonialism, has often been concerned with
the ways and extent to which representation and language are crucial
to identity formation and to the construction of subjectivity.For both
groups, language has been a vehicle for subverting patriarchal and
imperial power, and both discourses have invoked essentialist arguments in positing more authentic forms of language against those
imposed on them. Both discourses share a sense of disarticulation from
an inherited language and have thus attempted to recover a linguistic
authenticity via a pre-colonial language or a primal feminine tongue.
However, both feminists and colonized peoples, like other subordinate
groups, have also used appropriation to subvert and adapt dominant
languages and signifying practices.
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The texts of feminist theory and those of post-colonialism concur on
many aspects of the theory of identity, of difference and of the interpellation of the subject by a dominant discourse, as well as offering to
each other various strategies of resistance to such controls. Similarities
between ‘writing the body’ in feminism and ‘writing place’ in postcolonialism;similarities between the strategies of bisexuality and cultural
syncreticity;and similar appeals to nationalism may be detected (Ashcroft
1989).
In the 1980s,many feminist critics (Carby 1982;Mohanty 1984;Suleri
1992), began to argue that Western feminism, which had assumed that
gender overrode cultural differences to create a universal category of the
womanly or the feminine, was operating from hidden, universalist
assumptions with a middle-class, Euro-centric bias. Feminism was
therefore charged with failing to account for or deal adequately with
the experiences of Third World women. In this respect, the issues
concerning gender face similar problems to those concerned with class.
Mohanty, for instance, criticizes
the assumption that all of us of the same gender, across classes
and cultures, are somehow socially constituted as a homogeneous group identiﬁed prior to the process of analysis. . . .
Thus, the discursively consensual homogeneity of ‘women’ as
a group is mistaken for the historically speciﬁc material reality
of groups of women.
(Mohanty 1984: 338)
Domatila Barrios de Chungara’s Let Me Speak demonstrates how the
material reality of different groups of women can lead to very different
perceptions of the nature of political struggle. When she was invited
to the International Women’s Year Tribunal in Mexico City in 1974,
the difference between the feminist agenda of the tribunal and her
own political struggle against oppression in the Bolivian tin mines
became very clear. In her view, the meeting’s World Plan of Action
‘didn’t touch on the problems that are basic for Latin American women’
(Barrios de Chungara 1977: 201). The overlap between patriarchal,
economic and racial oppression has always been difﬁcult to negotiate,
and the differences between the political priorities of First and Third
World women have persisted to the present. Such differences appear
to be those of emphasis and strategy rather than those of principle,since
the interconnection of various forms of social oppression materially
affects the lives of all women.
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More recently, feminism has been concerned that categories like
gender may sometimes be ignored within the larger formation of the
colonial,and that post-colonial theory has tended to elide gender differences in constructing a single category of the colonized. These critics
argue that colonialism operated very differently for women and for
men, and the ‘double colonization’ that resulted when women were
subject both to general discrimination as colonial subjects and speciﬁc
discrimination as women needs to be taken into account in any analysis
of colonial oppression (Spivak 1985a, 1985b, 1985c and 1986; Mohanty
1984; Suleri 1992). Even post-independence practices of anti-colonial
nationalism are not free from this kind of gender bias,and constructions
of the traditional or pre-colonial are often heavily inﬂected by a
contemporary masculinist bias that falsely represents ‘native’ women as
quietist and subordinate.
One illuminating account of the connections between race and
gender as a consequence of imperial expansion is Sander L. Gilman’s
‘Black bodies,white bodies’(1985),which shows how the representation
of the African in nineteenth-century European art, medicine and
literature, reinforced the construction of the sexualized female
body. The presence of male or female black servants was regularly
included in paintings, plays and operas as a sign of illicit sexual activity.
‘By the nineteenth century the sexuality of the black, both male
and female, becomes an icon for deviant sexuality in general’ (228).
Furthermore, the ‘relationship between the sexuality of the black
woman and that of the sexualized white woman enters a new dimension when contemporary scientiﬁc discourse concerning the nature
of black female sexuality is examined’ (231). Notorious examples of
prurient exoticism, such as the Hottentot Venus displayed on tour in
England, provide material examples of the ways in which signs of racial
otherness became instrumental in the construction of a (transgressive)
female sexuality.
In settler colonies, although women’s bodies were not directly
constructed as part of a transgressive sexuality, their bodies were
frequently the site of a power discourse of a different kind.As critics like
Whitlock have argued, they were perceived reductively not as sexual
but as reproductive subjects,as literal ‘wombs of empire’whose function
was limited to the population of the new colonies with white settlers.
Further reading: Alexander and Mohanty 1977; Bahri 2004; Boehmer 2005;
Bulbeck 1998; Chang 2001; Donaldson 1993; Emberley 1993; Frankenberg
2001; Gandhi 1998; Harding 2000; Holst-Petersen and Rutherford 1985;
hooks 1997; Hyam 1990; Jarratt 2000; Katrak 1996; Lionnet 1995; Loomba
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2005; McClintock 1995; Mann 1995; Meyer 1996; Mills 2003; Minh-ha 1995;
Mohanram 1999; Mongia 1996; Morgan 2006; Rajan 1993; Ray 2000; Spivak
1999; Suleri 1992; Weedon 1999; Whitlock 1995; Wisker 2000; Wynter 1990.

FILIATION/AFFILIATION
This pair of terms was brought to prominence by Edward Said, who
suggested that patterns of ‘ﬁliation’ (heritage or descent) that had acted
as a cohering force in traditional society were becoming increasingly
difﬁcult to maintain in the complexity of contemporary civilization
and were being replaced by patterns of ‘afﬁliation’.While ﬁliation refers
to lines of descent in nature,afﬁliation refers to a process of identiﬁcation
through culture.
Said promotes afﬁliation as a general critical principle because it frees
the critic from a narrow view of texts connected in a ﬁliative relationship
to other texts, with very little attention paid to the ‘world’ in which
they come into being. For instance, his initial use of the terms suggested
that canonical English literature tended to be approached ﬁliatively,
the literature being regarded as self-perpetuating and literary works
having their most important hermeneutic relationships to the literature
that had gone before. By contrast, an afﬁliative reading allows the critic
to see the literary work as a phenomenon in the world, located in a
network of non-literary, non-canonical and non-traditional afﬁliations. In this sense, afﬁliation is seen positively as the basis of a new kind
of criticism in which a recognition of the afﬁliative process within texts
may free criticism from its narrow basis in the European canon.
While ﬁliation suggests a Utopian domain of texts connected serially,
homologously and seamlessly with other texts, afﬁliation is that which
enables a text to maintain itself as a text, the ‘status of the author,
historical moment, conditions of publication, diffusion and reception,
values drawn upon, values and ideas assumed, a framework of consensually held tacit assumptions,presumed background,and so on’(Said
1983: 174–175). Afﬁliation sends the critical gaze beyond the narrow
conﬁnes of the European and canonically literary into this cultural
texture. ‘To recreate the afﬁliative network is therefore to make visible,
to give materiality back to the strands holding the text to society,author
and culture’ (175). This concern with the materiality of the text also
allows him to read the texts of English literature ‘contrapuntally’ to
see the extent to which they are implicated in the broad political project
of imperialism. The political and social world becomes available to
the scrutiny of the critic,speciﬁcally the non-literary,the non-European
96

FILIATION/AFFILIATION

and above all, the political dimension in which all literature, all texts can
be found (21). Traditionally assumed to be connected ﬁliatively to the
discourse of ‘English literature’,the text can now be seen to be afﬁliated
with the network of history, culture and society within which it comes
into being and is read.
Said has also used the concept to describe the way in which the
network of afﬁliation links colonized societies to imperial culture.
Cultural identities are understood as ‘contrapuntal ensembles’ (1993:
60), and the often hidden afﬁliations of both imperial and colonial
cultures are amenable to a contrapuntal reading. Clearly, the concept
of afﬁliation is useful for describing the ways in which colonized
societies replace ﬁliative connections to indigenous cultural traditions
with afﬁliations to the social,political and cultural institutions of empire.
Afﬁliation refers to ‘that implicit network of peculiarly cultural associations between forms, statements and other aesthetic elaborations
on the one hand and, on the other, institutions, agencies, classes, and
amorphous social forces’ (174). Said links the concept to Gramsci’s
notion of hegemony by suggesting that the afﬁliative network itself is
the ﬁeld of operation of hegemonic control,and this may be particularly
evident in the case of the control of imperial culture.
The tendency for afﬁliation to reproduce ﬁliation has implications
far beyond the activity of the critic. For there is an afﬁliative process
constantly at work in colonized societies: an implicit network of
assumptions,values and expectations that continually places and replaces
the colonized subject in a ﬁliative relation with the colonizer. This
indicates one way in which the afﬁliative process maintains its obdurate strength in colonial societies. Afﬁliation invokes an image of the
imperial culture as a parent, linked in a ﬁliative relationship with
the colonized ‘child’. Thus, while ﬁliation gives birth to afﬁliation, in
colonized societies the reverse is also true.
Clearly, this move from ﬁliation to afﬁliation speciﬁcally invokes the
hegemonic power of a dominant imperial culture.Filiation is not limited
to racial or genealogical ancestry; its real force comes from its suggestion of a cultural and psychological inheritance. Filiation is a powerful
ideological consequence of the capacity of imperialist discourse to
control representation and invoke networks of afﬁliation. It becomes
a fundamental way of structuring relationships between empires and
colonies,since it is by this process that the cultural power of the imperial
centre and the sustainable rule of the mechanisms of state are maintained.
Further reading: Said 1983.
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FIRST NATIONS
This is a term for Native American peoples, originating, and used
mainly in Canada, to refer to an indigenous American Indian community ofﬁcially recognized as an administrative unit by the federal
government or functioning as such without ofﬁcial status (OED). In
practice it refers to the indigenous peoples located in the region
of North America that is now Canada who are not Inuit or Métis.
The term was coined in 1980 to replace ‘Indian band’ which has
legal recognition in Canadian Law. Although referred to in the past
as Aboriginal peoples, (a term increasingly used to refer only to
Australian Aboriginal peoples),the indigenous people of North America
are variously referred to as Native Americans or ‘Indians’ (US). The
concept, if not the term ‘First nation’ is growing in frequency
in the US with terms such as the ‘Six Nations’ referring to the peoples
of the Iroquois confederacy.
The concept of ‘Nation’ in reference to indigenous peoples is a
recently developed catachresis that emphasises their historical,ancestral
and communal relationship with the land. Whereas ‘nation’ refers to
a large body of people united by common descent, history, culture,
or language, inhabiting a particular state or territory (OED) this term
is now recognized as referring to both nation-states and First Nations
as a recognition of the latter’s special claim to a communal identiﬁcation within the context of national law. This has allowed bodies such as
The First Nations Development Institute to work to restore Native
control over cultural assets such as land, human potential, cultural
heritage,or natural resources.In general,members of First Nations make
no claim to nation-state status but to a communal identity that
in fact precedes the nation-state, and in particular the colonial nations
of Canada and the US.
Further reading: Battiste and Barman (1995); Muckle (1998)

FRONTIER
The idea of a frontier, a boundary or a limiting zone to distinguish one
space or people from another, is clearly much older and used more
widely than in colonial and post-colonial theory. There is, for example,
a broad study of frontier history in American Studies, beginning with
the so-called ‘Turner thesis’ advanced by Frederick Jackson Turner in
1893 (see Taylor 1971; Philp and West 1976). Turner theorized that
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American development could be explained by the existence of a vast
area of free land into which American settlement advanced westward.
Turner saw the frontier as the essential guarantor of American democratic freedoms, because whenever social conditions put pressure on
employment or when political restraints tended to impede freedom,
individuals could escape to the free conditions of the frontier. Men
would not accept inferior wages and a permanent position of social
insubordination, he believed, when a promised land of freedom and
equality was open to everyone for the taking. Signiﬁcantly, Turner also
observed that the open frontier was already an environment of the
past and that Americans should of necessity move on to another chapter
of history.
Regardless of the validity of his thesis as a whole (and it has been
severely critiqued as largely unproven by empirical evidence), few
will quarrel with his assertion that the American frontier experience
has been central to self-perceptions of identity in the United States as a
result of its ubiquity in mass culture. It is, of course, signiﬁcant that
the frontier is perceived by Turner primarily as a shaping force on the
westward expanding settler population, and little interest is shown in
the perception of this expansion by the indigenous populations of the
so-called frontier. Thus recent accounts by historians and others
of native American reactions to the westward expansion are a necessary
corrective to this dominant myth of the West as a land of freedom and
escape. For the Indians, the frontier experience was very different
(Berkhofer 1978). The centrality of the idea to settler American selfperceptions may have had a great deal to do with the popularity of
the term, and frontier studies have always been a major component
of American studies ever since.The term has also been internationalized
by modern American historians such as McNeill who took the idea of
the frontier and argued that it should be seen as one of the most
dominant tropes of recent world history (McNeill 1983).
Nevertheless, in its more recent use within post-colonial cultures, it
has taken on a particular local signiﬁcance. Colonial frontiers were
created as imperial discourse sought to deﬁne and invent the entities
it shaped from its conquests. The numerous ruler-straight frontiers of
imperial maps indicate how colonial cartography existed as much
to invent as to record actual features and distinctions between various
places and peoples. The frontier or boundary that limited the space so
deﬁned was a crucial feature in imagining the imperial self, and in
creating and deﬁning (othering) those others by which that ‘self ’could
achieve deﬁnition and value. That which lies ‘beyond the pale’ (itself
a metaphor invoking one of the earliest delimiting frontiers of colonial
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Ireland, the fence between the Protestant enclave of Dublin and the
wild, Catholic lands beyond) is often deﬁned literally as the other, the
dark, the savage and the wild.
As well as literal frontiers,the discourse of empire was metaphorically
concerned to delineate boundaries and frontiers,inventing categories for
which the spatial was always and only a loose image for a perceived or
desired racial, cultural or gendered divide. ‘East is East and West is West,
and never the twain shall meet’ wrote Kipling (1889), suggesting that the idea of a West and East had less physical than metaphysical
boundaries. Even the creation of some literal juncture, ‘East of
Suez’, seems less than physically speciﬁc, since Egypt, the land of the
joining frontier, has been at different times deﬁned both as the cradle of
European civilization and the heart of the exotic and dangerous Orient,
as discourses shift and meet on a terrain of abstraction to which frontiers
and spatial categories refer only as metonyms.
The idea of a frontier civilization implies a civilization where rules
of law and social graces wither as man reverts to a state of nature. The
frontier then becomes a place of savagery. But it is also frequently
imagined as a place where men (the pronoun is deliberate) can test
themselves and where the effete weakness of the civilized can be
bred into a renewed strength (Low 1996). This ambivalence is always
present in construction of settler frontier narratives, as the idea of
civilization is both upheld and critiqued from the rude but vigorous
perspective of the frontier world. Signiﬁcantly, frontier narratives by
women are far less romantic and more often emphasize the harsh daily
realities of survival (Moodie 1852).
Further reading: Billington 1966; Janiewski 1998; McNeill 1983; Philp 1986;
Taylor 1971; Thorpe 1996; Turner 1961, 1962; Weber and Rausch 1994.

GLOBALIZATION
Globalization is the process whereby individual lives and local communities are affected by economic and cultural forces that operate
world-wide. In effect it is the process of the world becoming a single
place. Globalism is the perception of the world as a function or result of
the processes of globalization upon local communities.
The term has had a meteoric rise since the mid-1980s,up until which
time words such as ‘international’ and ‘international relations’ were
preferred. The rise of the word ‘international’ itself in the eighteenth
century indicated the growing importance of territorial states in
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organizing social relations, and is an early consequence of the global
perspective of European imperialism. Similarly, the rapidly increasing
interest in globalization reﬂects a changing organization of world-wide
social relations in this century, one in which the ‘nation’ has begun to
have a decreasing importance as individuals and communities gain
access to globally disseminated knowledge and culture, and are affected
by economic realities that bypass the boundaries of the state. The
structural aspects of globalization are the nation-state system itself (on
which the concepts of internationalism and international co-operation
are based),global economy,the global communication system and world
military order.
Part of the complexity of globalism comes from the different ways
in which globalization is approached. Some analysts embrace it enthusiastically as a positive feature of a changing world in which access
to technology, information services and markets will be of beneﬁt
to local communities, where dominant forms of social organization
will lead to universal prosperity, peace and freedom, and in which a
perception of a global environment will lead to global ecological
concern.For this group,globalism is a term ‘for values which treat global
issues as a matter of personal and collective responsibility’ (Albrow
1994: 4). Others reject it as a form of domination by ‘First World’
countries over ‘Third World’ ones, in which individual distinctions of
culture and society become erased by an increasingly homogeneous
global culture, and local economies are more ﬁrmly incorporated into
a system of global capital. For this group, globalism ‘is a teleological
doctrine which provides, explains and justiﬁes an interlocking system
of world trade’. It has ‘ideological overtones of historical inevitability’,
and ‘its attendant myths function as a gospel of the global market’
(Ferguson 1993a: 87). The chief argument against globalization is that
global culture and global economy did not just spontaneously erupt
but originated in and continue to be perpetuated from the centres
of capitalist power. Neither does globalization impact in the same way,
to the same degree,nor equally beneﬁcially upon different communities.
Proponents of ‘critical globalism’ take a neutral view of the process,
simply examining its processes and effects. ‘Critical globalism refers
to the critical engagement with globalization processes, neither blocking them out nor celebrating globalization’ (Nederveen Pieterse
1995: 13). Thus, while critical globalists see that globalization ‘has
often perpetuated poverty, widened material inequalities, increased
ecological degradation, sustained militarism, fragmented communities,
marginalized subordinated groups, fed intolerance and deepened crises
of democracy’, they also see that it has had a positive effect in ‘trebling
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world per capita income since 1945,halving the proportion of the world
living in abject poverty,increasing ecological consciousness,and possibly
facilitating disarmament, while various subordinated groups have
grasped opportunities for global organisation’ (Scholte 1996: 53).
As a ﬁeld of study,globalization covers such disciplines as international
relations, political geography, economics, sociology, communication
studies, agricultural, ecological and cultural studies. It addresses the
decreasing agency (though not the status) of the nation-state in
the world political order and the increasing inﬂuence of structures and
movements of corporate capital. Globalization can also be ‘a signiﬁer of
travel, of transnational company operations, of the changing pattern
of world employment, or global environmental risk’ (Albrow 1994:
13).Indeed,there are compelling reasons for thinking globally where the
environment is concerned. As Stuart Hall puts it, ‘When the ill winds
of Chernobyl came our way, they did not pause at the frontier, produce
their passports and say “Can I rain on your territory now?”’ (1991: 25).
The importance of globalization to post-colonial studies comes
ﬁrst from its demonstration of the structure of world power relations
which stands ﬁrm in the twentieth century as a legacy of Western
imperialism. Second, the ways in which local communities engage the
forces of globalization bear some resemblance to the ways in which
colonized societies have historically engaged and appropriated the
forces of imperial dominance. In some respects, globalization, in
the period of rapid decolonization after the Second World War,
demonstrates the transmutation of imperialism into the supra-national
operations of economics, communications and culture. This does not
mean that globalization is a simple, unidirectional movement from the
powerful to the weak, from the central to the peripheral, because
globalism is transcultural in the same way that imperialism itself
has been. But it does demonstrate that globalization did not simply
erupt spontaneously around the world, but has a history embedded in
the history of imperialism, in the structure of the world system, and
in the origins of a global economy within the ideology of imperial
rhetoric.
The key to the link between classical imperialism and contemporary
globalization in the twentieth century has been the role of the
United States. Despite its resolute refusal to perceive itself as ‘imperial’,
and indeed its public stance against the older European doctrines of
colonialism up to and after the Second World War, the United States
had, in its international policies, eagerly espoused the political domination and economic and cultural control associated with imperialism.
More importantly, United States society during and after this early
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expansionist phase initiated those features of social life and social
relations that today may be considered to characterize the global: mass
production, mass communication and mass consumption. During the
twentieth century, these have spread transnationally, ‘drawing upon
the increasingly integrated resources of the global economy’ (Spybey
1996: 3).
Despite the balance between its good and bad effects, identiﬁed by
critical globalists,globalization has not been a politically neutral activity.
While access to global forms of communication, markets and culture
may indeed be worldwide today, it has been argued by some critics that
if one asks how that access is enabled and by what ideological machinery
it is advanced, it can be seen that the operation of globalization cannot
be separated from the structures of power perpetuated by European
imperialism. Global culture is a continuation of an imperial dynamic
of inﬂuence,control,dissemination and hegemony that operates according to an already initiated structure of power that emerged in the
sixteenth century in the great conﬂuence of imperialism, capitalism
and modernity. This explains why the forces of globalization are still,
in some senses, centred in the West (in terms of power and institutional
organization), despite their global dissemination.
However, the second reason for the signiﬁcance of globalization
to postcolonial studies – how it is engaged by local communities – forms
the focus of much recent discussion of the phenomenon. If globalism is
not simply a result of top–down dominance but a transcultural process,
a dialectic of dominant cultural forms and their appropriation, then
the responses of local communities becomes critical. By appropriating strategies of representation, organization and social change through
access to global systems,local communities and marginal interest groups
can both empower themselves and inﬂuence those global systems.
Although choice is always mediated by the conditions of subject formation, the belief that one has a choice in the processes of changing
one’s own life or society can indeed be empowering. In this sense, the
appropriation of global forms of culture may free one from local forms
of dominance and oppression or at least provide the tools for a different
kind of identity formation.
The more recent directions of globalization studies concern the
development of ‘global culture’, a process in which the strategies, techniques, assumptions and interactions of cultural representation become
increasingly widespread and homogeneous. But, as Featherstone
and Lash point out, ‘only in the most minimalist sense can one speak of
a “global society” or a “global culture”, as our conceptions of both
society and culture draw heavily on a tradition which was strongly
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inﬂuenced by the process of nation-state formation’ (Featherstone et al.
1995: 2). However, global culture can be seen to be focused in mass
culture, in what Stuart Hall calls a ‘new globalization’. ‘This new kind
of globalization is not English, it is American. In cultural terms,
the new kind of globalization has to do with a new form of global mass
culture’ (1991: 27). New globalization has two dominant features:
one is that it is still centred in the West; the other is a peculiar form of
homogenization, a form of cultural capital that does not attempt to
produce mini versions of itself but operates through other economic and
political élites (28).
The most active area of debate in globalization studies therefore
appears to be the style and nature of the process by which external
and internal forces interact to produce, reproduce and disseminate
global culture within local communities. This is because one of the key
questions at the centre of this interaction is the nature and survival of
social and cultural identity. The interpenetration of global and local
cultural forces is present in all forms of social life in the twentieth
century. But the extent to which globalization exhibits the effects of
domination by the powerful centres of global culture, and the extent
to which it offers itself to transformation by peripheral communities, is
still a matter of debate.
Further reading: Albrow 1994; Albrow and King 1990; Behdad 2005; Brennan
2004; Brydon 2001a, 2001b; Cheah 1999; Dirlik 1999; Featherstone 1990;
Featherstone et al. 1995; Gikandi 2001; Hoogvelt 2001; Huggan 2004; Hulme
2005; King 1991; Kofman and Youngs 1996; Koshy 2005; McCallum and
Faith 2005; Mignolo 2000a; Robertson 1992; Spybey 1996.

GLOCALIZATION
First popularized in the English-speaking world by the British
sociologist Roland Robertson in the 1990s, and later developed by
Zygmaunt Bauman, the term ‘glocal’ and the process noun ‘glocalization’ are formed by blending the words ‘global’and ‘local’.Both terms
became aspects of business jargon during the 1980s,originating in Japan,
but its use for post-colonial studies has been principally in its
foregrounding of local agency against a seemingly relentless global
culture. Globalization is itself always local and while globalization
operates according to ‘ﬂows’, the agency of the local ensures that the
ﬂow is very often reciprocal.According to Robertson ‘it makes no good
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sense to deﬁne the global as if the global excludes the local.In somewhat
technical terms deﬁning the global in such a way suggests that the global
lies beyond all localities, as having systemic properties over and beyond
the attributes of units within a global system.’ (1995: 34). The concept
is present in slogans such as ‘think globally, act locally’ but it has accompanied the greatly nuanced view of the relationship between the local
and the global that has been introduced by post-colonial studies.
The concept is important to post-colonial studies because it can be
understood in terms of the transcultural relationships pertaining
between colony and imperial centre in imperialism. As with classical
imperialism, the impact of colonial incursion was not simply oneway, oppressive and hierarchical but reciprocal, transcultural and
eventually transformative. This is perhaps most clearly demonstrated
in the capacity of post-colonial literatures to appropriate the language,
forms and genres of English literature and transform the discipline.
Both literary writing and its transcultural scenario emphasise the agency
of the local and of individual subjects and colonial communities to
interpolate the discourses of imperial power.
The relationship between the local and global has been of particular
interest to post-colonial theorists such as Dirlik, Appadurai, Bhabha
and Spivak, This involvement of post-colonial theorists in the discourse of cultural globalization has been so pronounced that Simon
Gikandi has suggested that its ‘cultural turn’ has been entirely due to
the intervention of post-colonial discourse over the last two decades.
Globalization and post-colonialism ‘have at least two important things
in common: they are concerned with explaining forms of social and
cultural organization whose ambition is to transcend the boundaries
of the nation-state, and they seek to provide new vistas for understanding cultural ﬂows that can no longer be explained by a homogenous
Eurocentric narrative of development and social change’ (Gikandi
2001: 627).
The language of post-colonialism provided a way of talking about
the engagement of the global by the local,particularly local cultures,and,
most importantly, provided a greatly nuanced view of globalization that developed from its understanding of the complexities of
imperial relationships. This language needed to be adopted because
by the 1990s globalization could no longer be explained in terms
of traditional social science models. Globalization constitutes what
Appadurai calls ‘a complex overlapping, disjunctive order that cannot
any longer be understood in terms of existing centre-periphery models’
(Appadurai 1996: 32).
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Further reading: Appadurai 1996; Bauman 1998; Gikandi 2002; Robertson
1995.

‘GOING NATIVE’
The term indicates the colonizers’ fear of contamination by absorption
into native life and customs. The construction of native cultures as
either primitive or degenerate in a binary discourse of colonizer/
colonized led, especially at the turn of the century, to a widespread fear
of ‘going native’ amongst the colonizers in many colonial societies.
Variants occur such as ‘going Fantee’ (West Africa) and ‘going troppo’
(Australian), which suggest that both the associations with other
races and even the mere climate of colonies in hot areas can lead to
moral and even physical degeneracy.The threat is particularly associated
with the temptation posed by inter-racial sex, where sexual liaisons
with ‘native’ peoples were supposed to result in a contamination of
the colonizers’ pure stock and thus their degeneracy and demise as
a vigorous and civilized (as opposed to savage or degenerate) race.But
‘going native’ could also encompass lapses from European behaviour,
the participation in ‘native’ ceremonies, or the adoption and even
enjoyment of local customs in terms of dress,food,recreation and entertainment. Perhaps the best known canonical example of the perils
of going native is Kurtz in Conrad’s Heart of Darkness, a character who
seems to embody the very complex sense of vulnerability, primitivism
and horror of the process.
Further reading: Torgovnik 1990.

HEGEMONY
Hegemony, initially a term referring to the dominance of one state
within a confederation, is now generally understood to mean domination by consent. This broader meaning was coined and popularized
in the 1930s by Italian Marxist Antonio Gramsci, who investigated
why the ruling class was so successful in promoting its own interests
in society. Fundamentally, hegemony is the power of the ruling class to
convince other classes that their interests are the interests of all.
Domination is thus exerted not by force, nor even necessarily by
active persuasion, but by a more subtle and inclusive power over the
economy, and over state apparatuses such as education and the media,
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by which the ruling class’s interest is presented as the common interest
and thus comes to be taken for granted.
The term is useful for describing the success of imperial power over
a colonized people who may far outnumber any occupying military
force, but whose desire for self-determination has been suppressed by
a hegemonic notion of the greater good, often couched in terms of
social order, stability and advancement, all of which are deﬁned by the
colonizing power. Hegemony is important because the capacity to
inﬂuence the thought of the colonized is by far the most sustained and
potent operation of imperial power in colonized regions. Indeed, an
‘empire’ is distinct from a collection of subject states forcibly controlled
by a central power by virtue of the effectiveness of its cultural hegemony.
Consent is achieved by the interpellation of the colonized subject by
imperial discourse so that Euro-centric values, assumptions, beliefs
and attitudes are accepted as a matter of course as the most natural or
valuable. The inevitable consequence of such interpellation is that the
colonized subject understands itself as peripheral to those Euro-centric
values, while at the same time accepting their centrality.
A classic example of the operation of hegemonic control is given
by Gauri Viswanathan, who shows how ‘the humanistic functions
traditionally associated with the study of literature – for example, the
shaping of character or the development of the aesthetic sense or
the disciplines of ethical thinking – can be vital in the process of
sociopolitical control’ (1987: 2). Such control was maintained by
the British government when it took responsibility for education in
India after the Charter Act of 1813. Searching for a method of communicating the values of Western civilization to Indians which avoided
offending their Hindu sensibilities, the administration discovered
the power of English literature as a vehicle for imperial authority.
‘The strategy of locating authority in these texts all but effaced the sordid
history of colonialist expropriation, material exploitation, and class
and race oppression behind European world dominance . . . the English
literary text functioned as a surrogate Englishman in his highest and
most perfect state’ (Viswanathan 1987: 23). This Englishman was,
at the same time, the embodiment of universal human values. As
Viswanathan puts it, the ‘split between the material and the discursive
practices of colonialism is nowhere sharper than in the progressive
refraction of the rapacious, exploitative and ruthless actor of history
into the reﬂective subject of literature’ (22–23). This refraction is a
precise demonstration of one mode of hegemonic control. It proved
a particularly effective one because the discourse of English literature was
disseminated with its attendant spiritual values, cultural assumptions,
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social discriminations, racial prejudices and humanistic values more
or less intact.
Further reading: Bharucha 1997; Gramsci 1988, 1991; Olson and Worsham
1999; San Juan 1995; Viswanathan 1989.

HYBRIDITY
One of the most widely employed and most disputed terms in postcolonial theory, hybridity commonly refers to the creation of new
transcultural forms within the contact zone produced by colonization.
As used in horticulture, the term refers to the cross-breeding of two
species by grafting or cross-pollination to form a third, ‘hybrid’ species.
Hybridization takes many forms: linguistic, cultural, political, racial, etc.
Linguistic examples include pidgin and creole languages, and
these echo the foundational use of the term by the linguist and cultural
theorist Mikhail Bakhtin,who used it to suggest the disruptive and transﬁguring power of multivocal language situations and, by extension, of
multivocal narratives. The idea of a polyphony of voices in society
is implied also in Bakhtin’s idea of the carnivalesque, which emerged
in the Middle Ages when ‘a boundless world of humorous forms and
manifestations opposed the ofﬁcial and serious tone of medieval
ecclesiastical and feudal culture’ (Holquist 1984: 4).
The term ‘hybridity’has been most recently associated with the work
of Homi K.Bhabha, whose analysis of colonizer/colonized relations
stresses their interdependence and the mutual construction of their
subjectivities (see mimicry and ambivalence). Bhabha contends that
all cultural statements and systems are constructed in a space that he
calls the ‘Third Space of enunciation’(1994:37).Cultural identity always
emerges in this contradictory and ambivalent space, which for Bhabha
makes the claim to a hierarchical ‘purity’of cultures untenable.For him,
the recognition of this ambivalent space of cultural identity may help us
to overcome the exoticism of cultural diversity in favour of the
recognition of an empowering hybridity within which cultural
difference may operate:
It is signiﬁcant that the productive capacities of this Third
Space have a colonial or postcolonial provenance.For a willingness to descend into that alien territory . . . may open the
way to conceptualizing an international culture, based not on
108

HYBRIDITY

the exoticism of multiculturalism or the diversity of cultures,but
on the inscription and articulation of culture’s hybridity.
(Bhabha 1994: 38)
It is the ‘in-between’ space that carries the burden and meaning of
culture, and this is what makes the notion of hybridity so important.
Hybridity has frequently been used in post-colonial discourse to
mean simply cross-cultural ‘exchange’. This use of the term has been
widely criticized, since it usually implies negating and neglecting
the imbalance and inequality of the power relations it references. By
stressing the transformative cultural, linguistic and political impacts on
both the colonized and the colonizer, it has been regarded as replicating
assimilationist policies by masking or ‘whitewashing’cultural differences.
The idea of hybridity also underlies other attempts to stress the
mutuality of cultures in the colonial and post-colonial process in expressions of syncreticity, cultural synergy and transculturation. The
criticism of the term referred to above stems from the perception that
theories that stress mutuality necessarily downplay oppositionality, and
increase continuing post-colonial dependence.There is,however,nothing in the idea of hybridity as such that suggests that mutuality negates
the hierarchical nature of the imperial process or that it involves the
idea of an equal exchange.This is,however,the way in which some proponents of decolonization and anti-colonialism have interpreted
its current usage in colonial discourse theory. It has also been subject
to critique as part of a general dissatisfaction with colonial discourse
theory on the part of critics such as Chandra Talpade Mohanty,
Benita Parry and Aijaz Ahmad. These critiques stress the textualist and
idealist basis of such analysis and point to the fact that they neglect
speciﬁc local differences.
The assertion of a shared post-colonial condition such as hybridity has
been seen as part of the tendency of discourse analysis to de-historicize
and de-locate cultures from their temporal, spatial, geographical and
linguistic contexts, and to lead to an abstract, globalized concept of
the textual that obscures the speciﬁcities of particular cultural situations.
Pointing out that the investigation of the discursive construction
of colonialism does not seek to replace or exclude other forms such
as historical,geographical,economic,military or political,Robert Young
suggests that the contribution of colonial discourse analysis, in which
concepts such as hybridity are couched,
provides a signiﬁcant framework for that other work by
emphasising that all perspectives on colonialism share and have
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to deal with a common discursive medium which was also that
of colonialism itself: . . . Colonial discourse analysis can
therefore look at the wide variety of texts of colonialism as
something more than mere documentation or ‘evidence’.
(Young 1995: 163)
However, Young himself offers a number of objections to the indiscriminate use of the term.He notes how inﬂuential the term ‘hybridity’
was in imperial and colonial discourse in negative accounts of the
union of disparate races – accounts that implied that unless actively and
persistently cultivated, such hybrids would inevitably revert to their
‘primitive’ stock. Hybridity thus became, particularly at the turn of
the century, part of a colonialist discourse of racism. Young draws our
attention to the dangers of employing a term so rooted in a previous
set of racist assumptions, but he also notes that there is a difference
between unconscious processes of hybrid mixture, or creolization, and
a conscious and politically motivated concern with the deliberate disruption of homogeneity. He notes that for Bakhtin, for example,
hybridity is politicized, made contestatory, so that it embraces the
subversion and challenge of division and separation. Bakhtin’s hybridity ‘sets different points of view against each other in a conﬂictual
structure, which retains “a certain elemental, organic energy and
openendedness”’ (Young 1995: 21–22). It is this potential of hybridity
to reverse ‘the structures of domination in the colonial situation’
(23), which Young recognizes, that Bhabha also articulates. ‘Bakhtin’s
intentional hybrid has been transformed by Bhabha into an active
moment of challenge and resistance against a dominant colonial power
. . . depriving the imposed imperialist culture,not only of the authority
that it has for so long imposed politically, often through violence, but
even of its own claims to authenticity’ (23).
Young does, however, warn of the unconscious process of repetition
involved in the contemporary use of the term. According to him,
when talking about hybridity, contemporary cultural discourse cannot
escape the connection with the racial categories of the past in which
hybridity had such a clear racial meaning. Therefore ‘deconstructing
such essentialist notions of race today we may rather be repeating the
[ﬁxation on race in the] past than distancing ourselves from it, or
providing a critique of it (27). This is a subtle and persuasive objection
to the concept. However, more positively, Young also notes that the
term indicates a broader insistence in many twentieth-century disciplines, from physics to genetics,upon ‘a double logic,which goes against
the convention of rational either/or choices, but which is repeated in
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science in the split between the incompatible coexisting logics of
classical and quantum physics’ (26). In this sense, as in much else in the
structuralist and poststructuralist legacy, the concept of hybridity
emphasizes a typically twentieth-century concern with relations within
a ﬁeld rather than with an analysis of discrete objects, seeing meaning
as the produce of such relations rather than as intrinsic to speciﬁc events
or objects.
Whilst assertions of national culture and of pre-colonial traditions
have played an important role in creating anti-colonial discourse and
in arguing for an active decolonizing project, theories of the hybrid
nature of post-colonial culture assert a different model for resistance,
locating this in the subversive counter-discursive practices implicit in
the colonial ambivalence itself and so undermining the very basis on
which imperialist and colonialist discourse raises its claims of superiority.
Further reading : Bakhtin 1981, 1994; Bhabha 1994; Kraniauskas 2004; Puri
2004; Radhakrishnan 2000; Ramazani 2001; Smith 2004; Stoneham 2000;
Young 1995; for opposing views see Ahmad 1992; S. Mishra 1996; Parry 1987;
Smyth 2000.

IMPERIALISM
In its most general sense, imperialism refers to the formation of an
empire,and,as such,has been an aspect of all periods of history in which
one nation has extended its domination over one or several neighbouring nations. Edward Said uses imperialism in this general sense
to mean ‘the practice, theory, and the attitudes of a dominating
metropolitan centre ruling a distant territory’, (Said 1993: 8), a process
distinct from colonialism, which is ‘the implanting of settlements on
a distant territory’. However, there is general agreement that the word
imperialism, as a conscious and openly advocated policy of aquiring
colonies for economic,strategic and political advantage,did not emerge
until around 1880. Before that date, the term ‘empire’ (particularly
the British variety) conjured up an apparently benevolent process of
European expansion whereby colonies accrued rather than were acquired.
Around the mid-nineteenth century,the term ‘imperialism’was used to
describe the government and policies of Napoleon III, self-styled
‘emperor’, and by 1870 was used disparagingly in disputes between the
political parties in Britain. But from the 1880s imperialism became
a dominant and more transparently aggressive policy amongst European
states for a variety of political, cultural and economic reasons.
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The expansionist policies pursued by the modern industrial powers
from 1880 have been described as ‘classical imperialism’ (Baumgart
1982:5).The year 1885,when the Berlin Congo Conference ended and
the ‘scramble for Africa’ got underway, has been regarded as the
beginning of classical imperialism. But the ‘scramble’ itself really began
earlier, in 1879, when the rivalry between Britain and France became
intense in West Africa, and intensiﬁed further in 1882, when Egypt
was occupied, and the Treaty of Brazza-Moroko initiated the struggle
for the Congo.At the turn of the century,both European and American
commentators enthusiastically advocated a policy of imperialism,because
the idea of expansion could be seen, and was presented, in terms of the
improvement of the lot of the ‘barbaric nations’.
The signiﬁcant feature of imperialism then is that, while as a term
used to describe the late nineteenth-century policy of European
expansion it is quite recent, its historical roots run deep, extending back
to Roman times. Derived from the Latin word imperium to describe its
sovereignty over the Mediterranean world, the term Imperium populi
Romani was not merely rhetorical, it deﬁned the sovereignty invested in
the people and bestowed by the people on its magistrates abroad.
It was this Republican use of the term that Cicero defended against the
notion of the monarchical Imperium Romanum instituted by Caesar
Augustus,a power invested in the imperator to whom all the people must
show allegiance.However,the imperium was the creation and instrument
of a self-perpetuating oligarchy, something that has remained relevant
to modern imperialism. It is clear that the Roman empire has had
more impact than any before it in modelling the strategies, techniques
and rhetoric on which subsequent imperial practice has been based.
Koebner claims that the modern concept of Empire ‘unfailingly recalls
the Roman Empires of the past’ (Koebner 1961: 18).
Imperialism in its more recent sense – the acquisition of an empire
of overseas colonies – is associated with the Europeanization of the globe
which came in three major waves: the age of discovery during the
ﬁfteenth and sixteenth centuries; the age of mercantilism during
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries; and the age of imperialism in
the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Europeanization was
chieﬂy effected not by governments and states, but rather by those
hundreds of thousands of colonists, merchants, missionaries and
adventurers who permeated the non-European world. This general
Europeanization of the globe is much harder to trace,but it is important
to understand the extent to which European imperialism is grounded
on this diaspora of ordinary travellers, explorers, missionaries, fortune
hunters and settlers over many centuries.
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Both the Roman internationalist and Carolingian dynastic senses of
imperialism were very different from that which emerged as a consequence of the development of the nation-state. Hobson makes the
point that colonialism ‘is a natural overﬂow of nationality’, its test being
‘the power of colonists to transplant the civilization they represent to
the new natural and social environment in which they ﬁnd themselves’(1902:7).But it is clear that mercantilism,or mercantile capitalism
(that is, the ‘merchant’ capitalism that existed before the Industrial
Revolution), was a signiﬁcant feature of the European acquisition of
colonies, and one tied up with national sentiment. During the mercantilist age, which began roughly with Cromwell’s Navigation Act of
1651, rivalry between the European powers was based no longer on
religion but on the competitive acquisition of wealth, particularly gold
and silver, and its consolidation through the discouragement of imports
by tariffs and the encouragement of exports through bounties and
rebates.The principle was that one nation’s gain was another’s loss,since
the world’s wealth was thought to be a ﬁxed quantity. (Adam Smith
critiqued the mercantile system in the Wealth of Nations published
in 1776, pointing out the absurdity of confusing material wealth with
money.) But mercantilism was important to its supporters because ‘its
purpose was not to maximise welfare, but to promote the economic
and political independence of the nation-state’ (Lichteim 1971: 51). All
European powers in the mercantalist age believed that the acquisition
of colonies was beneﬁcial, if only to deprive competitors of potential
wealth.
Surprisingly,empire building did not die out with the end of mercantilism and slavery but increased apace during the nineteenth century.
Hobsbawm in Industry and Empire (1968) proposes that the earlier British
empire was crucial in promoting the industrial transformation of
1750–1850 which in turn gave rise to the second British empire. His
argument is that the Industrial Revolution could not have occurred in
Britain but for the possession of a colonial empire that provided outlets
far in excess of anything the home markets could offer.Industrialization
entailed a sudden expansion of productive capacity possible only in
a country that occupied a key position within the evolving world
economy. Imperialism at this time was an unspoken assumption rather
than a concrete doctrine.
After 1815, Britain ruled the seas and began to establish itself as the
world’s factory, so major colonial annexations were unnecessary.
Economic penetration could take the place of military conquest,and this
was facilitated by the doctrine of free trade that Britain preached because
it could undersell the manufactures of its competitors. Robinson and
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Gallagher (1981) have called this a time of ‘informal imperialism’.By the
1880s capital was beginning to stagnate and so an openly imperialist
movement, that is, one not content with the invisible ‘imperialism of
free trade’,but one that called for a protective tariff wall to be built around
the empire, rapidly rose to prominence. The debate over imperialism
occupied an entire generation from 1880 to 1914, and its effect upon
European public opinion has been seen by many historians as a factor in
the outbreak of the First World War in 1914.
Although Lenin’s analysis of imperialism in Imperialism, The Highest
Stage of Capitalism (1916) has become perhaps the most inﬂuential in
twentieth-century political economy, this speciﬁcally economic deﬁnition of the term was developed from J.A.Hobson,whose disgust with
the war in South Africa led to his book Imperialism in 1902. Hobson
asserted that as a nation enters the machine economy it becomes more
difﬁcult for its manufacturers, merchants and ﬁnanciers to dispose
proﬁtably of their economic resources,so they prevail upon government
to acquire colonies in order to provide markets. As production at home
exceeds the growth in consumption, and more goods are produced
than can be sold at a proﬁt, more capital exists than can be proﬁtably
invested. ‘It is this economic condition of affairs that forms the taproot
of imperialism’ (1902: 71).
There are several arguments against purely economic views of
European imperialism, not the least of which is the argument by historians such as Robinson and Gallagher that there was a continuation
of imperial policy that became openly aggressive only in the 1880s.
Empirical studies reveal that the ﬂow of proﬁt from colony to metropolis
was not as great as had often been supposed during this period.Such was
Prime Minister Disraeli’s reluctance about maintaining costly colonies
that Britain’s involvement in the post-1880s scramble is better explained
by political strategy and competitive nationalism than by economic
considerations.
More importantly for post-colonial theory, there was a continuous
development of imperial rhetoric and of imperial representation of
the rest of the globe from at least the ﬁfteenth century. As a continuous
practice, this had much more to do with the desire for, and belief
in, European cultural dominance – a belief in a superior right to exploit
the world’s resources – than pure proﬁt. Said observes that the rhetoricians of imperialism after 1880 ‘deploy a language whose imagery
of growth, fertility, and expansion, whose teleological structure of
property and identity, whose ideological discrimination between ‘us’
and ‘them’ had already matured elsewhere – in ﬁction, political science,
racial theory, travel writing’ (Said 1993: 128). This is, of course, the most
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signiﬁcant omission from accounts by economic theorists of imperialism: that the ideological grounding,the language of cultural dominance,
the ideology of race and the civilizing mission of European cultural
dominance had been accelerating since the eighteenth century.
The nineteenth-century growth in the activity of humanitarian
organizations and missionary societies, which provided continuity
between imperial policies before and after 1880,was a powerful impulse
of classical imperialism. This, allied with the growth in exploration
and travel, the perception of the new lands as regions of adventure
and renewal where the Anglo-Saxon race could regenerate, or as ‘el
dorados’, sites of fabulous wealth, provided very compelling motivation
for the movement of European peoples to the colonial margins. Clearly
there is a case for arguing the existence of different kinds of imperialisms
clustered around the philanthropic and exploitative, and indeed the
worst colonialist scandals were exposed by humanitarian and missionary
organizations. But the subtle way in which the two could become
enmeshed can be seen in the work of David Livingston, whose claim
was that ‘Christianity, Commerce and Civilization’ must go hand in
hand. His aim was to promote legal trade and thus eradicate slavery and
exploitation, to which end he encouraged the building of roads and
railways and the establishing of steamship routes. But this very conjunction demonstrates the extent to which the European presence in
Africa, whatever its purposes, involved a profound cultural imperialism
which, along with the arbitrary geo-political division of the continent,
proved ultimately disabling to African societies.
In the end, however, it was the control of the means of representation
rather than the means of production that conﬁrmed the hegemony
of the European powers in their respective empires. Economic, political
and military dominance enabled the dissemination of European ideas
through the powerful agencies of education and publishing. But it was
the power of imperial discourse rather than military or economic might
that conﬁrmed the hegemony of imperialism in the late nineteenth
century. By 1914, the age of ‘classical imperialism’ had come to an end,
but by this time imperialism had demonstrated its protean nature, its
ability to change centres, to adapt to the changing dynamic of world
power and ultimately to develop into globalism, arguably its natural
successor in the late twentieth century.
Further reading: Abernethy 2000; Ansell-Pearson et al. 1997; Baumgart 1982;
A. Burton 2003; Chrisman 2003; Darby 1998; Hobsbawm 1968; Hobson 1902;
Koebner 1961; Koebner and Schmidt 1964; Lenin 1916; Lichteim 1971;
Prakash 1995; Robinson and Gallagher 1981.
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INDENTURED LABOUR
see slave/slavery

INDEPENDENCE
In post-colonial usage this usually refers to the achievement by a
colony of full self-government. Independence took a variety of forms
and occurred at different times and in different guises, according to the
diversity of colonialist practices. Settler colonies achieved political
independence considerably earlier than others because, despite the
degree to which they had also been constructed as marginal by colonial
discourse, they were not identiﬁed by signs of difference such as
race and religion. The period after the Second World War saw an
upsurge of new independent states. India and Pakistan were ‘granted’
independence in 1947, as were the majority of African states in 1960.
But it is worth noting how long the process of achieving independence
took to complete. Some countries in the Caribbean, for instance,
did not become independent until the 1980s. Nor did independence
always occur in a simple and ﬁnal form. Thus Malaya achieved its
independence in 1957 but Singapore,never entirely and happily located
in the newly formed Federation of Malaysia, became independent in
its present form only after a further separation in 1965.
The forces of neo-colonialism and globalization are clearly part
of the contentious problem of whether independence really meant
the end of colonial control or merely its mutation. Disputes about the
term ‘independence’ overlap those about the term post-colonial
itself. For example, whether it is best employed only to designate the
period after independence, on the grounds that this is essential to
discriminate between the radical shifts in relationship at different
historical periods (notably between the colonial and post-colonial
– here meaning post-independence – periods).Others argue that postcolonialism is absolutely and only congruent with overt resistance and
opposition (anti-colonialism) and that independence has often simply
meant the installation of a neo-colonial form of government by
local élites (a comprador class). Yet others have argued that the designation of the post-colonial as covering the whole period from the
moment of colonization allows us to see such continuations of control
even whilst we record the various moments of resistance, of which
political independence is clearly the most crucial. The whole problem
of deﬁning and discriminating between the periods of the colonial/post116
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colonial is much more problematic than is often suggested; and the
moment of independence, whilst a crucial signiﬁer of a profound
historical shift, is not in itself as deﬁnitive or absolute as has sometimes
been implied. If the danger of one approach is to homogenize and
eradicate historical difference, the danger of the other is to occlude
the ongoing continuities and the elements of colonial inﬂuence that
continue to mark post-colonial politics and the post-colonial state,
even after it achieves political independence.
Further reading: Barrington 2006; Ngugi 1986; Nkrumah 1965.

INTERPELLATION
see subject/subjectivity

LIMINALITY
This term derives from the word ‘limen’, meaning threshold, a word
particularly used in psychology to indicate the threshold between the
sensate and the subliminal, the limit below which a certain sensation
ceases to be perceptible. The sense of the liminal as an interstitial or
in-between space,a threshold area,distinguishes the term from the more
deﬁnite word ‘limit’ to which it is related.
The importance of the liminal for post-colonial theory is precisely its
usefulness for describing an ‘in-between’space in which cultural change
may occur: the transcultural space in which strategies for personal
or communal self-hood may be elaborated, a region in which there is a
continual process of movement and interchange between different
states. For instance, the colonized subject may dwell in the liminal
space between colonial discourse and the assumption of a new ‘noncolonial’ identity. But such identiﬁcation is never simply a movement
from one identity to another, it is a constant process of engagement,
contestation and appropriation.
Homi Bhabha quotes the art historian Renée Green’s characterization
of a stairwell as a ‘liminal space, a pathway between upper and lower
areas, each of which was annotated with plaques referring to blackness
and whiteness’(Bhabha 1994:4) to indicate how the liminal can become
a space of symbolic interaction. That is, the stairwell, the liminal,
prevents identities from polarizing between such arbitrary designations
as ‘upper’ and ‘lower’, ‘black’ and ‘white’. In a sense one could say that
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post-colonial discourse itself consistently inhabits this liminal space,
for the polarities of imperial rhetoric on one hand, and national or
racial characterization on the other, are continually questioned and
problematized.
For Bhabha the liminal is important because liminality and hybridity
go hand in hand. This ‘interstitial passage between ﬁxed identiﬁcations opens up the possibility of a cultural hybridity that entertains
difference without an assumed or imposed hierarchy’ (1994: 4). He
further employs liminality to show that ‘post-modernity, postcoloniality, post-feminism’ are meaningless if the ‘post’ simply means
‘after’. Each of these represents a liminal space of contestation and
change, at the edges of the presumed monolithic, but never completely
‘beyond’.The present can no longer be envisaged as a break or a bonding
with the past or future; our presence comes to be revealed in its
‘discontinuities, its inequalities, its minorities’.
Further reading: Bhabha 1994.

MAGIC REALISM
This term, which has a long and quite distinctive history in Latin
American criticism, was ﬁrst used in a wider post-colonial context
in the foundational essay by Jacques Stephen Alexis, ‘Of the magical
realism of the Haitians’ (Alexis 1956). Alexis sought to reconcile the
arguments of post-war, radical intellectuals in favour of social realism as
a tool for revolutionary social representation, with a recognition that
in many post-colonial societies a peasant, pre-industrial population had
its imaginative life rooted in a living tradition of the mythic, the
legendary and the magical. The term became popularized when it was
employed to characterize the work of South American writers widely
translated into English and other languages, such as Gabriel García
Marquez. It tended to be used indiscriminately during the ‘Boom’
period of the 1960s and 1970s by some critics who saw it as a deﬁning
feature of all Latin American writing, in stark contrast to its older, more
speciﬁc usage in Latin American criticism, a usage that differed in
marked ways from the recent rather loose and generalized use of the
term (Zamora and Faris 1995).
However, its origins in the 1950s lay in the speciﬁc need to wed
Caribbean social revolution to local cultural tradition. Mythic and
magical traditions, Alexis argued, far from being alienated from the
people, or mere mystiﬁcations, were the distinctive feature of their local
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and national cultures, and were the collective forms by which they gave
expression to their identity and articulated their difference from the
dominant colonial and racial oppressors. They were, in other words,
the modes of expression of that culture’s reality. Radical social visions
of art and culture thus regarded myth and magic as integral. For Alexis,
‘The treasure of tales and legends, all the musical, choreographic
and plastic symbolism, all the forms of Haitian popular art are there to
help the nation in accomplishing the tasks before it.’ More recently, the
term has been used in a less speciﬁc way to refer to the inclusion of any
mythic or legendary material from local written or oral cultural
traditions in contemporary narrative.
The material so used is seen to interrogate the assumptions of
Western,rational,linear narrative and to enclose it within an indigenous
metatext, a body of textual forms that recuperate the pre-colonial
culture. In this way it can be seen to be a structuring device in texts as
varied as Salman Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children,Ben Okri’s The Famished
Road, Keri Hulme’s The Bone People or Thomas King’s Green Grass,
Running Water. In texts like these and many others, the rational, linear
world of Western realist ﬁction is placed against alter/native narrative
modes that expose the hidden and naturalized cultural formations
on which Western narratives are based. Although the term has been
useful, its increasingly ubiquitous use for any text that has a fabulous or
mythic dimension has tended to bring it into disrepute with some critics
who suggest that it has become a catch-all for any narrative device that
does not adhere to Western realist conventions.
Further reading: Alexis 1956; S. Baker 1991; Durix 1998; Faris 2004; Molloy
2005; Parkinson and Faris 1995; Slemon 1988a, 1995.

MANICHEANISM
This term is adapted from the ‘Manichaean heresy’ of the third century
AD which propounded a dualistic theology, according to which Satan
was represented as coeternal with God. Matter was evil and God by
His nature could not intervene in the world of evil matter. Thus
Christ could not have been born into the ﬂesh and had to be only spirit
– a heresy against the doctrine of Christ’s dual nature as both Man
and God. The implication that the two realms of spirit and matter
were always and eternally separate and could never be linked implies
an extreme form of binary structure, and it is this to which contemporary post-colonial usage refers. The concept was popularized by
Abdul JanMohammed (1983, 1985) who developed Frantz Fanon’s
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identiﬁcation of the Manichaean nature of the implacable opposition of
colonizer and colonized.
In the ﬁeld of post-colonial studies, Manicheanism is a term for
the binary structure of imperial ideology. JanMohammed uses the
uncompromisingly dualistic aspect of the concept to describe the process
by which imperial discourse polarizes the society,culture and very being
of the colonizer and colonized into the Manichean categories of
good and evil. The world at the boundaries of civilization is perceived
as uncontrollable, chaotic, unattainable and ultimately evil, while the
civilized culture is the embodiment of good. The consequences of
this for colonial discourse are that the colonizer’s assumption of moral
superiority means that ‘he will not be inclined to expend any energy
in understanding the worthless alterity of the colonized’ (1985: 18).
Much literature of cultural encounter,
instead of being an exploration of the racial Other . . . afﬁrms
its own ethno-centric assumptions;instead of actually depicting
the outer limits of ‘civilization’,it simply codiﬁes and preserves
the structures of its own mentality. While the surface of each
colonialist text purports to represent speciﬁc encounters with
speciﬁc varieties of the racial Other, the subtext valorizes the
superiority of European cultures, of the collective process that
has mediated that representation. Such literature is essentially
specular: instead of seeing the native as a bridge toward
syncretic possibility, it uses him as a mirror that reﬂects the
colonialist’s self image.
( JanMohammed 1985: 19)
Borrowing from Lacan,JanMohammed claims that colonialist literature
can be divided into ‘imaginary’ and ‘symbolic’ modes. The writer of
the ‘imaginary’ text tends to ‘fetishize a nondialectical, ﬁxed opposition
between the self and the native. Threatened by a metaphysical alterity
that he has created, he quickly retreats to the homegeneity
of his own group.’ Writers of ‘symbolic’ texts tend to be more open to
a modifying dialectic of self and Other, and it is this preparedness
to consider the possibility of syncretism that is the most important
factor distinguishing it from the ‘imaginary’ text. Ultimately, according
to JanMohammed, it is the ability to bracket the values and bases
of imperialist culture that determines the success of the symbolic text
and its ability to subvert or avoid the economy of Manichean allegory.
Further reading: JanMohammed 1983, 1985.
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MARGINALITY
Being on the margin, marginal. The perception and description of
experience as ‘marginal’ is a consequence of the binaristic structure of
various kinds of dominant discourses, such as patriarchy, imperialism
and ethno-centrism, which imply that certain forms of experience
are peripheral. Although the term carries a misleading geometric
implication, marginal groups do not necessarily endorse the notion
of a ﬁxed centre. Structures of power that are described in terms of
‘centre’ and ‘margin’ operate, in reality, in a complex, diffuse and multifaceted way. The marginal therefore indicates a positionality that is best
deﬁned in terms of the limitations of a subject’s access to power.
However, marginality as a noun is related to the verb ‘to marginalize’,
and in this sense provides a trap for those involved in resistance by its
assumption that power is a function of centrality. This means that such
resistance can become a process of replacing the centre rather than
deconstructing the binary structure of centre and margin, which is a
primary feature of post-colonial discourse. Marginality unintentionally reiﬁes centrality because it is the centre that creates the condition
of marginality. In simple terms we could ask ‘Who are the marginal?’
‘Marginal to what?’ We might be tempted to reply spontaneously,
‘imperialism marginalizes, the colonized people are marginalized’. But
they are neither all marginalized nor always marginalized. Imperialism
cannot be reduced to a structure, a geometry of power that leaves some
particular races on the margin. It is continuous, processual, working
through individuals as well as upon them. It reproduces itself within the
very idea of the marginal. Therefore, despite its ubiquity as a term to
indicate various forms of exclusion and oppression, the use of the term
always involves the risk that it endorses the structure that established
the marginality of certain groups in the ﬁrst place.
Further reading: Gunew 1994; Jordan and Weedon 1995; Orgun 2000;
Spivak 1996.

MESTIZO/MESTIZAJE/MÉTISSE
These terms, respectively Spanish and French in origin, semantically
register the idea of a mixing of races and/or cultures. Initially, they
emerged from a colonial discourse that privileged the idea of racial
purity and justiﬁed racial discrimination by employing the quasiscientiﬁc precursors of physical anthropology to create a complex and
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largely ﬁctional taxonomy of racial admixtures (mulatto, quadroon,
octaroon, etc.).
Mestizo differs from Creole and from métisse in so far as its usage
reﬂects the older,large-scale Spanish and Portuguese settlement of their
South American and Meso-American possessions.This early settlement
led to an intensive cultural and racial exchange between Spaniards
and Portuguese settlers and the native Indians,in many cases prior to the
inﬂuence of black African slaves upon this cultural mélange. The
relatively early date of this colonizing process,and the equally early date
at which Spanish and Portuguese colonies in the Americas achieved
their independence, means that in Latin American cultural discourses
the idea of mestizo is much more developed as a positive ‘national’
cultural sign, as a sign of shared if disputed indigeneity.
Both terms have gradually moved from a pejorative to a positive usage,
as they have begun to reﬂect a perception in these cultures that miscegenation and interchange between the different cultural diasporas
had produced new and powerful synergistic cultural forms, and that
these cultural and racial exchanges might be the place where the most
energized aspects of the new cultures reside. These terms have not been
used widely to describe aspects of cultures outside the Caribbean,
the Americas and the Indian Ocean regions. The dominance of the use
of creole as a generic term in linguistics and in wider cultural studies
as well as in general discourse stems from its early adoption into English
as the standard term, though English writers have occasionally used
mestizo to indicate some of the special nuances discussed above.The use
of the Spanish term mestizaje has also become prevalent, particularly in
Latin American studies, and is used to describe the cultural processes
attendant to a long history of miscegenation by emphasizing heterogeneity and transculturation.Mestizaje is employed most commonly
in cultural and linguistic analyses to denote plurality and is a key feature
of Latin American regionalist discourse.
Further reading: Alonso 2004; Chanady 1995, 2003; Cornejo Polar 1997;
Cornejo Polar and Dennis 2004a, 2004b; Echeverría 1998; Glissant 1981, 1989;
Harris 1983; Hildebrant 1992; Klor de Alva 1995; Miller 2004; Moraña 2002;
Pérez Torres 2006; Vilanova 1977.

METONYMIC GAP
This is a term for what is arguably the most subtle form of abrogation.
The metonymic gap is that cultural gap formed when appropriations
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of a colonial language insert unglossed words, phrases or passages from
a ﬁrst language, or concepts, allusions or references that may be unknown to the reader. Such words become synechdochic of the writer’s
culture – the part that stands for the whole – rather than representations
of the world,as the colonial language might.Thus the inserted language
‘stands for’ the colonized culture in a metonymic way, and its very
resistance to interpretation constructs a ‘gap’between the writer’s culture
and the colonial culture. The local writer is thus able to represent his or
her world to the colonizer (and others) in the metropolitan language,
and at the same time to signal and emphasize a difference from it. In
effect, the writer is saying ‘I am using your language so that you will
understand my world, but you will also know by the differences
in the way I use it that you cannot share my experience.’
There are many ways in which the language can do this: syntactic
fusion; neologisms; code-switching; untranslated words. An example of
the latter occurs in Ngugi’s A Grain of Wheat, in which Gikonyo sings
a song to his future wife Mumbi in Gikuyu (Ashcroft 1989b: 61). The
song itself it densely ironic and yet inaccessible to a non-Gikuyu reader.
It reiterates that absence that lies at the point of interface between the
two cultures. The insertion of a Gikuyu song in the text presents a
cultural ‘gap’that emphasizes difference yet situates it in a way that makes
the piece accessible.
Further reading: Ashcroft 1989b.

METROPOLIS/METROPOLITAN
‘Metropolis’ is a term used binaristically in colonial discourse to refer to
the ‘centre’ in relation to a colonial periphery. In Greek history,
a metropolis was the parent state of a colony. The ﬁrst speciﬁc use
of the term to cover the modern colonial situation, in which ‘metropolitan’ means ‘belonging to or constituting the mother country’, is
listed in the OED as 1806. The metropolis in European thought
was always constituted as the seat of culture, and this meaning is readily
transferred to the imperial/colonial relationship. There is frequent
slippage in the use of the term to cover ‘mother country’ (England,
France) or, metonymically, their chief cities, London and Paris. (Oswald
Spengler claimed that at the turn of the century the seat of world power
was, in practical terms, focused in four cities.)
Since the binarism inherent in the concept connotes a centre and
a periphery, colonies are by deﬁnition constructed as peripheral to
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the metropolitan ‘centres’. Post-colonial writers such as V.S. Naipaul
have attempted to question or dismantle/disrupt this hierarchized binary
by exposing the idea of an imperial ‘centre’ as chimeric. Since the
‘centre’ can never be found, the distinction between metropolis and
colony, centre and periphery necessarily collapses. In practical terms,
however, control of publishing and distribution was (and in many cases
still is) centred in the European (and, latterly, North American)
metropoles, and, together with the migration of artists and intellectuals
to Paris, London and Madrid, reinforced (and to some extent still
reinforces) the cultural power of ‘the metropolis’.
While there are obvious similarities here between the empires of
England, France and Spain, it should be noted that the ways in which
their empires were administered and the attitudes of colonials to the
different ‘centres’ varied signiﬁcantly. In the empire of France, cultural
power was invested almost exclusively in a Parisian intellectual élitism
that rendered the rest of France as culturally ‘peripheral’ as the African
or Antillean colonies. Colonial intellectuals who migrated to Paris
could share in that ‘cultural capital’. By contrast, although the controlling cultural institutions of the British Empire were generally collected
in London, signiﬁcant cultural differences between colonies and ‘the
metropolitan’ remained in a binaristic hierarchy more usually
formulated as ‘England and the colonies’ or ‘Britain and the colonies’.
Colonial writers and artists could succeed in London,but their primary
afﬁliation was usually regarded as being with their colonial homelands.
As these writers became increasingly prominent, however, Britain has
widened its metropolitan self-concept to include contemporary postcolonial writers originally from Australia, Africa, India and Pakistan
under the label of ‘British’.
Further reading: Ball 2004; McLeod 2004; Spengler 1926; Stoneham 2000.

MIDDLE PASSAGE
(see slave/slavery)

MIMICRY
An increasingly important term in post-colonial theory, because it
has come to describe the ambivalent relationship between colonizer
and colonized. When colonial discourse encourages the colonized
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subject to ‘mimic’ the colonizer, by adopting the colonizer’s cultural
habits, assumptions, institutions and values, the result is never a simple
reproduction of those traits. Rather, the result is a ‘blurred copy’ of
the colonizer that can be quite threatening. This is because mimicry is
never very far from mockery, since it can appear to parody whatever it
mimics. Mimicry therefore locates a crack in the certainty of colonial
dominance, an uncertainty in its control of the behaviour of the
colonized.
Mimicry has often been an overt goal of imperial policy.For instance,
Lord Macaulay’s 1835 Minute to Parliament derided Oriental learning,
and advocated the reproduction of English art and learning in India
(most strategically through the teaching of English literature).However,
the method by which this mimicry was to be achieved indicated the
underlying weakness of imperialism. For Macaulay suggested that
the riches of European learning should be imparted by ‘a class of interpreters between us and the millions whom we govern – a class of
persons Indian in blood and colour, but English in tastes, opinions, in
morals, and in intellect’ (Macaulay 1835). In other words, not only was
the mimicry of European learning to be hybridized and therefore
ambivalent, but Macaulay seems to suggest that imperial discourse is
compelled to make it so in order for it to work.
The term mimicry has been crucial in Homi Bhabha’s view of the
ambivalence of colonial discourse. For him, the consequence of
suggestions like Macaulay’s is that mimicry is the process by which the
colonized subject is reproduced as ‘almost the same, but not quite’
(Bhabha 1994: 86). The copying of the colonizing culture, behaviour,
manners and values by the colonized contains both mockery and a
certain ‘menace’, ‘so that mimicry is at once resemblance and menace’
(86). Mimicry reveals the limitation in the authority of colonial
discourse, almost as though colonial authority inevitably embodies
the seeds of its own destruction. The line of descent of the ‘mimic man’
that emerges in Macaulay’s writing, claims Bhabha, can be traced
through the works of Kipling, Forster, Orwell and Naipaul, and is the
effect of ‘a ﬂawed colonial mimesis in which to be Anglicized is
emphatically not to be English’ (1994: 87).
The consequences of this for post-colonial studies are quite profound,
for what emerges through this ﬂaw in colonial power is writing, that is,
post-colonial writing,the ambivalence of which is ‘menacing’to colonial
authority. The menace of mimicry does not lie in its concealment
of some real identity behind its mask, but comes from its ‘double vision
which in disclosing the ambivalence of colonial discourse also disrupts
its authority’(88).The ‘menace’of post-colonial writing,then,does not
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necessarily emerge from some automatic opposition to colonial discourse, but comes from this disruption of colonial authority, from the
fact that its mimicry is also potentially mockery. While Macaulay’s
interpreter, or Naipaul’s ‘mimic man’ (discussed below), are appropriate
objects of a colonial chain of command, they are also ‘inappropriate’
colonial subjects because what is being set in motion in their behaviour
is something that may ultimately be beyond the control of colonial
authority. This ‘inappropriateness’ disturbs the normality of the dominant discourse itself. The threat inherent in mimicry, then, comes not
from an overt resistance but from the way in which it continually
suggests an identity not quite like the colonizer. This identity of the
colonial subject – ‘almost the same but not white’ (89) – means that
the colonial culture is always potentially and strategically insurgent.
Mimicry can be both ambivalent and multi-layered. In his novel The
Mimic Men, V.S. Naipaul opens with a very subtle description of the
complexity of mimicry when he describes his landlord:
I paid Mr Shylock three guineas a week for a tall, multimirrored, book-shaped room with a cofﬁn-like wardrobe.
And for Mr Shylock, the recipient each week of ﬁfteen times
three guineas, the possessor of a mistress and of suits made
of cloth so ﬁne I felt I could eat it, I had nothing but admiration. . . . I thought Mr Shylock looked distinguished, like
a lawyer or businessman or politician. He had the habit of
stroking the fore of his ear inclining his head to listen.I thought
the gesture was attractive; I copied it. I knew of recent events
in Europe;they tormented me;and although I was trying to live
on seven pounds a week I offered Mr Shylock my fullest, silent
compassion.
(Naipaul 1967: 7)
This deeply ironic passage uncovers the way in which both hegemony and mimicry work. Although the title suggests a disparagement
of the tendency to emulate the colonizer, the complexity and potential
insurgency of mimicry emerges in this passage. The narrator not only
copies the habits of the landlord, but mimics the guilt of a post-war
Europe concerning the Jews, a guilt that is embedded also in a cultural
familiarity with the implications of the name ‘Shylock’ (the Jew who
demanded repayment of a pound of ﬂesh in Shakespeare’s Merchant of
Venice). He is encouraged to mimic a compassion for the one exploiting
him. But the very irony of the passage suggests an inversion, a mockery
just under the surface; not a mockery of Shylock but of the whole
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process of colonization that is being enacted in the narrator’s mimicry
and cultural understanding. The mimicry of the post-colonial subject is
therefore always potentially destabilizing to colonial discourse, and
locates an area of considerable political and cultural uncertainty in the
structure of imperial dominance.
Further reading: Bhabha 1984a, 1994; Castro-Klarén 1999; Huggan 1994,
1997; McQuillan 2002; Parry 1987.

MISCEGENATION
Miscegenation, the sexual union of different races, speciﬁcally whites
with negroes (OED),has always haunted European colonizers and their
settler descendants (see apartheid). Colonialist practice was obsessed
with the products of such unions, particularly in those areas where
black and white had also been further hierarchized as slave and free.
Nineteenth-century slave-owners developed extensive codiﬁcations
of the various divisions of admixture resulting from miscegenation.
French colonizers, for example, developed no fewer than 128 differing
degrees of pigmentation to distinguish between the children of mixed
race relations. Since the maintenance of absolute difference between
Europeans and others, colonizers and colonized, was crucial to military
and administrative control, miscegenation raised the constant spectre
of ideological (and sometimes external) destabilization of imperial
power. Yet, as theorists such as Bhabha have suggested, the very process
of insisting on racial difference may mask a hidden and opposite
fascination, as the colonizer sees a menacing ambivalence in the ways
in which the colonized is both like and unlike. As some critics have
argued, the fear of miscegenation thus stems from a desire to maintain
the separation between civilized and savage, yet that binary masks
a profound longing, occluding the idea of the inevitable dependence of
one on the existence of the other.
One of the earliest theorists of race, Gobineau, expressed this
ambivalence in his long and inﬂuential essay ‘Essai sur l’inegalité des
races humaines’, emphasizing, as Robert Young notes, that there is a
positive as well as a negative feature to racial admixture which ‘accords
with the consistent tendency for the positive to intermingle with the
negative,growth with degeneration,life with death’(Young 1995:115).
Young also notes that in this respect Gobineau looks forward to modern
ideas concerning the tendency of the socially repressed to return
symbolically,citing Stallybrass and White’s argument that ‘disgust always
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bears the imprint of desire. These low domains, apparently expelled as
‘Other’ return as the objects of nostalgia, longing and fascination’
(Stallybrass and White 1986: 191). Paradoxically, then, race is seen as the
marker of civilization, and racial purity its pre-eminent pre-condition.
Yet if civilization must be spread, then the road to the one must lead to
the decline of the other. That is, as Gobineau expressed it, ‘If mixtures
of blood are, to a certain extent, beneﬁcial to the mass of mankind, if
they raise and ennoble it, this is merely at the expense of mankind itself,
which is stunted, abased, enervated, and humiliated in the persons of its
noblest sons’ (Gobineau 1853–5: 1, 410, translated by Young).
Further reading: Anderson 1991; Fitz 2002; Gobineau 1853–5, 1856; Lemire
2002; Moore 2000; J.D. Smith 1991; Young 1995.

MISSIONS AND COLONIALISM
The role of missions and missionaries in the development of colonization was crucial.In the words of one historian ‘The explosive expansion
of Christianity in Africa and Asia during the last two centuries constitutes one of the most remarkable cultural transformations in the
history of mankind. Because it coincided with the spread of European
economic and cultural hegemony, it tends to be taken for granted as a
reﬂex of imperialism’(Etherington,2005:1).As a result for a long while
both imperial historians and radical revisers of their work either ignored
altogether or radically simpliﬁed the complex role religion (See religion
and the post-colonial) and their instrument, the Christian missions,
played for good and bad in the spread of empire. In the last few years we
have seen a growth of studies of missions, which have treated the role
they played with a new seriousness and which have detailed their
importance in the story of colonization.
These new studies emphasized that although the story of EuroAmerican expansion and the story of missions are deeply intertwined,
the relations between them are far more complex than has often
been suggested. Radical critics of missions who argue that missions are
the forerunners of more direct control. (‘First the missionary, then the
Consul,and at last the invading army’(Hobson 1938:204)) see missionaries as conscious precursors of imperialism. They forget the role
missionaries also played in acting as a buffer between harsh government
policy and indigenous peoples, and especially between settlers and
indigenes in settler colonies. In fact, the role of missions in providing
education, and so increasing literacy, was construed as a dangerous act
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by many traders and settlers. It is also certainly the case that many of
the ﬁrst generation of nationalist anti-colonial activists were mission
educated. While their oppositional stance was certainly not a conscious
product of mission intention it was an undeniable offshoot of the mission
emphasis on modernization. Apart from education, this included
missionaries’ involvement in medical and health issues and their broad
concerns for the effects of practices such as slavery on the rights of
individuals, especially groups such as women and children who were
seen as particularly vulnerable (Scott and Grifﬁths 2005).
From a literary viewpoint missions had a special role to play in many
colonial situations. Of course missions and their role have featured in
many post-colonial literary accounts. For the most part these accounts
have emphasized the negative impact of missions,as might be expected.
As with the general historical accounts however,more complex readings
of mission involvement in colonial texts are now emerging (see Grifﬁths,
2005). Mission presses were often the ﬁrst places in which colonized
peoples were able to ﬁnd a voice, even though they did so under conditions of patronage which were deeply constraining. Despite this, the
degree to which they succeeded in speaking through these constraints
is remarkable. Missions and their role exemplify once again how
colonized peoples could appropriate and subvert colonial institutions
and bend them to their own ends even under the most unpromising of
conditions.
Further reading: Dangaremba 1988; Etherington 2005; Grifﬁths 2005;
Hobson 1902.

MODERNISM AND POST-COLONIALISM
Modernism is a twentieth-century European movement in the
creative arts that sought to break with the dominant conventions of
nineteenth-century art, such as realism, linear narrativity, perspective
and tonality. Although modernism is usually deﬁned as a European
movement, it has been argued that the encounter with African cultures
in the so-called ‘scramble for Africa’ period of the 1880s and 1890s
was crucial to the development of a modernist aesthetic. While the
European powers were engaged in violently suppressing the ‘savage’
cultures of Africa, they were importing into Europe, as loot, the
revelation of an alternative view of the world in the form of African
masks, carvings and jewellery – artefacts that were often stored in
museum basements until displayed in the early decades of the twentieth
129

MODERNITY

century. These African works, together with those from other socalled ‘primitive’ cultures, such as Papua New Guinea and the South
Paciﬁc, North American Indian and Inuit, were seen as products of
societies preserved in time, reﬂecting primitive and aboriginal impulses
common to all people. Their art reﬂected a ‘stage’ in the development
of ‘civilized’ art.
However,from its inception,this ethnographic view was accompanied
by a more fearful and complex vision in which primitive art was seen
as expressive of the other, darker side of European man, whose
civilization might thus be considered merely a veneer. This fear is
expressed in works such as Conrad’s Heart Of Darkness and Yeats’
Savage God. But in the reaction of artists as diverse as Jarry, Rimbaud,
Artaud, Lawrence and Picasso, a more radical critique was formulated in which the claims of European art to universal validity were
questioned and in which the claims of Europe to being a unique
civilization were exposed as a veneer on a deeper, ‘universal’ savagery.
This view appears to have been vindicated when the claims of
nineteenth-century Europe to be civilized collapsed in the horrors
of the mass destruction of the First World War.
Further reading: Bray and Middleton 1979; Esty 2004; Eysteinsson 1990;
Fokkema 1984; Friedman 2006; Lazarus 2005; McDougall 1998; McGee 1992;
Nunes 1994; Peretti 1995; Rajadhyaksha 1998; Ramazani 2006; Richards
2000; Ruthven 1968; Smith 1992; Weston 1996.

MODERNITY
The term ‘modern’ derives from the late ﬁfth-century Latin term
modernus which was used to distinguish an ofﬁcially Christian present
from a Roman, pagan past. ‘Modern’ was used in the medieval period
to distinguish the contemporary from the ‘ancient’past.But ‘modernity’
has come to mean more than ‘the here and now’: it refers to modes
of social organization that emerged in Europe from about the sixteenth century and extended their inﬂuence throughout the world in
the wake of European exploration and colonization.Three momentous
cultural shifts around the year 1500 – the discovery of the ‘new world’,
the Renaissance and the Reformation – had,by the eighteenth century,
come to constitute ‘the epochal threshold between modern times and
the middle ages’ (Habermas 1981: 5). The emergence of the French
Enlightenment saw the development of the idea that modernity was
a distinctive and superior period in the history of humanity,a notion that
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became habitual as successive generations saw their own ‘present’ as
enjoying a prominent position within the modern. As European power
expanded, this sense of the superiority of the present over the past
became translated into a sense of superiority over those pre-modern
societies and cultures that were ‘locked’ in the past – primitive and uncivilized peoples whose subjugation and ‘introduction’ into modernity
became the right and obligation of European powers.
The concept of modernity is therefore signiﬁcant in the emergence
of colonial discourse. Modernity is fundamentally about conquest,
‘the imperial regulation of land, the discipline of the soul, and the
creation of truth’ (Turner 1990: 4), a discourse that enabled the largescale regulation of human identity both within Europe and its colonies.
The emergence of modernity is co-terminous with the emergence of
Euro-centrism and the European dominance of the world effected
through imperial expansion. In other words, modernity emerged at
about the same time that European nations began to conceive of their
own dominant relationship to a non-European world and began to
spread their rule through exploration, cartography and colonization. Europe constructed itself as ‘modern’ and constructed the
non-European as ‘traditional’, ‘static’, ‘prehistorical’. The imposition
of European models of historical change became the tool by which
these societies were denied any internal dynamic or capacity for
development.
Understanding modernity as a discourse rather than an epoch involves
seeing it as characterized by major discontinuities separating modern
social institutions from traditional social orders. Giddens identiﬁes three:
the pace of change, the scope of change, and the nature of modern
institutions. The advent of various technologies inititated an ever
accelerating pace of change, and the scope of this change came to affect
the entire globe (Giddens 1990: 6). Many social forms and processes
are not found in pre-modern societies:the nation-state,the dependence
on inanimate power sources, the commodiﬁcation of products and
wage labour, formal schooling, the secularization of values and norms,
and the predominance of urban forms of life. These differences distinguish the modern from the pre-modern past, but also distinguish
colonizing Europe from colonized cultures, thus becoming the source
of profound misunderstanding and dislocation.
Apart from the distinctiveness of modern social institutions, and
the many other reinforcing processes that accompany them, modernity
can be characterized by developments in philosophical thought.
The conception of modernity as a period that was superior to the past,
buttressed as it was by the replacement of divine providence with the
131

MODERNITY

autonomous rational human mind, effectively ended the veneration of
tradition and paved the way for the Enlightenment philosophical project
of developing ‘a rational organisation of everyday social life’ (Habermas
1981:9).In turn,of course,this characteristic of Enlightenment thought
consolidated the assumption of European cultural authority as its
inﬂuence spread throughout the world. Science and rationality were
assumed to be the only possible course for modern consciousness, and
modern (i.e. European) social institutions were then, and are still,
regarded as creating ‘vastly greater opportunities for human beings to
enjoy a secure and rewarding existence than any type of pre-modern
system’ (Giddens 1990: 7).
Rationality became such a core feature of ‘modern’ thought that its
origin as a speciﬁcally European mode of thinking was forgotten by
the time Europe came to dominate the world in the nineteenth century.
Modernity became synonymous with ‘civilized’ behaviour, and one
more justiﬁcation for the ‘civilizing mission’ of European imperialism.
Weber in particular regarded rationalization as a key component of modernization, but for him it was also a key to its ambiguity. Modernization
brings with it considerable possibilities:the erosion of univocal meaning,
the endless conﬂict of polytheistic values, the threat of the conﬁnement
of bureaucracy. Rationalization makes the world orderly and reliable,
but it cannot make the world meaningful. If Weber is correct, it would
suggest that imperialism not only is a key aspect of the emergence of
modernity and its connection with an aggressive European self-image,
but also creates the cultural conditions for the (post-colonial) disruptions
that modernity brings to European society.
Contemporary debate interrogates the relationship between modernity and post-modernity. Theorists such as Habermas see modernity as
an unﬁnished project and the ‘post-modern’as simply a stage of modernity, while others see the post-modern as a sign of the dissolution of
modernity. Post-modernity may also be characterized as offering a
different set of discontinuities from modernity.However,it would appear
that the revolution in social organization and philosophical thought,and
the geographical expansion that modernity entailed, still remains a
fundamental constitutive feature of social life in contemporary times.
Further reading: Ashcroft 2005; Barlow 2005; Bartolovich and Lazarus 2002;
Burton 2003; Chakrabarty and Bhabha 2002; Comaroff and Comaroff 1993;
J. Ferguson 2005; Friedman 2006; Gardiner 2001; George 2003; Giddens 1990;
Gikandi 2000; Habermas 1981, 1987; Koundoura 2002; Lazarus 2002; Lloyd
2003; Mignolo 1995a, 1995b, 2001; Moore and Sanders 2001; Murray 1997a;
Parry 2002, 2002a; Scott 1996; Turner 1990.
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MULATTO
From the Spanish word for ‘young mule’(1595),refering to the progeny
of a European and a negro (OED). The term is sometimes used
interchangeably with mestizo/mestizaje/métisse to mean a mixed or
miscegenated society and the culture it creates. However, its usage is
usually conﬁned to the classiﬁcations of miscegenation employed in
racist slave discourse, speciﬁcally referring to a slave who is one half
white.
MULTITUDE
This is the word used by Hardt and Negri to describe the location of
the forces of liberation that are opposed to,but are themselves an integral
part of Empire. The multitude, like Empire itself, is a concept that
transcends geographical,historical and class boundaries,but in which the
utopian hope of liberation is completely and optimistically focused.The
reason for this is that the multitude is not simply an oppressed victim of
Empire but is a part of Empire itself. The authors see Empire as
composed of two phenomena, a juridical structure and ‘the plural
multitude of productive, creative subjectivities of globalization’ (2001:
60). The signiﬁcant thing about the multitude is that it is not merely
negatively oppositional but is itself the source of new subjectivities that
work towards the ‘liberation of living labour.’ The multitude exists in a
constant ambivalent relationship with Empire. ‘The de-territorializing
power of the multitude is the productive force that sustains Empire
and at the same time the force that calls for and makes necessary its
destruction.’ (61). Another way of putting this is that the multitude,
whose province is the local,is both the ﬁeld of operation of globalization
and the origin of its transformation and hence the agent of the potential
destruction of Empire because Empire cannot exist without it.
Further reading: Hardt and Negri (2001)

NATION LANGUAGE
Edward Kamau Brathwaite’s term for culturally speciﬁc forms of
Caribbean English. Brathwaite sees nation language as heavily inﬂuenced by the African heritage in Caribbean cultures, and contends that
while the language used in, for instance, Jamaica, may be English in
terms of its lexical features, ‘in its contours, its rhythm and timbre, its
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sound explosions, it is not English, even though the words, as you
hear them, might be English to a greater or lesser degree’ (Brathwaite
1984: 311). Brathwaite suggests that this language is the result of a
speciﬁc cultural experience when he says
it is an English which is not the standard, imported, educated
English, but that of the submerged, surrealist experience
and sensibility, which has always been there and which is
now increasingly coming to the surface and inﬂuencing the
perception of contemporary Caribbean people.
(Brathwaite 1984: 311)
Brathwaite takes pains to distinguish nation language from ‘dialect’,
which, he contends, is thought of as ‘bad English’, the kind of English
used in caricature and parody. This is similar to the contention of a
number of post-colonial linguists and theorists that all language is
localized,heterogeneous and ‘variant’,and that the concept of a standard
English is a construction of imperial rhetoric that constantly separates
‘centre’ from ‘margin’. Such a standard English is subverted by nation
language which ‘is like a howl,or a shout or a machine-gun or the wind
or a wave. It is also like the blues’ (311). Nation language is ﬁrst of all
based on an oral tradition; the language is based as much on sound
as it is on song, the noise it makes being part of the meaning. The
communal nature of the language is thus important, ‘the noise and
sounds that the maker makes are responded to by the audience and are
returned’ (312). Nation language is thus a lived, dynamic and changing
phenomenon, not merely a linguistic structure. It is something that
people do, and the constitutive environment of language is as important
as the utterance.
Further reading: Brathwaite 1981, 1984.

NATION/NATIONALISM
The idea of the nation is now so ﬁrmly ﬁxed in the general imagination, and the form of state it signiﬁes so widely accepted, that it is hard
to realize how recent its invention has been. In 1882, the French
Orientalist Ernest Renan, addressing an audience at the Sorbonne in
a lecture entitled ‘What is a nation?’, felt it necessary to remind his
audience of the historical beginnings of the idea of a nation:
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Nations . . . are something fairly new in history. Antiquity
was unfamiliar with them; Egypt, China and ancient Chaldea
were in no way nations. They were ﬂocks led by a Son of the
Sun or by a Son of Heaven. Neither in Egypt nor in China
were there citizens as such. Classical antiquity had republics,
municipal kingdoms, confederations of local republics and
empires, yet it can hardly be said to have had nations in our
understanding of the term.
(quoted in Bhabha 1990: 9)
Renan traces the emergence of the nation-state to the break-up of the
classic and mediaeval empires, locating its cultural provenance in a
speciﬁcally European political and social environment. That nations
were and are profoundly unstable formations, always likely to collapse
back into sub-divisions of clan, ‘tribe’, language or religious group, is
nothing new, and the false tendency to assign this unstable condition
to speciﬁc regions or conditions (‘balkanization’, ‘the Third World’,
‘underdeveloped countries’) is reﬂected in contemporary discussion of
national questions.
As thinkers as early as Renan were aware, nations are not ‘natural’
entities, and the instability of the nation is the inevitable consequence
of its nature as a social construction. This myth of nationhood, masked
by ideology, perpetuates nationalism, in which speciﬁc identiﬁers are
employed to create exclusive and homogeneous conceptions of national
traditions. Such signiﬁers of homogeneity always fail to represent the
diversity of the actual ‘national’ community for which they purport
to speak, and, in practice, usually represent and consolidate the interests
of the dominant power groups within any national formation.
Constructions of the nation are thus potent sites of control and
domination within modern society. This is further emphasized by the
fact that the myth of a ‘national tradition’is employed not only to legitimize a general idea of a social group (‘a people’) but also to construct a
modern idea of a nation-state, in which all the instrumentalities of
state power (e.g. military and police agencies, judiciaries, religious
hierarchies, educational systems and political assemblies or organizations) are subsumed and legitimized as the ‘natural’ expressions of
a uniﬁed national history and culture. Timothy Brennan comments
on this modern collapsing of the two concepts of nation and nationstate:
As for the ‘nation’ it is both historically determined and
general. As a term, it refers both to the modern nation-state
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and to something more ancient and nebulous – the ‘natio’ – a
local community, domicile, family, condition of belonging.
The distinction is often obscured by nationalists who seek to
place their own country in an ‘immemorial past’ where its
arbitrariness cannot be questioned.
(Bhabha 1990: 45)
The confusion of the idea of the nation with the practice and power of
the nation-state makes nationalism one of the most powerful forces in
contemporary society. It also makes it an extremely contentious site,
on which ideas of self-determination and freedom,of identity and unity
collide with ideas of suppression and force,of domination and exclusion.
Yet for all its contentiousness, and the difﬁculty of theorizing it
adequately, it remains the most implacably powerful force in twentiethcentury politics. Its displacement has proved to be very difﬁcult even
within internationally oriented movements such as Marxism, at least
in the Stalinist form in which it emerged in the Soviet Union and its
client states. It is, perhaps, not insigniﬁcant that Stalin himself was
an expert on the so-called Nationalities Question, and that he was one
of the most ruthless advocates of the suppression of ‘national differences’,
despite his own minority origins as a Georgian rather than a so-called
Great Russian.
The complex and powerful operation of the idea of a nation can
be seen also in the great twentieth-century phenomenon of global
capitalism, where the ‘free market’ between nations, epitomized in
the emergence of multinational companies, maintains a complex, problematic relationship With the idea of nations as natural and immutable
formations based on shared collective values (see globalization).
Modern nations such as the United States, with their multi-ethnic
composition,require the acceptance of an overarching national ideology
(in pluribus unum). But global capitalism also requires that the individual
be free to act in an economic realm that crosses and nulliﬁes these
boundaries and identities. The tensions between these two impulses,
increasing rapidly as modern communications make global contact
a daily reality, are amongst the most important and as yet unresolved
forces in the modern world.
Nations and nationalism are profoundly important in the formation
of colonial practice. As Hobson puts it:
Colonialism, where it consists in the migration of part of a
nation to vacant or sparsely peopled foreign lands, the emigrants carrying with them full rights of citizenship in the
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mother country . . . may be considered a genuine expansion of
nationality.
(Hobson 1902: 6)
Hobson was explaining the economic emergence of late nineteenthcentury imperialism, but the link between nation and expansion is
much older – the emergence of the nation-state and the imperialcapitalist economies of post-Renaissance Europe being arguably
inseparable. It is also arguable that without the provision of a greatly
expanded source of supply for the dominant European standards of
exchange (gold and silver) in the New World, the rapid development
of long-distance trading ventures in the Renaissance period would
not have occurred. Finally, this trade generated further demands for
manufacture, and the raw materials for this expansion were supplied by
the new economies of the colonized world, in the forms of plantations
and mines which fuelled the industrialization of Europe.
This complex story which is here, of course, grossly simpliﬁed,
became the basis for a narrative that acted to consolidate the interests of
the new trading classes and which demanded new social formations that
either integrated older forms (municipal kingdoms, city-states or city
leagues) or developed new ones (oligarchic and radical republics) to
represent the interests of the new trading classes whose wealth, derived
from the distance trade with the colonies, replaced and challenged
the power of the old feudal aristocracies. These new ‘national’ entities
demanded a new national narrative, the ‘Story of the Nation’, which
became disseminated through ‘imagined communities’ of speakers and
listeners (or writers and readers) (Anderson 1983).
French Enlightenment thought heralded a shift in the theory of
the ‘nation’, a shift that sought to relocate the legitimacy of the modern
nation-state in a theory of the ‘people’ based on the idea of a universal
set of principles (the ‘Rights of Man’) rather than on mythic and historical origins. In its strict form, the impulse to create such a Universal
vision is transnational and its revolutionary tendency to cross borders
can be seen in the effects of Enlightenment thinking on many nations
in Europe and in the Americas in the eighteenth century. Despite the
conservative reaction that set in throughout Europe after Napoleon’s
defeat, and the various attempts to resurrect the traditional monarchies,
the states that emerged were in various ways based upon a modern
concept of ‘state-power’rather than on the traditional ideas of inherited
authority such as divine kingship. Even authoritarian regimes such
as modern Prussia connected the idea of a dominant, traditional ﬁgure
of authority (‘king’ or ‘emperor’) to a modern and highly efﬁcient state
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bureaucracy and to the empowerment, through this bureaucracy, of the
interests of the state conceived as an abstraction rather than as a personal
ﬁefdom.
Conversely, in the France of the Second and Third Republics the
idea of a popular will was increasingly tied, not to a declaration of
the struggle for universal human rights,but to a national vision of power
and world expansion. Although, as Renan had noted, nations emerged
only after the classical and mediaeval idea of an imperium (empire)
had broken down, it was, ironically, the newly emergent nations of
the post-Renaissance world that initiated the new, colonizing form
of nineteenth-century imperialism. Imperialism now became an
extension into the wider world of the ideology of a ‘national’formation
based on the unifying signiﬁers of language and race.
Signiﬁcantly, the rump of the last of the mediaeval imperialisms,
that of the Austro-Hungarian fragment of the erstwhile Holy Roman
Empire, proceeded in the opposite direction, as it was increasingly
assaulted from within by the demands of those who wished to develop
political entities based upon racially and linguistically deﬁned nationalities. On the other hand, the imperialisms of the second half of
the nineteenth century were expressions of the need to generate
unifying cohesive myths within the complex and heterogenous realities
of the late nineteenth-century nation-states (such as England, France,
Germany [Prussia], Russia, etc.) to prevent the re-emergence of older
divisions based on earlier conceptions of the natio or to resist the
emergence of new internal divisive forces based on theories of class.
These were absolutely dependent on the expansionist vision which saw
the home ‘nation’ as the centre of a larger formation and which
deﬁned itself speciﬁcally in opposition to the difference which that
‘other’ represented. In this sense, as Timothy Brennan has expressed it:
Even though [nationalism] as an ideology . . . came out of the
imperialist countries, these countries were not able to formulate their own national aspirations until the age of exploration.
The markets made possible by European imperial penetration
motivated the construction of the nation-state at home.
European nationalism was motivated by what Europe was
doing in its far-ﬂung dominions. The ‘national idea’, in other
words, ﬂourished in the soil of foreign conquest.
(Bhabha 1990: 59)
During the late imperial period the dominance of the idea of the
nation was such that it was largely in terms of a resistant nationalism that
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the anti-colonial movements of the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries came into being, even though it was that force of nationalism
that had fuelled the growth of colonialism in the ﬁrst place. Anticolonial movements employed the idea of a pre-colonial past to
rally their opposition through a sense of difference, but they employed
this past not to reconstruct the pre-colonial social state but to generate
support for the construction of post-colonial nation-states based
upon the European nationalist model. Just as the modern European
nation-states had come into being in the wake of the break up of
the old imperial forms of the classical and mediaeval world, so the
colonial empires these modern nations had constructed were now
subject to a similar internal resistance and a demand for separation based
on the construction of national entities and nationalist cultural
constructions.
This is not just an ironic fact it also suggests that the bases of the
post-colonial state were themselves far less radical than their early
exponents believed, and the degree to which they incorporated models
and institutions based on the European concept of a nation created the
continuing linkages that allowed the neo-colonialist control of these
states to operate so effectively. Few commentators have been prepared
to argue that this process was a mistake,though Basil Davidson has done
so in the case of Africa (1992).However,the use of nationalist myths and
sentiments to control,suppress and discriminate against minority groups
within many post-colonial states has been the subject of much recent
comment, as these groups claim their distinctive place and argue for a
greater tolerance and acceptance of cultural diversity.
The role of limited and biased versions of the past masquerading as
national tradition has been attacked by many groups, including those
who see these ‘national traditions’ as limited in various ways by gender,
religion or ethnicity. In practice it is hard to see how the nation can
cease to be employed as a deﬁnitive political entity within which these
internal heterogeneities and differences can be resolved. Perhaps the
issue is not whether we have nations but what kinds of nations we have,
whether, that is, they insist on an exclusionary myth of national unity
based in some abstraction such as race, religion or ethnic exclusivity, or
they embrace plurality and multiculturalism.
Further reading: Anderson 1983; Basch 1994; Bhabha 1990; Blaut 1987;
Boehmer 1991; Brennan 1989; Burton 2003; Chatterjee 1986, 1993; Cheah
2003; Chrisman 2002, 2004; Cooppan 1999; Davidson 1992; Franco 1997;
Gikandi 2006; Hawley 1996; Hobsbawm 1990; Lazarus 1994, 1999; Leonard
2005; McClintock et al. 1997; Murray 1997; Paranjape 1998; Parker et al. 1992;
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Perera 1998; Puri 2004; Ray 2000; Reiss 2004; San Juan 1996; Sivanandan
2004; Szeman 2003; Young 1998.

NATIONAL ALLEGORY
A term given some notoriety by Frederic Jameson in his essay ‘Third
World literature in an era of multinational capitalism’. Jameson argued
that:
What all third-world cultural productions have in common,
and what distinguishes them radically from analogous cultural
forms in the ﬁrst world [is that] all third-world texts are
necessarily . . . allegorical, and in a very speciﬁc way: they
are to be read as what I will call national allegories, even when,
or I should say particularly when, their forms develop out of
predominantly western machineries of representation, such as
the novel.
( Jameson 1986: 67)
The reason for this, according to Jameson, is that capitalism has not
yet split the private experience from the public sphere as it has in
developed countries. Consequently, the ‘story of the private individual
destiny is always an allegory of the embattled structure of the public
. . . culture and society’ (67).
The sweeping nature of this claim drew strong criticism from
Aijaz Ahmad who saw in it a totalizing and universalizing tendency
that failed to take into account the speciﬁcity of Third World cultures.
But while Jameson admits this claim is sweeping, he denies that it is
totalizing. Rather, he insists that his thesis is an attempt to intervene
in the dominance of First World criticism, an attempt to take on board
relational ways of thinking about global culture and to give some
exposure to the culturally diverse ways in which literary and cultural
forms have been appropriated. Whatever the merits of Jameson’s claim
that private experience is represented as allegorical of the public and
national destiny, it has aroused considerable discussion regarding the
nature of post-colonial allegory, the construction of three worlds, and
a questioning of the importance given to the nation over other social
formations in the experience of Third World cultures.
Further reading: Ahmad 1992, 1995a; Beverley 2003; Buchanan 2003; Jameson
1986; San Juan 1996; Schmidt 2000; Szeman 2001.
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NATIONAL LIBERATION MOVEMENTS
A series of movements that emerged in Third World countries in the
1960s which put into practice the Leninist doctrine that nationalism
could be a progressive force for revolutionary change within colonized
or neo-colonized societies. Although nationalism had been exposed
by Marxist theory as a bourgeois social formation that masked capitalism, its necessity as a stage in the freeing of the world’s workers had
been recognized by Lenin as early as the First Party Congress in 1919.
By the time of the Second Party Congress in 1920, Lenin enjoined
every Communist party to ‘demand the expulsion of their own imperialists from these colonies, to inculcate among the workers of their
country a genuinely fraternal attitude to the working people of the
colonies and the oppressed nations,and to carry on a systematic agitation
among the troops of their country against any oppression of the colonial
peoples’ (Connor 1984: 56).
As a specialist on the ‘nationalities question’, Stalin had initiated
a policy of brutally suppressing similarly counter-revolutionary
nationalist aspirations in the Soviet Union’s own satellite territories.
However, with the emergence of the external threat posed by fascism
in the 1930s he formulated a new ideological blend of the working class,
the nation and the state in a call for a united national resistance to the
threat of a fascist invasion. After the war, the Comintern continued to
lend active support to a number of radical nationalist movements in
locations across the world, ranging from Vietnam to Algeria. It distinguished these movements from classic bourgeois nationalism by
the use of the term ‘National Liberation Movements’. Led by local,
Marxist-oriented intellectuals, these movements were epitomized by
icons such as Ché Guevara, the Argentinian revolutionary companion
of Cuban revolutionary Fidel Castro. Elsewhere, a series of signiﬁcant
nationalist leaders publicly embraced the aspirations of the National
Liberation Movements to create free but revolutionary societies
in the post-colonial world, for example, Sekou Touré and Kwame
Nkrumah in Africa,and Ho Chi Minh in Vietnam.The movement also
attracted some of the more signiﬁcant intellectual ﬁgures to emerge in
the anticolonial struggles of the period, such as Frantz Fanon
in Algeria, Amilcar Cabral in Guinea-Bissau and Agostino Nero in
Mozambique (see Fanonism).
Further reading: Alegría 1981; N. Alexander 1990; Amuta 1995; Balcárcel 1981;
Blaut 1987; Connor 1984; Fanon 1959, 1964; Harlow 1987; Maolain 1985;
Miller and Aya 1971; Moran 2006; Premnath 2002; San Juan 1991, 1991a;
Sivandran 2004; Thayer 1989.
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The use of the term ‘native’ to describe the indigenous inhabitants of
colonies has a long and chequered history. The root sense of the term
as those who were ‘born to the land’ was, in colonialist contexts,
overtaken by a pejorative usage in which the term ‘native’was employed
to categorize those who were regarded as inferior to the colonial settlers
or the colonial administrators who ruled the colonies. ‘Native’ quickly
became associated with such pejorative concepts as savage, uncivilized
or child-like in class nouns such as ‘the natives’.
The idea that ‘the natives’ were members of a less developed culture
that required colonial nurture to bring it to modernity and/or civilization permeated colonial discourse. In cases where the ‘native’
cultures were based on entirely different models, such as the huntergatherer cultures of some settler colonies, or cultures that did not
share the signiﬁers of the European model of civilization such as
writing, stone-buildings or industrial technology, the idea of the
‘native’ became part of a Darwinian characterization of the culture as
‘primitive’ or ‘Stone Age’. Colonialist texts are replete with these kinds
of characterizations of cultures as diverse as those of the Australian
Aboriginal peoples, the New Zealand Maori, the Native American
peoples of Canada and the many cultures of Africa or the South Paciﬁc
region whose complex and highly developed social and artistic forms
were either not visible to the imperial gaze or were (and sometimes
still are) deliberately obscured by such pejorative labelling.
Where cultures existed that clearly had, in European eyes, attained a
high level of ‘civilization’,such as India and the South-East Asian region,
the colonialist practice was to construe these as civilizations ‘in decay’,
as manifestations of degenerate societies and races in need of rescue
and rehabilitation by a ‘civilized’ Europe. Evidence of this social and
moral degeneracy was perceived by the colonizers’ obsessive focus on
particular practices, such as sati or widow-burning, thuggee and ritual
murder in India; or the supposedly characteristic forms of moral
degeneracy on the part of speciﬁc races,evidenced in popular European
representations of Malays ‘running amok’ in orgies of unmotivated
violence.
The fear of contamination that is at the heart of colonialist discourse,
and which results in the menacing ambivalence of mimicry or the
obsessive colonialist fear of miscegenation, is often expressed through
a fear amongst the colonizers of going native, that is, losing their
distinctiveness and superior identity by contamination from native
practices. The complexities of this can be seen in a text like Rudyard
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Kipling’s ‘Kim’ where Kim, an Indian-born English boy, is clearly
distinguished from the native-born Indians in a discourse of racial
superiority even though the text claims that his indigenous status gives
him a special and superior insight into the culture and attitudes of
Indians. In fact, for Kipling, the combination of racial superiority and
local knowledge constructs an image of the ideal ruling ﬁgure for the
colonial world in which being native-born can be achieved without
the fear of racial contamination.
Further reading: Torgovnik 1990.

NATIVISM
A term for the desire to return to indigenous practices and cultural
forms as they existed in pre-colonial society.The term is most frequently
encountered to refer to the rhetoric of decolonization which argues
that colonialism needs to be replaced by the recovery and promotion of pre-colonial, indigenous ways. The debate as to how far such
a return or reconstruction is possible (or even desirable) has been a
very vigorous one. Colonial discourse theorists such as Spivak and
Bhabha argue strongly that such nativist reconstructions are inevitably
subject to the processes of cultural intermixing that colonialism
promoted and from which no simple retreat is possible. Spivak has
more recently defended the use by post-colonial societies of a ‘strategic’
essentialism whereby the signiﬁers of indigenous (native) cultures are
privileged in a process of negative discrimination. Such a strategy
may allow these societies to better resist the onslaught of global culture
that threatens to negate cultural difference or consign it to an apolitical
and exotic discourse of cultural diversity. An even more positive
defence of the nativist position has been mounted recently by Benita
Parry (1994).
On the other hand, the multicultural nature of most post-colonial
societies makes the issue of what constitutes the pre-colonial ‘native’
culture obviously problematic, especially where the current postcolonial nation-state deﬁnes itself in terms that favour a single dominant
cultural group. Minority voices from such societies have argued that
‘nativist’ projects can militate against the recognition that colonial
policies of transplantation such as slavery and indenture have resulted
in racially mixed diasporic societies, where only a multicultural model
of the post-colonial state can avoid bias and injustice to the descendants
of such groups. Minorities from these areas have thus argued against the
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idea that the post-colonial oppressed form a homogenous group who
can be decolonized and liberated by a nativist recovery of a pre-colonial
culture.
The assumption of a homogeneous, unitary concept of the state is
also challenged by the historical and cultural legacies of colonialism
in the form of large and long-established diasporic communities in
many multi-racial post-colonial states, such as Malaysia, Singapore and
Fiji, and in the Caribbean, where the present racial mixture is profound
and virtually every group is in one sense or another the product of a
cultural diaspora, rather than being native or indigenous in origin.
Models of culture and nationality that privilege one geographical or
racial originary sign (e.g. Africa or blackness) have similar problems in
addressing the diverse and often creolized nature of the population.
Even within less diverse states, minority religious and linguistic
groups have faced similar difﬁculties with the simpler nativist projects
of recuperation. The reconstruction of traditions based on supposed
nativist models that enshrine a male, patriarchal vision of the precolonial, indigenous culture as authentic has necessarily aroused the
resistance of women. For women, models of the traditional past have
been seen as the product of present-day male practices which read
the past through a biased sexist vision, and which are then used by a
ruling élite to deny women their right to participate fully in the social
model proposed (see Mba 1982; Stratton 1994) (see also feminism and
post-colonialism). In practice, simple models of nativism, like simple
models of decolonization, have raised as many issues as they have
resolved.
Further reading: Baber 2002; Mamdani 2001; Michaels 1995; Mosley 1995;
Parry 1994; Rodrigues 2004; Singer 2002.

NÉGRITUDE
A theory of the distinctiveness of African personality and culture.African
Francophone writers such as Leopold Sédar Senghor and
Birago Diop, and West Indian colleagues such as Aimé Césaire,
developed the theory of négritude in Paris in the period immediately
before and after the Second World War. These African and Caribbean
intellectuals had been recruited under the French colonial policy
of assimilation to study at the metropolitan French universities.The fact
that they came from diverse colonies and that they were also exposed
in Paris to inﬂuences from African American movements such as the
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Harlem Renaissance,may have inﬂuenced them in developing a general
theory of negro people that sought to extend the perception of a uniﬁed
negro ‘race’to a concept of a speciﬁcally ‘African personality’(see Black
Atlantic).
The négritudinist critics drew the attention of fashionable European
intellectuals such as Jean Paul Sartre,who wrote an introduction,entitled
‘Black Orpheus’, to the ﬁrst anthology of black African writing
published in France, the Anthologie de la nouvelle poésie négre et malgache
de langue française (1948). These critics insisted that African cultures
and the literatures they produced had aesthetic and critical standards
of their own, and needed to be judged in the light of their differences
and their speciﬁc concerns rather than as a mere offspring of the parental
European cultures.
The establishment of the critical magazine Présence Africaine, founded
by Alioune Diop in Paris in 1947, had initiated a new critical interest
in the French language writing of Africa and the Caribbean, and this
important magazine became the vehicle for a number of crucial critical
statements over the next twenty years or so, including Cheik Anta
Diop’s inﬂuential essay ‘Nations, négres et culture’ and Jacques Stephen
Aléxis ‘Of the magical realism of the Haitians’ (see magic realism).
With the decision in 1957 that future publications would be in French
and English, Présence Africaine also became an important location for
critical consideration of African writing in English (Mudimbe 1994).
Négritude, and the work it developed, took as its territory not only
Africa but the whole of diasporic African culture, since, as Senghor
deﬁned it, négritude encompassed ‘the sum total of the values of the
civilization of the African world’ (Reed and Wake 1965: 99). For this
reason it was the earliest and most important movement in establishing
a wider awareness of Africa’s claim to cultural distinctiveness.
The concept of ‘négritude’ implied that all people of negro descent
shared certain inalienable essential characteristics. In this respect the
movement was, like those of earlier race-based assertions of African
dignity by such negro activists as Edward Wilmot Blyden, Alexander
Crummell, W.E.B. Dubois and Marcus Garvey, both essentialist and
nativist. What made the négritude movement distinct was its attempt
to extend perceptions of the negro as possessing a distinctive ‘personality’
into all spheres of life, intellectual, emotional and physical.
Further reading: Ahluwalia 2001; Bernasconi 2002; Haddour 2005; Irele 2003;
Jack 1996; Kemedjio 1999; Kennedy 1975; Mosley 1995; Munro 2004; Nkosi
2005; Senghor 1964; Wise 1995.
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NEO-COLONIALISM/NEO-IMPERIALISM
Neo-colonialism meaning ‘new colonialism’ was a term coined by
Kwame Nkrumah, the ﬁrst President of Ghana, and the leading
exponent of pan-Africanism in his Neo-Colonialism: The Last Stage of
Imperialism (1965). This title, which echoed Lenin’s deﬁnition of
imperialism as the last stage of capitalism, suggested that, although
countries like Ghana had achieved political independence, the excolonial powers and the newly emerging superpowers such as the
United States continued to play a decisive role in their cultures and
economies through new instruments of indirect control such as
international monetary bodies, through the power of multinational
corporations and cartels which artiﬁcially ﬁxed prices in world markets,
and through a variety of other educational and cultural NGOs
(Non-Governmental Organizations).In fact,Nkrumah argued that neocolonialism was more insidious and more difﬁcult to detect and resist
than the direct control exercised by classic colonialism.
The term has since been widely used to refer to any and all forms
of control of the ex-colonies after political independence. Thus, for
example, it has been argued by some that the new élites brought
to power by independence, and often educated and trained by the
colonialist powers, were unrepresentative of the people and acted
as unwitting or even willing agents (compradors) for the former
colonial rulers.In a wider sense the term has come to signify the inability
of developing economies, the erstwhile so-called Third World
economies to develop an independent economic and political identity
under the pressures of globalization. Recently the term has been
associated less with the inﬂuence of the former colonial powers
and more with the role of the new superpower of the United States,
whose expansionist policy past and present, it is argued, constitutes
a new form of imperialism).In the same immediate post-Second World
War period and through the use of different institutions such as
Comintern and its economic wing, Comecon, as well as through
loan organizations such as the International Bank for Economic
Coperation, it has been argued that the role of the erstwhile Soviet
Union in the period of the ‘Cold War’ mirrored the role of the United
States, with aid and development programmes from both sides having
many political strings attached, despite the claims of the Soviet Union
at the time to be the leading supporter of the many National
Liberation movements as these contesting powers extended their
struggle into the rest of the world. China also participated in this
process, as witness its role in parts of Africa in the period from the
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1960s onwards. In many ways this process mirrored the way in which
imperialist powers in the eighteenth and nineteenth century had also
extended their struggle into the new regions opened up by colonial
expansion.
Recently, with the demise of the Soviet Union and the rise of
capitalism in China, the United States (the nation state most directly
associated with neo-liberal capitalism) has become the primary
concern of those who see globalization as continuing older forms of
imperial control. Just as these theorists (Hardt and Negri 2001) have
used the term empire to distinguish this new force from the classic
imperialism of the era of direct colonization, so the term neoimperialism has increasingly been used instead of neo-colonialism
in a number of places, especially in material on the world wide web,
to distinguish the ongoing control exercised over developing countries by a globalized capitalist economy often epitomized by the United
States from earlier neo-colonialism. Although, of course, the main
instruments of both were formed under the auspices of the United
States after the end of the Second World War and in the aftermath of
the Bretton Woods Conference in 1944. (See also World System
Theory). The distinction draws attention to important shifts in the
operation of global capital, but it should not be overlooked that many
of the ways in which the new empire functions are directly analogous
with operations in the era of classic imperialism,though the instruments
may differ. Thus, for example, the role of modern NGO’s (NonGovernmental Organizations) such as the World Bank,the International
Monetary Fund, and especially non-governmental international aid
and development organizations such as UNESCO operate in areas
of concern and through practices very analogous to organizations in
the colonial period such as missions. In fact it is arguable that missions
and missionaries were the NGOs of their time. In the case of cultural
organizations such as UNESCO, supporters have argued that the many
beneﬁts it brings may have been overlooked in the more radical
objections to these global developments. In both cases the story is
probably more complex than is sometimes recognized, with such
organizations having both positive and negative impacts.(See missions
and colonialism) Though it must be conceded that the claims of such
Non-Governmental Organizations then and now to be acting independently of the existing global superpowers may also seem increasingly
naïve.The negative view of these established international organizations
has in recent times led to the setting up of counter organizations which
have sought to speak for these more radical voices, notably the World
Social Forum. Its charter claims that it represents
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. . . an open meeting place for reﬂective thinking, democratic
debate of ideas, formulation of proposals, free exchange of
experiences and interlinking for effective action,by groups and
movements of civil society that are opposed to neo-liberalism
and to domination of the world by capital and any form of
imperialism,and are committed to building a planetary society
directed towards fruitful relationships among Mankind and
between it and the Earth.
Its emergence may be viewed as a reaction by radical forces to the
collapse of the earlier formal opposition from anti-capitalist states
such as Russia and China in recent times, though it represents broader
forces than the equivalent groups forged in the ideological conﬂicts of
the post-war period including environmentalists and human rights
activists.
Further reading: Benjamin, 2007; Denning 2004; French 2005; Gowda 1983;
Nkrumah 1965; Pomeroy 1970; Rajen 1997; Saini 1981; Sen et al. 2004; Spivak
1999; B. Smith 1992; Thiong’o 1983; Woddis 1967.

NEO-LIBERALISM
A term used by many critics to refer to the theory and practice of
an unfettered liberalization of market forces, sometimes regarded as
synonymous with economic globalization or ‘late capitalism’.Its major
exponents over the last ﬁfty years have been the IMF (International
Monetary Fund) and World Bank but it has deep philosophical roots in
historical liberalism and is a key feature of the Washington Consensus.
It is signiﬁcant for post-colonial studies because it has become the most
obvious medium of neo-colonial/neo-imperial domination and of
economic globalization.
Liberalism as a coherent social philosophy dates from the late
eighteenth century. At ﬁrst there was no distinction between political
and economic liberalism, and classic liberal political philosophy continued to develop after 1900 as pure conservative. Economic liberalization
has always advocated the unrestrained operation of the market:free trade,
absence of state intervention,or of any outside interference,the reliance
on the processes of the market to create proﬁt.Maynard Keynes’General
Theory, published in the 1930s was revolutionary in its advocacy of state
intervention and served to better explain the economy at that time, but
philosophy of the totally free market reasserted itself very quickly – in
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an extreme form with Milton Friedman’s monetarist principles. This
belief in the free operation of market forces has become, in neoliberalism, an end in itself, quite detached from the actual production of
goods and services.
The term is of interest to post-colonial studies because economic
liberalism has its origins in Adam Smith, whose view of the role of
commodities in distinguishing the ‘civilized’ from the ‘barbarous’ is
deeply embedded in the ideology of empire. For him the social body
is a body composed of things, a web of commodities circulating in an
exchange that connects people who do not see or know each other.
These things make it a ‘civilized’body.Having an abundance of ‘objects
of comfort’ is the litmus test that distinguishes ‘civilized and thriving
nations’from ‘savage’ones,‘so miserably poor’they are reduced to ‘mere
want’ (1776: lx). It is trade that has caused certain parts of the world to
progress, leaving others (such as Africa) in a ‘barbarous and uncivilized
state.’The unfettered ﬂow of goods,and the free operation of the market,
is thus attached, subtly but unshakably, to the idea of the ‘civilizing
mission’ of empire.
This belief that the free market will lead to the greater happiness
of all remains the dominant myth of neo-liberal philosophy in the
‘neo-colonial’ operation of late capitalism. Free trade has been the
economic policy of choice for the British and US empires because free
trade invariably favours the richest – those with most to trade.Arguably,
economic liberalization is a consequence of the rising dominance
of the British Empire, which went to war to maintain ‘open markets’.
Such ‘open markets’ had a catastrophic effect on the Indian textile
industry and led to the Opium Wars with China.
The major features of economic liberalism remain the foundations
of neo-liberal economics, but the rapidity and scale of the intensiﬁcation of these principles characterizes the contemporary version. In
general, neo-liberal economic philosophy is to intensify and expand
the market by increasing the number, frequency, repeatability, and
formalization of transactions.Clearly neo-liberal economic policies have
become indistinguishable from economic globalization (which may
nevertheless be distinguished from cultural, political and intellectual
globalizations).
Ultimately,neo-liberalism is a philosophy in which the existence and
operation of ‘the market’ are valued in themselves, quite apart from the
production of goods and services. Consequently it can be seen, in its
most extreme manifestations,to be a form of economic fundamentalism
in which the operation of the market is an ethic in itself, capable of
acting as a guide for all human action. Hence such statements as those
149

NEW LITERATURES

of British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher that ‘there is no such
thing as Society,’ and ‘there is no alternative.’ The market becomes
the fundamental and universal truth in terms of which all human
action – political, social, economic and ultimately ethical – may be
viewed.
Further reading: Harvey 2005; Scholte 2005; Hadiz 2006; Goodman and
James 2007

NEW LITERATURES
A term used as an alternative to ‘Commonwealth Literature’ and later
‘Post-Colonial Literatures’, especially during the late 1970s and 1980s.
‘New Literatures’ stressed the emergent nature of work from postcolonized societies and connoted freshness and difference.It also avoided
problems with the term ‘Commonwealth’, which had been criticized
as glossing historical and persisting power inequalities between
colonizers and the colonized.
It is still sometimes used as a synonym for the term ‘post-colonial’,
but has been employed much less frequently in the 1990s.This is in part
because of a sense expressed by some critics that the term has
paternalistic overtones and fails to ground cultural production in the
history and legacies of the colonial encounter. Its major disadvantage,
however, is that many of the cultures to which it refers (such as those
in India) have literary traditions far older than British literature itself.
To avoid this problem, the term is generally used in the phrase ‘New
Literatures in English’. This is to emphasize the fact that it refers only
to writing produced in English and not to writing available in classical
languages like Sanscrit or in any of India’s other languages. Arguably,
this itself is problematic since it suggests that such writing exists in
isolation from contemporary writing in the indigenous languages, or
from the ongoing inﬂuence of oral practices. Interestingly, despite such
problems, the term continues to be used outside of Europe for a variety
of different reasons. Some critics, for instance, regard it as an ‘emancipatory concept’, and the African writer Ben Okri, distancing himself
from the implication of ‘coming after’ in post-colonialism, declares a
preference for ‘new’ as ‘literatures of the newly ascendant spirit’
(Boehmer 1995: 4).
Further reading: Boehmer 1995; Davis and Maes-Jelinek 1990; Gérard 1990;
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Gurnah 2000; Jurak 1992; King 1980, 1996; Lim 2002; McLaren 1993;
Nasta 2000; Nightingale 1986; Rutherford et al. 1992; Tifﬁn 1995; Walder
2000.

ORALITY
Post-colonial cultures have all, in various ways, been inﬂuenced by
the interrelationship between orality and literacy. This is obvious,
for example, in societies where oral culture predominated in the precolonial period, as in the case of some African societies, and in the
indigenous cultures of all settler societies. In some parts of Africa,
pre-colonial societies also had highly developed literary cultures in
Arabic or employed the imported Arabic script to create the so-called
ajami literatures in their own languages, and these had already led to
complex interactions between written and oral cultural forms in
these areas.
In the case of India, for example, where many highly developed
pre-colonial literary cultures ﬂourished, there were also vibrant oral
folk cultures that remained a vigorous part of popular culture and interacted with the literary traditions. Interactions between both literary
sources and oral traditions are a marked feature of the so-called bhasa
literatures of South Asia. (See Devy 1992). In the West Indies, the
presence of the cultures of the slaves and indentured labourers,
transported there in their millions throughout the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries, was preserved largely in oral form. It was to this
popular oral tradition that West Indian intellectuals looked in seeking
both to recover fragmented African heritages and to discover a ‘nation
language’ for their region.
Post-colonial cultural studies have led to a general re-evaluation of
the importance of orality and oral cultures and a recognition that the
dominance of the written in the construction of ideas of civilization is
itself a partial view of more complex cultural practices. Even highly
literate cultures have vigorous popular oral cultures, as the discipline
of cultural studies has convincingly demonstrated. In post-colonial
societies, the dominance of writing in perpetuating European cultural
assumptions and Euro-centric notions of civilization, as well as the
view of writing as the vehicle of authority and truth, led to an undervaluing of oral culture, and the assumption that orality was a
precondition for post-colonial writing, which subsequently subsumed
it. Both of these misperceptions are being rapidly redressed in postcolonial theory.
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The dominance of anthropological texts in the recording of ‘oral’
forms was part of this process of undervaluing, helping to convey the
impression that the oral was not as socially or aesthetically valuable as
the literary. In classic anthropology, orality was often designated
as ‘traditional’in a discourse that opposed it to the ‘modern’,and it was
assumed to be both of the past and immutable. The practice of
transcription also involved ﬁxing the forms of the oral in ways inimical
to its essentially performative mode, although recent anthropological
accounts have sought to address and redress both of these limitations.
In an attempt to combat this limited perception of oral ‘texts’ as social
documents rather than complex aesthetic constructs, alternative terms
were coined, such as ‘orature’, which sought to suggest that verbal and
performative arts were as aesthetically rich and complex as written
literature. But of course it can be argued that this very binary failed
to dismantle the dependency model involved in the relationship
between the two terms. The result was to denigrate the continuation
and validity of orality into the present time and to deny its continuing
signiﬁcance in contemporary post-colonial cultures.
Recent studies (Barber and de Moraes-Farias 1989; Hofmeyer
1993) have stressed the fact that oral and literary cultures in colonial
and post-colonial societies existed within uniﬁed social situations and
were mutually interactive. Rather than being restricted to the past
and therefore inferior to the written, oral forms in African societies, for
instance,have a continuing and equal relationship with the written.This
therefore challenges the simplistic and culture speciﬁc assumption of
post-structuralist critics such as Derrida that the written has precedence
over the oral (logo-centrism).
The present continuity and vigour of orality in post-colonial societies
is demonstrated in the example of the West Indies,where the emergence
of a vigorous post-colonial culture is as much the result of ﬁgures
like reggae performer Bob Marley, ‘dub’ street poet Michael Smith,
and the women storytellers and performers of the Sistren Collective,
as of writers like Walcott, Harris, Brathwaite or Brodber. In South
Africa, oral forms such as ‘praise songs’ have been adopted by such
modern, European institutions as trade unions (for rallies) and have
developed some of the formal and social aspects of literary texts and
practices (see Gunner and Gwala 1991). In such cases not only is the
work of the written culture increasingly modiﬁed by the existence
of popular oral forms, but the oral cultures are themselves transformed
by their ongoing interaction with the written cultures of the modern
period.
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Further reading: Adam 1996; Barber and de Moraes-Farias 1989; Casas 1998;
Devy 1992; Gilroy 1993;Gunner and Gwala 1991; Gunner 1994; Gunner and
Furniss 1995; Hofmeyer 1993; Hofmeyer 2004; Ong 1982; Swearingen 2004;
Talib 2002; Zambare 2003.

ORIENTALISM
This is the term popularized by Edward Said’s Orientalism, in which he
examines the processes by which the ‘Orient’ was, and continues to be,
constructed in European thinking. Professional Orientalists included
scholars in various disciplines such as languages, history and philology,
but for Said the discourse of Orientalism was much more widespread
and endemic in European thought. As well as a form of academic
discourse it was a style of thought based on ‘the ontological and epistemological distinction between the “Orient” and the “Occident”’
(Said 1978: 1). But, most broadly, Said discusses Orientalism as the
corporate institution for dealing with the Orient ‘dealing with it by
making statements about it, authorizing views of it, describing it,
by teaching it,settling it,ruling over it:in short,Orientalism as a Western
style for dominating, restructuring, and having authority over the
Orient’ (3). In this sense it is a classic example of Foucault’s deﬁnition
of a discourse.
The signiﬁcance of Orientalism is that as a mode of knowing the other
it was a supreme example of the construction of the other, a form of
authority. The Orient is not an inert fact of nature, but a phenomenon
constructed by generations of intellectuals, artists, commentators,
writers, politicians, and, more importantly, constructed by the naturalizing of a wide range of Orientalist assumptions and stereotypes.
The relationship between the Occident and the Orient is a relationship
of power, of domination, of varying degrees of a complex hegemony.
Consequently, Orientalist discourse, for Said, is more valuable as a sign
of the power exerted by the West over the Orient than a ‘true’discourse
about the Orient. Under the general heading of knowledge of the
Orient, and within the umbrella of Western hegemony over the Orient
from the eighteenth century onwards, there emerged ‘a complex
Orient suitable for study in the academy, for display in the museum,
for reconstruction in the colonial ofﬁce, for theoretical illustration in
anthropological, biological, linguistic, racial, and historical theses about
mankind and the universe’ (7). Orientalism is not, however, a Western
plot to hold down the ‘Oriental’ world. It is:
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a distribution of geopolitical awareness into aesthetic, scholarly,
economic,sociological,historical and philological texts;it is an
elaboration not only of a basic geographical distinction . . . but
also of a whole series of ‘interests’which . . . it not only creates
but maintains. It is, rather than expresses, a certain will or
intention to understand, in some cases to control, manipulate,
even incorporate, what is a manifestly different world
(Said 1978: 12).
Signiﬁcantly, the discourse of Orientalism persists into the present,
particularly in the West’s relationship with ‘Islam’, as is evidenced in
its study, its reporting in the media, its representation in general. But as
a discursive mode, Orientalism models a wide range of institutional
constructions of the colonial other, one example being the study,
discussion and general representation of Africa in the West since the
nineteenth century. In this sense, its practice remains pertinent to
the operation of imperial power in whatever form it adopts; to know,
to name, to ﬁx the other in discourse is to maintain a far-reaching
political control.
The generalized construction of regions by such discursive formations is also a feature of contemporary cultural life. (See Grifﬁths
2003). Oddly enough, Orientalism spills over into the realm of selfconstruction, so that the idea of a set of generalized ‘Asian’ values (e.g.
Asian democracy) is promoted by the institutions and governments of
peoples who were themselves lumped together initially by Orientalist
rubrics such as ‘the East’ (Far East, Middle East, etc.), the Orient or
Asia.Employed as an unqualiﬁed adjective,a term like ‘Asia’is in danger
of eroding and dismantling profound cultural, religious and linguistic
differences in the countries where it is applied self-ascriptively in ways
not dissimilar to the Orientalist discourses of the colonial period.
Further reading: Baber 2002; Ballantyne 2001; Boer 1994; Breckenridge and
van der Veer 1993; Codell and Macleod 1998; Dallmayr 1996; Ezzaher 2003;
Harlow and Carter 1999; R. King 1999; Lennon 2004; Lewis 1996; Lockman
2004; MacKenzie 1995; Moore-Gilbert 1996; Rotter 2000; Said 1978; Sardar
1999; Satchidanandan 2002; B.S. Turner 1994.

OTHER
In general terms, the ‘other’ is anyone who is separate from one’s
self. The existence of others is crucial in deﬁning what is ‘normal’ and
in locating one’s own place in the world. The colonized subject is
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characterized as ‘other’ through discourses such as primitivism and
cannibalism, as a means of establishing the binary separation of the
colonizer and colonized and asserting the naturalness and primacy of
the colonizing culture and world view.
Although the term is used extensively in existential philosophy,
notably by Sartre in Being and Nothingness to deﬁne the relations between
Self and Other in creating self-awareness and ideas of identity, the
deﬁnition of the term as used in current post-colonial theory is rooted
in the Freudian and post-Freudian analysis of the formation of
subjectivity,most notably in the work of the psychoanalyst and cultural
theorist Jacques Lacan. Lacan’s use of the term involves a distinction
between the ‘Other’and the ‘other’,which can lead to some confusion,
but it is a distinction that can be very useful in post-colonial theory.
In Lacan’s theory, the other – with the small ‘o’ – designates the other
who resembles the self, which the child discovers when it looks in the
mirror and becomes aware of itself as a separate being. When the child,
which is an uncoordinated mass of limbs and feelings sees its image in
the mirror, that image must bear sufﬁcient resemblance to the child to
be recognized, but it must also be separate enough to ground the child’s
hope for an ‘anticipated mastery’; this ﬁction of mastery will become
the basis of the ego. This other is important in deﬁning the identity
of the subject.In post-colonial theory,it can refer to the colonized others
who are marginalized by imperial discourse, identiﬁed by their
difference from the centre and, perhaps crucially, become the focus
of anticipated mastery by the imperial ‘ego’.
The Other – with the capital ‘O’ – has been called the grande-autre by
Lacan, the great Other, in whose gaze the subject gains identity.
The Symbolic Other is not a real interlocuter but can be embodied in
other subjects such as the mother or father that may represent it.
The Symbolic Other is a ‘transcendent or absolute pole of address,
summoned each time that subject speaks to another subject’ (BoonsGrafé 1992: 298). Thus the Other can refer to the mother whose
separation from the subject locates her as the ﬁrst focus of desire; it can
refer to the father whose Otherness locates the subject in the Symbolic
order; it can refer to the unconscious itself because the unconscious is
structured like a language that is separate from the language of the
subject. Fundamentally, the Other is crucial to the subject because
the subject exists in its gaze. Lacan says that ‘all desire is the metonym
of the desire to be’ because the ﬁrst desire of the subject is the desire
to exist in the gaze of the Other.
This Other can be compared to the imperial centre, imperial
discourse, or the empire itself, in two ways: ﬁrst, it provides the terms in
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which the colonized subject gains a sense of his or her identity as
somehow ‘other’, dependent; second, it becomes the ‘absolute pole of
address’,the ideological framework in which the colonized subject may
come to understand the world. In colonial discourse, the subjectivity of
the colonized is continually located in the gaze of the imperial Other,
the ‘grand-autre’. Subjects may be interpellated by the ideology of the
maternal and nurturing function of the colonizing power, concurring
with descriptions such as ‘mother England’ and ‘Home’.
On the other hand, the Symbolic Other may be represented in the
Father. The signiﬁcance and enforced dominance of the imperial
language into which colonial subjects are inducted may give them a
clear sense of power being located in the colonizer, a situation corresponding metaphorically to the subject’s entrance into the Symbolic
order and the discovery of the Law of the Father. The ambivalence
of colonial discourse lies in the fact that both these processes of ‘othering’
occur at the same time,the colonial subject being both a ‘child’of empire
and a primitive and degraded subject of imperial discourse. The
construction of the dominant imperial Other occurs in the same process
by which the colonial others come into being.
Further reading: Boons-Grafé 1992; Fuss 1994; Lacan 1968; Nederveen Pieterse
1992; Sartre 1957; Spivak 1985a.

OTHERING
This term was coined by Gayatri Spivak for the process by which
imperial discourse creates its ‘others’. Whereas the Other corresponds
to the focus of desire or power (the M–Other or Father – or Empire)
in relation to which the subject is produced, the other is the excluded
or ‘mastered’ subject created by the discourse of power. Othering
describes the various ways in which colonial discourse produces its
subjects.In Spivak’s explanation,othering is a dialectical process because
the colonizing Other is established at the same time as its colonized
others are produced as subjects.
It is important to note that, while Spivak adheres faithfully to the
Lacanian distinction between ‘Other’ and ‘other’, many critics use
the spellings interchangeably, so that the Empire’s construction of its
‘others’ is often referred to as the construction of ‘the Other’ (perhaps
to connote an abstract and generalized but more symbolic representation
of empire’s ‘others’).But in either case,the construction of the O/other
is fundamental to the construction of the Self.
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Spivak gives three examples of othering in a reading of Colonial
Ofﬁce dispatches between Captain Geoffrey Birch, his superior MajorGeneral Ochterlony and his superior the Marquess of Hastings,
Lord Moira. The ﬁrst is a process of worlding whereby Captain
Birch, riding across the Indian countryside, can be seen to be ‘consolidating the self of Europe’, that is, representing Europe as the Other
in terms of which colonial subjectivity of the inhabitants will be
produced. The second is an example of debasement whereby the hill
tribes are described by General Ochterlony in terms of ‘depravity’,
‘treachery’, ‘brutality’ and ‘perﬁdy’, and the surrender of their lands
to the crown an ‘obligation’ (Spivak 1985a: 134). He can be observed,
says Spivak, in the act of creating the colonized ‘other(s)’ by making
them the ‘object[s] of imperialism’. The third is an example of the
separation of native states and ‘our (colonial) governments’ in the
reprimand given the general by the Marquess of Hastings for allowing
half-pay subalterns to serve with regular troops in Native governments.
All three are engaged in producing an ‘other’ text – the ‘true’ history of
the native hill states – at the same time that they are establishing the
Otherness of Empire (135).
The process of othering can occur in all kinds of colonialist narrative.
Mary Louise Pratt detects an example of othering in John Barrow’s
Account of Travels in the Interior of Southern Africa in the Years 1797 and
1798 in which
The people to be othered are homogenized into a collective
‘they,’ which is distilled even further into an iconic ‘he’ (the
standardized adult male specimen). This abstracted ‘he’/
‘they’ is the subject of verbs in a timeless present tense,
which characterizes anything ‘he’ is or does not as a particular
historical event but as an instance of a pregiven custom or trait.
(Pratt 1985: 139)
Apart from its almost inevitable presence in travel and ethnographic
writing, othering can take on more material and violent forms. In
Waiting for the Barbarians (1980), South African novelist J.M. Coetzee
demonstrates the ways in which imperial discourse constructs its
others in order to conﬁrm its own reality. In this novel, the magistrate
who tells the story is situated at the edge of the ‘empire’ conducting
the humdrum business of the outpost town in relative tranquillity, until
Colonel Joll, a functionary of the ‘Third Bureau’, the secret police,
arrives to extract,by torture,any information about the ‘barbarians’that
can be gathered from a ragtag collection of old men, women and
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children who are ‘captured’ on a prisoner-gathering foray. The fact that
the whole enterprise is manifestly absurd because there is no threat from
the barbarians, a nomadic people who come to town from time to time
to trade, and there were no ‘border troubles’ before the arrival of the
‘Third Bureau’ (114) does not deter Colonel Joll. For the Colonel is in
the business of creating the enemy, of delineating that opposition that
must exist,in order that the empire might deﬁne itself by its geographical
and racial others. This is an example of Othering. The Colonel is
engaged in a process by which the empire can deﬁne itself against those
it colonizes, excludes and marginalizes. It locates its ‘others’ by this
process in the pursuit of that power within which its own subjectivity
is established.
Further reading: Coetzee 1980; Olaniyan 1992; Pratt 1985; Spivak 1985a.

PALIMPSEST
Originally the term for a parchment on which several inscriptions
had been made after earlier ones had been erased. The characteristic
of the palimpsest is that, despite such erasures, there are always traces of
previous inscriptions that have been ‘overwritten’. Hence the term
has become particularly valuable for suggesting the ways in which the
traces of earlier ‘inscriptions’ remain as a continual feature of the ‘text’
of culture, giving it its particular density and character. Any cultural
experience is itself an accretion of many layers, and the term is valuable
because it illustrates the ways in which pre-colonial culture as well as
the experience of colonization are continuing aspects of a post-colonial
society’s developing cultural identity. While the ‘layering’ effect of
history has been mediated by each successive period, ‘erasing’ what has
gone before, all present experience contains ineradicable traces of the
past which remain part of the constitution of the present. Teasing out
such vestigial features left over from the past is an important part of
understanding the nature of the present.
An important use of the concept of the palimpsest has been made by
Paul Carter in The Road to Botany Bay (1987a) in which he demonstrates how ‘empty’ uncolonized space becomes place through the
process of textuality. Mapping, naming, ﬁctional and non-ﬁctional
narratives create multiple and sometimes conﬂicting accretions which
become the dense text that constitutes place. In short, empty space
becomes place through language, in the process of being written and
named. Place itself, in the experience of the post-colonial subject, is a
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palimpsest of a process in language: the naming by which imperial
discourse brings the colonized space ‘into being’,the subsequent rewritings and overwritings, the imaging of the place in the consciousness
of its occupants,all of which constitute the contemporary place observed
by the subject and contested among them. The most challenging aspect
of this thesis is that the ordinary social subject, when looking at the
surrounding environment,does not simply take in what is there as purely
visual data, but is located with that place in a cultural horizon, that is,
the simply observed place is a cultural palimpsest built up over centuries
and retaining the traces of previous engagements and inscriptions,
including the inﬂuence of the observer who is constructed in the act of
‘observing’.
Guyanese novelist and critic, and erstwhile Government surveyor
and mapmaker, Wilson Harris also makes frequent use of this extended
idea of the palimpsest in his critical writing, relating it through the
metaphors of the layers of material that build up on the ﬂoor of a tropical
rainforest and those of a fossil bed. Both are expressive of the engagement which occurs between subject and world,a process which engages
what Harris has called the ‘transformative imagination’.Thus he regards
the process of ‘fossilization,’ not as a metaphor for dead forms but as
a sign of the continuation of the forms of the past in the living present.
No single feature of past or present can be singled out as an origin,since
all are related to an endless and multiple set of processes, an ‘inﬁnite
rehearsal’ that never ends and in which ‘history’ is located as a transient
structure. So in Harris’s vision of the Guyanese world the palimpsestic
metaphor is also applied to the many races whose traces are laid and
overlaid in modern Caribbean societies, preventing the re-emergence
of an oppressive single image of a ‘pure’ race or culture (see catalysis).
Much post-colonial discourse constitutes a struggle for the restitution
of ‘writings’and ‘readings’of the land expunged by colonialist texts (see
orality). Colonial discourse erased prior constructions of the land,
allowing it to be seen as an empty space, ready to receive their own
inscriptions. This occurred even in ‘spaces’ such as India where a body
of complex textualities already existed, as these were displaced or
denigrated vis-à-vis the colonial values and modes of representation.
That this was a widespread and long-standing colonial historical practice
is illustrated by Brian Friel’s play Translations, which shows the process
of reinscription in nineteenth-century Ireland as British imperial power
consolidated itself over Ireland’s Gaelic speaking west by renaming the
Gaelic place names, thus suppressing the existence of a ﬂourishing and
highly literate Gaelic culture.In extreme cases where extensive colonial
settlement required an even more radical othering of the existing
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indigenous cultures, the imperial doctrine of terra nullius invoked the
complete erasure of the pre-colonial people and culture, a process that
was helped by the dominance in imperial and colonial discourses of
ideas of literacy over orality as a superior cultural mode.
The concept of the palimpsest is a useful way of understanding the
developing complexity of a culture, as previous ‘inscriptions’ are erased
and overwritten,yet remain as traces within present consciousness.This
conﬁrms the dynamic, contestatory and dialogic nature of linguistic,
geographic and cultural space as it emerges in post-colonial experience.
Further reading: Carter 1987a; Harris 1983.

PIDGINS/CREOLES
Pidgins are languages serving as lingua franca, that is, they are used as a
medium of communication between groups who have no other
language in common. (However, while English may serve as a lingua
franca in, for instance, the Indian Parliament, it is not a pidgin or a
creole.) When ‘two or more people use a language in a variety whose
grammar and vocabulary are very much reduced in extent and
which is native to neither side’ (Hall 1988: xii) they are using a pidgin.
A creole ‘arises when a pidgin becomes the native language of a
speech community, as in the Caribbean’ (xii). Pidgins typically develop
out of trade languages and may evolve into creoles’ (Seymour-Smith
1986: 223–224).
However DeCamp (1977) draws attention to the continuing lack
of agreement over precise deﬁnitions of pidgins and creoles, noting
that
some deﬁnitions are based on function,the role these languages
play in the community. . . . Some are based on historical
origins and development. . . . Some deﬁnitions include formal
characteristics: restricted vocabulary, absence of gender, true
tenses. . . . Some linguists combine these different kinds of
criteria and include additional restrictions in their deﬁnitions.
(DeCamp 1977: 3)
Most commentators agree that a Creole is a more developed language
than a pidgin and, as Muysken and Smith argue, one vital difference
between pidgins and Creoles is that ‘pidgins do not have native speakers
while Creoles do’. But they note that some extended pidgins are
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beginning to acquire native speakers, for example, Tok Pisin of Papua
New Guinea, Nigerian Pidgin English and Sango (Central African
Republic) (Muysken and Smith 1995: 3). Consequently, at this point in
their development they are increasingly considered as Creoles.
Further reading: Alleyne 1980; Blake 1996; Bongie 1998; Caldwell 2003; Colás
1995; Études Creóles; C. Gilman 1985; Hall 1988; Holm 1988 and 1989; Journal
of Pidgin and Creole Languages; Mulhausler 1986; Muysken and Smith 1995;
Romain 1988; Seymour-Smith 1986; Simmons-McDonald 2003; Singh 2000;
Singler 1990; Spears and Winford 1997; Todd 1984.

PLACE
The concepts of place and displacement demonstrate the very complex
interaction of language, history and environment in the experience of
colonized peoples and the importance of space and location in the
process of identity formation. In many cases, ‘place’ does not become
an issue in a society’s cultural discourse until colonial intervention
radically disrupts the primary modes of its representation by separating ‘space’ from ‘place’. A sense of place may be embedded in cultural
history, in legend and language, without becoming a concept of
contention and struggle until the profound discursive interference
of colonialism. Such intervention may disrupt a sense of place in several
ways: by imposing a feeling of displacement in those who have moved
to the colonies; by physically alienating large populations of colonized
peoples through forced migration,slavery or indenture;by disturbing the
representation of place in the colony by imposing the colonial language.
Indeed in all colonial experience, colonialism brings with it a sense of
dislocation between the environment and the imported language now
used to describe it, a gap between the ‘experienced’ place and the
descriptions the language provides.
One of the deepest reasons for the signiﬁcance of place in colonized
societies lies in the disruptions caused by modernity itself in the links
between time, space and place in European societies. In pre-modern or
pre-colonial times, as Giddens (1990) explains, all cultures had ways
of calculating the time,but before the invention of the mechanical clock
no one could tell the time without reference to other markers: ‘when’
was almost always connected to ‘where’. The mechanical clock was
instrumental in separating time from space, telling the time in a way
that could allow the precise division of ‘zones’ of the day without
reference to other markers.With the universalization of the calendar and
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the standardization of time across regions, the emptying of time (its
severance from location) became complete and became the precondition
for the ‘emptying of space’. In pre-modern times, space and place are
more or less synonymous with one another, but once relations with
absent others were made possible by the invention of the clock, the
calendar and the map, things changed radically. Locales became shaped
by social inﬂuences quite distant from them,such as spatial technologies,
colonizing languages,or,indeed,the very conception of place that those
languages came to transmit.
The movement of European society through the world, the
‘discovery’and occupation of remote regions,was the necessary basis for
the creation of what could be called ‘empty space’. Cartography and
the creation of universal maps established space as a measurable, abstract
concept independent of any particular place or region. Signiﬁcantly,
the severing of time from space provides a basis for their recombination
in relation to social activity. For instance, a train timetable appears to
be a temporal chart, but it is in fact a timespace ordering device.
Consequently, while the separation of time and space allows social
relations to be lifted out of their locale, ‘place’, which is in some senses
left behind by modernity, becomes an anxious and contested
site of the link between language and identity, a possible site of those
local realities that the universal separation of time,space and place leaves
virtually untouched.
In addition to the separation of space from place, brought about by
European ways of measuring a ‘universal’space and time that sever them
from any particular location, place becomes an issue within language
itself. A sense of displacement, of the lack of ﬁt between language and
place, may be experienced by those who possess English as a mother
tongue or by those who speak it as a second language.In both cases,there
appears to be a lack of ﬁt between the place described in English and
the place actually experienced by the colonized subject. This comes
about ﬁrstly because the words developed to describe place originated
in an alien European environment, and secondly because many of
the words used by the colonizers described ‘empty space’ or ‘empty
time’, and so had thrown off any connection to a particular locale. Place
can thus be a constant trope of difference in post-colonial writing, a
continual reminder of colonial ambivalence, of the separation yet
continual mixing of the colonizer and colonized.
The concept of place itself may be very different in different societies
and this can have quite speciﬁc political as well as literary effects in
the extent of displacement. For instance, in Aboriginal societies, place
is traditionally not a visual construct, a measurable space or even a
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topographical system but a tangible location of one’s own dreaming, an
extension of one’s own being. A particular formation, like a stream or
hill, for instance, may embody a particular dreaming ﬁgure, whose
location on the dreaming track has a particular signiﬁcance to a person’s
own life, ‘totem’, clan relationship and identity because that person
may have been conceived near it. The idea of not owning the land
but in some sense being ‘owned by it’ is a way of seeing the world that
is so different from the materiality and commodiﬁcation of a colonizing
power, that effective protection of one’s place is radically disabled when
that new system becomes the dominant one.
This is perhaps the most extreme form of cultural disruption, but its
general character is repeated throughout the colonial world because
the colonizing powers brought with them a particular view of land
that had a philosophical, legal and political provenance as well as an
economic justiﬁcation. The key to this attitude can be found in the
idea of ‘enclosure’ that underlies the Western concept of property.
John Locke’s Second Treatise of Government (Book II Chapter 5 – ‘Of
Property’) demonstrates the European rationale for the expropriation
of lands by the ‘advanced’ agrarian communities from hunter gatherer
societies. For Locke, the very mark of property is the enclosure: the
deﬁning, or bounding, of a place that signals the perceived settling, or
cultivation, of that place. Indeed it is the ﬁgure of enclosure that marks
the frontier between the savage and the civilized. Although nobody
has an exclusive dominion over nature, says Locke, since the ‘Fruits’
of the earth and the ‘Beasts’ were given for the use of men, there must
be a way to appropriate them before they can be of any use to a particular
man, and this is the method of enclosure (Locke 1960: 330). Because
it is man’s labour that removes the products from nature and makes
them his,
As much Land as a Man Tills, Plants, Improves, Cultivates
and can use the Product of, so much is his Property. He by his
Labour does, as it were, inclose it from the Common . . . [For
God] gave it to the use of the Industrious and Rational (and
Labour was to be his Title to it).
(Locke 1960: 333)
Quite apart from the ascription to God of the values of the European
Enlightenment, the effect of this is to invalidate the claims over land
of any people whose relationship with it does not involve agricultural
‘improvement’. So powerful was the concept of property and its
associated assumptions that the social reformer Thomas Fowell Buxton
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could say in the mid-nineteenth century that only the Bible and the
plough could lead Africa on to a higher level of existence: for ‘plough’
meant agriculture, and agriculture meant property, and property meant
civilization (Baumgart 1982: 14). Other colonists, of course, had a very
different idea about the rights of African ownership of land, and the
ideology of Social Darwinism as well as the long history of race thinking
provided a justiﬁcation for the long history of European land theft.
Superior military and economic strength enabled the colonizing
power to establish its legal and economic perceptions of place as dominant, but it was the mode of representation, the language itself, that
effected the most far-reaching pressure, which established the concept
of place as a particularly complex site of colonial engagement. But
at the same time it was language that enabled colonized peoples to turn
displacement into a creative resistance. In many respects, the political
economy of property is a much less complicated aspect of imperial
dominance than the discursive activity of language and writing and its
involvement in the concept of place.
The most concerted discussion of place and its location in language
has come from settler colony writers for whom the possession of
English as a ﬁrst language has produced a particularly subtle, complex
and creatively empowering sense of the lack of ﬁt between the language available and the place experienced. Canadian Robert Kroestch,
in ‘Unhiding the hidden’, suggests that the particular predicament
of the Canadian writer, and perhaps all settler colony writers, is that
they work in a language that appears to be authentically their own, and
yet is not quite. For another Canadian writer, Dennis Lee, this
experience has had a profound effect on his writing, even drying up his
writing altogether at one stage because he felt he could not ﬁnd the
words to express his experience authentically (1974).
What becomes apparent in these writers is that ‘place’ is much more
than the land. The theory of place does not propose a simple separation
between the ‘place’ named and described in language, and some ‘real’
place inaccessible to it, but rather indicates that in some sense place
is language, something in constant ﬂux, a discourse in process. These
writers become compelled to try to construct a new language that might
ﬁt the place they experience because the language does not simply
report the visual or proximate experience but is implicated in its presence. Dennis Lee coins the term ‘cadence’ to describe this: ‘a presence,
both outside myself and inside my body opening out and trying to get
into words’ (1974: 397).
One of the most sustained discussions of the linguistic construction
of place occurs in Paul Carter’s The Road to Botany Bay, which proposes
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a concept he calls ‘spatial history’. Such history examines place as a
palimpsest on which the traces of successive inscriptions form the
complex experience of place, which is itself historical. Imperial history,
the teleological narrative of civilization and settlement, distinguishes
itself by ignoring the place, the environment, as simply the empty
stage on which the theatre of history is enacted. But if we see place as
not simply a neutral location for the imperial project, we can see how
intimately place is involved in the development of identity, how deeply
it is involved in history, and how deeply implicated it is in the systems
of representation – language,writing and the creative arts – that develop
in any society but in colonized societies in particular.
Whatever the nature of the post-colonial society, language always
negotiates a kind of gap between the word and its signiﬁcation. In this
sense, the dynamic of naming becomes a primary colonizing process
because it appropriates, deﬁnes and captures the place in language.
Perhaps the most comprehensive example of this is the drafting of
the Mercator projection Atlas in 1636. The map demonstrates that
geography,like place itself,‘is a series of erasures and overwritings which
have transformed the world’ (Rabasa 1993: 358). Our most profound,
ubiquitous and unquestioned assumptions about the physical shape of
the globe and its continents can thus be seen to be a speciﬁc evidence
of the power of European discourse to naturalize its construction of
the world itself.
The provision of names to the non-European world through
exploration and ‘discovery’ is thus an elaboration of the dynamic of
control that the Atlas presupposes. To name a place is to announce
discursive control over it by the very act of inscription,because through
names, location becomes metonymic of those processes of travel,
annexation and colonization that effect the dominance of imperial
powers over the non-European world. The control over place that the
act of naming performs extends even to an ecological imperialism
in which the fauna, ﬂora and the actual physical character of colonized
lands changes under the pressure of the practical outworking of the
European concern with property:enclosure,agriculture,importation of
European plants and weeds; the destruction of indigenous species;
possibly even the changing of weather patterns.
Further reading: Ashcroft et al. 1995; Baucom 1999; Carter 1987a; Carter et al.
1993; Chrisman 1998; Clayton and Gregory 1996; Crosby 1986; Darian-Smith
et al. 1996; Harris 1983; Longley 1997; Mignolo 1995c; Mitchell 1994; Prentice
1991; Rice 2003; Sheridan 2001; Supriya 2004; van der Veer 1995; Wright
2002.
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POST-COLONIAL BODY
While there is no such thing as ‘the post-colonial body’, the body has
been central to colonialist and post-colonial discourses of various kinds.
Much post-colonial writing in recent times has contended that the
body is a crucial site for inscription. How people are perceived controls
how they are treated, and physical differences are crucial in such
constructions. This view of the body as a site for representation and
control is central to many early analysts of post-colonial experience,
notably Frantz Fanon (1961), but also to the arguments of Edouard
Glissant (1989). These early concerns with the body centred on ideas
of colour and race (see chromatism). They emphasized the visibility
of signs of difference when manifested in skin colour, hair type, facial
features such as eye shape or nose shape,etc.Although such ‘differences’
do not constitute any decisive genetic dissimilarity, and certainly do not
indicate the existence of sub-groups within a single human species (as
theories of race have often erroneously asserted), they nevertheless
became prime means of developing and reinforcing prejudices against
speciﬁc groups.
Such prejudices were generated either for economic reasons (see
slavery) or to control indigenous populations in colonial possessions
by emphasizing their difference and constructing them as inferior (see
hegemony). More recently, there has been an increased concern with,
and understanding of, the special role played by gender in constructing
images of colonial inferiority (the emasculation or feminization of postcolonial cultural representation in image,word,etc.) and in constructing
a special ‘double’ colonization for women within the general ﬁeld of
colonial oppression. This has led to a greater concern with the body as
a site for gendered readings of post-colonial subjectivity.
The body,and its importance in post-colonial representation,emphasizes the very special nature of post-colonial discourses. For although
the body is a text, that is, a space in which conﬂicting discourses can be
written and read, it is a specially material text, one that demonstrates
how subjectivity, however constructed it may in fact be, is ‘felt’ as
inescapably material and permanent.This is important for post-colonial
studies in that it reminds us that the discursive forces of imperial power
operated on and through people, and it offers a ready corrective to the
tendency to abstract ideas from their living context.
The location of the body as a site for discursive control has been
examined in many ways in recent times. In museum studies and in ﬁne
arts, an interest in the representation and exhibition of people, their
photographs and their preserved remains,is central to a radical rewriting
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of the history of ethnographic collections and public exhibitions
(Coombes 1994; Maxwell 1998). The re-designing of exhibitions of
such material to emphasize and deconstruct this bias is an important
consequence of this kind of work;an example is the exhibition of KhoiSan bushmen and their preserved remnants in Cape Town in 1995 (See
Skotnes 1996). The emphasis in both Native American and Australian
Aboriginal communities upon the need to recover the bodies of
ancestors converted by imperial museums into exotic ‘exhibits’, and
their restoration to their proper place and role as revered human beings,
is another example of this restitutive process in action.
But recent critical discussion of the body in post-colonial spaces
has also stressed the complexity of the ways in which the body can be
constructed, and has elaborated its ambivalent role in the maintenance
of, and resistance to, colonizing power. Thus, for example, Kadiatu
Kanneh has spoken of the complexity of the idea of the ‘veil’ in the
construction of discourses of the Muslim female, emphasizing that the
motive for Western liberal ‘unveiling’ may itself be in some circumstances a form of imperial control (Kanneh 1995). In a different vein,
Gillian Whitlock has stressed how habits of prudence and sexual restraint
may interfere with and limit even the most liberal attempts to detail the
reality of female abuse in institutions such as slavery,emphasizing physical
brutality but unable to acknowledge sexual abuse (Whitlock 1995).
Analyses such as these warn us of the danger of simply assuming that the
body is neutral (natural) and not itself part of more widespread and
contesting cultural institutions and practices.
Post-colonialism, for example, may offer us quite new ways of
thinking about the implications of the centrality of nudity in artistic
traditions in Western Europe. It may reveal the ways in which the
discourse works not only to read the culture of the colonized, but
also to deconstruct the hidden codes and assumptions of the colonial
powers and their traditions. Even basic Western assumptions about the
representation of sexuality itself may be opened up to be read in more
complex ways, for example, if we observe the ways in which representations of the body in non-Western traditions, such as some West
African carvings, frequently employ markers of both genders in a single
image of the body. The relatively recent re-emergence in Western
representations of the body of non-realistic codes such as Cubism
may well be dependent on the discovery of these alternative traditions, and they may be the source for a renewed awareness of the
limitations of the dominant ‘naturalist’idea of the human body,its shape,
its colour and its gender as ﬁxed and determinate (see modernism,
primitivism).
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Further reading: Ashcroft 1998; Coombes 1994; Crane and Mohanram 1996;
Dale and Ryan 1998; R. Dixon 1997; Gilbert 1993; Katrak 2006; Keown
2005; Low 1996; McClintock 1995; Massad 2000; Maxwell 1998; Mehan
2001; S. Mishra 1996; Mohanram 1999; Schoene-Harwood 1998; Thomas
1995; Young 1995.

POST-COLONIALISM/POSTCOLONIALISM
Post-colonialism (or often postcolonialism) deals with the effects of
colonization on cultures and societies. As originally used by historians
after the Second World War in terms such as the post-colonial state,
‘post-colonial’ had a clearly chronological meaning, designating the
post-independence period. However, from the late 1970s the term
has been used by literary critics to discuss the various cultural effects
of colonization.
Although the study of the controlling power of representation in
colonized societies had begun in the late 1970s with texts such as Said’s
Orientalism, and led to the development of what came to be called
colonialist discourse theory in the work of critics such as Spivak and
Bhabha, the actual term ‘post-colonial’ was not employed in these early
studies of the power of colonialist discourse to shape and form opinion
and policy in the colonies and metropolis. Spivak, for example, ﬁrst
used the term ‘post-colonial’ in the collection of interviews and
recollections published in 1990 called The Post-Colonial Critic.Although
the study of the effects of colonial representation were central to the
work of these critics, the term ‘post-colonial’ per se was ﬁrst used to
refer to cultural interactions within colonial societies in literary circles
(e.g. Ashcroft et al. 1977). This was part of an attempt to politicize
and focus the concerns of ﬁelds such as Commonwealth literature and
the study of the so-called New Literatures in English which had been
initiated in the late 1960s. The term has subsequently been widely used
to signify the political,linguistic and cultural experience of societies that
were former European colonies.
Thus the term was a potential site of disciplinary and interpretative
contestation almost from the beginning, especially the implications
involved in the signifying hyphen or its absence. The heavily poststructuralist inﬂuence of the major exponents of colonial discourse
theory,Said (Foucault),Homi Bhabha (Althusser and Lacan) and Gayatri
Spivak (Derrida), led many critics, concerned to focus on the material
effects of the historical condition of colonialism, as well as on its
discursive power, to insist on the hyphen to distinguish post-colonial
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studies as a ﬁeld from colonial discourse theory per se, which formed
only one aspect of the many approaches and interests that the term ‘postcolonial’ sought to embrace and discuss (Ashcroft 1996).
While this distinction in style still exists, the interweaving of the two
approaches is considerable. ‘Post-colonialism/ postcolonialism’ is now
used in wide and diverse ways to include the study and analysis
of European territorial conquests, the various institutions of European
colonialisms, the discursive operations of empire, the subtleties of subject construction in colonial discourse and the resistance of those
subjects, and, most importantly perhaps, the differing responses to such
incursions and their contemporary colonial legacies in both pre-and
post-independence nations and communities. While its use has tended
to focus on the cultural production of such communities,it is becoming
widely used in historical, political, sociological and economic analyses,
as these disciplines continue to engage with the impact of European
imperialism upon world societies.
The preﬁx ‘post’ in the term also continues to be a source of vigorous debate amongst critics. The simpler sense of the ‘post’ as meaning
‘after’colonialism has been contested by a more elaborate understanding
of the working of post-colonial cultures which stresses the articulations
between and across the politically deﬁned historical periods, of precolonial, colonial and post-independence cultures. As a result, further
questions have been asked about what limits, if any, should be set round
the term. Aijaz Ahmad complains, for instance, that when the term
‘colonialism’ can be pushed back to the Incas and forward to the
Indonesian occupation of East Timor, then it becomes ‘a transhistorical
thing, always present and always in process of dissolution in one part
of the world or another’ (1995: 9). It is clear, however, that postcolonialism as it has been employed in most recent accounts has been
primarily concerned to examine the processes and effects of, and
reactions to,European colonialism from the sixteenth century up to and
including the neo-colonialism of the present day.
No doubt the disputes will continue, since, as Stephen Slemon has
argued, ‘post-colonialism’, is now used in its various ﬁelds, to describe
a remarkably heterogeneous set of subject positions, professional ﬁelds,
and critical enterprises:
It has been used as a way of ordering a critique of totalizing
forms of Western historicism; as a portmanteau term for a
retooled notion of ‘class’, as a subset of both postmodernism
and post-structuralism (and conversely, as the condition from
which those two structures of cultural logic and cultural
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critique themselves are seen to emerge); as the name for a
condition of nativist longing in post-independence national
groupings; as a cultural marker of non-residency for a Third
World intellectual cadre; as the inevitable underside of a
fractured and ambivalent discourse of colonialist power; as an
oppositional form of ‘reading practice’; and – and this was
my ﬁrst encounter with the term – as the name for a category
of ‘literary’ activity which sprang from a new and welcome
political energy going on within what used to be called
‘Commonwealth’ literary studies.
(Slemon 1994: 16–17)
Yet the term still continues to be used from time to time to mean
simply ‘anti-colonial’and to be synonymous with ‘post-independence’,
as in references to the post-colonial state. To further complicate the
issue of how these overlapping projects continue to collide in recent
discussions, Slemon notes also that the existence of the three overlapping ﬁelds has led to a ‘confusion . . . in which the project . . . of
identifying the scope and nature of anti-colonialist resistance in writing
has been mistaken for the project . . . which concerns itself with
articulating the literary nature of Third and Fourth-World cultural
groups’ (Slemon 1990: 31). As he sees it, the second of these projects
retains a concern with ‘whole nations or cultures as [its] basic [unit]’
and sets up comparisons or contrasts between these units, whereas the
ﬁrst project is concerned with ‘identifying a social force,colonialism,and
with the attempt to understand the resistances to that force wherever
they may lie’(31).Slemon is well aware that this raises its own problems,
problems that have been part of the recent debate. As he notes,
Colonialism,obviously is an enormously problematic category:
it is by deﬁnition transhistorical and unspeciﬁc, and it is used
in relation to very different kinds of historical oppression and
economic control. [Nevertheless] like the term ‘patriarchy’,
which shares similar problems in deﬁnition, the concept of
colonialism . . . remains crucial to a critique of past and present
power relations in world affairs.
(Slemon 1990: 31)
Slemon also makes the point in this same essay that an assumption
that the reactions of oppressed peoples will always be resistant may
actually remove agency from these people. Not only are they capable of
producing ‘reactionary’ documents, but as Ahmad (1992) and others
have insisted, post-colonial societies have their own internal agendas
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and forces that continue to interact with and modify the direct response
to the colonial incursion. Clearly any deﬁnition of post-colonialism
needs to include a consideration of this wider set of local and speciﬁc
ongoing concerns and practices. It is unlikely that these debates will
be easily resolved. At the present time, though, no matter how we
conceive of ‘the post-colonial’,and whatever the debates around the use
of the problematic preﬁx ‘post’, or the equally problematic hyphen, the
grounding of the term in European colonialist histories and institutional
practices,and the responses (resistant or otherwise) to these practices on
the part of all colonized peoples, remain fundamental.
An equally fundamental constraint is attention to precise location.
Every colonial encounter or ‘contact zone’ is different, and each ‘postcolonial’occasion needs,against these general background principles,to
be precisely located and analysed for its speciﬁc interplay. A vigorous debate has revolved around the potentially homogenizing effect
of the term ‘post-colonial’ (Hodge and Mishra 1990; Chrisman and
Williams 1993). The effect of describing the colonial experience of
a great range of cultures by this term, it is argued, is to elide the
differences between them. However, there is no inherent or inevitable
reason for this to occur. The materiality and locality of various kinds of
post-colonial experience are precisely what provide the richest potential
for post-colonial studies, and they enable the speciﬁc analysis of the
various effects of colonial discourse.
The theoretical issues latent in these two fundamentals – materiality
and location – lie at the basis of much of the dispute over what the
term references and what it should or should not include. Yet, despite
these disputes and differences, signs of a fruitful and complementary
relationship between various post-colonial approaches have emerged
in recent work in the ﬁeld.Whether beginning from a basis in discourse
theory, or from a more materialist and historical reading, most recent
discussions have stressed the need to retain and strengthen these fundamental parameters in deﬁning the idea of the post-colonial/postcolonial.
As critics like Young have indicated, the crucial task has been to
avoid assuming that ‘the reality of the historical conditions of colonialism
can be safely discarded’ in favour of ‘the fantasmatics of colonial
discourse’ (Young 1995: 160). The most cogent criticism of discourse
theory has been offered by materialist thinkers such as Mohanty, Parry
and Ahmad who, as Young suggests, argue that it should not proceed
‘at the expense of materialist historical enquiry’ (161). On the other
hand, as Young also warns, although the totalizing aspects of discourses
of the postcolonial/post-colonial is of real concern, it is necessary to
avoid a return to a simpliﬁed form of localized materialism that refuses
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entirely to recognize the existence of and effect of general discourses of
colonialism on individual instances of colonial practice.
The project of identifying the general discursive forces that held
together the imperial enterprise and that operated wherever colonization occurred is often in conﬂict with the need to provide detailed
accounts of the material effect of those discourses as they operated
in different periods and different localities. To suggest that colonialism
or imperialism were not themselves multivalent forces, and operated
differently according to the periods in which they occurred,the metropolitan cultures from which they proceeded, or the speciﬁc ‘contact
zones’ in which they took effect, is clearly to over-simplify. But to
suggest that it is impossible to determine widespread common elements
within these local particularities, especially at the level of ideology and
discursive formation, seems equally inadequate as a basis for any but
the most limited accounts.
Not every colony will share every aspect of colonialism, nor will
it share some essential feature since, like any category, it is, to use
Wittgenstein’s metaphor, a rope with many overlapping strands
(1958: 87). Nevertheless, it is likely that, as Robert Young has said, the
particular historical moment can be seen to interact with the general
discourse of colonialism so that:
The contribution of colonial discourse analysis [for example]
is that it provides a signiﬁcant framework for that other work
by emphasising that all perspectives on colonialism share,
and have to deal with a common discursive medium which
was also that of colonialism itself: the language used to enact,
enforce, describe or analyse colonialism is not transparent,
innocent, ahistorical or simply instrumental.
(Young 1958: 163)
Young concludes a discussion of these recent disputational positions
with a wise conclusion.
Yet at this point in the postcolonial era, as we seek to
understand the operation and effects of colonial history, the
homogenization of colonialism does also need to be set against
its historical and geographical particularities. The question is
whether it can maintain, and do justice to, both levels.
(165)
It is likely that the debate will not be resolved ﬁnally in favour of either
extreme position, but that the increasingly detailed archival work done
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on all aspects of colonial/post-colonial culture will continue to correct
the more simplistic generalizations that characterize early formulations
of the ﬁeld without overthrowing the validity of a general, comparative
methodology in framing important questions that a strictly local
materialist analysis alone could neither pose nor answer.
Further reading: Ashcroft et al. 1989, 1995; Boehmer 1995; Brydon 2000; Castle
2001; Childs and Williams 1997; Chrisman 2003; Desai and Nair 2005; Gandhi
1998; Goldberg and Quayson 2002; Harrison 2003; Hawley 2001; Loomba
2005; Punter 2000; Quayson 2000; San Juan 1998; Spivak 1999; Venn 2006;
Wisker 2007; Young 2001, 2003.

POST-COLONIAL READING
A way of reading and rereading texts of both metropolitan and colonial
cultures to draw deliberate attention to the profound and inescapable effects of colonization on literary production; anthropological
accounts; historical records; administrative and scientiﬁc writing. It is
a form of deconstructive reading most usually applied to works
emanating from the colonizers (but may be applied to works by the
colonized) which demonstrates the extent to which the text contradicts
its underlying assumptions (civilization, justice, aesthetics, sensibility,
race) and reveals its (often unwitting) colonialist ideologies and
processes. Examples of post-colonial readings of particular texts include
Eric Williams’ interrogation of the formerly authoritative texts of
Caribbean history in British Historians and the West Indies (1966);
contemporary rereadings of the works of canonical European anthropologists such as Malinowski; numerous post-colonial rereadings (and
rewritings) of Shakespeare’s The Tempest in French,English and Spanish;
rereadings of Jane Austen’s Mansﬁeld Park (see contrapuntal reading);
Jean Rhys’ rereadings (and thus rewriting, in Wide Sargasso Sea) of
Charlotte Bronte’s Jane Eyre.
The notion of a ‘post-colonial reading’need not be restricted to interrogating a body of works (for example, documents dealing with the
European history of an area) nor to rereading and rewriting individual
texts. A post-colonial rereading of, for instance, English literary history
would (hypothetically) involve far greater stress on colonial relations
between England and Scotland, Ireland and Wales, and the historical
and contemporary effects of these relations on literary production
and representation.It would also involve reconsidering English literature
and literary production as less a series of domestically inspired changes
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and progressions than one emanating from and through the imperial
process and/or colonial contacts. Thus, for instance, modernism can be
argued to be the product of Europe’s contact with the so-called ‘savage’
cultures of Africa and the South Paciﬁc; while post-structuralist
theories (such as that of Derrida) might be reread as less the products of
the Parisian intellectual climate than inspired or signiﬁcantly inﬂected
by colonial experience.
Further reading: Dimitriadis 2001; Kaul 1996; Said 1993; Tifﬁn 1987;
Trees 1997.

POST-COLONIAL STATE
The term ‘post-colonial state’ has often been used by historians,
economists and political theorists as a synonym for ‘post-independence
state’. Its formation after independence is the clearest signal of the
separation of the colonized from the imperial power.The independence
of that newly formed state is the sine qua non of the claim to have left
the power of the colonizer behind. However, in practice, such
‘independence’ may come to be seen as superﬁcial, mainly because the
dominance of the idea of the European concept of the nation in the
minds of those who led the struggle for independence often meant
that new post-colonial states were closely modelled on that of the
former European powers. Post-colonial nation-states have usually
(though not always) been coterminous with the boundaries of the
colonial administrative units. Thus in Africa, for example, the extent
of independent countries such as Nigeria and Ghana broadly reﬂects
the colonial enclaves carved out from the pre-colonial societies of
West Africa. By contrast, in the Indian subcontinent, the apparent
colonial unity of the Indian Raj was replaced by a Partition into the
separate states of India and Pakistan. The separately governed princely
states of the Raj period were incorporated, often unwillingly, into
the new post-colonial states so formed.In any case,the modern political
entities bore only a notional relationship to the pre-colonial entities
now incorporated as modern, post-colonial nation-states.
As in the case of the European nation-states on whose model they
were created, the post-colonial nation-state was often created by a
deliberate fusing or dividing of a number of already existing territories. In each case the glue that held them together was a constructed
national mythology in which unifying symbols such as ﬂags, names and
national symbols were vital elements. Thus, for example, post-colonial
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states like Ghana adopted the name of a mediaeval kingdom whose
physical boundaries had no congruence with that of the colonial enclave
of the Gold Coast protectorate.In the case of Zimbabwe (literally Stone
Town), the country took its name from the local name for the many
archaeological ruins of the pre-colonial cultures in the region. In the
case of Pakistan, the name was invented as an anagram of the principal
Muslim regions of the old North-West of colonized India.
More importantly, perhaps, post-colonial states were often tied to
former colonial administrative, legal and economic systems that limited
their independent action.This effectively allowed the continued control
of many of these states in the period after independence (see neocolonialism). The resulting back-lash in the form of an assertion of
native/nativist practices was understandable,but posed new prob-lems
since no single, undisputed, national pre-colonial tradition could
adequately represent the multiplicity of ethnicities and differences
that made up most modern post-colonial states.In this the post-colonial
states were not different from those of their erstwhile colonizers, but
the fact that these had succeeded in constructing relatively successful
myths of national homogeneity (partly by contrasting themselves as
uniﬁed against the differentness of the other represented by the
colonized world) ironically meant that the newly formed post-colonial
states were often compared with the European models in a very unfair
and unfavourable way. The task facing contemporary post-colonial
states, then, is to construct an effective unity whilst avoiding the
oppression of minority groups whose practices clash with those of
the dominant national mythology, whether over religion, language or
cultural mores. Signiﬁcantly, in this sense, the imperial nations also face
the same problem as they are forced to redeﬁne themselves in terms
of the new ethnicities created by the inﬂux of peoples from the
erstwhile colonial margins.
Further reading: Bhabha 1990; Chatterjee 1993; Davidson 1992; Premnath 2003;
Stepputat and Hansen 2001.

POSTCOLONY
This term has been largely associated with the work of the Francophone Cameroonian critic Achille Mbembe who has written several
inﬂuential accounts of how power and oppression actually work in the
postcolonised states of Africa, the most inﬂuential of which has been
the study translated into English as On the Postcolony (2001). Athough
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the term has also been used by others in different ways, which do not
necessarily concur with Mbembe’s views (e.g. Comaroff 2006). The
term has been used so far principally in studies of African states and in
studies of the ongoing violence perpetrated in those states by those
in power during and after colonization.
Mbembe suggests that although in Africa the postcolony is chaotically
pluralistic;it has nonetheless an internal coherence.It is a speciﬁc system
of signs, a particular way of fabricating simulacra or re-forming stereotypes. It is not the economy of signs in which the power is mirrored
and imagined self-reﬂectively. The postcolony is characterized ‘by a
distinctive style of political improvisation, by a tendency to excess and
lack of proportion,as well as by distinctive ways identities are multiplied
transformed and put into circulation.’(Mbembe 2001:102).In response
to this analysis Mbembe emphasizes the need to address the ﬁelds
of daily practice through which Africans in the postcolony ‘exercise
existence – that is, live their lives out and confront the very forms of
their death. On this basis, I then asked what is the set of particular signs
that confers on the current African age its character of urgency, its
distinctive mark, its eccentricities, its vocabularies, and its magic, and
make it both a source of terror, astonishment, and hilarity at once?
What gives this set of things signiﬁcations that all can share? In what
languages are these signiﬁcations expressed? How can these languages
be deciphered?’ (15)
Mbembe’s project is aimed towards a restorative goal, to restoring
to Africans a sense of their wholeness, of their validity as ‘autonomous
African subject[s]’. As he suggests, ‘On a sociological level attention
must be given to the contemporary everyday practices through which
Africans manage to recognise and to maintain with the world an
unprecedented familiarity – practices through which they invent something that is their own and that beckons to the world in its generality’
(258). The African subject has been dismembered, fragmented and
effectively rendered ‘non-existent’ by the physical and psychic violence of slavery and colonization. These violences have been projected
forward into the ongoing representations of Africa and Africans in the
neo-colonial discourses of the post-colonial world. Thus Mbembe
agrees with the emphasis in much post-colonial and neo-colonial
theory on the ongoing effects of colonization but argues for a different
emphasis in response, one which refocuses attention onto an analysis
of the daily practices by which Africans have engaged with and negotiated the legacies of the processes of enslavement and colonization. In
effect he moves the attention away from the process of overcoming the
violence and disruption to social and cultural forms,which is the legacy
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of this history and refocuses on the ways in which Africans have taken
these things on board and survive within and even through them. For
example, in his analysis of the operation of power in the postcolony he
argues that we need to move beyond the idea of a binary oppositional
mode and embrace a more complex model in which the forces of
oppressive power (the commandemente as he terms it) are revealed as
symbolic languages, fetishised in a variety of daily rituals. Opposition
to these modes of power may, often in startling ways, embrace these
very rituals, engaging with them through laughter and mockery.
Mbembe’s analysis brings together the oppressor and the oppressed,
the corrupt élite and their subjects in a process which he argues is
continuous. Oppositionality is not an answer in itself since, he argues,
the ‘postcolonial relationship is not primarily a relationship of resistance
or collaboration but can best be characterised as convivial, a relationship fraught by the fact of the commandemente and its “subjects” having
to share the same living space.’ (104) Mbembe concludes: ‘Hence, it
would seem wrong to continue to interpret postcolonial relations in
terms of absolute resistance or absolute domination, or, as a function
of the binary oppositions usually adduced in conventional analyses of
movements of indiscipline and revolt (e.g. counter-discourse, countersociety, counter-hegemony. . . .).’ (105) Instead he argues that ‘the
[analytical] emphasis should be on the logic of ‘conviviality,’ on the
dynamics of domesticity and familiarity, inscribing the dominant
and the dominated within the same episteme’ (110) Direct or even
indirect opposition is useless in the face of what Mbembe sees as a
plurality which cannot be reduced to ‘a single permanently stable
system’ (108), since the existence of such a stable system would be
a prerequisite for successful formal opposition. Instead the mockery
which the subject conducts from inside the fetishized system of power
is both a condition of that power and a prerequisite of its exposure.
Both ruler and ruled in the postcolony are engaged in the production
of a regime of unreality in which the subject who simulates the
ofﬁcial rituals, eg, hanging portraits of the ruler in their homes, wearing
party uniforms, carrying party cards, etc. are ‘[saying] the unsayable
and [recognising] the unrecognisable. . . . [Thus] . . . the fetish, seen
for the sham it is, is made to lose its might and become a mere artefact.’ (108) Mbembe clearly draws on the Bakhtinian idea of carnivale,
(See Bakhtin 1941) though his critique differs from that of Bakhtin, in
that he argues that in the postcolony the public space is not singular as
it is in the classic state but rather is constituted in many overlapping
domains ‘each having its own logic yet liable to be entangled with other
logics’ (104).
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Mbembe’s work has been criticized as not leading to an active policy,
which might address the issues of violence and oppression within the
postcolony, displacing political action into the realm of the personal
and the libidinous. In response Mbembe has argued that his analysis
of the postcolony is apt since ‘the usual categories of political economy
are unable to highlight its complexities. In this kind of power formation, reality is each time erased, recreated, and duplicated. It is this
power of proliferation (and its ability to obliterate the distinctions
between truth and falsehood, the visible and the occult) that turns
domination and subjection into a magical song, at that point where
the originary arbitariness produces terror and hilarity.’ (Hoeller 2002).
Despite this defence other commentators have suggested Mbembe’s
work is essentially pessimistic. For these critics Mbembe’s work ‘places
Africa’s dire predicament in perspective.But it offers no solution.( JulesRosette, 2002; see also Janz, 2002) Others, especially anthropologists
and sociologists, have been even more directly critical, suggesting that
Mbembe’s claim that Africa ‘stands out as the supreme receptacle of
the West’s obsession with and circular discourse about the facts
of “absence”, “lack’’, and “non-being,” of identity and difference, of
negativeness – in short nothingness’ (5) grossly misrepresents the more
complex analysis of Africa which their disciplines have produced. In
this respect the debate about this text reﬂects the conﬂicting assessments of ethnography and of positivist scientiﬁc discourses over
the effect of Eurocentric surveillance of the post-colonial subject.
(See Keita 2006). Mbembe analyses the role of the IMF, the World
Bank and other non-government organizations in a controversially
different way to many other post-colonial intellectuals, (see neocolonialism/neo-imperialism). Mbembe argues that despite their
control by external powers and forces such as the US these institutions
may act inadvertently to undermine power élites in the postcolony
(the commandement) because they encourage economic conditions
which ‘have created the conditions for a privitisation of sovereignity’
through the decentralization of ﬁscal power and the emergence of
self-administered social programmes not dependent on state patronage
(78). (For a useful discussion of this view, see Adeeko 2002). Mbembe’s
inﬂuential and controversial work has rekindled the debate on the
nature and continuity of the African colonial legacy and the responses
it has shaped in the region in a number of new ways.
Further reading: Adeeko 2002; Janz 2002; Keita 2006; Jules-Rosette, 2002;
Hoeller 2002; Mbembe 2001; Mbembe 2003.
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PRIMITIVISM
A term that has been widely used in art history and, to a lesser extent,
in literary studies.It is used narrowly to identify a speciﬁc modern school
of art and writing that emphasizes simplicity of form or theme. In
this regard, in the history of modern European art it is associated with
the work of sculptors such as Brancusi and painters such as Miro. In this
narrow sense it is an ongoing and important inﬂuence on modern
art. In modern writing, however, it is less frequently employed as a
critical term, being associated with simplicity of style and a deliberate
employment of simple themes and subjects (for example, the representation of peasant life). In some cases, notably in Latin American
writing,it has had a radical association absent from most of its European
uses. However, in many places it has formed part of a more general
movement of national self-assertion, for example in Slavic countries in
the second half of the nineteenth century when it fostered the recovery
and employment of motifs and themes from peasant and folk art as
nationalist symbols.
Its broader use deﬁnes a form or style perceived to represent an
early stage of human cultural endeavour. Thus early human art is often
described as primitive art. The problem with the term used in this
way is that it assumes a linear, teleological unfolding of human history
from simple to complex. Thus early or primitive art is seen as leading
to a culmination and fulﬁlment in later sophisticated or civilized art.
Even more dubiously, such criteria may lead to further categories.
Thus uneducated, that is untrained and unschooled, artists whose
work does not reﬂect the dominant artistic conventions, such as
the Frenchman Henri Rousseau, or the American woman painter
Granma Moses, or even trained artists who deliberately repudiate the
conventions, such as the British painter Stanley Spencer, may be
categorized as ‘primitive’. Furthermore, whole alternative cultural
and artistic traditions may be assigned to this category simply because
their conventions do not match those of the dominant artistic codes
of the West.This discrimination lends itself too easily to unfounded and
often pejorative comparisons of the ‘value’ of different cultures. Thus
African or Paciﬁc Islander or Native American Indian or Australian
Aboriginal art was often described as ‘primitive’ (implying a savage
crudity and simplicity,if also a welcome freshness and a child-like vision)
because its conventions did not match those of the dominant European
tradition whose values were considered to establish the norms of
civilized and mature art (see universalism, savage). Even the most
positive descriptions based on the category of the primitive are in danger
of exoticizing these cultures and othering them.
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As these dominant European traditions associated with the modernist movement at the end of the nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries became questioned and challenged, Western artists, such as
Picasso,often deliberately sought to reproduce the innocence and ‘childlike’ qualities of primitive art. This was, in part, a repudiation
of their own culture and did not necessarily involve an afﬁrmation of
the validity and difference of the cultures they employed as signiﬁers
of the liberating force of the primitive. The signs of the primitive
continued to be juxtaposed with icons of Western art, reinforcing the
binary of primitive (savage) and modern (civilized), even as it sought
to dismantle the claims of the latter. Thus, for example, in Picasso’s
famous and inﬂuential early painting Les Demoiselles d’Avignon (1907),
the classical Greek icon of the three Graces in the grouping of the
young women is juxtaposed against the image of an African mask which
replaces the face of one of them. Such a juxtaposition may seek to
dismantle the status of the classical tradition but does not necessarily
afﬁrm the value of the alter/native tradition it employs.
For these reasons, primitivism remains a problematic concept, and
one that most post-colonial studies have treated with caution as a
descriptive category, whilst recognizing that the artistic and social
movements it describes have had powerful historical links with
colonialist and post-colonialist discourses.
Further reading: Arac and Ritvo 1995; Barkan and Bush 1995; Consentino 2000;
During 1994; Harrison et al. 1993; Hiller 1991; Rhodes 1994; Rubin 1984;
Torgovnick 1990.

RACE
‘Race’ is a term for the classiﬁcation of human beings into physically,
biologically and genetically distinct groups.The notion of race assumes,
ﬁrstly, that humanity is divided into unchanging natural types,
recognizable by physical features that are transmitted ‘through the
blood’ and permit distinctions to be made between ‘pure’ and ‘mixed’
races. Furthermore, the term implies that the mental and moral
behaviour of human beings, as well as individual personality, ideas and
capacities, can be related to racial origin, and that knowledge of that
origin provides a satisfactory account of the behaviour.
Race is particularly pertinent to the rise of colonialism, because the
division of human society in this way is inextricable from the need of
colonialist powers to establish a dominance over subject peoples and
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hence justify the imperial enterprise.Race thinking and colonialism are
imbued with the same impetus to draw a binary distinction between
‘civilized’ and ‘primitive’ and the same necessity for the hierarchization
of human types. By translating the fact of colonial oppression into a
justifying theory, however spurious, European race thinking initiated
a hierarchy of human variation that has been difﬁcult to dislodge.
Although race is not speciﬁcally an invention of imperialism, it quickly
became one of imperialism’s most supportive ideas, because the idea
of superiority that generated the emergence of race as a concept adapted
easily to both impulses of the imperial mission: dominance and
enlightenment.
In this respect, ‘racism’ is not so much a product of the concept of
race as the very reason for its existence. Without the underlying desire
for hierarchical categorization implicit in racism, ‘race’ would not exist.
Racism can be deﬁned as: a way of thinking that considers a group’s
unchangeable physical characteristics to be linked in a direct, causal
way to psychological or intellectual characteristics, and which on this
basis distinguishes between ‘superior’ and ‘inferior’ racial groups.
Physical differences did not always represent an inferiority of culture or
even a radical difference in shared human characteristics. In the period
of the Crusades, the racial difference of black African Coptic saintwarrior St Maurice is clearly recorded without prejudice in a statue
in Magdeburg Cathedral which shows him to be a black African,
even including his facial lineage cuts (Davidson 1994: 330). But with
the rise of European imperialism and the growth of Orientalism in the
nineteenth century, the need to establish such a distinction between
superior and inferior ﬁnds its most ‘scientiﬁc’ conﬁrmation in the
dubious analysis and taxonomy of racial characteristics.
‘Race’ is ﬁrst used in the English language in 1508 in a poem by
William Dunbar, and through the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries it remained essentially a literary word denoting a class of persons
or things. It was only in the late eighteenth century that the term
came to mean a distinct category of human beings with physical
characteristics transmitted by descent. Humans had been categorized
by Europeans on physical grounds from the late 1600s, when François
Bernier postulated a number of distinctive categories, based largely
on facial character and skin colour. Soon a hierarchy of groups (not
yet termed races) came to be accepted, with white Europeans at the
top. The Negro or black African category was usually relegated to
the bottom, in part because of black Africans’ colour and allegedly
‘primitive’ culture, but primarily because they were best known to
Europeans as slaves.
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Immanuel Kant’s use of the German phrase for ‘races of mankind’ in
his Observations on the Feeling of the Beautiful and Sublime (1764) was
probably the ﬁrst explicit use of the term in the sense of biologically or
physically distinctive categories of human beings. Kant’s stress on
an intuitive, non-rational form of thought ‘allowed the Romantics
to posit the notion of an unchanging inner essence within human
beings’, an essence that ‘found expression through the sense of “race”’
(Malik 1996: 77). Debates about whether human variation was caused
by descent or environment raged throughout the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries.But with the ascendancy of the biological sciences
in the late nineteenth century, descent emerged as the predominant
model. It was encapsulated in the transition of ‘race’ from signifying,
in its literary sense, a line of descent that a group deﬁned by historical
continuity,to its scientiﬁc sense of ‘race’as a zoologically or biologically
deﬁned group.
Despite its allegedly scientiﬁc grounding and application, the term
‘race’ has always provided an effective means of establishing the simplest
model of human variation – colour difference. Colour became the
means of distinguishing between groups of people and of identifying
the behaviour to be expected of them. In 1805, the French anatomist
Cuvier, who was particularly signiﬁcant in the development of ‘race’
theory, postulated the existence of three major ‘races’: the white, the
yellow and the black. The division of the whole of humanity into
three such arbitrarily designated genetic groups seems so vague as to
be entirely useless for any kind of analysis,but the concept has remained
inﬂuential for the ideological reason that this typology rested upon a
gradation from superior to inferior. Cuvier’s typology of race inﬂuenced such works as Charles Hamilton Smith’s (1848) The Natural
History of the Human Species; Robert Knox’s (1850) The Races of
Man; Count de Gobineau’s (1853) Essai sur l’inégalité des Races humaines;
and Nott and Gliddon’s (1854) Types of Mankind. The assumptions
underlying this racial typology, though continually contradicted by
actual observation, have remained stubbornly persistent to the present
day, even when the categories are more elaborately deﬁned as ‘caucasoid’, ‘mongoloid’ and ‘negroid’. These assumptions are: ﬁrst, that
variations in the constitution and behaviour of individuals were to be
explained as the expression of different biological types; second, that
differences between these types explained variations in human cultures;
third, that the distinctive nature of the types explained the superiority
of Europeans and Aryans in particular; and fourth, that the friction
between nations and individuals of different type emerged from innate
characteristics.
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The simple clarity of this view of race, more or less based on colour,
was superseded by the implications of Darwin’s The Origin of Species
(1859).Natural selection now offered a mechanism for species alteration
– either the superior races might be contaminated through contact with
the inferior, or deliberate human intervention might maximize the
beneﬁts of selection and advance the emergence of pure races. In either
case, the fundamental assumption of the hierarchy of races remained
secure. Darwin’s contribution was to provide the theory of race with a
mechanism of change in the idea of natural selection, and consequently
to offer the possibility for planned racial development (eugenics) – a
central tenet of the school of thought that came to be known as Social
Darwinism.
Social Darwinism, in both its positive and negative implications,
concurred readily with imperial practice, particularly the paradoxical
dualism that existed in imperialist thought between the debasement and
the idealization of colonized subjects. On the one hand, the debasement
of the primitive peoples could ﬁnd in Social Darwinism a justiﬁcation
for the domination and at times extinction of inferior races as not only
an inevitable but a desirable unfolding of natural law. On the other
hand, the concept of racial improvement concurred with the ‘civilizing
mission’ of imperial ideology, which encouraged colonial powers
to take up the ‘white man’s burden’ and raise up the condition of the
inferior races who were idealized as child-like and malleable. The
assumption of superiority thus supported by scientiﬁc racial theory
could pursue its project of world domination with impunity.
The latter perception of blacks as helpless beings in need of care,
protection and advancement was quickly overtaken in the nineteenth
century by the former view of them as primitive and indolent savages,
as colonial expansion found the need for increasing supplies of labour
to service its enterprises. The evangelical anti-slavery impulse that had
achieved the abolition of slavery in the 1830s began to give way to a
virulent form of racial hostility. Thomas Carlyle’s notorious Occasional
Discourse on the Nigger Question (1849) vigorously propounded the right
to coerce the ‘indolent’black man into the service of colonial plantation
agriculture,and by the 1870s,before the last phase of imperial expansion
into Africa,such prejudice,supported as it was by Social Darwinism,had
virtually overshadowed liberal brands of thought on issues of race.
The usefulness of the concept of race in both establishing the innate
superiority of imperial culture as it approached its zenith, and at the
same time lumping together the ‘inferior’races under its control,can be
seen in the example of English commentary on the ‘races’of Britain itself
– particularly the Irish.In early writings,although the Irish were initially
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seen to be physically much the same as the English,Irish culture was seen
as alien and threatening.Rich (1986) traces the process from 1617 when
Fynes Moryson found the language of the Irish crude, if indeed it
was a language at all, their clothing almost animal-like and their behaviour shocking. Edmund Spenser refers to the ‘bestial Irishmen’, while
William Camden in 1610 recounted the profanity, cannibalism,
musicality, witchcraft, violence, incest and gluttony of the ‘wilde and
very uncivill’ Irish. In this description the Irish sound remarkably like
Africans as described by nineteenth-century English commentators.
Indeed, by 1885, John Beddoe, president of the Anthropological
Institute, had developed an ‘index of Nigrescence’ that showed the
people of Wales, Scotland, Cornwall and Ireland to be racially separate
from the British. More speciﬁcally, he argued that those from Western
Ireland and Wales were ‘Africanoid’in their jutting jaws’and ‘long slitty
nostrils’, and thus originally immigrants of Africa (Szwed 1975: 20–1).
Bizarre though this might seem, it is a consumate demonstration of
the exclusionary impetus of imperialism that operates so energetically
in the concept of race.
The linking of the Irish and Welsh with Africa demonstrates
remarkably clearly how imperial ideology operates to exclude and
marginalize colonized peoples, whether in Britain or the Empire. Such
a racial hierarchy was integral to the extension of the Empire. Kipling’s
notorious formulation, in the poem ‘Recessional’ (1897: 328–329), of
the non-Caucasian races as ‘lesser breeds without the law’ may stand
as a classic instance:
If, drunk with power we loose
Wild tongues that have not Thee in awe,
Such boastings as the Gentiles use,
Or lesser breeds without the Law –
Lord God of Hosts, be with us yet,
Lest we forget – lest we forget.
The most energetic period of imperial expansion in the last decades
of the nineteenth century saw a rapid increase in anthropometric
investigation of race differences.Disputes about the form of racial ‘types’
had raged throughout the century,but by 1886 anthropologists in Britain
had reached a general consensus on the ‘cephalic index’: the
discrimination of racial identity in terms of skull shape. Francis Galton,
the founder of eugenics, measured 9,000 people at the International
Health Exhibition in London in 1884, and the anthropological interest
in race in the imperial context was reinforced at an Anthropological
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Conference on Native Races in British Possessions held in 1887 at the
time of Queen Victoria’s Golden Jubilee. By the late 1890s many
popular works began to appear, illustrating with lavish detail the nature
and diversity of human races and the implicit superiority of the white
Anglo-Saxon races and civilization. Despite the appearance of greater
scientiﬁc rigour,the description of the negroid had not advanced much
past the stereotype compounded by Carlyle.
The twentieth century has seen great swings in the theoretical attitude
to race, but the term continues to hold a resilient sway in the ordinary
thinking of people throughout the world. The 1911 Universal Races
Congress held in London was a major demonstration of liberal thought
and the promotion of ‘monogenism’ – the idea that there was ‘only
one species of man living on earth today’. But the universalist creed
of the Victorian liberal tradition was considerably shaken by the First
World War and the emergence of colonial nationalism which eroded
conﬁdence in the power of reason to ensure a growing unity between
different races in a single world order (see Rich 1986: 49). In the early
decades of the twentieth century,‘race’continued to acquire a legitimacy
through the ‘scientiﬁc’ study of racial variation, but the horror
of the Second World War and the slaughter of millions of Jews, Slavs,
Poles and gypsies on racial grounds led to the 1951 Unesco Statement
of the Nature of Race and Racial Difference which pointed out that race,
even from a strict biological standpoint, could at most refer to a group
with certain distinctive gene concentrations. The statement asserts that
mental characteristics should never be included in such classiﬁcations
and that environment is far more important than inherited genetic
factors in shaping behaviour.
However, in the 1960s there was an upsurge in biological thinking
about human behaviour once again, with writers such as Lorenz, Ardry
and Morris asserting that individual behaviour was largely controlled
by ancient instincts that could at best be modiﬁed by culture. This
led the way for an upsurge in race thinking in popular science in the
1970s: Eysenck’s Race, Intelligence and Education (1971), Richardson and
Spears’s Race, Culture and Intelligence (1972), Baxter and Sansom’s Race
and Social Difference (1972) indicate some of a wide range of popular
books that maintained the centrality of ‘race’ in debates about human
variation. At the same time, the neo-biologism of the 1960s led to a
much more rigorous development in the 1970s with the emergence
of socio-biology, which views all individual behaviour, and cultures
themselves, as the end products of biological selection processes.
These developments lent an air of legitimacy to race thinking, which
also analyses behaviour and performance in biological terms, and the
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relation between sociobiology and modern racism has been examined
by Barker (1981).
It is signiﬁcant that academic debate during these decades sustained
race rather than ethnicity as the centre of discussion. The sense of
permanency that a dubious biological explanation offered, through an
inexorable genetic determination and transmission, consolidated the
concept of race at this time, rather than the more complex concept
of ethnicity with its inherent plasticity and its basis in culture. Yet the
1970s and 1980s saw the gradual growth of interest and research into
ethnicity, a growth that perhaps has not been reﬂected in popular
thinking. In practice, ‘race’ may be a major constitutive factor in determining ethnic categories, but to revive the idea that it is somehow
‘objective’ and less socially constructed than ethnicities founded on
religious, linguistic or other more obviously culturally determined
factors is to fail to recognize that race is a cultural rather than a biological
phenomenon, the product of historical processes not of genetically
determined physical differences.
The most important fact about race was, as Fanon was the ﬁrst to
notice,that however lacking in objective reality racist ideas such as ‘blackness’ were,the psychological force of their construction of self meant that
they acquired an objective existence in and through the behaviour of
people. The self-images and self-construction that such social pressure
exerted might be transmitted from generation to generation,and thus the
‘fact of blackness’ came to have an objective determination not only in
racist behaviour and institutional practices, but more insidiously in the
psychological behaviour of the peoples so constructed. This Fanonist
stress on the objective psychological fact of race as a determining part of
the social process of constructing individuals’ self-perceptions has been
part of the response of many black commentators to the claims by critics
such as Appiah that perceptions of race have acted only negatively in
determining post-colonial responses to European domination.However
ﬁctional race may be shown to be as an objective category, its power as
a discursive formation remains unabated.
Thus a fraught and volatile term,‘race’,continues to hold centre stage
while the theories on which concepts of race were established have
become more and more blurred. In this way resistance becomes less and
less able to dislodge the vague and untenable concept of race itself.Race
in the time of neo-colonialism is just as vague and just as resilient as it
was at the beginning of the history of European imperialism.It is perhaps
up to the concept of ethnicity to change the direction of the debate.
Further reading: Baxter and Sansom 1972; Bremen 1990; Chrisman 2003;
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Cooppan 1999; Fanon 1961; Frankenberg and Mani 1996; Gilroy 1996;
Gunew 1997; Husband 1994; Malik 1996; McInturff 2000; Marriot 2000; S.
Mishra 1993; Olson and Worsham 1999; Rich 1986; Ross 1982; H. Scott
2002; Sharpe 2000.

RASTAFARIANISM
A black nationalist religion that emerged in Jamaica in the 1930s. Its
geneses are complex and include slave beliefs in the soul’s return after
death to Africa from exile in the Caribbean. Together with the visionary black restitutive politics of Marcus Garvey and the Ethiopeanism
of Leonard Percival Howell, Rastafarianism drew its inspiration from
the Old Testament prophecy that ‘Princes shall come out of Egypt;
Ethiopia shall soon stretch forth her hands unto God’ (Psalm 68: 31). In
1930, Ras Tafari, great grandson of King Saheka Selassie of Shoa, was
crowned Negus of Ethiopia, taking the name Haile Selassie, meaning
‘Mighty of the Trinity’.To this title was added ‘King of Kings’and ‘Lion
of the Tribe of Judah’, which placed him in the legendary line of
King Solomon (Barrett 1988: 81). Celebrating the coronation of Ras
Tafari as Haile Selassie,Jamaican Rastafarians initially looked forward to
a literal repatriation to their African ancestral homelands through
the agency of the Ethiopian Emperor. Increasingly, however, African
repatriation was regarded less as a literal return than a ﬁgurative one:
a reclaiming by Jamaicans of their African ancestry, a heritage systematically denigrated under slavery and in European colonialist ideologies.
Initially a movement of the Jamaican underclass, Rastafarianism soon
spread to sections of the middle class and to intellectuals, and across the
Caribbean. It gained increasing popularity in other areas of the world,
largely through the music and lyrics of Reggae star Bob Marley in the
1970s and 1980s, where its language and beliefs were co-opted in
the ﬁght against a wide variety of oppressions,both racial and economic.
Rastafarians have always been acutely aware of the crucial connections
between language and power, and in the cause of racial restitution have
disrupted the rules of English grammar to refuse the ‘objective case’ (i.e.
‘that which is acted upon’) by eradicating the personal pronoun ‘me’and
insisting on ‘I’ no matter what the demands of conventional grammar.
Further reading: Barrett 1977, 1988; Campbell 1985; Cashmore 1979, 1983;
Chevannes 1997; Clarke 2000; Collins 2000; Gossai and Murell 2000; Hodges
2000; King and Jensen 1995; King and Bays 2003; Miles 1978; Murrell and
Spencer 1998; Oosthuizen 1993; Owens 1976; Pollard and Nettleford 2000;
Savishinsky 1999; Somerson 1999.
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RELIGION AND THE POST-COLONIAL
There has been no more dramatic shift in recent times in post-colonial
studies than the growing awareness of the role religion has played in
both the practices of colonization and the developments which have
occurred since political independence in the post-colonial world. This
takes many forms. First, there is a growing awareness of the complex
role religion played in the history of imperialism, both directly through
the impact of missions (See missions and colonialism) and indirectly,
as religion acted to shape the responses of both colonizer and colonized.
The religious practices of colonized peoples were often denigrated
as mere superstition or openly attacked as heathenism, and so used
to justify the so-called ‘civilizing mission’ (mission civilatrice) of the
colonizer. This was particularly the case where these practices were
not written down in forms (sacred texts), which Europeans could
recognize. Even where their complexity and intellectual force was
acknowledged (e.g. as in the case of cultures with written religious
texts such as India) they were perceived to be decadent or decayed and
in need of reform. So inﬂuential was this view that it even exerted force
on the reformers sprung from within those cultures themselves in the
colonial period, e.g. Tilak and Vivekananda in India. (See Viswanathan
1998; King 1999). Ironically, such reformers and the changes they
effected went hand in hand with the development of secular anticolonial resistances, which also borrowed forms from the practices of
their colonizers, forms such as the European concept of the nation state
(See nation/nationalism), and broader discourses of reform, progress
and modernization. Of course, as several commentators have already
argued, colonized societies were always changing and modernizing
in their own terms both before and after the impact of colonization
(Ahmad 1992). But resistance after colonization often took the form
of appropriation of institutions modelled on those of the colonizers.
This was as true of religious institutions as of secular ones. Religion
could therefore act either as a means of hegemonic control or could be
employed by the colonized as a means of resistance. If this were true
of the responses to and within the pre-colonial religious practices
of colonized peoples, it was also true of the ways in which the Christian
practices introduced under colonialism developed in post-colonized
spaces. Whilst for many Christianity was a means by which their own
cultures were being overwritten and ignored, for others it became a
vehicle for independent indigenous expression, at least when modiﬁed
in an appropriated form. Christianity, which had been from its earliest
years a religion of accretion and which thrived on the absorption of
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other practices and cultural modes, continued to change as it encountered the cultures of the colonized. In its most extreme form, notably in
Africa, indigenous churches arose in which Christian and pre-colonial
religions formed new synthesized forms. The leaders and ‘prophets’
of these new churches often played a vital role in the development of
independence movements. This was aided by the fact that the rapid
spread of Christianity in many areas of Latin America, Africa and
Asia far outstripped the growth of these religions in Europe in the
late nineteenth and twentieth century when religion in Europe was
on the retreat (Van der Veer 2004). This rapid spread of Christianity
beyond Europe was achieved not by the success of European proselytizers but by the work of indigenous evangelists. In fact, historians of
religion now acknowledge that until indigenous evangelists emerged
Europeans had little or no success in converting large numbers of
peoples in many of these regions (Etherington 2006). Many of these
indigenous evangelists worked within existing religious forms and
churches,though none of these forms and churches remained unchanged
by the encounters. Such changes were clearly much more marked in
the synthetised churches, which openly combined Christianity with
elements of the pre-colonial religions.
If there is now a growing acknowledgement of the neglect of religion
in the accounts of colonial times,then more recently we have seen much
more attention paid to the ongoing role of religion in the modern postcolony. Especially in North America and Canada, but increasingly
elsewhere, indigenous scholars of religion have emphasized the role of
religion in the modern era (Donaldson 2002;Treat 1996).As the balance
of concern begins to swing away from Europe and America,scholars and
politicians alike become increasingly aware that they are forced to engage
with religious as well as other social and cultural practices within the
framework of globalization. In fact, in the early twentieth century it
becomes clear that religion has re-emerged as one of the key deﬁning
features of difference and that the role of religion has become central to
the way in which Europeans and Americans think about identity with
a force which it has not had for several centuries. This has resulted not
from the growth of religious adherence in those areas (or at least not until
very recently in the case of America) but in response to their awareness
that for much of the world the secular model of post-Enlightenment
Europe was never dominant except for a small minority of Western
educated intellectuals, and that it has increasingly been on the wane as
the populations in many areas reassert their identity by a renewed
adherence to their own traditions. In the resurgence of fundamentalist
forces within many religions such as Islam, Hinduism and Christianity
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itself in recent times, especially in America and in areas such as Africa
and Asia, we see the most obvious and, some would argue, the most
negative effect of this renewed stress on religion as a component in social
and national as well as personal identity. Islamic fundamentalism in
particular has emerged in the public domain as a force that asserts a
shared identity above and beyond other cultural allegiances, causing
direct confrontation to emerge in many societies with earlier markers
of identity based on secular formations such as nationality and citizenship. Though this is the most discussed example, religious leaders
in many other societies such as those of America and Europe, as well
as in many parts of the post-colonial world, e.g. India, assert their right
to engage directly in secular politics and recruit adherents to social and
political parties and causes. As a result religious fundamentalism (a term
whose origin, incidentally, is in the American Christian churches of
the early twentieth century),that is religion offered as an alternative and
indisputable form of personal and social identity and set over against
ideas of secular reason and scientiﬁc evidence is likely to be an arena of
confrontation in many of these societies for the foreseeable future. (See
Pesso-Misquel and Stierstorfer 2006) More positively though,we might
see the questioning of the more simplistic formulations of the ideas
of the European enlightenment (based on the idea that Western science
and rational logic is the only meaningful way of organizing societies
and the only way of guaranteeing human development and progress)
may yield to an acknowledgement that enlightenment reason too has
had its dark side, not least in its embrace of a discourse of progress and
science in forms inimical to older ideas of living in harmony with the
environment rather than controlling and mastering it (See ecological
imperialism). In this respect the re-emergence of religious thought is
part of a broader post-humanist critique which has taken many forms
in recent times (See Wolfe 2003).
Further reading: Ahmad 1992; Donaldson 2002; King 1999; Pesso-Misquel and
Stierstorfer 2006; Sugirtharajah 2001; Treat 1996; Van der Veer 2004;
Viswanathan 1998; Wolfe, Cary (2003).

RHIZOME
A botanical term for a root system that spreads across the ground (as
in bamboo) rather than downwards, and grows from several points
rather than a single tap root. The metaphor was ﬁrst popularized by
Deleuze and Guattari in their critiques of psychoanalysis (Deleuze and
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Guattari 1972), but in post-colonial theory it has been used to contest
the binary,centre/margin view of reality that is maintained by colonial
discourse.
The key value of the term is to demonstrate that the repressive
structures of imperial power themselves operate rhizomically rather
than monolithically The reason we do not normally think of power
operating in this way is that structures of power characterize themselves
in terms of unities, hierarchies, binaries and centres. Power does not,
however, operate in a simple vertical way from the institutions in which
it appears to be constituted: it operates dynamically, laterally and intermittently. There is no ‘master-plan’ of imperialism, and its advance is
not necessarily secured through violence and oppression. Cultural
hegemony operates through an invisible network of ﬁliative connections, psychological internalizations, and unconsciously complicit
associations. This is why the term ‘post-colonial’ is best understood to
cover ‘all the culture from the moment of colonization to the present’
(Ashcroft et al. 1989: 2), because the complex operations of imperialism
problematize the existence of simple political categories of response
or identiﬁcation such as ‘resistance’ or ‘minority’, ‘black’ or ‘white’,
and arguably even ‘colonizer’ and ‘colonized’. These positions are
constantly diffused and intersecting within the rhizome of imperial
contact.For colonized cultures,the intermittent and rhizomic nature of
imperialism is the most difﬁcult thing to combat because it operates
alongside a mythology that asserts the presence of the tap root, the
canon,the standard,the patented.It is this myth of monolithic power that
the categories of marginality are addressing, not the intermittent,
overlapping and intertwining nature of its actual operation. For this
reason, however appealing certain anti-colonialist and decolonizing
rhetorics may be in offering apparently powerful modes of resistance and
opposition, they have sometimes been less than successful in combating
older colonialist legacies and neo-colonialism whose practices inherit
the rhizomic operations of imperialism itself.
Further reading: Deleuze and Guattari 1972, 1980.

SAVAGE/CIVILIZED
The concept of a savage/civilized dichotomy is traceable at least as
far back as Homer’s Odyssey. In English, the OED deﬁnes ‘uncivilized’
as ‘existing in the lowest stage of culture (1588)’; ‘pertaining to
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or characteristic of savages (1614)’. The notion of civilizing cultures (or
persons) goes back at least to 1601: ‘To make civil. To bring out a state
of barbarism; to instruct in the arts of life; to enlighten and reﬁne.’
The term ‘savage’ has performed an important service in Eurocentric epistemologies and imperial/colonial ideologies. As Marianna
Torgovnik notes, terms like ‘primitive, savage, pre-Colombian, tribal,
third world, undeveloped, developing, archaic, traditional, exotic, “the
anthropological record,” non-Western and Other . . . all take the West
as norm and deﬁne the rest as inferior, different, deviant, subordinate,
and sub-ordinateable’ (1990: 21).
In ‘An Image of Africa’, Chinua Achebe, citing Joseph Conrad’s
Heart of Darkness, notes how Africa is used by the West to deﬁne and
establish its own superiority as a ‘civilized’ culture against the ‘darkness’
of a ‘primitive’ Africa (Achebe 1988). But in the modern world, the
West’s construction of itself may be regarded as being dependent on
the savage/civilized dichotomy in more complex ways. As Torgovnik
(speaking from a Western perspective) puts it, our sense of the savage
impinges on our sense of ourselves, and it is bound up with the selves
who act in the ‘real’ political world. Freud’s map of the psyche placed
the ego at the point that mediates between the civilizing super-ego
and the ‘primitive’ libido (or id) (Torgovnik 1990: 17). Whether his
map was accurate or not is less important than its strength as a metaphor for the hierarchized relationship between Europe and its others.
Contemporary Westerners thus understand themselves as poised
between the ‘civilized’ and the ‘savage’, or as clinging to a veneer of
civilization over a savage abyss. The Western conception of ‘self,
whether of ‘itself ’ or of others, is thus forged within the dialectic of
these terms.

Noble savage
The best-known expression of the idea of the ‘noble savage’ is in
Rousseau’s A Discourse on Inequality (1755). The concept arises in the
eighteenth century as a European nostalgia for a simple, pure, idyllic
state of the natural, posed against rising industrialism and the notion of
overcomplications and sophistications of European urban society. This
nostalgia creates an image of other cultures as part of Rousseau’s
criticism of the failure, as he perceived it, of modern European societies
to preserve and maintain the natural innocence, freedom and equality
of man in a ‘natural’ state. It creates images of the savage that serve
primarily to re-deﬁne the European. The crucial fact about the
construction is that it produces an ostensibly positive oversimpliﬁcation
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of the ‘savage’ ﬁgure, rendering it in this particular form as an idealized
rather than a debased stereotype.
Further reading: Barkan and Bush 1995; Jahoda 1999; Maes-Jelinek 1996;
Mitchell and Hearn 1999; Nederveen Pieterse 1992; Sawyer 2003; Spurr 1993;
Torgovnik 1990.

SETTLER
The Shorter Oxford Dictionary deﬁnes ‘settler’ as ‘one who settles in a
new country;a colonist’(1695) and ‘generally:one who settles in a place
as a resident’ (1815). Within colonial discourse, the settlers generally
referred to are Europeans who moved from their countries of origin to
European colonies with the intention of remaining. Increasingly the
term ‘settler-invader’ has been used to emphasize the less-than-benign
repercussions of such ‘settlement’, particularly on indigenous peoples.

SETTLER COLONY
In post-colonial/colonial discourse,this term is often used to distinguish
between two types of European colonies: settler (or settler-invader)
colonies and colonies of occupation. Nigeria and India are examples of
colonies of occupation, where indigenous people remained in the
majority but were administered by a foreign power. Examples of settler
colonies where, over time, the invading Europeans (or their descendants) annihilated, displaced and/or marginalized the indigenes to
become a majority non-indigenous population, include Argentina,
Australia, Canada and the United States. Like all such designations,
however, ‘settler colonies’ and ‘colonies of occupation’ provide the
abstract poles of a continuum rather than precise descriptive categories
or paradigms. The countries of the Caribbean, for example, are not
usually considered ‘settler colonies’, even though the indigenous
Caribs and Arawaks were virtually annihilated one hundred years after
Columbus’ entry into the area. Here the European ‘settlers’ comprised
a relatively small but powerful group of white planters, while the
majority of ‘settlers’ were Africans kidnapped as slaves and forcibly
‘settled’ in the region. Kenya, Ireland, South Africa, Mozambique and
Algeria also provide examples of colonies whose patterns of settlement
and cultural and racial legacies fall somewhere between the abstract
paradigms of settler colony and colony of occupation.
193

SLAVE/SLAVERY

Many critics and writers have commented on the ambivalent position
of settlers in settler colonies, especially where they constitute a racially
distinct majority with regard to the indigenous inhabitants or where
they have imposed a dominance through force of arms and political
institutions (see apartheid). Settlers are displaced from their own
point of origin and may have difﬁculties in establishing their identity
in the new place (see exile). They are frequently constructed within
a discourse of difference and inferiority by the colonizing power
(‘colonials/colonial’) and so suffer discrimination as colonial subjects
themselves.
At the same time, they act as the agents of that power, and their
own identity depends in part, at least initially, on retaining their sense of
difference from the ‘native’ population. In this sense they are simultaneously both colonized and colonizer.Settlers may seek to appropriate
icons of the ‘native’ to their own self-representation, and this can,
itself, be a form of oppression where such icons have sacred or social
signiﬁcance alienated by their new usages.On the positive side,as settlers
themselves become indigenes in the literal sense, that is, born within
the new space, they begin to forge a distinctive and unique culture that
is neither that of the metropolitan culture from which they stem, nor
that of the ‘native’ cultures they have displaced in their early colonizing
phase. The new culture may, and indeed often does, involve borrowings from both of these prior social and cultural forms. Post-colonial
theorists have responded to these new societies and cultures in a wide
variety of ways, ranging from those who stress the complicit nature
of these cultures and suggest that this is somehow absolute and
inescapable (Hodge and Mishra 1990; Mukherjee 1990) to those who
see them as deﬁning examples of the rejection of a ‘pure’ model of
culture, a model that is at the heart of the colonial process itself and its
sustaining ideology (Brydon 1991; Slemon 1990; Lawson 1991).
Further reading: Ahluwalia 2001; Brydon and Tifﬁn 1993; Dalziell 2004;
Denoon 1979, 1983; Evans 2003; van Herk 1996; Lawson 1995; Lodge 1986;
Matthews 1962; Maxwell 1994; Moses 2004; Pearson 2001; Prentice 2004;
Russell 2001; Stasiulis and Yuval-Davis 1995; Wolfe 1999.

SLAVE/SLAVERY
Although the institution of slavery has existed since classical times and
has occurred in many forms in different societies, it was of particular
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signiﬁcance in the formation of many post-colonial societies in Africa
and the Caribbean.
Columbus’ arrival in the Caribbean in 1492 initiated a period of
genocide and enslavement of the native Amerindian peoples. But in
1503, Bishop Las Casas (protector of the Amerindians) proposed an
alternative to indigenous labour in the form of systematic importation
of blacks, initially to work in the mines. Building on an earlier Spanish
and Portuguese practice of enslaving Africans along the Atlantic coast,
Charles V granted a patent to a Flemish merchant in 1517 to import
4,000 black slaves per year into Hispaniola, Cuba and Jamaica. The
organization of European slavery over the next three centuries has its
genesis in this trading concession. It has been estimated that during
300 years of its operation, over 12 million blacks were forcibly shipped
in chains across the infamous Atlantic ‘Middle Passage’ to Brazil,
the Caribbean and the United States. Some historians estimate the
ﬁgure to be much larger. The ‘Middle Passage’ was so called because
it formed the central section of the euphemistically termed ‘triangular
trade’,whereby goods were bought from Europe to exchange for people
at ‘factories’ on the African coast. On arrival in the Americas, slaves
were sold and products such as indigo and sugar were transported back
to Europe, the ‘hypotenuse’ of this triangle.
The negro slave system that was employed and reﬁned over this
300 year period was the extreme form known as commercial slavery,
in which slaves were not just made to labour in domestic capacities or
forced into concubinage but provided the dominant work-force of
entire economies. Early forms of slavery (e.g. Greek and Roman) often
granted slaves a much higher degree of freedom, and sometimes even
permitted them to be integrated into the social or family group in ways
that allowed them to be assimilated and even to acquire power and
wealth. The European institutionalization of commercial slavery in
the late sixteenth century offered colonizing powers a seemingly endless
source of plantation labour, exploited by an ideology of absolute
possession in which Africans became objects of European exchange.
Commercial slavery was the logical extension both of the need to
acquire a cheap labour force for burgeoning planter economies, and
of the desire to construct Europe’s cultures as ‘civilized’ in contrast to
the native, the cannibal, and the savage.
Although slavery existed in many periods and in many societies
(e.g. many African societies had ‘slaves’), they were not commercial
slaves in this modern sense.Slavery was often associated with exogamous
groups,captives or members of other groups outside the community,but
the post-Renaissance development of an intense ideology of racism
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produced the peculiarly destructive modern form of commercial,chattel
slavery in which all rights and all human values were set aside and from
which only a few could ever hope to achieve full manumission (legal
freedom).Many of the pseudo-objective,‘scientiﬁc’discourses by which
colonialism justiﬁed its practices ﬂowed from the need to rationalize
such an indefensible commercial exploitation and oppression, on a
mass scale, of millions of human beings. It has been suggested by some
commentators that slavery gave birth to racism, at least in its modern
form, just as racism became the excuse for slavery’s excesses (Davidson
1994). Race and racial prejudice in their modern forms have thus
been intimately bound up with the colonial form of the institution of
slavery,to the degree that it seems almost impossible to disentangle them.
The slave trade was abolished by most European parliaments in the
early 1800s, but the European powers often found it difﬁcult to enforce
the new laws, and this was not very successful as each power had a
different set of laws and ways of enforcing them. For example, a variety
of national laws as to what constituted evidence of a ship engaging in
slaving meant that in practice it was hard to prove the offence. Without
a ban on the institution of slavery, bans on its trade were unlikely to be
successful. Yet there were often long delays between these two bans on
the trade and on the owning of slaves. Britain, for example, abolished
the trade in 1807 but did not outlaw slavery in its possessions until 1833.
As a result, the slave system (i.e. plantation slavery) persisted in the
Caribbean and some South American areas until the 1830s. France
had banned slavery early as the result of its revolutionary liberationist
sentiment, but when the freed slaves asserted their independence from
central control, as in the case of Toussaint L’Ouverture’s revolt in Haiti,
the retaliation from the government was swift. As South American
countries became independent,they too banned slavery.By 1840,Spain
and Portugal had also ofﬁcially abolished trafﬁc in slaves,but Portuguese
ships continued their crossings, remaining a major source of smuggled
slaves until late into the nineteenth century. In the newly independent
United States, where slavery was a crucial element in the economy,
especially of the South, although abolitionism began in the 1830s the
banning of slavery did not occur until after the outbreak of the American
Civil War. The North proclaimed slaves free in 1861, but only ratiﬁed
this formally by the 13th amendment to the Constitution in 1865.
When slavery was ﬁnally outlawed in colonial systems such as
Britain’s, it was replaced by an extension of a system of employment
called indentured labour. Although, as the term implies, indenture
contracts were apparently voluntarily entered into, in practice this
operated as a system of forced labour, with many of the labourers
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impressed rather than recruited. Indenture became the main means of
securing cheap labour after 1833, supplying the workers for British
colonial plantations in locations as widespread as Fiji, Malaya, Northern
Queensland and, of course, the Caribbean. Many diasporic groups,
notably Indians and Chinese, were transported under this system.
Consequently, even after the formal abolition of slavery, various
forms of forced or contracted labour, such as indenture in English
colonies, and debt peonage in Latin America, meant that oppressive
labour habits died hard in these regions, where the forms of agriculture
developed under the slave system required a continued supply of
cheap and controlled labour.
Further reading: Blackburn 1988; Berlin 2004; Berman 2006; Davidson 1994;
Durrant 2003; Horton 2004; Klein and Miers 1999; Mackenthun 2000;
Manning 1990; Mayer 2000; Plasa and Ring 1994; Sandiford 2000; Thompson
1987; Walvin 1992, 1996.

SPECIESISM
‘Speciesism’is the term coined by animal rights philosopher and activist
Peter Singer, to designate the belief of most human cultures that they
are superior to and very different from other animals.This belief enables
humans to justify their killing, eating, abuse, enslavement and experimentation on non-human animals. Peter Singer uses the comparison
with human racism to explain the concept:
Racists violate the principle of equality by giving greater
weight to the interests of members of their own race where
there is a clash between their interests and the interests of those
of another race. Racists of European descent typically have
not accepted that pain matters as much when it is felt by
Africans, for example, as when it is felt by Europeans. Human
speciesists do not accept that pain is as bad when it is felt by pigs
or mice as when it is felt by humans.
(Singer 2003: 34)
Though Singer coined the term, he was by no means the ﬁrst to
make such a comparison. Jeremy Bentham, writing at a time when
human slavery was still condoned or accepted by most Europeans
wrote:
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The day may come when the rest of the animal creation may
acquire those rights which never could have been witholden
from them but by the hand of Tyranny.The French have already
discovered that the blackness of the skin is no reason why a
human should be abandoned without redress to the caprice of
a tormentor.
(quoted in Singer: 33)
It is important to note, however, that speciesism and racism are not
mere analogues. As Jacques Derrida and others have pointed out,
racism is actually predicated on speciesism, species being the philosophical and instrumental premise of racism.Citing Jacques Derrida and
Georges Bataille, Cary Wolfe explains why: ‘Our humanist concept of
subjectivity is inseparable from the discourse and institution of
speciesism’ since the ‘human’ is by deﬁnition the not animal or ‘animalistic.’ This in turn makes possible a symbolic economy in which we
can engage in ‘a non-criminal putting to death,’ as Derrida phrases it,
not only of animals, but of other humans as well by marking them as
animals (Wolfe ? 40).It is (and was) by marking ‘others’(of whatever sort)
as ‘animal’ that conquest and colonization (as well as other forms of
domination) have been, and continue to be justiﬁed and prosecuted –
on other peoples as well as on non-human animals themselves.
Thus the interrogation of the history,concept and uses of the ‘species
boundary’ is an urgent task for the dismantling of racism as well as
speciesism.
Further reading: Crosby 1986; Singer 2003; Wolfe 2003

SUBALTERN
Subaltern, meaning ‘of inferior rank’, is a term adopted by Antonio
Gramsci to refer to those groups in society who are subject to the
hegemony of the ruling classes.Subaltern classes may include peasants,
workers and other groups denied access to ‘hegemonic’power.Since the
history of the ruling classes is realized in the state, history being the
history of states and dominant groups, Gramsci was interested in
the historiography of the subaltern classes. In ‘Notes on Italian history’
(1934–5) he outlined a six point plan for studying the history of the
subaltern classes which included: (1) their objective formation; (2) their
active or passive afﬁliation to the dominant political formations; (3) the
birth of new parties and dominant groups; (4) the formations that
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the subaltern groups produce to press their claims; (5) new formations
within the old framework that assert the autonomy of the subaltern
classes; and other points referring to trade unions and political parties
(Gramsci 1971: 52).
Gramsci claimed that the history of the subaltern classes was just as
complex as the history of the dominant classes (52),although the history
of the latter is usually that which is accepted as ‘ofﬁcial’history.For him,
the history of subaltern social groups is necessarily fragmented
and episodic (54), since they are always subject to the activity of ruling
groups, even when they rebel. Clearly they have less access to the means
by which they may control their own representation, and less access to
cultural and social institutions. Only ‘permanent’ victory (that is, a
revolutionary class adjustment) can break that pattern of subordination,
and even that does not occur immediately.
The term has been adapted to post-colonial studies from the work
of the Subaltern Studies group of historians, who aimed to promote
a systematic discussion of subaltern themes in South Asian Studies. It is
used in Subaltern Studies ‘as a name for the general attribute of subordination in South Asian society whether this is expressed in terms
of class, caste, age, gender and ofﬁce or in any other way’ (Guha 1982:
vii).The group – formed by Ranajit Guha,and initially including Shahid
Amin, David Arnold, Partha Chatterjee, David Hardiman and Gyan
Pandey – has produced ﬁve volumes of Subaltern Studies: essays relating
to the history,politics,economics and sociology of subalterneity ‘as well
as the attitudes, ideologies and belief systems – in short, the culture
informing that condition’ (vii).
The purpose of the Subaltern Studies project was to redress the
imbalance created in academic work by a tendency to focus on élites and
élite culture in South Asian historiography. Recognizing that subordination cannot be understood except in a binary relationship with
dominance, the group aimed to examine the subaltern ‘as an objective
assessment of the role of the élite and as a critique of élitist intepretations
of that role’ (vii). The goals of the group stemmed from the belief
that the historiography of Indian nationalism, for instance, had long
been dominated by élitism – colonialist élitism and bourgeoisenationalist élitism – both the consequences of British colonialism.
Such historiography suggested that the development of a nationalist
consciousness was an exclusively élite achievement either of colonial
administrators, policy or culture, or of élite Indian personalities, institutions or ideas. Consequently, asserts Guha, such writing cannot
acknowledge or interpret the contribution made by people on their own,
that is, independently of the élite. What is clearly left out by the class
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outlook of such historiography is a ‘politics of the people’ (4), which,
he claims,is an autonomous domain that continued to operate when the
élite politics became outmoded.
One clear demonstration of the difference between the élite and the
subaltern lies in the nature of political mobilization: élite mobilization
was achieved vertically through adaptation of British parliamentary
institutions,while the subaltern relied on the traditional organization of
kinship and territoriality or class associations. Popular mobilization in
the colonial period took the form of peasant uprisings, and the
contention is that this remains a primary locus of political action,despite
the change in political structure (6).This is very different from the claims
of élite historiography that Indian nationalism was primarily an idealist
venture in which the indigenous élite led the people from subjugation
to freedom.
Despite the great diversity of subaltern groups, the one invariant
feature was a notion of resistance to élite domination. The failure of
the bourgeoisie to speak for the nation meant that the nation of India
failed ‘to come into its own’, and for Guha ‘it is the study of this failure
which constitutes the central problematic of Indian historiography’
(7). Clearly the concept of the subaltern is meant to cut across several
kinds of political and cultural binaries, such as colonialism vs. nationalism, or imperialism vs. indigenous cultural expression, in favour of a
more general distinction between subaltern and élite, because, suggests
Guha,this subaltern group is invariably overlooked in studies of political
and cultural change.
The notion of the subaltern became an issue in post-colonial theory
when Gayatri Spivak critiqued the assumptions of the Subaltern
Studies group in the essay ‘Can the subaltern speak?’ This question, she
claims, is one that the group must ask. Her ﬁrst criticism is directed
at the Gramscian claim for the autonomy of the subaltern group, which,
she says, no amount of qualiﬁcation by Guha – who concedes the
diversity, heterogeneity and overlapping nature of subaltern groups –
can save from its fundamentally essentialist premise.Second,no methodology for determining who or what might constitute this group can
avoid this essentialism. The ‘people’ or the ‘subaltern’ is a group deﬁned
by its difference from the élite.
To guard against essentialist views of subalterneity Guha suggests
that there is a further distinction to be made between the subaltern and
dominant indigenous groups at the regional and local levels. However,
Guha’s attempt to guard against essentialism, by specifying the range
of subaltern groups,serves only,according to Spivak,to problematize the
idea of the subaltern itself still further. ‘The task of research is to
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investigate, identify and measure the speciﬁc nature of the degree of
deviation of [the dominant indigenous groups at the regional and local
level] from the ideal [the subaltern] and situate it historically’ (Spivak
1985b: 27). But, asks Spivak, ‘what taxonomy can ﬁx such a space?’ For
the ‘true’ subaltern group, she says, whose identity is its difference, there
is no unrepresentable subaltern subject that can know and speak itself.
One cannot construct a category of the subaltern that has an effective
voice clearly and unproblematically identiﬁable as such,a voice that does
not at the same time occupy many other possible speaking positions.
Spivak goes on to elaborate the problems of the category of the
subaltern by looking at the situation of gendered subjects and of Indian
women in particular, for ‘both as an object of colonialist historiography
and as a subject of insurgency, the ideological construction of gender
keeps the male dominant’ (28). For if ‘in the context of colonial
production,the subaltern has no history and cannot speak,the subaltern
as female is even more deeply in shadow’ (28). Spivak examines the
position of Indian women through an analysis of a particular case, and
concludes with the declaration that ‘the subaltern cannot speak’. This
has sometimes been interpreted to mean that there is no way in which
oppressed or politically marginalized groups can voice their resistance,
or that the subaltern only has a dominant language or a dominant voice
in which to be heard. But Spivak’s target is the concept of an unproblematically constituted subaltern identity, rather than the subaltern
subject’s ability to give voice to political concerns. Her point is that no
act of dissent or resistance occurs on behalf of an essential subaltern
subject entirely separate from the dominant discourse that provides
the language and the conceptual categories with which the subaltern
voice speaks. Clearly, the existence of post-colonial discourse itself is
an example of such speaking, and in most cases the dominant language
or mode of representation is appropriated so that the marginal voice
can be heard.
Further reading: Beverley 1999, 2004b; Chakrabarty and Bhabha 2002; Coronil
1999; Davis and Gross 1994; Gopal 2004; Gramsci 1971; Guha 1982, 1997,
2001; Guha and Spivak 1988; Koshy 2005; Mignolo 1994, 2000a, 2000b;
Moraña and Hallstead 2004; Prakash et al. 1999; Spivak 1985b, 2003.

SUBJECT/SUBJECTIVITY
The question of the subject and subjectivity directly affects colonized
peoples’ perceptions of their identities and their capacities to resist
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the conditions of their domination, their ‘subjection’. The status of the
human individual was one of the key features of Enlightenment philosophy. Descartes’ declaration that ‘I think, therefore I am’ conﬁrmed
the centrality of the autonomous human individual, a founding precept
of humanism, a precept that effectively separated the subject from the
object, thought from reality, or the self from the other. The individual,
autonomous ‘I’ was one that operated in the world according to this
separation and was no longer to be seen as merely operated upon by
divine will or cosmic forces. The individual self was separate from the
world and could employ intellect and imagination in understanding and
representing the world.The autonomous human consciousness was seen
to be the source of action and meaning rather than their product. This
is a position referred to as ‘Cartesian individualism’, one that tended to
overlook or downplay the signiﬁcance of social relations or the role of
language in forming the self.
Although debate about subject–object relations continued in
European philosophy throughout the nineteenth century, with the critique of subject-centred reason culminating in Nietzsche’s philosophy,
the most inﬂuential contemporary shift in this Enlightenment position began in the thinking of Freud and Marx. Freud’s theories of
the unconscious dimensions of the self revealed that there were aspects
of the individual’s formation that were not accessible to thought,
and which thus blurred the distinction between the subject and object.
Marx, in assessing the importance of the economic structure of society
to the lives of individual workers, made the famous claim that ‘It is
not the consciousness of men that determines their being, but, on the
contrary, their social being that determines their consciousness.’
The combined effect of these two thinkers upon twentieth-century
thought was radically to disturb the notion of the integrity and autonomy of the human individual,the theory of subjectivity becoming more
formally elaborated by their followers.
The concept of subjectivity problematizes the simple relationship
between the individual and language, replacing human nature with the
concept of the production of the human subject through ideology,
discourse or language. These are seen as determining factors in the
construction of individual identity, which itself becomes an effect rather
than a cause of such factors. The overlap between theories of ideology,
psychoanalysis and post-structuralism has amounted to a considerable
attack upon the Enlightenment assertion of individual autonomy, and
continuing debate centres on the capacity of the subject so formed by
these broad social and cultural forces either to disrupt or to undermine
them.
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Ideology
The most inﬂuential development of Marx’s notion of ‘social being’was
Louis Althusser’s theory of the subject’s construction by ideology.
Ideology is the system of ideas that explains,or makes sense of,a society,
and according to Marx is the mechanism by which unequal social
relations are reproduced. The ruling classes not only rule, they rule as
thinkers and producers of ideas so that they determine how the society
sees itself (hegemony). This ‘misrepresentation’ of meaning and social
relations is referred to by Marx as ‘false consciousness’, or a false view
of one’s ‘true’social condition,something that has a coercive power over
the subordinate classes. But for Althusser, ideology is not just a
case of the powerful imposing their ideas on the weak: subjects are
‘born into’ ideology, they ﬁnd subjectivity within the expectations of
their parents and their society, and they endorse it because it provides
a sense of identity and security through structures such as language,
social codes and conventions. In ideology, the subjects also represent
to themselves ‘their relation to those conditions of existence which is
represented to them there’(Althusser 1984:37).That is,subjects collude
with ideology by allowing it to provide social meaning.
Ideology is perpetuated, according to Althusser, by ideological state
apparatuses such as church, education, police, which interpellate
subjects,that is,apparatuses that ‘call people forth’as subjects,and which
provide the conditions by which, and the contexts in which, they
obtain subjectivity. Interpellation has been explained in the following
way: when a policeman hails you with the call ‘Hey you!’, the moment
you turn round to acknowledge that you are the object of his attention,
you have been interpellated in a particular way, as a particular kind of
subject. Ideological State Apparatuses interpellate subjects in this way.
For Althusser, the subject is the individual’s self-consciousness as
constructed by those institutions. Despite what many critics have seen
as the extreme functionalism of this view of subjectivity, the concept of
interpellation is still useful for describing how the ‘subject’is located and
constructed by speciﬁc ideological and discursive operations, particularly formations such as colonial discourse. Although ideology serves
the interests of the ruling classes, it is not static or unchangeable, and its
materiality has certain important consequences. For while ideology
is dominant, it is also contradictory, fragmentary and inconsistent and
does not necessarily or inevitably blindfold the ‘interpellated’ subject to
a perception of its operations.
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Psychoanalysis
Perhaps the most inﬂuential development of Freud’s theories of the
unconscious was made by Jacques Lacan’s combination of psychoanalysis
and structuralist analysis of language. He contended that Freud’s major
insight was not that the unconscious exists, but that it has a structure –
the ‘unconscious is structured like a language,’but it is a ‘language which
escapes the subject in its operation and effects’. The similarity to the
structure of language was crucial to Lacan because the subject itself is
produced through language in the same way that language produces
meaning.
The subject is formed through a series of stages. In an initial stage the
infant exists as a dependent and uncoordinated complex of limbs and
sounds that can form no distinction between self and other. In the
second stage, the ‘mirror stage’, the infant begins to distinguish itself
from the other by perceiving a split between the ‘I’ that looks, and the
‘I’ that is reﬂected in the mirror. While this need not refer to an actual
mirror, the ‘other’ who is perceived as separate from the self appears
to have the unity and control of itself that the perceiving ‘I’ lacks.
Although such control is imaginary, the infant nevertheless desires that
which it lacks and sees it in the image of the other. Because the child is
held up to the mirror by the mother,or sees itself ‘reﬂected’,so to speak,
in the gaze of the mother, it also sees its similarity to, and difference
from, the mother, who becomes the ﬁrst love object, the ﬁrst locus of
desire. The ﬁnal stage is an entry into language, a passing from the
imaginary phase to the symbolic order in which the subject comes to
discover that the locus of power is now located in the ‘phallus’. This
principle is also called the Law of the Father, and Lacan’s theory asserts
that the subject obtains an understanding of its gender at the same time
as it enters into language.Entering this stage,the subject is both produced
in language and subjected to the laws of the symbolic that pre-exist it.The
laws of language are themselves metonymic of the cultural complex
of laws and rules and conventions into which the subject moves and
through which it obtains identity.
Though the subject may speak, it does so only in terms that the laws
of language allow. Just as Saussure had argued that the signs that make
up a language do not name a pre-existing reality but produce it through
a system of differences,so Lacan argues that the position of the ‘I’within
language, the subject, does not simply represent the presence of a subject that pre-exists it, but produces it by a system of differentiations
between the ‘I’and that which is not ‘I’.This distinction is not static but
continuous, the subject being in a continual process of development.
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Such a process forms a basis for Derrida’s rejection of the concept of
‘presence’.Both subjectivity and the language that produces it constitute
a process in which meaning is never fully present in any utterance but
is continually deferred.
Lacan’s theory of the development of the subject has given rise to
other approaches, notably those of feminist critics such as Kristeva,
Cixous and Irigary, who concede the importance of language to
subjectivity but who contest Lacan’s privileging of the phallus, despite
its imaginary status.These theorists emphasize the ‘feminine’or androgynous aspects of pre-Oedipal language and its potential for development
outside the conﬁnes of the patriarchally dominated symbolic order.

Discourse
The construction of subjectivity within certain historical, social and
cultural systems of knowledge in a society has been elaborated in the
work of Michel Foucault. Just as the subject, in psychoanalytical terms,
is produced by, and must operate within, the laws of language, so
discourse produces a subject equally dependent upon the rules of the
system of knowledge that produces it. In this respect, discourse is both
wider and more varied than either ideology or language, different
subjects being produced by different discourses, but the processes by
which the subject is produced is the same. An example of Foucault’s
approach to subjectivity was his rejection of the author as an originator
of meaning.In the essay ‘What is an author?’he argues that ‘it is a matter
of depriving the subject (or its substitute) of its role as originator, and as
analysing the subject as a variable and complex function of discourse’
(1979: 209). In regard to the authors of texts, we now need to understand how the author function is situated in discourse. ‘The author
function is therefore characteristic of the mode of existence,circulation,
and functioning of certain discourses within the society’ (202).
Similarly, other subjects are constructed by the circulation of certain
systems of knowledge. Foucault provides detailed analyses of the ways
in which power is exercised to produce and control (to ‘subject’)
individual subjects through systems of knowledge about the ‘criminal’,
the ‘pervert’ and the ‘lunatic’ within the discourses of criminality,
sexuality and psychiatry.Within any historical period,various discourses
compete for control of subjectivity, but these discourses are always a
function of the power of those who control the discourse to determine
knowledge and truth.Thus,while a person may be the subject of various
discourses,subjectivity will be produced by the discourse that dominates
at the time.
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Post-structuralism
In structuralist and post-structuralist thought,then,the subject could be
thought of as a ‘site’ rather than a ‘centre’ or a ‘presence’, something
where things happen, or upon which things happen, rather than
something that made things happen. Culler, for example, suggests that
as the self is broken down into component systems and is deprived of
its status as a source and master of meaning, it comes to seem more and
more like a construct. ‘Even the idea of personal identity emerges
through the discourse of a culture: the “I” is not something given
but comes to exist as that which is addressed by and related to others’
(1981: 33).
Derrida’s critique of logo-centrism and the metaphysics of presence
has led to perhaps the most radical view of the subject: the claim that
any ‘concept of a (conscious or unconscious) subject necessarily refers
to the concept of substance – and thus of presence – out of which it was
born’ (Smith 1988: 46). So there can be no concept at all of subjectivity
without a partaking in the same metaphysics of presence that underlies the notion of the autonomous individual. In this sense, Derrida
appears to be aiming to undermine not only the Cartesian notion of
individuality but any notion of a ﬁxed subject. Paul Smith has indicated
the great contradiction this produces in Derrida’s own work when we
begin to think of the position of the deconstructive critic:‘The supposed
agent of deconstructive practice is then,paradoxical insofar as it acts,has
effects,produces texts,and so on;but still its role is passively to encounter
forces which do not depend on it’ (50).
The problems inherent in a view of subjectivity as produced by broader
social forces focus at precisely this point. For if the subject is produced
by ideology, discourse or language, is it trapped in this subjectivity
beyond the power of choice, recognition or resistance? Frantz Fanon
refers to a version of the process by which subjects are produced by
ideology or discourse when he says that ‘Colonialism is ﬁghting . . .
to maintain the identity of the image it has of the Algerian and
the depreciated image that the Algerian has of himself (Fanon 1959:
30). Colonial discourse constructs a particular kind of subject with
which the subject itself can and often does concur because of its
powerlessness. The fact that a statement such as Fanon’s can be made
suggests that the process of subject construction by discourse can be
recognized and therefore contested. Whether the subject can do so
in isolation from the social construction and political organization
of resistance is a matter of debate. Fanon was the ﬁrst to examine
the psychology of colonialism and its effects on the colonized, and in
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the conclusion to Black Skin: White Masks he rhetorically proclaims an
almost Cartesian agency for the colonized subject: ‘I am my own
foundation. And it is by going beyond the historical, instrumental
hypothesis that I will initiate the cycle of my freedom’ (Fanon 1952:
231). And again, ‘It is through the effort to recapture the self and to
scrutinize the self, it is through the lasting tension of their freedom that
men will be able to create the ideal conditions of existence for a human
world’ (232).
Further reading: Ashcroft 2000; Bhabha 1994; Bhatt 2002; Buchholtz 2004;
Easthope and McGowan 1992; Fanon 1952, 1959; Foster 1999; Green et al.
1996; Michel 1995; P.K. Mishra 2000; Ray 1999; Smith 1988; Varadharajan
1995; Werbner and Stoller 2002.

SURVEILLANCE
One of the most powerful strategies of imperial dominance is that
of surveillance, or observation, because it implies a viewer with an
elevated vantage point, it suggests the power to process and understand
that which is seen, and it objectiﬁes and interpellates the colonized
subject in a way that ﬁxes its identity in relation to the surveyor. The
importance of the gaze has been emphasized by Lacan, since the gaze
of the mother in the mirror phase is the initial process by which identity is achieved (see subject/subjectivity; Other/other; Othering).
This gaze corresponds to the ‘gaze of the grande-autre’ within which
the identiﬁcation, objectiﬁcation and subjection of the subject are
simultaneously enacted: the imperial gaze deﬁnes the identity of the
subject,objectiﬁes it within the identifying system of power relations and
conﬁrms its subalterneity and powerlessness.
Foucault in his Discipline and Punish describes the profound importance of the introduction of surveillance into the prison system by
means of the ‘panopticon’ – Jeremy Bentham’s eighteenth-century
design for a circular prison divided into individual cells, all of which
could be observed from a single vantage point. This was a form of
prison architecture in which guards could maintain constant vigil over
the imprisoned. Such surveillance revolutionized the effectiveness
of incarceration because its power came from the assumption of the
incarcerated that they were always under surveillance and therefore
must always act as if they were. For the observer, sight confers power;
for the observed,visibility is powerlessness.Clearly,the discipline instilled
by the panopticon,and its imposition of ‘constant’surveillance,provides
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a powerful metaphor for the ‘disciplinary’ operation of dominant
discourse of all kinds.
The panopticon remains a powerful metaphor for the surveillance
of inmates in all ‘total institutions’ such as mental asylums, whatever
their physical architecture. One consequence of such surveillance is
termed ‘conversion’ by Erving Goffman. This is the process whereby ‘the inmate appears to take over the ofﬁcial or staff view of himself
and tries to act out the role of the perfect inmate . . . presenting himself as someone whose institutional enthusiasm is always at the disposal
of the staff ’(1961:63).In this case the ‘ofﬁcial view’is directly connected
to the power exerted by the institution over the inmate’s actions. The
process of conversion in colonization is far more subtle but just as potent.
Whereas imperial power over the colonized subject may not be
necessarily as direct and physical as it is in a ‘total’ institution, power
over the subject may be exerted in myriad ways, enforced by the threat
of subtle kinds of cultural and moral disapproval and exclusion. The
colonized subject may accept the imperial view, including the
array of values, assumptions and cultural expectations on which this is
based, and order his or her behaviour accordingly. This will produce
colonial subjects who are ‘more English than the English’, those whom
V.S. Naipaul called ‘The Mimic Men’ in the novel of that name. More
often, such conversion will be ambivalent, attenuated, intermittent and
diffused by feelings of resistance to imperial power, leading to what
Homi Bhabha calls ‘mimicry’, a ‘conversion’ that always teeters on the
edge of menace.
Surveillance of colonial space is a regular feature of exploration
and travel writing.The emergence of ‘landscape’and the concomitant
desire for a commanding view that could provide a sweeping visual
mastery of the scene was an important feature of eighteenth- and
nineteenth-century poetry and ﬁction. It became a signiﬁcant method
by which European explorers and travellers could obtain a position of
panoramic observation, itself a representation of knowledge and power
over colonial space. The desire for a literal position of visual command
is metaphoric of the ‘panoptic’ operation of the imperial gaze in which
the observed ﬁnd themselves constituted. When a writer takes this
position, as occurs time and again in Orientalist discourse, the
invulnerable position of the observer afﬁrms the political order and the
binary structure of power that made that position possible. As in
the panopticon, the writer ‘is placed either above or at the centre of
things, yet apart from them so that the organization and classiﬁcation of
things takes place according to the writer’s own system of value’ (Spurr
1993: 16).
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The writing of explorers and travellers in the nineteenth century
who adopted the motif of ‘monarch of all I survey’ gives clearest
evidence of the panoramic nature of the imperial gaze, but it may be
found also in the description of interiors or in accounts of the
surveillance of the body itself.David Spurr gives this account of a passage
from the explorer Stanley’s journal:
She is of light brown complexion, with broad round face, large
eyes and small but full lips.She had a quiet modest demeanour,
though her dress was but a narrow fork clout of bark cloth.
. . . I notice when her arms are held against the light,a whiteybrown fell on them. Her skin has not the silky smoothness
of touch common to the Zanzibaris,but altogether she is a very
pleasing little creature.
(Spurr 1993: 23)
‘The eye treats the body as a landscape: it proceeds systematically
from part to part, quantifying and spatializing, noting color and
texture, and ﬁnally passing an aesthetic judgement which stressed
the body’s role as object to be viewed’ (23). The woman has been
captured during a skirmish, a reminder that the freedom of the
gaze depends on the security of the position from which it is being
directed.
This concept of the gaze becomes important for post-colonial
discourse because such surveillance,which corresponds to and conﬁrms
the gaze of colonial authority, may be reversed. This is, in Bhabha’s
formulation,a particularly potent aspect of the menace in mimicry:the
displacing gaze of the disciplined, where the observer becomes the
observed and ‘partial’ representation rearticulates the whole notion of
identity and alienates it from its essence. The metaphoric displacing
and returning of the imperial gaze is a fundamental operation of the
appropriation of imperial technologies,discourses and cultural forms.
The colonized subject not only alters these to local needs but uses them
to direct the gaze upon the colonizer and thus reverse the orientation
of power in the relationship.
Further reading: Foucault 1977; Johnston 2002; Roy 1995; Spurr 1993.
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SYNCRETISM
A term sometimes used to avoid the problems some critics have
associated with the idea of hybridity in identifying the fusion of two
distinct traditions to produce a new and distinctive whole (see synergy).
The term is often used in religious studies, but it has also found favour
in theatre criticism with references to a syncretic performance tradition
or a syncretic ritual.
SYNERGY
A term used to emphasize that post-colonial cultures are the product of
a number of forces variously contributing to a new and complex cultural
formation. Synergy, referring to the product of two (or more) forces
that are reduceable to neither is perhaps a way of escaping from some
of the less fortunate aspects of the term hybridity, which, as critics
such as Robert Young have shown, has a complex and limiting history
in nineteenth-century colonial usage (Young 1995). Other terms
such as syncretic have occasionally been essayed to avoid the problem
some critics perceive to exist with the term hybridity. But the widespread usage of the term syncretic in religious and theological texts
has also tended to make its usage limited by its strong associations
with these specialist ﬁelds. Synergy seems to offer some advantages,
as it emphasizes the positive and energetic aspects of the process of
transculturation and the equal but different elements that the various
historical periods and forces have contributed in forming the modern
post-colonial condition.
TESTIMONIO
A testimonio is a novel or novella-length narrative,told in the ﬁrst person
by a narrator who is also the actual protagonist or witness of the events
she or he recounts. The unit of narration is usually a life or a signiﬁcant
life episode, such as the experience of being a prisoner. Since in many
cases the narrator is someone who is either functionally illiterate, or, if
literate, not a professional writer or intellectual, the production of a
testimonio generally involves the recording, transcription and editing
of an oral account by an interlocutor who is a journalist,writer or social
activist (Beverley and Zimmerman 1990: 173). It is a particular and
effective example of a form of writing that appropriates dominant
forms of imperial discourse to create powerful subaltern voices.
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The aspects of its production, its oral nature, its mediation through
an intermediary, usually a First World interlocutor, are the source of
most of the theoretical issues raised by this genre, particularly the
question of authenticity and the effect of the interlocutor on the text,
because ‘the contradictions of sex, class, race, age that frame the
narrative’s production can also reproduce themselves in the relation of
the narrator to this direct interlocutor’ (176).
Generally associated with Latin America, testimonio coalesces as a
clearly deﬁned genre around the decision in 1970 of Cuba’s cultural
centre, Casa de las Américas, to begin awarding a prize in this category
in their annual literary contest (173). However, Testimonio-like texts
have existed for a long time (though without that name) at the margins
of literature in many post-colonial cultures, representing in particular
those subjects – the child, the ‘native’, the woman, the insane, the
criminal, the proletarian – excluded from authorized representation
when it was a question of speaking or writing for themselves. For
example, missionary tracts dealing with native life or with the stories of
ex-slaves who have converted are frequently cast in the form of such
accounts of native life as ‘told to’ or as ‘transcribed by’ the missionary
author.
The word testimony suggests the act of testifying or bearing witness
in a legal or religious sense, distinguishing it from simple recorded
participant narrative. In René Jara’s phrase it is a ‘narración de urgencia’ –
a story that needs to be told – involving a problem of repression,poverty,
subalterneity, exploitation, or simply struggle for survival, which is
implicated in the act of narration itself (Vidal and Jara 1986: 3). The
existence of the genre at the margins of literature, its occupation of
a zone of indeterminacy between speaking and writing, between
literature and history, between autobiography and communal record,
between the personal and the political statement, makes it most
interesting for comparison with other post-colonial interventions into
imperial discourse. More recently the relations of texts produced by
interlocutors have been developed into broader ways of considering the
complex role of oral testimony and narratives in establishing the agency
of the indigenous voice in other post-colonial contact zones where
societies were characterized by orality e.g. Africa. Although the term
testimonio has not usually been applied to these texts, they represent
a similar stage in the process of relations between post-colonial subjects
and the texts in which they are voiced. Although the earliest life stories
and personal accounts of such societies and their people were produced
under the controlling patronage of First World interlocutors (e.g.
missionaries) recent accounts have stressed that even under these most
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unpromising of conditions these texts can reveal the hidden subjects of
the text, uncovering the controlling inscriptive practices of the interlocutor and revealing the occluded voice of the indigenous subject (see
Grifﬁths 2000; 2004; 2005).
Further reading: Bartow 2005; Behr 2004; Beverley 1989, 2004a; Beverley and
Zimmerman 1990; De Costa 2002; Denegri 2003; Dulfano 2004; Gugelberger
1996; Gugelberger and Kearney 1991; Liano 2003; Nance 2006.

THIRD WORLD (FIRST, SECOND, FOURTH)
The term ‘Third World’ was ﬁrst used in 1952 during the so-called
Cold War period, by the politician and economist Alfred Sauvy, to
designate those countries aligned with neither the United States nor
the Soviet Union. The term ‘First World’ was used widely at the time
to designate the dominant economic powers of the West, whilst the
term ‘Second World’ was employed to refer to the Soviet Union and its
satellites, thus distinguishing them from the First World. The wider
political and economic base of the concept was established when the
First World was sometimes used also to refer to economically successful
ex-colonies such as Canada, Australia and, less frequently, South Africa,
all of which were linked to a First World network of global capitalism
and Euro-American defence alliances.
Very quickly, ‘Third World images’ became a journalistic cliché
invoking ideas of poverty, disease and war and usually featuring pictures
of emaciated African or Asian ﬁgures, emphasizing the increasing
racialization of the concept in its popular (Western) usage.The term was,
however,also used as a general metaphor for any underdeveloped society
or social condition anywhere: ‘Third World conditions’, Third World
educational standards’, etc., reinforcing the pejorative stereotyping of
approximately two-thirds of the member nations of the United Nations
who were usually classiﬁed as Third World countries. As obvious
economic differentials began to emerge within this group, with
economic developments in the various regions, notably Asia, the term
‘Fourth World’ was introduced by some economists to designate the
lowest group of nations on their economic scale.
Recent post-colonial usage differs markedly from this classic use in
economics and development studies,with the term ‘Third World’being
less and less in evidence in the discourse. This has been defended by
some post-colonial critics on the grounds that the term is essentially
pejorative.But in the United States in particular the increasing tendency
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to avoid the term in post-colonial commentary, as well as the decline in
the use of terms such as anti-colonial in course descriptions and
in academic texts, has sometimes been criticized as leading to a depoliticization of the decolonizing project.The term ‘Second World’has
been employed also in recent post-colonial criticism by some
settler colony critics to designate settler colonies such as Australia and
Canada (Lawson 1991, 1994; Slemon 1990) to emphasize their difference from colonies of occupation. The term ‘Fourth World’ is also
now more commonly employed to designate those groups such as presettler indigenous peoples whose economic status and oppressed
condition,it is argued,place them in an even more marginalized position
in the social and political hierarchy than other post-colonial peoples
(Brotherston 1992).
Further reading: Brotherston 1992; Deena 1997; Dirlik 1996; Harris 1992;
Hasseler 1997; Katrak 2006; Larsen 1997; Lazarus 2004; Prasad 1997; R.S.
Rajan 1997; San Juan 1995a; Sauvy 1952; Shohat 1997.

TRANSCULTURATION
This term refers to the reciprocal inﬂuences of modes of representation and cultural practices of various kinds in colonies and metropoles,
and is thus ‘a phenomenon of the contact zone’, as Mary Louise
Pratt puts it. The term has been used by ethnographers to describe how
subordinated or marginal groups select and invent from materials
transmitted to them by a dominant or metropolitan culture (e.g.Taussig
1993). The word was coined in the 1940s by Cuban sociologist
Fernando Ortiz (1978) in relation to Afro-Cuban culture. Uraguayan
critic Angel Rama incorporated the term into literary studies in the
1970s. Ortiz proposed the term to replace the paired concepts of acculturation and deculturation that described the transference of culture
in reductive fashion, one imagined from within the interests of the
metropoles (Pratt 1992: 228). Though such inﬂuences may be ‘reciprocal’, Pratt is careful to note that ‘contact zones’are social spaces where
‘disparate cultures meet, clash and grapple with each other, often in
highly asymmetrical relations of dominance and subordination – like
colonialism, slavery, or their aftermaths as they are lived out across the
globe today’ (4).
The concept raises several sets of questions, according to Pratt: How
are metropolitan modes of representation received and appropriated at
the periphery? How does one speak of transculturation from the
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colonies to the metropolis? How have Europe’s constructions of
subordinated others been shaped by those others? How have those
constructions been shaped by the constructions of themselves and their
habitats that they presented to the Europeans?
While the imperial metropolis tends to understand itself
as determining the periphery (in the emanating glow of
the civilizing mission or the cash ﬂow of development), it
habitually blinds itself to the ways in which the periphery
determines the metropolis, beginning, perhaps with the latter’s
obsessive need to present and represent its peripheries and its
others continually to itself.
(Pratt 1992: 6)

Further reading: Cornejo Polar and Dennis 2004; Fitz 2001; García 2006;
Kokotovic 2005; Medeiros-Lichem 2004; Mignolo 2003; Monasterios 2004;
Ortiz 1978; Pratt 1992; Rama 1982; Spitta 1995; Taylor 2003.

TRANSNATIONAL LITERATURES
A term that is rapidly increasing in use in response to deﬁciencies
observed in the terms ‘post-colonial literatures’and ‘diasporic literatures’
in referring to cross-cultural literary writing. In general the term
refers to literature written by people who have immigrated or in some
other way travelled from a homeland; to literatures written in a second
language; or to literatures with a cross-cultural theme. These literatures
may be produced in situations that are neither a direct consequence
of colonialism, nor comply with the major features of diaspora. For
example, literatures written by South Asians or South-East Asians in
America,although written in a language that has resulted from a history
of colonialism,cannot said to be ‘post-colonial’in the same way as literatures written in those locations. But neither are they ‘diasporic’ in the
ways in which that term is usually understood – as subjects who are
fundamentally ‘absent’ from their home nation. Although their themes
may revolve around similar issues of dislocation, ambivalence, cultural
clash and loss, this is not necessarily always the case. Such literatures
are produced by writers who are generally more afﬂuent, more mobile
than populations regarded as diasporic,who may feel ‘at home’in several
locations rather than ‘exiled’from home and who spend time travelling,
and even living in two or more locations. In this respect the term takes
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better account of the increasing ﬂuidity of global populations.
Furthermore, transnational literatures generally have better access to
major metropolitan publishing houses and authors who are more
attuned to global issues. It is probably true, however, that the term
continues to refer to the same constituencies as post-colonial and
diasporic writing. Although equally applicable, the term is less likely
to be used with regard to an Italian writing in Russia than to a Sri
Lankan writing in America.
Further reading: Jackson, Crang and Dwyer (2004); Lionnet and Shu-mei (2005);
Levitt and Waters (2002)

TRANSLATION
The interpretation of the meaning of a text in one language (the ‘source
text’) and the production,in another language,of an equivalent text (the
‘target text,’ or ‘translation’), which ostensibly communicates the same
message. Translation has long been a contentious area of literary study
and questions of felicity or faithfulness to the original versus beauty, or
the adequate transference of aesthetic form have received increased and
especially nuanced attention in post-colonial theory. The process of
translation must take into account a number of factors,including context,
the rules of grammar of both languages, their writing conventions, and
the cultural nuances of the translated text. An accepted convention of
translation studies is that a translation is always more effective if undertaken by a translator in the target language into which the text is being
translated. In post-colonial situations however (such as in India), many
translators may be equally ﬂuent in both source and target languages.
Translation has become an issue of growing importance in postcolonial studies, particularly with regard to the translation of literary
texts from local languages to world languages such as English. It has
emerged as a contentious issue in response to the tendency of postcolonial literary studies to concentrate on writing in English. Postcolonial studies themselves emerged from Anglophone literature
departments and apart from the tension this has caused amongst
Francophone and Latin American theorists, the ignoring of local
literatures has led to the vigorous entry of translation into the postcolonial theoretical landscape. As a result the principle of translating
indigenous and local literatures has become an important issue in the
debate about the dominance of English. For some writers and critics in
post-colonial societies the dominance of English texts in post-colonial
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theory has led to a negative characterization of post-colonial theory.This
is especially so in regions where vigorous traditions of writing in the
pre-colonial languages continued to exist before and after colonization,
e.g. India and South-East Asia. In parts of Africa where oral traditions
were very developed and where these led to writing in local languages
during and after the colonial period a similar response has occurred
(see Barber 1995,Barber and Furniss 2006,Ngugi 1981a).These writers
argue that post-colonial critics with a Euro-American orientation in
their work have acted to focus attention on English texts and so divert
attention from texts in local languages.They contend that this continues
to reﬂect the power relations of colonizer and colonized and the
patronage systems for the publication and distribution of texts this
engendered. Thus translation is also seen as problematic in so far as it
continues to privilege English texts over those in local languages with
a ﬂow-on effect for the status of those langauges within their own
communities. This is underpinned by the fact that English (or another
colonial language) tends to be the language used by the post-colonial
élite and secures them in power (Ngugi 1981b, 1986). Local language
groups see the production of literatures in their languages as a precious,
vast and untapped cultural resource. Nevertheless, others have argued
that in post-colonial terms the translation of a large number of indigenous novels into English opens up a potentially huge readership both
in the post-colonial countries themselves,e.g.India and the world.Such
a cultural resource becomes, through translation, a vehicle of cultural
communication, and perhaps a mode of cultural survival.
Further reading: Barber 1995; Barber and Furniss 2006; Bassnett 2002; Bassnett
and Trivedi; Munday 2001; Rahmen 2002; Robinson 2000; Venuti 2004.

UNIVERSALISM/UNIVERSALITY
The assumption that there are irreducible features of human life and
experience that exist beyond the constitutive effects of local cultural
conditions. Universalism offers a hegemonic view of existence by
which the experiences, values and expectations of a dominant culture
are held to be true for all humanity. For this reason, it is a crucial
feature of imperial hegemony, because its assumption (or assertion) of a
common humanity – its failure to acknowledge or value cultural
difference – underlies the promulgation of imperial discourse for the
‘advancement’ or ‘improvement’ of the colonized, goals that thus mask
the extensive and multifaceted exploitation of the colony.
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One of the most persistent examples of this phenomenon occurs
in English literature, where the value or ‘greatness’ of a writer’s work is
proven by the extent to which it depicts the ‘universal human
condition’. By this means, the link between the universal and the Eurocentric, and in particular the link between universality and the canon
of texts that represents English literature, remains intact as an implicit
feature of the discourse wherever it is taught. It was the power of this
discourse to present the English subject as both attractive and universal
that rendered it such an effective tool of socio-political control in India
in the nineteenth century and in other colonies in the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries,and it is the resilience of this notion of the universal
that has maintained a cultural hegemony long after independence
throughout the post-colonial world (Viswanathan 1989).
As Homi Bhabha points out, the effects of universalism upon reading
are not only that some immanent, universal meaning is produced in the
text but that it constructs the reader as someone in whom all conﬂict is
resolved, a reading subject who cannot see how it might itself be
ideologically implicated in the historical conﬂicts it sees in the text:
Universalism does not merely end with a view of immanent
‘spiritual’meaning produced in the text.It also interpellates,for
its reading,a subject positioned at the point where conﬂict and
difference resolves and all ideology ends. It is not that the
Transcendental subject cannot see historical conﬂict or colonial
difference as mimetic structures or themes in the text. What it
cannot conceive is how it is itself structured ideologically and
discursively in relation to those processes of signiﬁcation which
do not then allow for the possibility of whole or universal
meanings.
(Bhabha 1984a: 104)
Therefore not only is the subject of English literature the universal
human subject, but the reader is the universal (‘cultured’) reader,
removed from any consideration of the material conditions of the local
and present experience of colonization and exploitation.
Charles Larson gives an account of his teaching a Thomas Hardy
novel to African students, and recounts the ways in which his initial
universalist cultural assumptions were exposed by local experience.
Larson was stunned when asked the question ‘What is a kiss?’ What is
natural in one society is not ‘natural’ at all, he discovered, but cultural.
‘How was one to read a Thomas Hardy novel with all those frustrated
kisses,’ he asks, ‘without ever having been kissed?’
217

WASHINGTON CONSENSUS

One of the more intriguing examples of universalism is indicated by
Alan Bishop, who points out that the apparently culture-free discourse
of mathematics, whose universal truths appear indisputable, is actually a
very culturally determined mode of imperialist discourse. Certainly,
Bishop argues, wherever you are in the world, the degrees in a triangle
add up to 180; but, he asks,
Where do degrees come from? Why is the total 180? Why not
200, or 100? Indeed, why are we interested in triangles and
their properties at all? The answer to all of these questions is,
essentially, ‘because some people determined it should be that
way’. Mathematical ideas, like my other ideas, are humanly
constructed. They have a cultural history.
(Bishop 1990: 52)
Not only are there many different forms of mathematics, but the
mathematics that are now held to be universal are constituted by certain
cultural modes of thought such as rationalism, atomism and objectism,
which are particularly characteristic of the philosophical traditions
of European societies. One of the most interesting things about
universalism is its pervasiveness and the subtlety with which it reemerges, even in those sensitive to cultural differences and strongly
disposed to radical analysis. David Suzuki’s study, for instance, which
attempts to draw epistemological parallels between native American
cosmology and Western science,fails to question why such a comparison
should be desirable or necessary. Such parallelism becomes, in its
unreﬂexive nature, a mode of universalism that cannot escape holding
Western science as a ‘real’ ground of comparison, or assuming that the
native American and Western worlds are the same.
Further reading: Achebe 1988; Anderson 1998; Assiter 2003; Bishop 1990;
Browning 2006; Chakrabarty 2000; Larson 1973; Lawson 2006; Lazarus et al.
1995; Lionnet 1998; Lott 2000; Newman 2000; Palumbo-Liu 1995;
Rasmussen 1990; Richter 2004; Robotham 2005; Schulze-Engler 1996;
Szegedy-Maszák 1996.

WASHINGTON CONSENSUS
This is a term coined in 1990 to describe the general agreement among
economists and Wall Street bankers about the best means to procure
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global economic growth. It was called the ‘Washington Consensus’
because Washington is the headquarters of most global ﬁnancial institutions. The foundation was laid in 1990 by a World Bank economist,
John Williamson,who compiled a list of the most widely recommended
market-oriented policies:(1) Fiscal discipline (2) A redirection of public
expenditure priorities toward ﬁelds offering both high economic returns
and the potential to improve income distribution,such as primary health
care, primary education, and infrastructure (3) Tax reform (to lower
marginal rates and broaden the tax base) (4) Interest rate liberalization
(5) A competitive exchange rate (6) Trade liberalization (7) Liberalization
of inﬂows of foreign direct investment (8) Privatization (9) Deregulation
(to abolish barriers to entry and exit (10) Secure property rights.
The language of this list spans the philosophical terrain of neoliberalism, with its insistence on the unfettered operation of the
market. Although the principles would be unremarkable to many
economists they encompass a programme that many critics have argued
is designed to both obfuscate and cement the power of the West. The
term ‘Washington Consensus’ provides a useful description of World
Bank and IMF ‘one size ﬁts all’ prescriptive economic policies. It is of
interest to post-colonial studies ﬁrst, because it summarises neo-liberal
economic policy which itself has its origins in imperial expansion, and
second, because it demonstrates the way in which neo-imperial power
is maintained by a persuasive ideological language, working in tandem
with powerful global institutions.
Williamson originally compiled this list as a reﬂection of the thinking
at Washington-based international ﬁnancial institutions about the
policies needed to reduce Latin America’s chronic debt. But even he
was surprised to see his list being applied globally in the 1990s in places
as diverse as Indonesia and Kazakhstan. His reply to criticisms was
that ‘the “consensus” should not be taken on as an ideology’ (2002)
a defence that many critics rejected on the basis that the list summarized the ideology of neo-liberalism quite comprehensively. One
critic declared that the list of measures ‘was a perfect guide to making
an economy attractive to foreign capital.’ (Ramo 2004). The model not
only failed basic tests of suitability for most countries, but often proved
socially and economically disastrous, most notably (in the short term at
least), for Russia.
The Washington Consensus, which explains the behaviour of the
IMF and World Bank in the latter half of the twentieth century, also
explains why economic globalization is so often confused with US
imperialism. The US is the largest contributor to the IMF and the only
member with an effective veto. In many cases, the effects of structural
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adjustments in small economies do more for Wall Street bankers than
for poor farmers. The response of the IMF to the Asian Financial
Crisis for instance was to impose ‘cookie cutter’ SAPs (Structural
Adjustment Packages),which forced debtor nations to behave in exactly
the opposite way that the US behaved when it entered recession in
2001. Michel Chossudovsky in The Globalization of Poverty shows that
World Bank and IMF programmes create economic strait-jackets that
do more to impoverish the recipients and cast them in the yoke of
international division of labour than to promote economic growth.
Meant to balance national budgets, rectify market imbalances and make
the economy more competitive, the unexpected effect of these policies
has often been to impoverish the working and middle classes and cause
economies to plunge into a serious economic depression due to
shrinking internal demand.
Further reading: Chossudovsky 1997; Ramo 2004; Stiglitz 2002; Williamson
2002.

WHITENESS
Although Race has been a dominant feature of social construction
since the late eighteenth century it is signiﬁcant that whiteness as a
deﬁning racial category has only recently emerged in the range of
chromatic ideas of human difference. Since European and later
American races occupied the dominant pole in the binaries of race in
the post-slavery era and African, Asian and Amerindian peoples were
the majority constituents of the subaltern pole, the category white was
effectively occluded, naturalized as an always already-given category
against which other races could be distinguished and so not needing to
be constituted in a speciﬁc way as a separate race grouping. In fact, of
course, like all chromatic typologies the terms employed in these racist
discourses: black, brown, red, yellow and so forth were designed to
homogenize the complexities of difference which exist within the
single human species.But the category of white has a special force,since
it is un-stated, set apart by its force as the normative. Recent critical
accounts have sought to expose this false naturalizing of the category
by investigating the different ways whiteness has been employed as a
social discriminator. These vary greatly in different places and times,
though all seek to construct a uniﬁed grouping to oppose against
those others which the ‘whites’ seek to exclude and control. Mike Hill
has summarized this ‘ﬁrst wave of work on the topic [as an attempt]
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to break what Frantz Fanon referred to as the ‘ontogenic’ seal of white
normativity’. The most formal modern recognitions of the category
include the use of the term white within the discriminatory legislation associated with apartheid. But US scholarship has also pointed
to the growth of the term in multicultural societies such as the US,
where racialist groups defending the possibility of ‘whites’ becoming
a minority swamped by racial admixture have employed the term
whiteness as a rallying call. Early commentators on this phenomenon,
such as Roederer and Hill himself, have always been cautious of the
term ‘whiteness studies’, feeling that ‘a critical rush to whiteness would
be symptomatic of the very problem of hegemony [such studies]
sought to demolish’ (Hill 2004a). For this reason Hill, for example, has
emphasized that the task is to uncover the power of the term in a world
where ofﬁcial and unofﬁcial typologies of racial and ethnic identity are
moving rapidly to a position where isolated racial categories are being
dismantled, for example in crucial instruments where social control
and self-ascription collide, such as the National Census. While this may
seem to be a development progressive thinkers might applaud,Hill shows
how in practice it can lead to the diminishing of the power of
such racial groups as African Americans or Latinos as effective social
forces and political lobbyists. Beyond these practical issues lie the more
crucial epistemological issues which haunt all such categories. As Hill
has summarized this:
The ambivalent prospect of an end to whiteness haunts
progressive scholarship on race as much as it haunts the
paranoid visions of white-collar racists on the other side of
the ethnographic looking-glass. For both groups, ironically,
whiteness is both gone and still very much here. And if such a
body of discourse called whiteness studies actually exists, there
is a sense that the blind proliferation of this work creeps towards
an ugly metamorphosis that will keep it from progressive goals.
(Hill 2004a: 9)
Hill concludes,‘Perhaps whiteness studies might better be dubbed afterwhiteness studies, thus keeping the temporary irony of its absent
presence at the forefront and in play.’ (ibid.).
It’s a manner of inquiry I ﬁnd revealing,one that secretly knows
that critical knowledge sustains the phantasmagoric form of
the very thing it wants to deconstruct. That we feel shame
about such knowledge and try to hide rather than mobilize its
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contradictions, and that folks exploit such shame across the
political spectrum, is the worse part of the whiteness studies
game. What people who continue to write on whiteness tend
not to realize is that they too are writing from a position that’s
inherently self-effacing, since their object of study disappears
the moment they start working, then comes back, but in ways
that are unwanted or unexpected. It’s that ghostly encounter
with absence I alluded to before. Rather than just scary or
impolitic, I ﬁnd in this hour of ruin a little bit of hope. That
white folk are at last in an epistemologically fatal position goes
to the very root of the concept of potential.
(Hill 2004b)
In this respect whiteness studies faces a problem similar to that which
haunts many contemporary academic ﬁelds, including post-colonial
studies itself,that is that its existence as a ﬁeld of study preserves the very
concept (colonialism) it seeks to dismantle.
Although whiteness is a category which is grounded in racist discourses and practices it also impinges on discourses of class and gender
(see feminism and postcolonialism and transcultural feminism).
Whiteness has frequently been employed in territories as diverse
as South Africa, Australia and the US as a means of recruiting the
economically disadvantaged segments of the so-called white population
to support national or social programmes which are to their disadvantage
in that they divert their attention from the actual causes of their poverty
in the broader economic practices of capital.
Parties which emphasize ‘family values’ and thus the need to protect
the ‘traditional’roles of the genders have also embraced racist discourses
which emphasize the threat changes to gender patterns pose to so-called
‘core national values’, which values they identity with those of the
cultural groupings which have embraced the signiﬁer of ‘whiteness’,
e.g. the emergence of just such an alliance of practices in groupings
such as One Nation in Australia, which enjoyed a brief electoral success
in many areas in the late 1990s. In the US the recently emerged
fundamentalist Christian groups, while asserting their lack of political
or racial bias (‘It’s not a black thing, or a white thing, it’s a Jesus thing’)
have often been racially discriminatory as well as politically conservative in their actual practice. They have often shown little regard for
the alleviation of minority-group poverty, manifested in their overt
opposition to ‘welfare’ or support for programmes of reform of the
ongoing effects of racial bias in educational and training opportunities,
employment patterns, etc. In this regard they have moved away from
222

WORLD SYSTEM THEORY

earlier Christian traditions of anti-slavery advocacy and social reformism.
Religion has re-emerged in recent times as a force which may create
new forms of discrimination against groups such as Muslims, though
these are often masked as attacks only on fundamentalist minorities.
The identiﬁcation of ‘white’ national values with Christianity by
those who peddle these simplistic models of religion and its role in
the formation of national cultural identities poses a threat of further
social divisions along lines which collapse religion and race into new
discriminatory signiﬁers of difference.
Further reading: Burrows 2004; Hill 1997; Hill 2004a; Hill 2004b; Mohanram
2007; Roediger 2002; Young 1990.

WORLD SYSTEM THEORY
A theory of the operation of the world economic, social and political
system, formulated by Immanuel Wallerstein (1974a; 1974b). The chief
assertion of this theory is that the capitalist system has been the world
economic system since the sixteenth century and that one cannot talk
about economies in terms of the nation-state, nor of ‘society’ in the
abstract, nor of ‘stages’ of development, because each society is affected
by, indeed is a part of, the capitalist world economy.
It was only with the emergence of the modern world economy
in sixteenth-century Europe that we saw the full development and economic predominance of market trade. This was
the system called capitalism. Capitalism and world economy
(that is, a single division of labour, but multiple polities and
cultures) are obverse sides of the same coin.One does not cause
the other.
(Wallerstein 1974b: 391)
World system theory emerged as a refutation of modernization theory,
which tended to (a) concentrate on the nation-state, (b) assume that
all countries follow a similar path of growth, (c) disregard transnational
structures and (d) base explanations on ahistorical ideal types. The
proposition of one world capitalist system in operation since the
sixteenth century radically affects how we view not only world
economics but also national politics, class, ethnicity and international
relations in general. For instance, the theory rejects the concept of a
‘society’ as a unit of analysis in favour of two systems of production:
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‘mini-systems’ that are localized and of short duration, and the world
system itself (Wallerstein 1976).
A demonstration of how this theory works can be seen in its
approach to the feudal-like economies of Latin America.One traditional
Marxist view of economic development sees all economies as passing
through a series of stages, so it would regard these economies as existing at a pre-bourgeois, pre-industrialized stage of development. But
world system theory holds that these economies are already a part of
the capitalist world system. They are not an earlier stage of a transition
to industrialization, but are undeveloped because they are ‘peripheral,
raw-material producing’ areas, on the margins of, and exploited by,
the industrialized world and hence in a state of dependency. Such
societies may, or may not, develop an industrial base. But whether they
do or not depends upon how well they resist dominant states and
appropriate the capitalist world system (or, as Wallerstein would
contend,purely as a result of structural changes in the system) rather than
any inevitable process of development.Industrialization can thus be seen
as, above all, a political phenomenon.
The world system is primarily a political system, rather than one
determined by ‘neutral’ economic factors, and in this sense overlaps
theories of neo-colonialism and decolonization. The capitalist
world system emerged at the same time as the modern European
imperial dominance of the world. This had two major consequences:
the establishment of the world as a spatio-temporal site of imperial
power, and the perpetuation of the imperial binarism between
colonizing and colonized countries. Although Wallerstein does not
develop the link between the capitalist world system and imperialism (since he regards individual world empires as subsidiary to the
capitalist world system), it is clear that the world system is intimately
tied up with European expansion and that the history of colonization
has a great deal of bearing upon which countries are industrialized today,
and which are maintained as resource-producing areas (see globalization).
According to Wallerstein, the three structural positions in the
world economy – core, periphery and semi-periphery – had become
stabilized by about 1640. Northwest Europe was the core, specializing
its agriculture and adding industries such as textiles, ship building and
metal production; Eastern Europe and the Western hemisphere were
the periphery, providing exports of grain, bullion, wood, cotton and
sugar; and Mediterranean Europe was the semi-peripheral region specializing in high cost industrial products. Capitalism was from the
beginning an affair of the world economy and not of nation-states. The
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particular geographical location of these structural positions may change,
but not their basic function in the system.
Clearly, although Wallerstein sees the capitalist world system as one
that overrides any other world system, such as imperialism, the imperial
expansion of Europe,its cultural and political,as well as economic dominance, in short the emergence of modernity itself, are inextricable
from the rise and dominance of a world economic system. Dominant
core states may change, but the structure of the world system, and the
dynamics of capital accumulation on which it rests,remain in place.The
theory does not explain, nor is it interested in, human subjectivity, the politics of colonization, the continued dominance of certain
discursive forms of imperial rhetoric, nor the particular and abiding
material consequences of colonialism in individual societies. It offers
no place for individual political agency, nor is it concerned with the
local dynamics of cultural change, nor even with the operation of
‘societies’,all these things being subsidiary to the broad structural forces
of the world system.
More recently (1991), Wallerstein has addressed the relationship
of culture to the world system, contending that culture, both as that
which creates distinctions within groups (‘Culture’), and that which
distinguishes between groups such as nations (‘cultures’), are actually
‘the consequence of the historical development of [the world] system
and reﬂect its guiding logic’ (1991: 32). Both forms of culture serve to
mystify people about the world system and thus keep it in place. In this
scheme of things, even ‘anti-systemic’ movements are a product of the
world system.
Further reading: De Santillana 1955; Hopkins 1982; Lane 2006; Lawson 2006;
Moretti 2006; Robertson 1992; Spivak 2006; Wallerstein 1974a, 1974b, 1976,
1980, 1991.

WORLDING
A term coined by Gayatri Spivak to describe the way in which colonized
space is brought into the ‘world’, that is, made to exist as part of a world
essentially constructed by Euro-centrism:
If . . . we concentrated on documenting and theorizing the
itinerary of the consolidation of Europe as sovereign subject,
indeed sovereign and subject, then we would produce an
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alternative historical narrative of the ‘worlding’of what is today
called ‘the Third World.’
(Spivak 1985a: 128)
Alluding to Heidegger’s essay ‘The Origin of the Work of Art’, Spivak
describes the process as the ‘worlding of the world on uninscribed earth’,
which may be described in other terms as the ‘inscribing’ of imperial
discourse upon the colonized ‘space’. This kind of inscription is most
obviously carried out by activities such as mapping, both by putting
the colony on the map of the world and by mapping it internally
so as to name it, and by naming it to know it, and hence, control it.
But the process of ‘worlding’ also occurs in much more subtle ways:
Spivak offers examples of the ways in which imperialism works to
overwrite the colonized place by simply being there, pointing to the
example of the solitary British soldier walking across the countryside
of India in the early nineteenth century:
He is actually engaged in consolidating the self of Europe by
obliging the native to cathect the space of the Other on his
home ground [that is, he is obliging the native to experience
his home ground as imperial space]. He is worlding their own
world, which is far from mere uninscribed earth. . . . [He is
effectively and violently sliding one discourse under another.]
(Spivak 1985a: 133)
This is one of the many different processes of othering, which
characterize colonial contact. The point Spivak is making here is that
the imperial project itself is far from monolithic, that its ‘class composition and social positionality are necessarily heterogeneous’ (133).
This ‘cartographic transformation’ was not only achieved by the policy
makers, but also, and more importantly, by the little people like the
solitary soldier – and the thousands of colonists who followed people
like him to places that are colonized by an imperial society.
Further reading: Spivak 1985a.
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