
c
LITERATURE AND EMPIRE; 
The impact of colonialism on literature and postcolonial literary criticism.
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INTRODUCTION 

Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy defines colonialism as, “a practice of domination, which involves the subjugation of one people to another.” (Kohn, Margaret and Kavita Reddy, 2017). From the late 16th century, the British empire underwent a vast expansion, controlling about 23% of the population of the world by the early 20th century. At the height of its power, the British empire ruled over 102 countries, the majority of which have since gained independence. Like the British, many other empires, such as the French and Spanish, imposed their customs, culture, religion, language and government on other territories; denying them the right to express themselves and depriving them of a national identity. This regime proved to be such a hard blow that it still has a lasting effect on many cultures and countries even after independence. As such, literature as we know it today is heavily influenced by the mere fact that the colonialist regime existed. Not only did Colonialism suppress indigenous voices and perspectives but, it continues to influence the themes which are presented in the work of authors from both imperial and formerly colonized countries and has given rise to post-colonial theories of literary criticism. 



INFLUENCE OF COLONIALISM ON THEMES PRESENTED IN MODERN LITERATURE



	T.S Eliot, a major 20th century poet and literary critic once said, “the purpose of literature is to turn blood into ink”. There are many meanings that can be drawn from this. However, in the context of colonialism, this can mean that literature allows for the documentation of the true account of the experience of those who suffered tremendously under systems such as slavery under their white colonizers. The term postcolonial literature is defined as literature which originates from formerly colonized countries.
The term itself connotes the relationship that exists between literature and colonialism.
Writers from countries which were once colonized became obsessed with understanding, representing and challenging colonialism. This is evident in the works of authors such as Rudyard Kipling who was a 20th century English journalist, author, poet, and novelist 
and Zadie smith, a 21st century English author. 
‘The influence of history’ is a dominant theme in Zadie Smith’s ‘White Teeth’. Smith presents this theme through dialogue and characterization.

Samad Iqbal is portrayed as a character who possesses a deep attachment to history which keeps him stuck in the past. Irie Jones, however acknowledges that “there existed fathers who dealt in the present, who didn’t drag ancient history around like a ball and chain. So there were men who were not neck-deep and sinking in the quagmire of the past.” (Smith, 2000) 

Irie’s realization is partially due to her meeting Marcus Chalfen, an Oxbridge educated scientist who aspires to improve the future through genetic experiments. 
Samad is particularly obsessed with the story of Hindu soldier Mangal Pande who he claims to be related to. Though Samad believes that Mangal fired the first shot of the Indian Rebellion of 1857, it is rumored that Pande was not a hero but merely a drunk. Samad chooses to believe that Pande’s actions were revolutionary regardless, and that this story shows the inherent bravery and greatness in his bloodline. This suggests his fierce belief that the past powerfully impacts those who inherit it. Though he is often ridiculed for his faith in history, Smith shows that Samad has a reason to be attached. This theme insinuates that the past exercises control over the present, and even as characters attempt to free themselves from its binds, they are forced to confront narratives from the past. (Krolewski,2021)

Furthermore, John Agard, a Guyanese author and poet also explores themes associated with colonialism in his poem “Prospero Caliban Cricket”. In the poem, Agard deliberately uses two diabolically opposed characters from Shakespeare’s “The Tempest” and pits them against each other on a cricket field, making it an ideal setting for the battle of colonizer versus colonized. He presents the themes of ‘revolution’ and ‘the reversal of power dichotomy’ using allusion. 
Leanna Hall, in a university paper dedicated to the analysis of John Agard’s poetry outlines that:
	“Caliban’s ball becomes an “unpredictable whip” that has somehow chained Prospero’s foot to the ground. From this moment forward, Caliban assumes the control of the game and Prospero must play defensively if he is to prevent himself from being bowled out… a key factor to the retention of Caliban’s power is the support from people who are equally oppressed. It is the crowd who is rocking and egging Caliban on, “shouting Power”  It is this encouragement that gives Caliban the gusto to keep playing and the sensation that “he is breathing a nation” of like-minded usurpers of colonial authority.”
(Hall, 2017)

During an interview with journalist Michael Skafidas. Isabel Allende, a Chilean author was asked if she would agree that Latin American magic realism came forward as one of the most popular agents of the post-colonial discourse, to which she responded, “…I do not put myself in a box and say, for instance, I'm writing post-colonial literature. I don't know what I'm writing. That's the business of professors and critics. My job is to tell a story, and that's it.” 

Her response insinuates that in some cases, postcolonial themes in literature are not intentionally perpetuated by authors themselves but are simply a result of the permanent stain that colonialism has left on history, the inextricable connection that it has to the identities of both perpetrator and victim and the vital role it played in shaping present day reality, thus influencing the stories we tell, one way or another, whether we choose to acknowledge it or not. 



POSTCOLONALISM AND IT’S EFFECT ON LITERARY CRITICISM 


	The literary theory of postcolonial criticism focuses on the impacts of colonialism by concentrating on postcolonial literature. It examines the way in which a writer from a colonized country may attempt to describe their own marginalized experience and articulate their own identity under or in the aftermath of colonization. Additionally, postcolonial critics may look at how authors from the colonizing empire attempt to use language to justify their dominance. 

This was done by old metropolitan authors who often described indigenous peoples as uncivilized and claimed that colonization was a way of civilizing them. 

Many critics consider the view that Western literature depicts colonized peoples as alien to or lesser than Westerners, thus, ignoring or marginalizing the experience of other cultures and races. Herb Wylie, a Hong Kong born Canadian professor of English at Acadia university articulates that the role which Canadian literary critics and writers alike play in the ongoing conversation about the cultural shape of Canada, a previous French colony, is influential. In that, this sort of ethical engagement allows for the legacy of colonialism and the existence of racism to be highlighted, and it also counters the marginalization of the experience of non-dominant cultures and communities. (Wylie,2007)

Perhaps the most important text to the birth of colonialism is Edward Said’s 1978 publication of “Orientalism”. Here, Said describes important ideas that most postcolonial criticism is based on such as the suggestion that the West’s idea of the East is often a misrepresented version of reality. Furthermore, Edward Said’s essay “Jane Austin and empire” provides a prime example of how postcolonial critics may interpret canonical western writings in a different way as a result of postcolonial theory. Here, Said outlines that the “Mansfield Park” character, Thomas Bertram, earned his money from a slave estate he owned in Antigua, making it inherently connected to Britain’s colonial history. Said acknowledges that this background information does not form a great part of the text but still considers it important to note since the foreign estate in Antigua alludes to the unsavory parts of colonial history. Said states that the novel captures perfectly, the oppression of the black slave at the hands of the white colonist. He claims that the unmentioned slaves are both central to the novel (since their labor sustains Mansfield Park) and marginalized because of their absence from the text. (Said,1993) 
Said distinctively makes the connection between Jane Austin’s novel and the history of colonization through abstract language and allusion. 
Since the 1980s literary critics have explored their interest in using historical facts as a means of creating different interpretations of texts traditionally regarded as ‘high culture’. 









COLONIAL DISCOURSE AND POSTSTRUCTURALIST THEORY


In a journal article entitled “Colonialism and Native American Literature: Analysis”,
Jack Forbes, who was an American writer, political activist and scholar specializing in Native American issues, wrote: 

 	“In truth, I believe that we can and must deal with literature in the Americas as a unity, at least for initial analysis. In doing so we can identify several useful concepts: First, there is literature of Native origin, enduring from pre-Columbian times to the present time. Second, there is a literature produced by Europeans in the Americas after 1492. Third, there is literature written or composed by African, European, Native, and mixed ancestry. This latter has evolved into several strong literary traditions, including those of Black Americans. Asian Americans, and other developing literary traditions. The fact that American literature of Native origin is sometimes excluded from North American anthologies dealing with "American literature" is symptomatic of the degree of intellectual colonialism existing
in the United States.”  (Forbes, 1987) 

This suppression of native voices dates to the start of the colonialist regime under which the manipulation of language played a vital role. As such, poststructuralist theory drawing from the linguistic theories of Ferdinand de Saussure and deconstructionist theories of Jaques Derrida hold that:
“Language is not a transparent medium that connects one directly with a “truth” or “reality” outside it but rather a structure or code, whose parts derive their meaning from their contrast with one another and not from any connection with an outside world.” (Encyclopedia Britannica, 2020)
In a journal article, Aishling Mc Morrow, a Lecturer in International Relations at Queen’s University Belfast, U.K, stated:
 “Poststructuralists always call into question how certain accepted 'facts' and 'beliefs' actually work to reinforce the dominance and power of particular actors within international relations.” 
He further explained that despite the great emphasis or focus placed upon the authority of the elite to decide what should be counted as valid knowledge and assumptions within society, poststructuralism contends that this power is achieved through the manipulation of discourse stating that:
“Discourses facilitate the process by which certain information comes to be accepted as unquestionable truth. Discourses which augment the power of elites are called dominant or official discourses by poststructuralists. The strength of dominant discourses lies in their ability to shut out other options or opinions to the extent that thinking outside the realms set by the discourse is seen as irrational.” (Mc Morrow, 2018)
Additionally, Patricia Seed iterates in her article “Review: Colonial and Postcolonial Discourse”: 
“Colonial discourse has therefore undertaken to redirect contemporary critical reflections on colonialism (and its aftermath) toward the language used by the conquerors, imperial administrators, travelers, and missionaries. For it was through language (the rhetoric, figures of speech, and discursive formations) that Europeans have understood and governed themselves and the peoples they subjected overseas. In reflecting on the linguistic framework in which the politics of colonial rule have been elaborated, writers have observed the limitations of European political discourses as well as the way in which the polysemic character of language has enabled natives of colonized territories to appropriate and transform the colonizers' discourses….postcolonial discourse, has been examining how popular discourses… and high literature have constructed anticolonial and nationalist vocabularies. But whether the focus has been on the colonial or postcolonial situation, the central concern of these studies has been the linguistic screen through which all political language of colonialism, including reactions to it and liberation from it, need to be read.” (Seed,1991)
Perhaps a perfect example of this can be found in "The White Man's Burden", a poem by the British Victorian novelist and poet Rudyard Kipling. Kipling revised the poem in 1899 to extort the American people to conquer and rule the Philippines. Instead of being depicted as a way for the white race to gain individual or national wealth or power, the speaker defines white imperialism and colonialism morally, as a “burden” that the white race must bear in order to civilize the non-white races. The poem provides an influential moral argument for American imperialism. The phrase "white man's burden" remains an infamous, racist justification for Western conquest. Within this poem, Kipling alludes to the Philippine-American War, colonialism, and the attitude of racial superiority that ruled foreign policy. (Baldwin, copyright 2022)
 Although it is not as evident today as it was in the 19th century, indigenous writers are still dealing with the legacy of colonialism long after the end of the colonialist regime. However, poststructuralist theories counter the argument of colonial discourse thus diminishing the power that empire once had over the narrative of colonialism. 


CONCLUSION


In conclusion, the system of colonization promoted the marginalization, subjugation and misrepresentation of various cultures and experiences of native people from colonized countries. Colonial discourse proved vital in the justification of the spread of imperialism, however, the postcolonial era saw a shift in trajectory and gave rise to ideologies such as poststructuralism and postcolonial literary criticism. As such colonialism has a lasting effect on how literature is both written and analyzed. 
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