The Postcolonial: some thoughts and contexts
‘Postcolonial theory involves a political analysis of the cultural history of colonialism, and investigates its contemporary effects in western and tricontinental cultures, making connections between that past and the politics of the present. […] Postcolonial critique focuses on forces of oppression and coercive domination that operate in the contemporary world: the politics of anti-colonialism and neo-colonialism, race, gender, nationalisms, class and ethnicities define its terrain. Interest in oppression of the past will always be guided by the relation of that history to the present.’
Robert J.C. Young, Postcolonialism: An Historical Introduction (Oxford: Blackwell, 2001), pp. 6, 11.

‘We are at a point in our work when we can no longer ignore empires and the imperial context in our studies. […] It is difficult to connect these different realms, to show the involvements of culture with expanding empires, to make observations about art that preserve its unique endowments and at the same time map its affiliations, but, I submit, we must attempt this, and set the art in the global, earthly context. Territory and possessions are at stake, geography and power. […] For the enterprise of empire depends upon the idea of having an empire, as [Joseph] Conrad so powerfully seems to have realized, and all kinds of preparations are made for it within a culture; then in turn imperialism acquires a kind of coherence, a set of experiences and a presence of ruler and ruled alike within the culture.’ Edward W. Said, Culture and Imperialism (London: Vintage, 1994), pp. 5, 10.

English Literature and Colonialism

‘British colonial administrators, provoked by missionaries on the one hand and fears of native insubordination on the other, discovered an ally in English literature to support them in maintaining control of the natives under the guise of a liberal education. […] In effect, 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. Making the Englishman known to the natives through the products of his mental labour served a valuable purpose in that it removed him from the plane of ongoing colonial activity – of commercial operations, military expansion, administration of territories – and de-actualized and diffused his material presence in the process.’ Gauri Viswanathan, ‘The Beginnings of English Literary Study in British India,’ Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths, and Helen Tiffin, eds., The Post-colonial Studies Reader (London; New York: Routledge, 1995), pp. 434, 436.

‘It can be argued that the study of English and the growth of Empire proceeded from a single ideological climate and that the development of the one is intrinsically bound up with the development of the other, both at the level of simple utility (as propaganda for instance) and at the unconscious level, where it leads to the naturalizing of constructed values (e.g. civilization, humanity, etc.) which, conversely, established ‘savagery’, ‘native’, ‘primitive’, as their antitheses and as the object of a reforming zeal.’ Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths, and Helen Tiffin, The Empire Writes Back: Theory and practice in post-colonial literatures (London; New York: Routledge, 1989), p. 3.

Reading Postcolonial Literatures

‘Rather than simply being the writing which ‘came after’ empire, postcolonial literature is that which critically scrutinizes the colonial relationship. It is writing that sets out in one way or another to resist colonialist perspectives. As well as a change in power, decolonization demanded symbolic overhaul, a reshaping of dominant meanings. Postcolonial literature formed part of that process of overhaul. To give expression to colonized experience, postcolonial writers sought to undercut thematically and formally the discourses which supported colonization – the myths of power, the race classifications, the imagery of subordination. Postcolonial literature, therefore, is deeply marked by experiences of cultural exclusion and division under empire.’ Elleke Boehmer, Colonial and Postcolonial Literature: Migrant Metaphors (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995), p. 3.

‘Post-colonial criticism appears to be following two major paths at present: on the one hand, via the reading of specific post-colonial texts and the effects of their production in and on specific social and historical contexts, and on the other, via the ‘revisioning’ of received tropes and modes such as allegory, irony, and metaphor and the rereading of ‘canonical’ texts in the light of post-colonial discursive practices.’ Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths, and Helen Tiffin, The Empire Writes Back: Theory and practice in post-colonial literatures (London; New York: Routledge, 1989), p. 194.
Identity and Hybridity

‘Colonialist literature is an exploration and a representation of a world at the boundaries of ‘civilization,’ a world that has not (yet) been domesticated by European signification or codified in detail by its ideology. That world is therefore perceived as uncontrollable, chaotic, unattainable, and ultimately evil. Motivated by his desire to conquer and dominate, the imperialist configures the colonial realm as a confrontation based on differences in race, language, social customs, cultural values, and modes of production.’ Abdul R. JanMohamed, ‘The Economy of Manichean Allegory,’ Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths, and Helen Tiffin, eds., The Post-colonial Studies Reader (London; New York: Routledge, 1995), p. 18.

‘Postcolonial studies have been preoccupied with issues of hybridity, creolisation, mestizaje, in-betweenness, diasporas and liminality, with the mobility and cross-overs of ideas and identities generated by colonialism. […] Even as imperial and racist ideologies insist on racial difference, they catalyse cross-overs, partly because not all that takes place in the ‘contact zones’ can be monitored and controlled, but sometimes also as a result of deliberate colonial policy. One of the most striking contradictions about colonialism is that it both needs to ‘civilise’ its ‘others’, and to fix them into perpetual ‘otherness’.’ Ania Loomba, Colonialism/Postcolonialism (London; New York: Routledge, 1998), p. 173.

‘There are countries whose early histories include conquest and colonization prior to the period traditionally addressed by postcolonialism, and whose subjugation or marginalization may indeed continue right through and beyond the eras of overseas mercantilism, colonization and imperialism. In these cases we find a long history of cultural assimilation and/or political co-option, yet also a persistent, self-defined sense of cultural difference and, later, of nationhood.’ Kirsti Bohata Postcolonialism Revisted (Cardiff: UWP, 2004) p. 3.
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Glossary of Key Terms
Colony: A territory and/or settlement owned and controlled by an adjacent or overseas power. Colonies may be established primarily either for purposes of settlement or the systematic exploitation of natural resources (minerals, sugar cane, human labour, etc.).

Colonialism: The often diverse set of practices whereby colonies are established, maintained, and administered. Colonialism occurs on the peripheries of an empire, and often proceeds from chiefly economic rather than ideological motives. 
[Internal Colonialism: The political and economic inequalities between regions within a single society. The term may be used to describe the uneven effects of state development on a regional basis and to describe the exploitation of minority groups within the wider society]
Decolonisation: The often prolonged and difficult process of overthrowing and dismantling the political, administrative, and ideological structures imposed by colonialism. Decolonisation may involve violent resistance, political opposition, or new forms of nationalist cultural production – the fashioning by colonised peoples of an independent identity for themselves.

Empire: A collective term for the extended geographical territories over which a sovereign state exercises military, political, and economic control.

Hybridity: The condition of interchange and in-betweenness that often develops in colonial situations, whereby cultural codes, languages, and identities blur or overlap, confusing the otherwise rigid racial and cultural distinctions that colonialist ideology seeks to maintain.

Imperialism: The term has two chief meanings, which are distinguishable: 1) a political system of conquest and occupation directed towards the expansion of an empire (e.g. British or French imperialism in the C19th); 2) a general system of economic domination, of which direct political domination and military force are possible but not necessary adjuncts (e.g. American imperialism in the C20th and C21st).

Otherness: The condition of being other than, or different from, an imposed standard of normalcy. The construction of the ‘other’ in colonialist discourse serves the purposes of shoring up and reinforcing a secure sense of selfhood for the coloniser, and emphasising the differences that persist between coloniser and colonised. [see also discourse of feminism]

Multiculturalism: the acceptance or promotion of multiple ethnic cultures, for practical reasons and/or for the sake of diversity and applied to the demographic make-up of a specific place, usually at the organizational level
Postcolonialism: A critical and political position taken in relation to the cultural history of colonialism and its analysis, which seeks to expose and challenge the forms of oppression and exploitation it finds there.

Chronology of Important Events

1757
British East India Company assumes administrative control over some Indian territories,


including Bengal, following the Battle of Plassey.

1775
American War of Independence. Britain recognises independence of US in 1783.

1788
British ships land at Botany Bay to establish first penal colony in Australia.

1789
Outbreak of French Revolution.

1798
Napoleon invades Egypt. United Irishmen rebellion in Ireland against British rule.

1801
Act of Union between Britain and Ireland.

1806
Britain occupies Cape of Good Hope, South Africa.

1808
Britain officially abolishes the slave trade. Abolition in British-occupied territories 1834-8.

1819 
British settlement in Singapore established by East India Company.

1824
British invasion of Upper Burma.

1840
Transportation of convicts to New South Wales abolished. Britain establishes control of


New Zealand. Maori resistance breaks out in 1843.

1855
David Livingstone travels to the Victoria Falls, southern Africa.

1857
Sepoy Rebellion or Indian Mutiny challenges British control in India.

1858
Government of India Act officially vests sovereignty of India in the British monarch.

1860
Second Maori War against British forces in New Zealand.

1865
Rebellion in Jamaica.

1867
Canada officially established as a British Dominion.

1873
West African Gold Coast annexed as a Crown Colony.

1876
Queen Victoria named Empress of India.

1877
Britain annexes the Transvaal, South Africa.

1879
The British-Zulu war is fought.

1885
The Berlin Conference deciding the Partition of Africa between competing powers ends.

1889
Cecil Rhodes launches the British South Africa Company to develop mining in the region.

1899
Outbreak of Second Anglo-Boer War in South Africa.

1901
Australian federation (Aboriginals excluded from census). Queen Victoria dies. Famine 


conditions worsen in India, where more than a million have died since 1899.

1905
Swadeshi Indian resistance movement mobilises following Partition of Bengal.

1907
Self-governing (white) colonies are declared Dominions.

1912
Formation of the South African Native National Congress.

1916
Easter Rising in Ireland. Battle of the Somme fought.

1917
October Revolution in St Petersburg, Russia.

1919
Amritsar massacre in India. League of Nations created in Versailles. Dominions granted


greater autonomy with the Empire. Outbreak of Irish War of Independence.

1920
Britain attains control of Iraq, Transjordan, and Palestine in the Middle East.

1921
Ghandhi begins Non-cooperation resistance movement in India. Anglo-Irish Treaty signed,


followed by outbreak of civil war between factions.

1922
The Irish Free State is officially declared.

1931
British Commonwealth of Nations created and constitutional parity of Dominions secured.

1944
Jamaica achieves self-government.

1946
First Assembly of the United Nations.

1947
India wins independence. Partition of India and creation of Pakistan.

1948
Independence of Burma and Ceylon (Sri Lanka).


Empire Windrush docks at Tilbury London with 492 West Indian immigrants seeking ‘better 

life’ in UK. --- multiculturalism 
1950
India proclaimed a republic. Korean war begins. Mau Mau meetings held in Kenya.

1952
Mau Mau resistance in Kenya causes a State of Emergency.

1955
Bandung Conference of independent Asian and African countries. Congress of the People in 


South Africa.

1957
Ghana and Malaya achieve independence from British control.

1960
Sharpeville massacre in South Africa. Nigeria wins independence. Aboriginals recognized


as Australian citizens for first time.

1962
Algeria, Jamaica, Trinidad and Tobago, and Uganda all win independence. Civil Rights


movement in US.

1963
Kenya gains independence. Nelson Mandela and others tried for treason in South Africa.

1966
Barbados wins independence.

1967
Outbreak of Nigerian civil war. 

1968
Martin Luther King assassinated. Student uprisings in Paris. ‘Prague Spring’ uprising.

Enoch Powell’s ‘Rivers of Blood’ speech:

‘We must be mad, literally mad, as a nation to be permitting the annual inflow of some 50,000 dependants, who are for the most part the material of the future growth of the immigrant descended population. It is like watching a nation busily engaged in heaping up its own funeral pyre. So insane are we that we actually permit unmarried persons to immigrate for the purpose of founding a family with spouses and fiancées whom they have never seen.’ (Freedom and Reality (Kingswood: Elliot Right Way Books, 1969) p.283)

1971
Civil War in Pakistan leads to creation of Bangladesh as independent state.

1973
Australian Aboriginals granted the vote for first time.

1975
State of Emergency in India following election fraud.

1976
Students’ revolt in Soweto, South Africa.

1980
Zimbabwe wins independence. Brixton riots:
it woz in april nineteen eighty wan
doun inna di ghetto af brixtan
dat di babylan dem cauz such a frickshan
dat it bring about a great insohreckshan
(Linton Kwesi Johnson ‘Di Great Insohreckshan’
1981
Salman Rushdie Midnight’s Children
1982
Falklands/Malvinas War between Britain and Argentina.

1984
Indian Prime Minister, Indira Gandhi, assassinated.

1985
Fred D’Aguiar Mamma Dot
1989
Collapse of Communist regimes in Eastern Europe. Berlin Wall falls.

1990
Nelson Mandela released from prison in South Africa.


Hanif Kureishi The Buddha of Suburbia
1991
Iraqi invasion of Kuwait sparks First Gulf War.


Jackie Kay The Adoption Papers
1994
First non-racial democratic elections in South Africa, following repeal of Apartheid laws. 


Hutu militias murder hundreds of thousands of Tutsi in Rwandan genocide.

1997
Devolution for Scotland and Wales 

Sovereignty of Hong Kong officially transferred from Britain to China.

2000
Zadie Smith White Teeth
