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At the turn of the twentieth century, the British Em-
pire covered a vast area of the earth that included parts
of Africa, Asia, Australasia, Canada, the Caribbean and
Ireland. At the beginning of the twenty-first century, al-

s though there remains a small handful of British Overseas
Territories, the vast bulk of the Empire has not survived.
All over the world, the twentieth century witnessed the
decolonisation of millions of people who were once sub-
ject to the authority of the British crown. For many, the

10 phrase ‘the British Empire’ is most commonly used these
days in the past tense, signifying a historical period and
set of relationships which appear no longer current.

But if the political realities of Empire have been trans-
formed with the coming of independent government to

1s many once-colonised locations, the material and imagi-
native legacies of both colonialism and decolonisation
remain fundamentally important constitutive elements
in the contemporary world. These legacies continue to
inflect contemporary geo-political realities and conflicts

20 around the world and impact upon how different people
(are forced to) live today. And they also remain in the arts,
cultures, languages and intellectual disciplines to which
we often turn to make sense of the world, in the past and
the present: such as anthropology, economics, painting,
25 politics, music, philosophy, the media and literature.
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Colonialism has taken many different forms and has
engendered diverse effects around the world, but we must
be as precise as we can when defining its meaning. This
can be gauged by thinking first about its relationship with
two other terms: ‘capitalism’ and ‘imperialism’. As Denis
Judd argues, ‘No one can doubt that the desire for profit-
able trade, plunder and enrichment was the primary force
that led to the establishment of the imperial structure’
(Empire: The British Imperial Experience from 1765 to
the Present, 1996).

Judd argues that colonialism was first and foremost a
fundamental part of the commercial venture of Western
nations such as Britain, France, Spain, the Netherlands
and Portugal that developed from the late seventeenth and
early eighteenth centuries. Some date its origins to the Eu-
ropean ‘voyages of discovery’ in the fifteenth and sixteenth
centuries, epitomised by those of Christopher Columbus
who ‘discovered’ the Americas in trying to find a west-
ern sea route to the Indies. The seizing of ‘foreign’ lands
for government and settlement was in part motivated by
the desire to create and control opportunities to generate
wealth and control international markets, frequently by se-
curing the natural resources and labour power of different
lands and peoples at the lowest possible cost to Europeans.

As many colonial governments and entrepreneurs
would come to realise, colonialism was big business and
the profits to be made were hitherto unimaginable. The
construction of the sugar industry in the Caribbean is
one such example: the harvesting of sugar in the favour-
able environmental conditions by African slaves and, later,
Indian indentured labourers meant that British businesses
could produce a range of products at minimal cost which,
when shipped to Europe, could be sold for extremely high
profits. Colonialism was first and foremost a lucrative com-
mercial operation, bringing wealth and riches to Western
nations through the economic exploitation of others. It
was pursued for economic profit, reward and riches.

Beginning Postcolonialism
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Hence, colonialism and capitalism share a mutually
supportive relationship with each other. Indeed, the birth
of European modernity was in many ways parented by this
partnership of capitalism and colonialism, a fact which
should remind us that colonialism is absolutely at the
heart of Europe’s modern history.

‘Colonialism’is sometimes used interchangeably with
‘imperialism’, but in truth the terms mean different things.
As Peter Childs and Patrick Williams argue, imperialism
101s an ideological project which upholds the legitimacy
of the economic and military control of one nation by
another. They define imperialism as ‘the extension and
expansion of trade and commerce under the protection
of political, legal, and military controls’ (4n Introduction
to Post-Colonial Theory, 1997). Colonialism, however, is
only one form of practice, one modality of control which
results from the ideology of imperialism, and it specifi-
cally concerns the settlement of people in a new location.
Imperialism is not strictly concerned with the issue of set-
20 tlement, and it does not demand the settlement of different
places in order to function. In these terms, colonialism is
one historically specific mechanism of imperialism which
prioritises the act of settlement.

It follows, then, that colonialism is not the only way
of pursuing imperialist ideals. This is why some critics
argue that while colonialism is virtually over today as a
practice, imperialism continues apace as Western nations
are still engaged in imperial acts, securing wealth and
power through the continuing economic exploitation of
30 other nations (we consider this in terms of globalisation

in Chapter 12 and Chapter 13). Benita Parry spells things
out helpfully for us when she describes colonialism as ‘a
specific, and the most spectacular, mode of the imperial
project’s many and mutable states, one which preceded the

W

W

2

93

3s rule of international finance capitalism and in mutated
forms has survived its formal ending’ (Postcolonial Stud-
ies: A Materialist Critique, 2004).
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Exercises

I. Select the best choice to complete the sentence.

1.

The ecologically friendly cars that are have been generally accepted
and spread throughout the United States.

(A) current (B) dated (C) old-fashioned (D) swift

Dozens of ex-army officers in this country have found jobs in
private security companies.

(A) exhausting (B) honorable  (C) lucrative (D) poorly paid

I’'m subconsciously by jealousy of my brother’s success in business,
so I'm very keen to succeed in the upcoming campaign.
(A) disappointed (B) motivated (C) satisfied (D) shocked

Certainly, there are justifiable reasons for your dismissal. Do I have to
for you?

(A) call them off  (B) pull them up

(O) spell them out (D) turn them out

@ I1. Listen to the CD. Fill in the blanks. |
CD

In order to think about the (1 ) and variety of the term
‘postcolonialism’, we need to place it in two (2 ) contexts.
The first regards the historical experiences of (3 )that have

occurred chiefly in the twentieth century. The second concerns relevant

(4

) developments in the latter part of the twentieth cen-

tury, especially the (s ) from the study of ‘Commonwealth
literature’ to ‘postcolonialism’.

L AZONEIHILT, B FOBVIC HABTER RSV, |

1.

EH UL SO IR OBIIR AL OFS LIS LRI F RO RSN
£ ZOWBIE I XD LD R - IR ESNT VO E T

TEATxy i MR TR LS MID BT LX) RIELMREED—
W72 olzlimbTnE T ?
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by considering the following statement by the Trinidadian %32 BEDIEA
10 writer Sam Selvon. At the beginning of his 1979 lecture, &, LIELITHED N
. L MWD, B RERWL
Selvog recalls an Indian ﬁshgrman who used to visit .hls B OB Eoo T
street in San Fernando, Trinidad, when he was a child. FKH - PRI HIL.

The fisherman, Sammy, was partly paralysed and was  © subservient [ftiEL

) . s s . 72
often treated as a figure of ridicule by the children. One 10 Sam Selvon (1923

15 day Sammy brought a white assistant on his round with 1994) M) =& — [ %
him, apparently an escaped convict. Selvon remembers TLO/IGHR.
. . s 12 San Fernando ) =
his feelings of fury that were provoked by Sammy’s em- i B RO
ploying of a white man as an assistant. This, it seemed .

to the young Selvon, was not the way life was organised:

20 the white man should be the master, not Sammy. Selvon

admits he felt sympathy and dismay for the white assistant,
feelings he never had for the lame Sammy.

He uses this anecdote to exemplify how as a child he

had learned always to regard African- or Indian-descended

11



people as inferior to white folks: the idea of a white as-
sistant to the Indian Sammy was an affront to Selvon’s
childhood sense of order. This example of the internalising
of certain expectations about human relationships speaks

s volumes about how colonialism operates discursively, as
Selvon notes:

When one talks of colonial indoctrination, it is usually
about oppression or subjugation, or waving little Union
Jacks on Empire Day and singing ‘God Save the King’.

10 But this gut feeling I had as a child, that the Indian was
just a piece of cane trash while the white man was to
be honoured and respected — where had it come from? I
don’t consciously remember being brainwashed to hold
this view either at home or at school. (Foreday Morning:

15 Selected Prose, 1989)

Where indeed? Much work has been done in recent
years that could provide an answer to Selvon’s question.
Many writers and critics have striven to demonstrate how
colonialism suggests certain ways of seeing, specific modes

20 of understanding the world and one’s place in it that assist
in justifying the subservience of colonised peoples to the
(oft-assumed) ‘superior’, civilised order of the colonisers.
These ways of seeing, attitudes and values are at the root
of the study of colonial discourses.

25 Colonialism i1s perpetuated in part by justifying to
those in the colonising nation the idea that it is right and
proper to rule over other peoples, and by getting colonised
people to accept their lower ranking in the colonial order
of things — a process we can call ‘colonising the mind’. To

30 put this frankly: colonialism establishes ways of thinking.
It operates by persuading people to internalise its logic and
speak its language; to perpetuate the values and assump-
tions of the colonisers as regards the ways they perceive
and represent the world. Theories of colonial discourses

3s call attention to the role which representation plays in

12 Beginning Postcolonialism
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getting people to succumb to particular ways of thinking
that results in the kind of situation Selvon describes.
Colonial discourses form the intersections where lan-
guage and power meet. Language is more than simply a
smeans of communication; it constitutes our world-view
by cutting up and ordering reality into meaningful units.
The meanings we attach to things tell us which values we
consider are important, and how we learn or choose to
differentiate between superior or inferior qualities. Listen
10 to Kenyan novelist Ngugi wa Thiong’o on this point:

Language carries culture, and culture carries, particu-
larly through orature and literature, the entire body of
values by which we come to perceive ourselves and our
place in the world. How people perceive themselves affects

15 how they look at their culture, at their politics and at the
social production of wealth, at their entire relationship
to nature and to other human beings. Language is thus
inseparable from ourselves as a community of human be-
ings with a specific form and character, a specific history, a

20 specific relationship to the world. (Decolonising the Mind:
The Politics of Language in African Literature, 1986)

As Ngugi stresses, language does not just passively
reflect reality; it also goes a long way towards creating a
person’s understanding of their world, and it houses the

»s values through which we live our lives. Under colonial-
ism, a colonised people are made subservient to ways of
regarding the world which reflect and support colonialist
values. A particular value system is taught as the best,
truest world-view. The cultural values of the colonised

30 peoples are deemed as lacking in value, or even as be-
ing ‘uncivilised’, from which they must be rescued. To be
blunt, Empire did not rule by military and physical force
alone. It endured by getting both colonising and colonised
people to see their world and themselves in a particular

35 way, internalising the language of Empire as representing

10
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the natural, true order of life. Selvon’s anecdote reveals

Just how far-reaching can be the invidious effects of in- 2 invidious [

.. . v 5 s . W4 75
ternalising colonial assumptions about the ‘inferiority’ of il

certain peoples.

5 So, freedom from colonialism comes not just from the
signing of declarations of independence and the lower-
ing and raising of flags. There must also be a change of
minds, a disputing with the dominant ways of thinking.
This is a challenge to those from both the colonised and

10 the colonising nations. People on all sides need to refuse
the dominant languages of power that have divided them
into master and slave, the ruler and the ruled, if progres-
sive and lasting change is to be achieved.

Exercises

2

P,

I. Select the best choice to complete the sentence.

1. The anatomical method Dr. Golgi pioneered remains
into the function of nerve cells.

to research

(A) accidental (B) fundamental (C) superfluous (D)supplementary

2. That poor boy
her mother.
(A) fell to (B) gave to (C) stroveto (D) stuck to

3. Self-interest is
people in his house.

(A) at the apex (B) at the cost (C) at the mercy (D) at the root

4. Ms. Spivak told the mayor in
is totally unacceptable.

hide his embarrassment when he mistook her for

of all his benevolent actions to entertain the poor

terms that such racial discrimination

(A) blunt (B) reserved (C) roundabout (D) sophisticated

14 Beginning Postcolonialism
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/KQCD I1. Listen to the CD. Choose the correct answer.

1. (a) (b) © d
2. @ (b) (© (d)
3. (a) (b) © (d)
4. @ (b) © (d)
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3 Reading Orientalism : Part 1
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RAOLECETHRHASNTVET.

In this chapter and the next, we will look at Edward
W. Said’s most influential book Orientalism (1978). Al-
though Said was not the first intellectual interested in what
came to be called colonial discourses, his definition of
Orientalism was important in theorising them and shaping
postcolonial studies as we know it, and his book remains
highly influential today.

Although our doorway into colonial discourses is
through Said’s concept of Orientalism, let us be clear from
the outset that Orientalism and colonial discourses do not
amount to the same thing. They are not interchangeable
terms. Colonial discourses can be more complex and var-
ied than Said’s specific model of Orientalism. Orientalism
is one particular theorisation and manifestation of how
colonial discourses might operate, specific to particular
historical and colonial contexts. That said, many critics
have found Said’s notion of Orientalism fruitful in helping
them understand the operations of colonial discourses
across cultures and contexts.

As Bill Ashcroft and Pal Ahluwalia underline, Ori-
entalism ‘pivots on a demonstration of the link between
knowledge and power, for the discourse of Orientalism
constructs and dominates Orientals in the process of
“knowing” them’ (Edward Said, 2001). Said’s book 1is

-
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an eclectic study of how the Western colonial powers of
Britain and France represented and ruled North African
and Middle Eastern lands from the eighteenth century.
‘The Orient’ is the collective noun which has been used
s to homogenise and refer to these places (although it is
sometimes used by others when discussing the Far East,
especially in the United States). ‘Orientalism’ refers to the
sum of the West’s representations of the Orient, and it is
with the powerful effects of these which concern Said for
10 the most part.

In the book’s later chapters, Said looks at how Orien-
talism persisted into the late twentieth century in Western
media reports of Eastern, especially Arab, lands, despite
formal decolonisation for many countries. The persistence

15 of Orientalist representations reinforces the point that the
imaginative machinery of colonialism does not quickly dis-
appear as soon as once-colonised lands achieve independ-
ence and can indeed endure in refreshed forms. Indeed,
since the terrorist attacks on New York and Washington

20 on 11 September 2001, it might be argued that Oriental-
ism’s homogenising representations have been once again
recycled and supplemented as part of the US-led ‘war on
terror’.

Let us now look at a brief outline of Said’s definition

»s of Orientalism that should help us begin.

1. Orientalism constructs binary oppositions
Fundamental to the view of the world fashioned by
Orientalism is the binary division it makes between the
Orient and the Occident (the West). The Orient is con-
s0 ceived as being everything that the West is not, its ‘alter
ego’. Each is assumed to exist in opposition to the other,
with the Orient always coming off the worse from any
comparison. The Orient is frequently described in negative
terms that serve to buttress a sense of the West’s superiority
3s and strength. If the West is assumed as the global seat of
knowledge and learning, then it will follow that the Orient
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is a place of ignorance and stupidity. Thus in Orientalism,
East and West are positioned through the construction
of an unequal dichotomy. The West occupies a superior
rank while the Orient is its ‘other’, fixed eternally in a

s subservient position. This makes the relations between
them asymmetrical.

It is important to grasp that Orientalism in part pro-
vides the West with the means of fashioning an image of
itself, by setting up a supposedly degenerate and brutish

10 part of the world against which it can be beneficially com-
pared. As David Richards points out, “The representa-
tion of other cultures invariably entails the presentation
of self-portraits, in that those people who are observed

are overshadowed or eclipsed by the observer (Masks of

15 Difference.: Cultural Representations in Literature, Anthro-
pology and Art, 1994). Said stresses in the introduction to
Orientalism that the Orient has been fundamental in defin-
ing the West ‘as its contrasting image, idea, personality,
experience’. The West makes knowledge about itself by

20 proclaiming via Orientalism everything it believes it is not.
Consequently, Said claims that ‘European culture gained
in strength and identity by setting itself off against the
Orient as a sort of surrogate and even underground self”.

In the next chapter, we will go on to discuss other prin-

25 ciple aspects or characteristics of Orientalism as analysed
by Said.
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