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GENERAL EDITOR’S PREFACE

No doubt a third General Editor’s Preface to New Accents seems hard to
justify. What is there left to say? Twenty-five years ago, the series began
with a very clear purpose. Its major concern was the newly perplexed
world of academic literary studies, where hectic monsters called ‘The-
ory’, ‘Linguistics’ and ‘Politics’ ranged. In particular, it aimed itself at
those undergraduates or beginning postgraduate students who were
either learning to come to terms with the new developments or were
being sternly warned against them.

New Accents deliberately took sides. Thus the first Preface spoke darkly,
in 1977, of ‘a time of rapid and radical social change’, of the ‘erosion
of the assumptions and presuppositions’ central to the study of litera-
ture. ‘Modes and categories inherited from the past’ it announced, ‘no
longer seem to fit the reality experienced by a new generation’. The
aim of each volume would be to ‘encourage rather than resist the
process of change’ by combining nuts-and-bolts exposition of new
ideas with clear and detailed explanation of related conceptual devel-
opments. If mystification (or downright demonization) was the
enemy, lucidity (with a nod to the compromises inevitably at stake
there) became a friend. If a ‘distinctive discourse of the future’
beckoned, we wanted at least to be able to understand it.

With the apocalypse duly noted, the second Preface proceeded
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piously to fret over the nature of whatever rough beast might stagger
portentously from the rubble. ‘How can we recognise or deal with the
new?’, it complained, reporting nevertheless the dismaying advance of
‘a host of barely respectable activities for which we have no reassuring
names’ and promising a programme of wary surveillance at ‘the
boundaries of the precedented and at the limit of the thinkable’. Its
conclusion, ‘the unthinkable, after all, is that which covertly shapes our
thoughts’ may rank as a truism. But in so far as it offered some sort of
useable purchase on a world of crumbling certainties, it is not to be
blushed for.

In the circumstances, any subsequent, and surely final, effort can
only modestly look back, marvelling that the series is still here, and not
unreasonably congratulating itself on having provided an initial outlet
for what turned, over the years, into some of the distinctive voices and
topics in literary studies. But the volumes now re-presented have more
than a mere historical interest. As their authors indicate, the issues they
raised are still potent, the arguments with which they engaged are still
disturbing. In short, we weren’t wrong. Academic study did change
rapidly and radically to match, even to help to generate, wide reaching
social changes. A new set of discourses was developed to negotiate
those upheavals. Nor has the process ceased. In our deliquescent world,
what was unthinkable inside and outside the academy all those years
ago now seems regularly to come to pass.

Whether the New Accents volumes provided adequate warning of,
maps for, guides to, or nudges in the direction of this new terrain is
scarcely for me to say. Perhaps our best achievement lay in cultivating
the sense that it was there. The only justification for a reluctant third
attempt at a Preface is the belief that it still is.

TERENCE HAWKES
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INTRODUCTION

More than three-quarters of the people living in the world today have
had their lives shaped by the experience of colonialism. It is easy to see
how important this has been in the political and economic spheres, but
its general influence on the perceptual frameworks of contemporary
peoples is often less evident. Literature offers one of the most import-
ant ways in which these new perceptions are expressed and it is in their
writing, and through other arts such as painting, sculpture, music, and
dance that the day-to-day realities experienced by colonized peoples
have been most powerfully encoded and so profoundly influential.

WHAT ARE POST-COLONIAL LITERATURES?

This book is concerned with writing by those peoples formerly colon-
ized by Britain, though much of what it deals with is of interest and
relevance to countries colonized by other European powers, such as
France, Portugal, and Spain. The semantic basis of the term ‘post-
colonial” might seem to suggest a concern only with the national cul-
ture after the departure of the imperial power. It has occasionally been
employed in some earlier work in the area to distinguish between the
periods before and after independence (‘colonial period’ and
‘post-colonial period”), for example, in constructing national literary
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histories, or in suggesting comparative studies between stages in those
histories. Generally speaking, though, the term ‘colonial” has been used
for the period before independence and a term indicating a national
writing, such as ‘modern Canadian writing’ or ‘recent West Indian
literature’ has been employed to distinguish the period after
independence.

We use the term ‘post-colonial’, however, to cover all the culture
affected by the imperial process from the moment of colonization to
the present day. This is because there is a continuity of preoccupations
throughout the historical process initiated by European imperial
aggression. We also suggest that it is most appropriate as the term for
the new cross-cultural criticism which has emerged in recent years and
for the discourse through which this is constituted. In this sense this
book is concerned with the world as it exists during and after the
period of European imperial domination and the effects of thison
contemporary literatures.

So the literatures of African countries, Australia, Bangladesh, Canada,
Caribbean countries, India, Malaysia, Malta, New Zealand, Pakistan,
Singapore, South Pacific Island countries, and Sri Lanka are all post-
colonial literatures. The literature of the USA should also be placed in
this category. Perhaps because of its current position of power, and the
neo-colonizing role it has played, its post-colonial nature has not been
generally recognized. But its relationship with the metropolitan centre
as it evolved over the last two centuries has been paradigmatic for post-
colonial literatures everywhere. What each of these literatures has in
common beyond their special and distinctive regional characteristics is
that they emerged in their present form out of the experience of colon-
ization and asserted themselves by foregrounding the tension with the
imperial power, and by emphasizing their differences from the
assumptions of the imperial centre. It is this which makes them
distinctively post-colonial.

POST-COLONIAL LITERATURES AND ENGLISH STUDIES

The study of English has always been a densely political and cultural
phenomenon, a practice in which language and literature have both
been called into the service of a profound and embracing nationalism.
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The development of English as a privileged academic subject in
nineteenth-century Britain — finally confirmed by its inclusion in the
syllabuses of Oxford and Cambridge, and re-affirmed in the 1921
Newbolt Report — came about as part of an attempt to replace the
Classics at the heart of the intellectual enterprise of nineteenth-century
humanistic studies. From the beginning, proponents of English as a
discipline linked its methodology to that of the Classics, with its
emphasis on scholarship, philology, and historical study — the fixing of
texts in historical time and the perpetual search for the determinants of
a single, unified, and agreed meaning.

The historical moment which saw the emergence of ‘English’ as an
academic discipline also produced the nineteenth-century colonial
form of imperialism (Batsleer et . 1985: 14, 19-25). Gauri Viswa-
nathan has presented strong arguments for relating the ‘institutional-
isation and subsequent valorisation of English literary study [to] a
shape and an ideological content developed in the colonial context’,
and specifically as it developed in India, where:

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.

(Viswanathan 1987: 17)

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.'

A ‘privileging norm’ was enthroned at the heart of the formation of
English Studies as a template for the denial of the value of the ‘per-
ipheral’, the ‘marginal’, the ‘uncanonized’. Literature was made as cen-
tral to the cultural enterprise of Empire as the monarchy was to its
political formation. So when elements of the periphery and margin
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threatened the exclusive claims of the centre they were rapidly
incorporated. This was a process, in Edward Said’s terms, of conscious
affiliation proceeding under the guise of filiation (Said 1984), that is, a
mimicry of the centre proceeding from a desire not only to be accepted
but to be adopted and absorbed. It caused those from the periphery to
immerse themselves in the imported culture, denying their origins in
an attempt to become ‘more English than the English’. We see
examples of this in such writers as Henry James and T.S. Eliot.

As post-colonial societies sought to establish their difference from
Britain, the response of those who recognized this complicity between
language, education, and cultural incorporation was to break the link
between language and literary study by dividing ‘English’ departments
in universities into separate schools of Linguistics and of Literature,
both of which tended to view their project within a national or inter-
national context. Ngugi's essay ‘On the abolition of the English
department’ (Ngugi 1972) is an illuminating account of the particular
arguments involved in Africa. John Docker’s essay, ‘The neocolonial
assumption in the university teaching of English’ (Tiffin 1978: 26—
31), addresses similar problems in the settler colony context,
describing a situation in which, in contrast to Kenya, little genuine
decolonization is yet in sight. As Docker’s critique makes clear, in most
post-colonial nations (including the West Indies and India) the nexus
of power involving literature, language, and a dominant British culture
has strongly resisted attempts to dismantle it. Even after such attempts
began to succeed, the canonical nature and unquestioned status of the
works of the English literary tradition and the values they incorporated
remained potent in the cultural formation and the ideological institu-
tions of education and literature. Nevertheless, the development of the
post-colonial literatures has necessitated a questioning of many of the
assumptions on which the study of ‘English’ was based.

DEVELOPMENT OF POST-COLONIAL LITERATURES

Post-colonial literatures developed through several stages which can be
seen to correspond to stages both of national or regional consciousness
and of the project of asserting difference from the imperial centre.
During the imperial period writing in the language of the imperial
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centre is inevitably, of course, produced by a literate elite whose pri-
mary identification is with the colonizing power. Thus the first texts
produced in the colonies in the new language are frequently produced
by ‘representatives’ of the imperial power; for example, gentrified set-
tlers (Wentworth’s ‘Australia’), travellers and sightseers (Froude's
Oceana, and his The English in the West Indies, or the travel diaries of Mary
Kingsley), or the Anglo-Indian and West African administrators, sol-
diers, and ‘boxwallahs’, and, even more frequently, their memsahibs
(volumes of memoirs).

Such texts can never form the basis for an indigenous culture nor can
they be integrated in any way with the culture which already exists in
the countries invaded. Despite their detailed reportage of landscape,
custom, and language, they inevitably privilege the centre, emphasiz-
ing the ‘home’ over the ‘native’, the ‘metropolitan’ over the ‘provincial’
or ‘colonial’, and so forth. At a deeper level their claim to objectivity
simply serves to hide the imperial discourse within which they are
created. That this is true of even the consciously literary works which
emerge from this moment can be illustrated by the poems and stories
of Rudyard Kipling. For example, in the well-known poem ‘Christmas
in India’ the evocative description of a Christmas day in the heat of
India is contextualized by invoking its absent English counterpart.
Apparently it is only through this absent and enabling signifier that the
Indian daily reality can acquire legitimacy as a subject of literary
discourse.

The second stage of production within the evolving discourse of the
post-colonial is the literature produced ‘under imperial licence’ by
‘natives’ or ‘outcasts’, for instance the large body of poetry and prose
produced in the nineteenth century by the English educated Indian
upper class, or African ‘missionary literature’ (e.g. Thomas Mofolo’s
Chaka). The producers signify by the very fact of writing in the
language of the dominant culture that they have temporarily or per-
manently entered a specific and privileged class endowed with the
language, education, and leisure necessary to produce such works. The
Australian novel Ralph Rashleigh, now known to have been written by the
convict James Tucker, is a case in point. Tucker, an educated man, wrote
Rashleigh as a ‘special’ (a privileged convict) whilst working at the penal
settlement at Port Macquarie as storekeeper to the superintendent.
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Written on government paper with government ink and pens, the
novel was clearly produced with the aid and support of the super-
intendent. Tucker had momentarily gained access to the privilege of
literature. Significantly, the moment of privilege did not last and he
died in poverty at the age of fifty-eight at Liverpool asylum in Sydney.

It is characteristic of these early post-colonial texts that the potential
for subversion in their themes cannot be fully realized. Although they
deal with such powerful material as the brutality of the convict system
(Tucker’s Rashleigh), the historical potency of the supplanted and
denigrated native cultures (Mofolo’s Chaka), or the existence of a rich
cultural heritage older and more extensive than that of Europe (any of
many nineteenth-century Indo-Anglian poets, such as Ram Sharma)
they are prevented from fully exploring their anti-imperial potential.
Both the available discourse and the material conditions of production
for literature in these early post-colonial societies restrain this possibil-
ity. The institution of ‘Literature’ in the colony is under the direct
control of the imperial ruling class who alone license the acceptable
form and permit the publication and distribution of the resulting work.
So, texts of this kind come into being within the constraints of a
discourse and the institutional practice of a patronage system which
limits and undercuts their assertion of a different perspective. The
development of independent literatures depended upon the abrogation
of this constraining power and the appropriation of language and writ-
ing for new and distinctive usages. Such an appropriation is clearly the
most significant feature in the emergence of modern post-colonial
literatures (see chs 2 and 3).

HEGEMONY

Why should post-colonial societies continue to engage with the
imperial experience? Since all the post-colonial societies we discuss
have achieved political independence, why is the issue of coloniality
still relevant at all? This question of why the empire needs to write back
to a centre once the imperial structure has been dismantled in political
terms is an important one. Britain, like the other dominant colonial
powers of the nineteenth century, has been relegated to a relatively
minor place in international affairs. In the spheres of politics and
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economics, and increasingly in the vital new area of the mass media,
Britain and the other European imperial powers have been super-
seded by the emergent power of the USA. Nevertheless, through the
literary canon, the body of British texts which all too frequently still
acts as a touchstone of taste and value, and through RS-English
(Received Standard English), which asserts the English of south-east
England as a universal norm, the weight of antiquity continues to
dominate cultural production in much of the post-colonial world.
This cultural hegemony has been maintained through canonical
assumptions about literary activity, and through attitudes to post-
colonial literatures which identify them as isolated national off-shoots
of English literature, and which therefore relegate them to marginal
and subordinate positions. More recently, as the range and strength of
these literatures has become undeniable, a process of incorporation has
begun in which, employing Eurocentric standards of judgement, the
centre has sought to claim those works and writers of which it
approves as British.? In all these respects the parallel between the situ-
ation of post-colonial writing and that of feminist writing is striking
(see ch. 5).

LANGUAGE

One of the main features of imperial oppression is control over lan-
guage. The imperial education system installs a ‘standard’ version of
the metropolitan language as the norm, and marginalizes all ‘variants’
as impurities. As a character in Mrs Campbell Praed’s nineteenth-
century Australian novel Policy and Passion puts it, “To be colonidl is to talk
Australian slang; to be . .. everything that is abominable’ (Campbell
Praed 1881:154). Language becomes the medium through which a
hierarchical structure of power is perpetuated, and the medium
through which conceptions of ‘truth’, ‘order’, and ‘reality’ become
established. Such power is rejected in the emergence of an effective
post-colonial voice. For this reason, the discussion of post-colonial
writing which follows is largely a discussion of the process by which
the language, with its power, and the writing, with its signification of
authority, has been wrested from the dominant European culture.

In order to focus on the complex ways in which the English
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language has been used in these societies, and to indicate their own
sense of difference, we distinguish in this account between the ‘stand-
ard’ British English inherited from the empire and the english which
the language has become in post-colonial countries. Though British
imperialism resulted in the spread of a language, English, across the
globe, the english of Jamaicans is not the english of Canadians, Maoris,
or Kenyans. We need to distinguish between what is proposed as a
standard code, English (the language of the erstwhile imperial centre),
and the linguistic code, english, which has been transformed and sub-
verted into several distinctive varieties throughout the world. For this
reason the distinction between English and english will be used
throughout our text as an indication of the various ways in which the
language has been employed by different linguistic communities in the
post-colonial world.’

The use of these terms asserts the fact that a continuum exists
between the various linguistic practices which constitute english usage
in the modern world. Although linguistically the links between English
and the various post-colonial englishes in use today can be seen as
unbroken, the political reality is that English sets itself apart from all
other ‘lesser’ variants and so demands to be interrogated about its
claim to this special status.

In practice the history of this distinction between English and eng-
lish has been between the claims of a powerful ‘centre’ and a multitude
of intersecting usages designated as ‘peripheries’. The language of
these ‘peripheries’ was shaped by an oppressive discourse of power. Yet
they have been the site of some of the most exciting and innovative
literatures of the modern period and this has, at least in part, been the
result of the energies uncovered by the political tension between the
idea of a normative code and a variety of regional usages.

PLACE AND DISPLACEMENT

A major feature of post-colonial literatures is the concern with place
and displacement. It is here that the special post-colonial crisis of iden-
tity comes into being; the concern with the development or recovery
of an effective identifying relationship between self and place. Indeed,
critics such as D. E. S. Maxwell have made this the defining model of



