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In the sky there is no east nor west.
We make these distinctions in the mind, then believe them to be true.
The Buddha, Lankavatara Sutra

Oh, East is East, and West is West, and never the twain shall meet,
Till Earth and Sky stand presently at God’s great Judgement Seat.
Kipling, ‘The Ballad of East and West’

The notions of ‘East’ and ‘West’ . . . do not cease to be ‘objectively real’ even
though analysis shows them to be no more than a conventional, that is a
‘historico-cultural’, construction.

Gramsci, Prison Notebooks
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Preface

Despite the manifold successes of postcolonial studies in reshaping
traditional disciplinary configurations and modes of cultural analysis in
recent years, they are currently beset by a number of problems which are
reflected in a growing number of attacks from outside the field and
increasing dissension within. This text is particularly concerned with
recent controversies about postcolonial theory, which have led to what
seems to some observers to be a growing divide between postcolonial
theory on the one hand and the rest of postcolonial criticism on the
other. My text defines postcolonial theory as work which is shaped
primarily, or to a significant degree, by methodological affiliations to
French ‘high’ theory — notably Jacques Derrida, Jacques Lacan and
Michel Foucault. In practice, this will mean the work of Edward Said,
Gayatri Spivak and Homi Bhabha. It is the ‘intrusion’ of French ‘high’
theory into postcolonial analysis that has perhaps generated the most
heated of the many current critical debates, provoking extremes of both
approval and disapproval. Representative of the former attitude is Robert
Young’s White Mythologies (1990), which announces ‘a new logics of
historical writing” in the work of what his later text Colonial Desire
(1995) calls the ‘Holy Trinity’ of postcolonial theorists. Young argues
that Said, Spivak and Bhabha have enabled a radical reconceptualization
of the relationship between nation, culture and ethnicity which has
major cultural/political significance. By contrast, the Nobel laureate
Derek Walcott damns French theory in an apoplectic tone which is not
untypical of many more traditional kinds of postcolonial critic. Com-
plaining of the ‘stink’ and ‘rot’ of ‘the dead fish of French criticism’,
Walcott concludes: ‘It convinces one that Onan was a Frenchman.'

In the first four chapters, and for purely determinate and strategic
purposes, | shall accept the more or less explicit divisions which have
been constructed between postcolonial theory on the one hand and the

1



2 POSTCOLONIAL THEORY

wider field of postcolonial criticism on the other. I must emphasize even
at this stage, however, that I do not wish to essentialize the distinction
between the two kinds of analysis. Indeed, it is a conviction that the
distinctions between them cannot be made absolute that organizes the
attempted negotiation in the later parts of my text between the equally
avid supporters and detractors of postcolonial theory and, in conse-
quence, between postcolonial theory and postcolonial criticism more
broadly understood. The trajectory of Said’s career, for instance, is one
of progressive disillusionment with some of the ‘high theory’ which
underpins Orientalism, as [ will show in more detail in chapter 2. From
almost immediately after the publication of this seminal text, Said begins
to develop in such a way that a decade later he is exploring an
accommodation between his own work and some recent versions of
‘Commonwealth’ literary studies.

I do not want to suggest that postcolonial criticism, meanwhile, is
naively positivist or purely empiricist in its assumptions and procedures.
While it is generally mediated in a different and more accessible rhetoric,
and consequently rarely presents the reader with the same order of
immediate difficulty as postcolonial theory, it is often highly theorized,
implicitly or explicitly (as is particularly evident in the many Marxist and
marxisant inflections of postcolonial criticism). In any case, as Barbara
Christian argues, ‘theory’ is not necessarily to be understood in the same
way by the West and the non-West (or dominant and subordinate
constituencies within the West).> Nor do I wish to suggest that there is
some absolute divide between theory on the one hand and applied
criticism on the other. Said, Spivak and Bhabha all participate in the
‘practical’ analysis of texts and discourses in a manner comparable with
a lot of other postcolonial critics. Finally, I do not wish to homogenize
either postcolonial theory ar postcolonial criticism as two separate but
internally unified kinds of activity. As will be seen, both sub-fields of
analysis must be understood as plural in assumption, orientation and
procedure, and are at times internally as well as mutually contradictory.

The single instance of the debate over the place of Marxism in
postcolonial modes of cultural analysis amply illustrates the truth of this
proposition. Within the fields of postcolonial theory, Spivak argues
powerfully for the relevance and usefulness of Marxist methods of
analysis, including their ‘economist’ strands, while Bhabha is generally
hostile to such work. Said, by comparison, is divided. As will be seen, he
places Marx himself squarely within the Orientalist formation, while at
the same time relying heavily — if never uncritically — on ‘culturalist’
strands of Marxism throughout his career. Postcolonial critics and others
interested in the connections between culture and imperialism, mean-
while, are equally varied in their attitude. Aijaz Ahmad, like Arif Dirlik,
Benita Parry, Chinweizu, Ngugi wa Thiongo and Neil Lazarus, argue



