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Postcolonial Literature proliferates and 
changes constantly



Colonial and Postcolonial Literature 

by Elleke Boehmer



• deals with cultural identity in 
colonized societies

– Who are we now?

• NOT a reference solely to time, 
as in after colonization or 
after ‘independence’ from 
colonists

• Deals with the legacy of 
colonial rule through literature 
(and other forms of 
expression)



• It is concerned with Literature 

written in English under 

European Colonialism.

• It reflects colonial Ethos

Colonial and Postcolonial Literature by Elleke 
Boehmer





• Colonial Literature will be taken to mean 

writing concerned with colonial 

perceptions and experience during 

colonial times. 

• Colonial literature therefore includes 

literature written in Britain as well as in 

the rest of the Empire during the colonial 

period 



It embodied the imperialists’ point of view. When we 
speak of the writing of empire it is this literature in 
particular that occupies attention. 

CL was informed by theories concerning the superiority of 
European culture and the rightness of empire.



• Postcolonial Literature is the writing 

“came after” empire Queen Victoria in 

1897.

• It critically or subversively scrutinizes the 

colonial relationship. 

Came After Empire



• PC writers sought to undercut 

thematically and formally the discourses 

which supported colonization – the myths 

of power, the race classifications, the 

imagery of subordination. 

• Postcolonial writing, therefore, is deeply 

marked by experiences of cultural 

exclusion and division under empire. 



• Postcolonial writing is also often a 

nationalist writing. 

• It can be defined as that condition in 

which colonized peoples seek to take 

their place, forcibly or otherwise, as 

historical agents in an increasingly 

globalized world. 



• Postcolonial writing concentrates on 

identity or subjectivity as a rallying space 

where postcolonial peoples or cultures 

strive to obtain certain interests, 

economic, religious, military, and so on. 



• offers students the opportunity to 

investigate leading questions and 

debates in colonial, postcolonial, 

transnational and global literary studies.

• offers exceptional resources for anyone 

interested in doing substantial research 

into the history of colonialism and its 

postcolonial and global aftermaths.



• Michel Foucault: discourse and power
– Discourse is constructed by language

– Power is productive 

• Antonio Gramsci: hegemony
– Domination without violence

– Hegemony gives pseudo-consciousness

• Edward W Said: orientalism
– Orient is western creation

– Orientalism is a rationalization of western domination



• It is regarded as Representative of Colonized

• New writers emerge, Indigenous/Native.

• Women, Migrant and Diaspora

• Travelers, Settlers 

Postcolonial Literature



As Reflection of Colonized Nations

• New writers



Reflections of

• Vision of National Destiny

• Displacement  

• Gender

• Race

• Social Class

• Religion,

• Caste

• Regional Status

• Historical Grievances 



Reflections of

• Selfhood and Self-Definition

• Social Hardship

• Domestic Violence

• Slavery … 



India

Indian National Congress 

(1885- 1905)

•Bankim – Anandamath (1882)
•Raja Rao – Kanthapura (1938)
•Salman Rushdie – The Satanic Verses  
(1988), Midnight’s Children (1981)

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/British_India


• Anadamath gave inspiration to the Swadeshi

resistance movement against the partition of 

Bengal in 1905

•Bankim – Anandamath (1882)



• In Kanthapura, Raja Rao tells a story about a village in the 

southern portion of India where there is a traditional caste 

system. The town known as Kanthapura does not abide by 

modern processes, however most people within the 

location believe that they are blessed by an entity known 

as Kenchamma. 

• The village has approximately 120 homes with about 700 

people. Within the caste system, the Brahmins are said to 

be the highest group and then there are two different 

groups that are known as tradesmen who are both 

weavers and potters. After the tradesmen, there are 

sudras who are known as laborers and pariahs who are 

known as untouchables.



• Midnight's Children The story is told by 

its chief protagonist, Saleem Sinai, and is 

set in the context of actual historical 

events. The style of preserving history 

with fictional accounts was Self-reflexive. 

This novel is an example of Postmodern 

literature.



Mulk Raj Anand 

Coolie is a novel by Mulk Raj Anand first published 

in 1936. The novel reinforced Anand's position as 

one of India's  leading English authors. The book is 

highly critical of British rule in India and India's 

caste system. The plot revolves around a 14-year-

old boy, Munoo, and his plight due to poverty and 

exploitation aided by the social and political 

structures in place.



• Untouchable is a novel by Mulk Raj Anand published in 

1935. The novel established Anand as one of India's 

leading English authors.

• The book was inspired by his aunt's experience when 

she had a meal with a Muslim woman and was treated 

as an outcast by his family. The plot of this book, 

Anand's first, revolves around the argument for 

eradicating the caste system. It depicts a day in the life 

of Bakha, a young "sweeper", who is "untouchable" due 

to his work cleaning latrines.



• Arundhati Roy 

The God of Small 

Things (1997)

• Shashi Despande 

That Long Silence 

(1988)

• Bama Karukku



• Arundhati Roy The God of Small Things 

(1997) is set in Ayemenem, now part 

of Kottayam district in Kerala, India. The 

temporal setting shifts back and forth 

between 1969, when fraternal twins Rahel 

and Esthappen are seven years old, and 

1993, when the twins are reunited at the age 

of 31.

• Malayalam words are liberally used in 

conjunction with English. Facets of Kerala life 

captured by the novel are Communism, 

the caste system and the Keralite Syrian 

Christian way of life.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Aymanam


Lacking sufficient dowry to marry, Ammu Ipe is 

desperate to escape her ill-tempered father, known as 

Pappachi, and her bitter, long-suffering mother, known 

as Mammachi. She finally persuades her parents to let 

her spend a summer with a distant aunt in Calcutta. To 

avoid returning to Ayemenem, she marries a man who 

helps manage a tea estate.

She later discovers that he is an alcoholic, and he 

physically abuses her and tries to pimp her to his boss in 

order to keep his job. She gives birth to Rahel and 

Estha, leaves her husband, and returns to Ayemenem to 

live with her father, mother and brother, Chacko. Chacko 

has returned to India from England (where he studied 

at Oxford) to run the family's pickle business after his 

divorce from an English woman, Margaret, and the 

subsequent death of his and Ammu's father.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/England
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/University_of_Oxford


• That Long Silence Shashi Deshpande depicts two 

different pictures of Indian women- one being the 

lower strata of women, engaged in domestic chores 

to earn their living and second, educated middle 

class women having some kind of financial 

independence. Meaningless husband- wife 

relationships are one of the absurdities of Indian 

life. Caught in the conflict between traditional role of 

wife and a quest for identity, they suffer from the 

feeling of loneliness and are left empty.
•



• Bama Faustina Soosairaj, is a Tamil, Dalit feminist, committed 

teacher and novelist. She rose to fame with her autobiographical 

novel Karukku (1992)

• Karukku is an elegy to the community Bama grew up in. She writes 

of life there in all its vibrancy and colour, never making it seem like a 

place defined by a singular caste identity, yet a place that never 

forgets, and is never allowed to forget its caste identity. She writes 

simultaneously of humorous incidents she remembers from her 

childhood, the games she used to play with her friends, good meals 

with her family and the oppression of her community by the police, 

upper-castes, and the convent. In this manner, she presents the 

pervasiveness of caste oppression – how it not only punctuates 

everyday life, but is an integral part of it, even in the memory of a 

community.



• Rabindranath Tagore

• E.M. Froster- A Passage to India (1924)



• E.M. Froster- A Passage to India (1924)

• The story revolves around four characters: Dr. Aziz, his British 

friend Mr. Cyril Fielding, Mrs. Moore, and Miss Adela Quested. 

During a trip to the fictitious Marabar Caves (modeled on 

the Barabar Caves of Bihar Adela thinks she finds herself alone 

with Dr. Aziz in one of the caves (when in fact he is in an 

entirely different cave), and subsequently panics and flees; it is 

assumed that Dr. Aziz has attempted to assault her. Aziz's trial, 

and its run-up and aftermath, bring to a boil the common racial 

tensions and prejudices between Indians and the British who 

rule India.



Australia

• Henry Lawson The Days When the 

World Was Wide and Other Verses 

(1896) (white)

• Mudrooroo Doctor Wooreddy’s 

Prescription for Enduring the Ending of the 

world (1983) (Aboriginal) 

• Such is Life (1903)

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/British_Australia


• Mudrooroo Doctor Wooreddy’s Prescription for 

Enduring the Ending of the world (1983) (Aboriginal) 

• The protagonist Wooreddy is fictional, the novel deals 

largely with the real-life George Augustus Robinson, 

who was sent by Great Britain to Tasmania to act as 

a conciliator between British settlers and 

the Tasmanian Aborigines. It also deals with his 

relationship with "Trugernanna," based on the real-

life Trugernanner, the last full-blooded Tasmanian 

Aborigine. Throughout the narrative the violence of 

colonisation is documented and explored: "a clear 

parallel is established between the rape of the 

Tasmanian Aboriginal women and the metaphorical 

rape of their land, sacred sites and heritage

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tasmania
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tasmanian_Aborigines
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Trugernanner


• A reviewer in The Evening News (Sydney), on the original publication, 

noted that "What is best in Mr. Lawson's verse is its genuine local 

color, to employ a much misused but, in this case, strictly appropriate, 

phrase. Where he is strongest, most picturesque, and most poetical, 

he is unmistakably Australian — a man really influenced by his 

surroundings, and expressing himself in that natural way which is 

essential to the production of a true poetic note of any kind.

• In the Australian Town and Country Journal the reviewer concluded 

that "What Kipling has done for "Tommy Atkins" in the great Indian 

colony, Lawson has done for the silent wanderer on the dreary 

Australia plains, giving voice to many a dumb heart, and translating its 

unbroken emotions into verse in such songs as "A Prouder' Man than 

You," "The Shame of Going Back," "Since Then." and "Sez You.



New Zealand

• Patricia Frances Grace’s Potiki 

• Alan Duff's Once Were Warriors

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/British_New_Zealand


Patricia Frances Grace, DCNZM, QSO (born 1937, Wellington) 
is a Māori writer of novels, short stories, and children's books.

Her first published work, Waiariki (1975), was the first 
collection of short stories by a Māori woman writer. 

She has been described as "a key figure in contemporary 
world literature and in Maori literature in English.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/New_Zealand_Order_of_Merit
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Queen's_Service_Order
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wellington
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/M%C4%81ori_people


Potiki (1986) is the story of a Maori community’s struggle 
to regain control of their ancestral lands. Having had 
their land acquired to build an airfield during WWI, these 
landholders were dispersed into rental 
accommodation so that it became almost impossible to 
sustain their culture and traditions.

But as is so often the case in land rights matters, a 
dispirited and apparently ‘broken’ people were 
rejuvenated by a charismatic leader who used the legal 
system to facilitate the return of the land – not all of it, 
but enough for those who wanted to, to resume farming 
and rebuild community life.



• Once Were Warriors is New Zealand author Alan Duff's 

bestselling first novel, published in 1990.

• It tells the story of an urban Māori family, the Hekes, and 

portrays the reality of domestic violence in New Zealand. 

It was the basis of a 1994 film of the same title, directed 

by Lee Tamahori and starring Rena Owen and Temuera 

Morrison, which made its U.S. premiere at the Hawaii 

International Film Festival. The novel was followed by 

two sequels, What Becomes of the Broken 

Hearted? (1996) and Jake's Long Shadow (2002).

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/M%C4%81ori_people
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/What_Becomes_of_the_Broken_Hearted%3F_(novel)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jake%27s_Long_Shadow


• Once Were Warriors, and Duff's fiction in general, is 

strongly influenced by his childhood experiences. In his 

1999 autobiography, Out of the Mist and Steam, he 

describes his Māori mother (and most of her relatives) 

as alcoholic, irresponsible and physically and emotionally 

abusive. His Pākehā father and his relatives, by contrast, 

were highly educated and sophisticated—one 

uncle, Roger Duff, was a well-known anthropologist; his 

paternal grandfather was liberal magazine editor and 

literary patron Oliver Duff.

• As a teenager, Duff himself spent some time in borstal, 

and he drew on this when writing about Boogie. The 

book's setting of Two Lakes is based on his hometown 

of Rotorua (which means 'two lakes' in the Māori 

language; roto lake, rua two), and on the Ford Block 

of state housing in the town.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/P%C4%81keh%C4%81
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Borstal
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rotorua
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/M%C4%81ori_language
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/State_housing


Canada

• Beatrice Culleton Mosionier’s In Search 

of April Raintree (1983)

• Tracey Lindberg’s Birdie (2015)

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/British_Canada


In Search of April Raintree.
Two young sisters are taken from their home and family. 
Powerless to change their fortunes, they are separated, 
and each put into different foster homes. Yet over the 
years, the bond between them grows. As they each 
make their way in a society that is, at times, indifferent, 
hostile, and violent, one embraces her Métis identity, 
while the other tries to leave it behind. In the end, out 
of tragedy, comes an unexpected legacy of triumph and 
reclamation.



Beatrice Culleton wrote this book to express the rejection of not having her real parents there for 
her.Many children feel this sense of abandonment from their parents this is one reason why 
Beatrice Culleton wrote this book. She wrote the novel so people could relate to the problems 
faced in the foster homes. Some Metis could relate to this novel as it is about one of the main 
characters, April Raintree, trying to over come her identity problem. 

April Raintree is the main character who is a light skinned Metis in fact, throughout most of the 
novel she tries to pass herself off as being completely white. Her younger sister, Cheryl Raintree, is 
much darker than April and does not try the same racial swap. Cheryl is very proud of her culture. 
April Raintree gets embarrassed when her younger sister talks so proudly of being Metis. An 
example of this is when April is at an academy where she so very much wanted to fit in with the 
white people. She did not tell anyone she was half Metis, but she did tell everyone that her 
parents died. She told her little sister about how great the school was and then Cheryl wanted to 
go there to finish her education.



• Tracey Lindberg is a Canadian academic writer and 

teacher, from the Kelly Lake Cree Nation in British 

Columbia.

A graduate of the University of Saskatchewan, Harvard 

University and the University of Ottawa law schools, she is 

the first Aboriginal woman in Canada to complete her 

graduate law degree at Harvard. Lindberg won the 

Governor General's Award in 2007 upon convocation for 

her dissertation "Critical Indigenous Legal Theory".

She is an award-winning academic writer and teaches 

Indigenous studies and Indigenous law at two universities 

in Canada. She sings the blues loudly, talks quietly and is 

next in a long line of argumentative Cree women. Birdie is 

her first novel. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kelly_Lake,_British_Columbia
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/British_Columbia


• Birdie is a darkly comic and moving first novel about the 

universal experience of recovering from wounds of the 

past, informed by the lore and knowledge of Cree 

traditions. Bernice Meetoos, a Cree woman, leaves her 

home in Northern Alberta following tragedy and travels to 

Gibsons, BC. 

• She is on something of a vision quest, seeking to 

understand the messages from The Frugal Gourmet (one 

of the only television shows available on CBC North) that 

come to her in her dreams. She is also driven by the 

leftover teenaged desire to meet Pat Johns, who played 

Jesse on The Beachcombers, because he is, as she says, 

a working, healthy Indian man. Bernice heads for Molly’s 

Reach to find answers but they are not the ones she 

expected. 



•

With the arrival in Gibsons of her Auntie Val 

and her cousin Skinny Freda, Bernice finds 

the strength to face the past and draw the 

lessons from her dreams that she was 

never fully taught in life. Part road trip, 

dream quest and travelogue, the novel 

touches on the universality of women's 

experience, regardless of culture or race.



• Solomon Plaatje (SA) Mhudi (1930)

• Native Life in South Africa (1916)

• Peter Abraham A Wreath for Udomo

(1956)

• Chinua Achebe Things Fall Apart 

(1958), Arrow of God (1964)

• Ngugi wa Thiong’o A Grain of Wheat 

(1967)

• Pen Okri The Famished Road (1991)

South African
African National Congress

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Category:South_African_novels


• Mhudi is a South African novel by Sol Plaatje first published in 1930, 

and one of the first published African novels and the first African novel 

published in English. The novel was republished many times 

subsequently, including in the influential Heinemann African Writers 

Series.

• The novel is a political historical novel which explores the 

development of the Traansval kingdom, led by Matabeleland. The 

novel was originally finished in 1920, but Plaatje was unable to get the 

novel published. The novel re-invisions the standard Euro-centric 

narrative of history which supported Apartheid and its racist 

infrastructure.

• Plaatje described the novel as a romance, comparing it to Zulu novels 

of H. Rider Haggard.



• A Wreath for Udomo is a 1956 novel by South 

African novelist Peter Abrahams. The novel 

follows a London-educated black African, Michael 

Udomo, who returns to Africa to become a 

revolutionary leader in the fictional country 

of Panafrica and is eventually martyred. The novel 

explores a revolutionary politics, exploring the 

diversity of actors and political communities 

needed to overcome colonial oppression.



Things Fall Apart is a novel written by Nigerian author Chinua Achebe in 1958. The 

story's main theme concerns pre- and post-colonial life in late nineteenth century 

Nigeria. It is seen as the archetypal modern African novel in English, one of the first 

to receive global critical acclaim. 

Okonkwo is the novel's protagonist. He has three wives and ten (total) children, and 

is a brave and rash Umuofian (Nigerian) warrior and clan leader. Unlike most, he 

cares more for his daughter Ezinma than his son Nwoye whom he believes is weak. 

Okonkwo is the son of the gentle and lazy Unoka, a man he resents for his 

weaknesses. Okonkwo strives to make his way in a culture that traditionally 

values manliness. As a young man he defeated the village's best wrestler, earning 

him lasting prestige. He therefore rejects everything for which he believes his father 

stood: Unoka was idle, poor, profligate, cowardly, gentle, lazy, and interested in 

music and conversation. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nigeria
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chinua_Achebe
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/African_literature
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Masculinity


• Okonkwo consciously adopts opposite ideals and 

becomes productive, wealthy, brave, violent, and opposed 

to music and anything else that he regards as "soft," such 

as conversation and emotion. He is stoic to a fault. He is 

also the hardest-working member of his clan. Okonkwo's 

life is dominated by fear of failure and of weakness—the 

fear that he will resemble his father. 

• Ironically, in all his efforts not to end up like his father, he 

commits suicide, becoming in his culture an abomination 

to the Earth and rebuked by the tribe as his father was 

(Unoka died from swelling and was likewise considered an 

abomination). Okonkwo's suicide represents not only his 

culture's rejection of him, but his rejection of the changes 

in his people's culture, as he realizes that the Igbo society 

that he was so proud of has been forever altered by the 

Christian missionaries.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Stoicism


women
• Ghanaian 

Ama Ata Aidoo Our Sister Killjoy (1977)

• Our Sister Killjoy is about a young African woman named Sissie who 

goes to Europe to "better" herself (with European education) as 

described by her African counterparts. The novel revolves around 

themes of black diaspora and colonialism, in particular colonization of 

the mind. Sissie observes the other Africans who have emigrated (also 

for education and the desire for a better life in Europe) and sees them 

as "sell-outs" who have forgotten their culture and their motherland. 

Aidoo touches on the effects of post-colonialism and how the traditions 

and thoughts of the colonizer are instilled into the minds of the 

colonized. Sissie in the novel represents the need to have a 

connection to one's past.



CARIBBEAN
• Claude Mckay (Jamica)

• Jean Rhys’s Voyage in the Dark (1934)

• Mexican novel, The Plumed Serpent 

(1926)

• CLR James Minty Alley 1936

• Bratjwaote (poem) Rights of Passage 

1967



• Claude McKay, (born September 15, 1889, Nairne 

Castle, Jamaica, British West Indies—died May 22, 

1948, Chicago, Illinois, U.S.), Jamaican-born poet and 

novelist whose Home to Harlem (1928) was the most 

popular novel written by an American black to that 

time. Before going to the U.S. in 1912, he wrote two 

volumes of Jamaican dialect verse, Songs of 

Jamaica and Constab Ballads (1912).



• Jake Brown, the protagonist of Home to Harlem, 

deserts the U.S. Army during World War I and 

lives in London until a race riot inspires him to 

return to Harlem. On his first night home, he meets 

the prostitute Felice, for whom he spends much of 

the rest of the novel searching. 

• Amid his adventures in Harlem, a gallery of rough, 

lusty, heavy-drinking characters appear to vivid 

effect. While working as a dining-car waiter, Jake 

encounters another point of view in Ray, a 

pessimistic college-educated Haitian immigrant 

who advocates behaviour based on racial pride.



• Minty Alley is a groundbreaking novel 

written by Trinidadianwriter C. L. R. 

James in the late 1920s, and published 

by Secker & Warburg in 1936, 

• As West Indian literature was starting to 

flourish. It was the first novel by a black 

West Indian to be published in England

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Trinidad_and_Tobago


• Postcolonial literature often addresses 

the problems and consequences of the 

decolonization of a country, especially 

questions relating to the political and 

cultural independence of formerly 

subjugated people, and themes such as 

racialism and colonialism.



Sampling of Different Literary 
Theories

• Marxist Criticism 

• Feminist Criticism

• Mythic/Archetypal Criticism

• Psychoanalytic Criticism

• Reader Response

• Historical Criticism

• Post-Colonialism



Conclusion 

• As we saw, their chosen medium 

of expression in many cases 

remained the colonizer’s tongue –

English 
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